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			FROST AT MORNING

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			Four children sat round a wooden table under the shade of a copper beech in the Vicarage garden. They were modelling figures from coloured plasticine—red, blue, green and yellow.

			Geraldine worked with earnest concentration. She was a plump little girl, with crisp brown hair, large brown eyes, and lips that were thick but beautifully chiselled. Her short fat fingers crushed the plasticine into shapeless pieces, which she joined together slowly and clumsily.

			“Look, Philip,” she said, “I’m making a train.”

			The boy turned his dark narrow face to her, drawing his brows together in a quick impatient frown, pushing back the strand of hair that fell across his delicate blue-veined temple.

			“It isn’t like a train,” he said shortly; “it hasn’t got wheels.”

			“I’m going to make wheels,” she said. She spoke eagerly, trying to hold his attention. “Look, Philip, I’m going to make wheels of this piece. I’m—”

			But he had lost interest in her, moving his slender sensitive fingers over the curving horns of his red antelope, bending over it with passionate absorption.

			Angela leant across the table, her blue eyes bright with mischief, her curls a mesh of gold in the sunlight. Suddenly her hand shot out, and she snatched one of the pieces of red plasticine that lay by Philip’s elbow.

			He stared at her, his face tight with anger.

			“Give it me back,” he said.

			She laughed—a gay mocking laugh, clear as the trill of a bird.

			“I want it,” she said. “I want it to make a red fire-engine.”

			Geraldine thrust out her underlip.

			“It’s his,” she said. “You shan’t have it.”

			She seized Angela’s hand and forced it open.

			“There you are, Philip,” she said, placing the red lump at his elbow. “I got it back for you.”

			He gave her a long, unsmiling look and pushed the piece across to Angela.

			“You can have it,” he said.

			Angela leant back in her chair, rolling the piece between her hands, smiling to herself . . . She didn’t really want the red wax. She only wanted to relieve her boredom by teasing Philip.

			“I’m not going to make a fire-engine,” she said. “I’m going to make a funny face.” She glanced at the child next her. “You’ve not started making anything with yours yet, Monica.”

			Monica awoke from her day-dreams with a guilty start and bent over the stick of wax, twisting it this way and that, pretending to give it her whole attention, jerking her head so that her dark hair fell over her shoulders to shade her face. It was all unreal to her—the garden, the children, the brightly coloured sticks of modelling wax, but she had to pretend that it was real, had to pretend to be a child with other children. Her mother had said: “Honestly, darling, I can’t have you here any longer. I’ve had you for my six months and daddy’s not quite ready for you yet, so I must make some other arrangement till he is.”

			Seeing the other children intent on their work, she raised her head and looked round the pleasant sunny garden. At the further end of the lawn stood the Vicarage—a long, low building, vaguely ecclesiastic in design, half hidden by climbing roses and jasmine. A photograph taken from where she sat formed the front page of the prospectus that had been sent in answer to her mother’s enquiries. Her mother had seen the advertisement in the newspaper: “Vicar’s wife offers home to one or two children under seven as companions to own child. Happy home life. Country surroundings. Resident governess,” and had said, “I believe this would do.” Monica had felt little interest or curiosity. She knew exactly what it would be like. During her short life she had been sent to many such places.

			Her eye wandered to the gate at the end of the drive, a narrow drive like a tunnel, between trees whose branches met overhead, and she thought: Suppose the postman comes in now and there’s a letter from daddy to say he’s ready for me. Her heart leapt at the thought and her mind flew off to the cottage in Yorkshire, and to the untidy little room littered up with daddy’s manuscripts and books and fishing-rods. She would tidy it up as she always did. She would sew the buttons on to his shirts and old tweed coat. She would go fishing with him, and they would have long walks together over the wind-swept moors. When they came in she would make the toast while he boiled the eggs and got the tea ready. Perhaps after tea they would put on her favourite gramophone record, the “March of the Tin Soldiers”.

			Her friendship with her father was the only friendship that life had as yet given her. They shared an accumulation of small private jokes to which no one else held the key. Shy and silent with other people, she would chatter to him unrestrainedly of everything that came into her head. Everything but one thing. She mustn’t mention her mother to him. When she was with her father she had to close her mind on the months she spent with her mother, and when she went to her mother she had to close her mind on her father. Her mind was full of closed doors . . . She knew things that children should not know, that she must not mention to other children, things that lay like a fog over her spirit, giving her a sense of fear and, strangely, of guilt.

			“What are you making?” said Angela.

			“An apple,” said Monica at random, moving her fingers ineffectively over the plasticine, struggling against the feeling of unreality that invested the three other children, the sunlit garden and the ridiculous pieces of coloured wax.

			“There’s daddy!” cried Angela suddenly.

			They turned to see the Vicar entering the garden, glancing at his watch as he closed the gate. The quick movement with which he pulled the watch from his pocket and replaced it was his most characteristic gesture. His life was an ordered progress from one appointment to another. He was never late and never early. He never hurried and never dawdled. Every minute of every day was fully occupied with its appointed task, and it all fitted together as neatly as the pieces of a jigsaw puzzle. Even now as he stood—a handsome, middle-aged, dignified man, holding out his arms to the little daughter who was running across the lawn to him—he seemed to be reckoning up the exact amount of time that he could spare to the encounter.

			“Hello, daddy!” she called gaily.

			He lifted her up and she clung to him, putting her arms round his neck, kissing his cheek, turning her head for a moment to make sure that the others were watching. There was triumph and a faint unconscious cruelty in the laughing glance she sent them.

			They watched her sombrely, in silence, forgetting the coloured models that lay before them on the table, forgetting their usual quarrels and differences, united by a common sense of exclusion. With the quick sensitiveness of childhood they realized all the implications of the little scene. It was Angela’s father, Angela’s home. She was here by right. They were here because, for the time, at any rate, their own parents did not want them.

			The Vicar set his daughter down and waved to the other children.

			“Hello, children!” he called with the impersonal heartiness that was part of his professional equipment, then, purposeful, unhurried, his mind already occupied with the next item on his programme, he turned to go indoors.

			Angela danced back across the lawn and sat down at the table, spreading her dainty smocked frock over her knees. They watched her, still in silence, then Philip spoke in a high-pitched unsteady voice.

			“My father’s bigger than him. He’s braver, too. He’s shot lions. He rides horses. He climbs mountains. He’s teaching me to do things, too. I can catch cricket balls. I can nearly dive—”

			“You’re frightened of the dark,” said Angela.

			He ignored her.

			“He comes to see me in bed every night. When I had bronchitis, he sat up with me in the room all night.”

			“Why didn’t your mother do that?”

			“I haven’t got a mother. I’m glad I haven’t. I don’t like them. We don’t either of us want a mother. We like being alone together.”

			“Why did he send you here then?” said Angela.

			“He had to go away,” he said, his voice rising shrilly. “On some business. Where he couldn’t take me. He’s going to come back as soon as he can. He said so.”

			“I’m a princess,” said Geraldine suddenly.

			She spoke uncertainly, with an undernote of aggressiveness, as if challenging the others to contradict her. But no one took any notice, and in the silence her mind went back to that talk her parents had had with her the week before she came away. She remembered every word and look, remembered them with a turmoil of spirit in which bewilderment, desolation and excitement were equally mingled.

			They had sat on her bed, one on each side of her, speaking in a sort of antiphon.

			“So, you see, darling, though you aren’t really our own little girl . . .”

			“We love you just as much as if you were . . .”

			“Even more, darling . . .”

			“We didn’t tell you before because we wanted you to feel just as if you were our own little girl before we told you . . .”

			“You see, it doesn’t make any difference . . .”

			“No difference at all, sweetheart . . .”

			Slowly Geraldine had collected her scattered forces. Those rather surprising facts that she had recently learnt about babies . . . What exactly did they mean in her case?

			“Then I wasn’t ever inside you?” she had said.

			“Well, no, darling,” admitted Mrs. Mortimer.

			“But I was inside somebody?”

			“Yes, darling.”

			“Then—then that person was my real mummy?”

			“In a way, darling.”

			“Let’s not think about that,” said Mr. Mortimer briskly.

			But Geraldine wanted to think about it.

			“Why didn’t I stay with her? Why did I come to you?”

			“She didn’t want you, darling, and we did . . .”

			“We wanted you very badly indeed . . .”

			“So now, Gerry darling, go to sleep and forget all about it.”

			But she didn’t forget all about it. Sometimes she tried to. Sometimes—for neither of her parents had ever referred to it again—she almost managed to persuade herself that the strange conversation had never taken place, and that the two whom she knew as mummy and daddy were her real father and mother just like other little girls’ fathers and mothers. But at other times the words, “She didn’t want you, darling,” lay like a weight at the bottom of her heart. Her real father and mother didn’t belong to her. And the ones she called mummy and daddy didn’t belong to her either. Not really. Not in the way that other children’s parents did. It was as if her most precious possession had been suddenly snatched from her and she was left utterly terrifyingly bereft. And then she would take refuge in vague dreams of self-importance. She was a princess sent as a baby to foster-parents to be safe from the plots of her enemies. One day her royal father would send for her and she would go to her own kingdom where she would reign as a queen—fêted, courted, obeyed.

			“I’m a princess,” she said again.

			Angela turned to look at her.

			“You can’t be a princess,” she said. “Your mother isn’t a queen.”

			“My real one is,” said Geraldine, and repeated, “My real one . . . She lives a long way off, and she sent me away because of enemies . . .”

			Her voice trailed away. The story failed to convince even herself.

			“You’re making it all up,” said Angela. “I know where your mother and father live. They live at Maybridge and it’s not far from here, and you’re going back there quite soon now.”

			“I know,” said Geraldine flatly. Then the note of aggressiveness crept again into her voice as she added: “They’ve got a surprise for me when I get back. They said so. It might be a pony. I think it is a pony.”

			But they weren’t listening to her any longer. Philip was twisting the thin spiral tips of his antelope’s horns. Angela was fashioning her wax into a face with a long nose and spikes of hair. Monica was sitting there, her pale face shrouded by her long dark hair.

			“Where do your mother and father live, Monica?” said Angela suddenly.

			Monica did not answer for a few moments, then she said slowly:

			“My father lives in Yorkshire and my mother lives in London.”

			“Why don’t they live in the same place?”

			There was a silence as they waited for her answer. Even Philip had lifted his head from his red antelope and was watching her.

			Then a clear incisive voice cut through the silence, and Miss Rossiter, the nursery governess, came across the lawn from the house.

			“Well, children, how are you getting on?” she said.

			But even that didn’t break the spell. They still waited for Monica’s answer.

			“Why don’t they live in the same place?” said Angela again.

			“Because they’re divorced,” said Monica.

			She looked at Miss Rossiter as she spoke, and Miss Rossiter averted her eyes. Something about the child always made her feel uncomfortable.

			“Hush, dear,” she said. “Don’t talk about it.”

			“I wasn’t going to,” said Monica. She spoke gently, reassuringly. “I wasn’t going to talk about it.”

			“And now let me see what you’ve all done,” said Miss Rossiter, speaking with an intensification of her usual briskness as if to shut out the memory of the unfortunate word. “What about you, Geraldine, dear?”

			“It’s a train,” said Geraldine.

			“It’s not very like a train, dear,” said Miss Rossiter.

			“I haven’t finished it yet,” said Geraldine earnestly. “I haven’t had time. I’m going to finish it. It’ll be like a train when I’ve finished it.”

			“Well, you must try to work more quickly, dear.”

			Miss Rossiter put out her hand to take the shapeless object, but Geraldine snatched it up and held it closely to her. Her face was flushed, her childish brow lowering.

			“It’s mine,” she said. “It’s mine. I made it.”

			“You can have some more wax to-morrow, dear, but—”

			“It’s mine. You can’t take it from me. It’s mine.”

			Miss Rossiter smiled uncertainly. She was a tall, fair girl of about twenty-two, with fresh colouring, regular features and blue eyes. Her expression held an earnestness that left little room for humour but that was genuinely kind and sincere.

			“Well, dear . . .” she said inconclusively and turned to Angela.

			“And what have you made, Angela?”

			Angela leant back in her chair and moved the long yellow nose of her “funny face” to and fro.

			“Oh, Angela!” said Miss Rossiter, smiling despite herself.

			Angela began to laugh—gay little drifts of laughter that seemed to float away through the summer air like bubbles.

			“It’s funny,” she said. “It made you laugh.”

			“But you’ve not really been working, have you, dear?”

			“Oh, no,” said Angela, and laughed again.

			Miss Rossiter moved down the table to Monica’s chair. She moved slowly, reluctantly. This child with the pale composed face and withdrawn manner had her somehow—she didn’t quite know how—at a disadvantage. She had remonstrated with Mrs. Sanders about taking her.

			“Don’t you remember the case?” she had said. “It was in all the papers. A shocking case. And the child was brought into it. I don’t think we ought to have her. There are the other children to consider.”

			“Children are safe from that sort of thing,” Mrs. Sanders had said carelessly. “To the pure all things are pure, you know.”

			But Miss Rossiter wasn’t so sure that to the pure all things were pure.

			Monica rolled her pieces of modelling wax into a ball and handed it to Miss Rossiter.

			“I began to make an apple,” she said, “but I didn’t do much of it. I’m sorry.”

			“That’s all right, dear,” said Miss Rossiter, turning with relief to Philip and looking at the graceful red antelope that stood on the table—spindly legs, tiny hooves, long curving antlers. “Oh, Philip, that’s lovely!”

			But Philip was gazing at it with a tautening of his thin nervous face, seeing it suddenly as a travesty of his vision. The thing his mind had seen had been exquisite. This thing he had made seemed to mock him in its clumsiness and shapelessness.

			“It’s not,” he said stormily. “It’s horrible . . .”

			He crushed it savagely in his hand, then, lips trembling, turned and ran across the lawn, plunging into the shelter of a weeping willow whose branches swept the ground. Geraldine dropped the “train” she had been holding and ran after him.

			“Oh, dear!” said Miss Rossiter.

			These unwanted children who came to share the happy home life of the Vicarage were always a little difficult.

			She addressed the remaining two children in her clear ringing voice,

			“Now, children, we’re going to take a picnic tea into the woods. I’ll go in and get the things ready and will you tell the others that I want you all to come when I blow the whistle? And don’t make a noise on the lawn. Remember that Mrs. Sanders is working.”

			She glanced in the direction of the house. At an open window on the ground floor the Vicar’s wife could be seen seated at a desk, surrounded by a wild confusion of papers, her hair disordered, a streak of ink across her brow.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			The wood was cool and dim, chequered by green shadows, alive with the whispers of insects and the song of the birds, heavy with the acrid sweetness of leafy growth. A tiny stream ran through it, rippling, clear as air, over its bed of pebbles. Beneath the trees bracken thrust up tall graceful fronds. In the clearings drifts of willow herb were gay and heartlifting as a sudden burst of music.

			The children often brought their tea here on fine afternoons, and to-day the party had been increased by the addition of Patsy Gosport, a fat little girl with gingery curls, a tilted nose and a soft round mouth, who lived at The Limes next door to the Vicarage. She had been swinging on the gate as they passed and had joined them on a casual invitation from Miss Rossiter. The children had played in the wood and had had tea in an open space beneath a large beech tree. After tea Miss Rossiter had read aloud to them, choosing “Little Thumb” from her book of Hans Andersen’s Fairy Tales.

			Philip, sitting apart from the others, had listened with barely concealed impatience, taking up pieces of earth and crumbling them between his fingers, drawing his brows together in his quick nervous frown. The words were beautiful, but Miss Rossiter spoilt them . . . She had a penetrating voice, and she read in an over-dramatic fashion that made him feel hotly uncomfortable. As soon as she had finished, he slipped away from the rest and wandered down a little path that wound among the trees. He wanted to be alone, but, glancing round, he saw that Geraldine, too, had left the group and was following him. His lips tightened and his brows shot together again. He wanted to avoid Geraldine . . . This morning she had found him crying under the willow tree, heartbroken by his failure to create his dream antelope, and she had put her arms round him, murmuring words of sympathy.

			“Don’t . . . Philip, darling, don’t . . . It doesn’t matter . . . It’s all right.”

			He had clung to her blindly for comfort, but now the memory sent flames of humiliation through him. He hated her because she had seen his tears and because he had turned to her for consolation. He quickened his footsteps, but, slowly, relentlessly, she gained on him, till she was walking by his side.

			“Hello, Philip,” she said.

			The timidity of her tone increased his anger. He thrust his hands into his pockets and walked on scowling, without answering or looking at her.

			“Philip . . .”

			Still he said nothing, and together they passed under the green arches of the hazels. A dragon-fly darted across the path just in front of them; a jay rose with a flash of colour from a tall blackberry bush nearby. Philip walked with face averted, trying to pretend that she was not there.

			“Philip . . .”

			He gave a grunt.

			“I want to ask you something . . . My mother and father call me Gerry. It’s their pet name for me. Will you call me Gerry too? I do so want you to.”

			He searched for words to express his sense of outrage.

			“You don’t call people names like that because they ask you to,” he said at last. “It makes you want not to . . . You don’t understand . . . You don’t understand anything.”

			“But, Philip”—she was puzzled—“I thought you loved me. I thought we were friends. We were friends this morning under the willow tree when you—”

			He cut her short, his face flaming, his heart beating unevenly.

			“I don’t love you,” he said savagely. “I don’t I don’t.”

			The path had reached a narrow plank bridge that spanned the stream. Beneath it the stream formed a little waterfall, lying smooth as silk over the boulders, then sparkling in the sunshine as it splashed again into its clear pebbly bed. Philip had wanted to come here to watch it, but the joy it should have given him was absent because Geraldine stood beside him, plump and ungainly, sending out waves of sticky affection that seemed to clog his spirit.

			“Go away,” he said, without turning his head. “I don’t want you here.”

			Even at that she did not take offence. Her soft brown eyes held bewilderment, hurt, solicitude, but no resentment.

			“You shouldn’t say things like that, Philip,” she said gently. “It’s rude. It doesn’t matter to me because I love you, but”—she hesitated, then continued, slowly, conscientiously—“when you’re rude to other people, like you are sometimes to Mrs. Sanders and Miss Rossiter, it worries me terribly because—because they don’t know how nice you are really. I think you ought to try to be more polite to people.”

			He was stifled by a sudden rush of fear and anger. He felt as though she were holding him in her hot moist hands . . . fingering him . . .

			“Leave me alone,” he said in a high choking voice. “I hate you. I hate you more than anyone else in the world. I shall always hate you.”

			She turned at that and walked away—a squat, disconsolate figure, treading awkwardly along the narrow winding path.

			Philip drew a long tremulous breath of relief and sat on the bank of the stream, gazing down at the water, taking comfort from the silence and solitude. Next him was a large stone. He put his hand on it. It was firm, smooth-textured, warmed by the sun, the small dents in it soft with lichen. He touched the lichen gently . . . tiny feathers of gold and green, delicately fashioned and lovely as gossamer. A deep stillness seemed to hold the wood. Overhead the beech leaves were like cups, catching the sunshine and spilling it on to the ground beneath . . . And suddenly all the unrest of his spirit was stilled, and happiness welled up in his heart. He sat there, hardly daring to breathe lest it should break the tenuous spell. These flashes of happiness visited him at rare intervals, seeming to catch him up into a world where everything was fine-drawn and exquisite, intensifying and heightening the beauty of the ordinary world around him, so that stream, moss, trees and grass were drenched in magic and mystery. And with the happiness came a strange sense of power, making him exultantly aware of secret forces within him that belonged to him alone, that he shared with no one.

			He didn’t know how long he had sat there when Angela came down the path, but she came so lightly and silently, like a leaf blown by the wind, that her coming did not seem to break the shining brittle world that held him.

			“There you are, Philip,” she said. “Will you play hide-and-seek with me?”

			He shook his head.

			“No. I don’t want to.”

			She sat down by him.

			“What are you thinking about?”

			“I don’t know.”

			“You must know what you were thinking about. Were you thinking about what you’re going to do when you’re grown-up? I often think of that.”

			“No.”

			“What are you going to do when you’re grown-up?”

			“I don’t know.”

			“I do. I’m going to have lovely clothes and go to parties.” Her small face was alight with eagerness. “I’m going to have my photograph in the newspapers. What are you going to do, Philip? What do you want to do?”

			“I want to be like my father.”

			“What’s he like?”

			“He’s very brave and very strong. He’s been out to Africa shooting big game. Once he went on an exploring expedition.”

			He didn’t know why he told her all this. When Geraldine wanted you to tell her things, it made you want not to. Angela didn’t care whether you told her things or not, and it made you want to tell her.

			“You felt sick when you looked down from the church tower. You could never be like him.”

			“He once won a championship at the winter sports,” he went on, as if he had not heard her. “He’s climbed some of the highest mountains in the world.”

			She leapt to her feet. She was bored and irritated. She’d wanted to play hide-and-seek and he wouldn’t play. He would only talk about his father. He hadn’t been interested in what she was going to do when she was grown-up. He was a stupid, silly little boy.

			“You’re a baby,” she taunted him. “You cried this morning because you couldn’t make that plasticine thing properly. You cried and let Geraldine comfort you. I saw you . . .”

			With that she turned and ran down the path out of his sight.

			She had pricked the bubble of his happiness and the hurt she had dealt him could not be solaced by anger. Somehow he could never be angry with Angela as he so often was with Geraldine. And what she had said was true. He set his lips tightly and gave himself a little jerk as if to shake off his dreaminess.

			When he came to the Vicarage he had decided to practise being strong and brave every day, so that when he went home his father would notice the change in him and be pleased. Every night he stood at his open window—a thin under-grown child, with bony wrists and fragile blue-veined temples—flinging his match-like arms up and down, to and fro, with frantic energy, pausing every now and then to search for traces of the biceps that he was hoping to develop. That part, of course, was easy. It was the practise of bravery that he found difficult.

			His father had tried to teach him boxing, and he had cried at the first blow. The memory of the faint contempt in his father’s voice as he said, “All right, old chap, we won’t do any more now,” still sent a wave of shame through him. And that was not the only shameful memory . . . There were those “catches” his father sent him and that he dropped because the ball stung his hands . . . There was the plunge from the diving-board into the water that he shirked time after time, creeping round ashamedly to the steps at the shallow end . . . He must learn to bear pain and shock . . . He must do something that hurt him every day . . . He looked down at the stone on which his hand rested. It would hurt if he knocked his head against it hard . . . really hard . . .

			Angela ran lightly down the path to where Miss Rossiter sat under the beech tree engaged in picking up a stitch that she had dropped in her knitting several rows back. Miss Rossiter did not usually drop stitches, but ever since tea only half her mind had been on her work. From where she sat she could see Monica and Patsy Gosport sitting on a fallen log behind a thick holly bush talking . . . Miss Rossiter always felt uneasy when Monica was alone with any of the other children, and the strange glance the child had sent her that morning increased her uneasiness. Quite obviously the child knew things, and children who knew things were apt to impart their knowledge to other children. Miss Rossiter had moved her position several times, so that she could keep them in view. Once or twice she had strolled in their direction so that she could hear what they were saying. She had been relieved to find that Patsy was doing most of the talking and that she was talking about such things as scooters and her garden and her kitten. Still—plants and kittens could lead to anything . . . She shifted her position again, so that she could see Monica’s small pale face through the bushes. It was as composed and expressionless as ever. Sly. That was the word.

			Angela reached the clearing in a series of running leaps.

			“Shall I wash up for you, Miss Rossiter?” she said.

			Miss Rossiter looked at the remains of the tea, still outspread on the ground in front of her.

			“I was only going to rinse them in the stream, dear,” she said. “They can be washed properly when we get home.”

			“I’ll do it for you,” said Angela.

			“That’s kind of you, dear,” said Miss Rossiter.

			She spoke with qualified enthusiasm. She knew Angela’s “helping” . . . The whole process would be abruptly abandoned as soon as any fresh interest presented itself. But Angela, having, for the moment, no other means of relieving her boredom, was gathering up cups, plates and milk-jug with an air of bustling activity.

			“Don’t take more than you can carry, dear.”

			“I’m all right,” said Angela airily. “I can carry heaps of things.”

			She vanished among the trees, and for some moments there was silence—a silence broken suddenly by the smash of crockery. Miss Rossiter sighed, put down her knitting and went to investigate. Pieces of a broken milk-jug lay on the path, but Angela was nowhere to be seen. Miss Rossiter gathered up the pieces and returned to her post. Soon Angela came back with the tea-things. She looked serene and complacent.

			“There!” she said. “I’ve rinsed them all out for you. I am a help, aren’t I?”

			“Yes, dear, but I’m sorry you broke the milk-jug.”

			“What milk-jug?” said Angela.

			“The one I found on the path.”

			“Oh, that!” said Angela. “That was there when I got there. Someone else must have dropped it. I didn’t.”

			“But I heard it break, Angela.”

			“No, you couldn’t have done. I dropped some spoons and picked them up. That’s what you must have heard.”

			“Darling, it doesn’t matter about breaking the jug, but you mustn’t tell a lie about it. I saw you take the jug away with the other things.”

			Angela’s wide blue eyes met Miss Rossiter’s with a look of innocent surprise.

			“You couldn’t have. I’m not telling a lie. I didn’t break it.”

			“Angela,” said Miss Rossiter solemnly, “I’m afraid I must tell your mother that you’ve told me a lie.”

			“I haven’t. I didn’t.”

			“Oh, Angela!” said Miss Rossiter in deep reproach.

			But Angela was already dancing off lightly among the trees. “I didn’t. I didn’t,” came from her in a clear, gay little voice, growing fainter and fainter as she went farther away. “I didn’t. I didn’t. I didn’t. I didn’t. I didn’t.”

			Miss Rossiter sighed again as she began to pack the tea-things away into the picnic-basket.

			*

			“Go on,” said Monica eagerly. “Tell me some more.”

			But Patsy was growing tired of the recital.

			“There’s nothing more to tell,” she said.

			“Yes, there is,” protested Monica. “There must be. Do go on. Look! Here’s the last biscuit. Take it.”

			Miss Rossiter had divided among the children the biscuits left over from tea, and Monica had been doling hers out one by one to Patsy in order to prolong the recital.

			Patsy took the biscuit and began to nibble it.

			“There’s nothing more to tell,” she repeated. “I’ve told you everything.”

			“Tell me again, then,” pleaded Monica. “Please tell me again. Tell me more about the baby. Tell me everything you do all the time.”

			The family at The Limes had enthralled Monica ever since she came to the Vicarage. She had watched them through the hedge and from the windows, had strained her ears for every sound—the laughter and gurgles of the baby in his pram, the shouts of the schoolboy brother, the father’s voice whistling rather untunefully as he worked in the garden, the mother singing to herself as she hung out or took in the washing.

			“Does the baby always come into your bed in the morning?” said Monica.

			“Most mornings. I play with him and show him his picture book.”

			“And what happens after that?”

			“Mummy takes him and I get up. I go into their bedroom and they help me dress. And then we have breakfast.”

			“And do you always go down to the gate to see your father off? All of you?”

			“Yes. I get his attaché-case and Derek his hat and Jacko—”

			“That’s the baby, isn’t it?”

			“Yes. Jacko gets his gloves. Mummy helps Jacko get the gloves, of course. Then we all go down to the gate to see him off.”

			“And what do you do then?”

			“Oh, I’m tired of telling you.”

			“Please, Patsy. I’ve got some chocolate at the Vicarage. I’ll put it through the hedge for you when we get back. Please go on. Who puts the baby to bed?”

			“I help mummy bath him and we put him to bed together. Then mummy reads aloud to Derek and me. She’s reading Alice in Wonderland now. It’s lovely. And then it’s time for daddy to come home, and Derek and I wait at the gate till we see him coming and then we run down the road to meet him. We race each other. Sometimes I win. I think Derek lets me.”

			“And after that?”

			“We help daddy in the garden and he helps Derek with his homework and I go to bed and mummy tucks me up and daddy comes in to say good night.”

			Monica was silent, storing up every detail in her memory. She never identified herself with the next-door family. She merely watched and listened, with a curious ache, as of hunger, at her heart, snatching avidly at every crumb of information about them.

			“Jacko was crying yesterday morning.”

			“He fell down. He can’t walk very well yet.”

			“What were you all laughing at yesterday afternoon?”

			“I don’t remember. Jacko, I expect . . . Oh, I’m tired of telling you things. Let’s talk about something else.”

			“What shall we talk about?”

			“Let’s choose three wishes . . . Suppose a fairy came and gave you three wishes, what would you choose?”

			Monica was silent for some moments, then:

			“I’d wish that you’d ask me to tea to your house,” she said with a quick intake of breath.

			“Oh,” said Patsy. She considered. “Well, I think we could. I’ll ask mummy. When could you come?”

			A faint tinge of colour had crept into Monica’s cheeks.

			“Can—can I come to-morrow?”

			“I think so. I’ll ask mummy . . . Now I’ll tell you about my three wishes.”

			Miss Rossiter closed the picnic-basket and gave the blast on the whistle that was the signal for the children to assemble at the clearing. They came back one by one through the trees. Angela carried an armful of willow herb. Geraldine had been crying. There was a faint bruise on Philip’s forehead.

			“What have you done to your head, Philip?” said Miss Rossiter.

			“I fell.”

			“You ought to bathe it,” said Geraldine. “I’ll bathe it for you in the stream.”

			“Leave me alone,” he muttered savagely.

			Angela ran on ahead to the stile that separated the wood from the road.

			“There’s Mr. Hassock,” she said, standing on the top rung. “Hello, Mr. Hassock.”

			A man in shabby flannel trousers, a blazer and a clerical collar stopped short in his progress down the road and waited for the picnic party to emerge from the wood. He was tall and powerfully built, with a shaggy, somewhat unkempt look about him. His face—square-cut beneath a thatch of black upstanding hair—was tanned by exposure to sun and wind, and his eyes, beneath thick overhanging brows, held a kindly humorous twinkle.

			Miss Rossiter, who disliked the curate, had tried to hang back, so that he should have passed the stile before she emerged from the wood, but the ruse had been unsuccessful.

			“Hello, children,” he said. “Good afternoon, Miss Rossiter . . . Allow me.”

			He took the picnic-basket and walked beside her, swinging the basket to and fro, obviously finding a certain difficulty in accommodating his long strides to her shorter steps.

			“Had this lot for some time, haven’t you?” he said, jerking his head in the direction of the children.

			His deep rumbling voice had a hint of laughter in it. The suspicion that he found her—and indeed the whole Vicarage ménage—amusing had annoyed Miss Rossiter for some time.

			“They’re all going soon,” she said. “We’re expecting some new ones at the end of the month.”

			“I often wonder how you can stand the life,” he said.

			She stiffened.

			“I love it,” she said. “Mrs. Sanders is my greatest friend, and I love helping her. I love children, too.”

			“I know. I know. I know. That’s all very well, but never a day off. You never do have a day off, do you?”

			“I don’t want a day off. I could have as many as I liked if I wanted them.”

			“There’s something wrong in your not wanting them.”

			“My work at the Vicarage is my whole life. I help Mrs. Sanders with her writing as well as with the children.”

			He snorted.

			“I know you do.”

			“Please don’t swing the basket like that. You’ll be breaking something.”

			“No, I won’t. I’m swinging it carefully . . . How old are you?”

			“Twenty-two,” she said, answering the question before she realized its impertinence and then wishing she hadn’t done.

			“There!” he said triumphantly. “I knew you were too young to make a drudge of yourself. You’ve got your whole life before you. You ought to get out and about. Meet people. Kick over the traces.”

			“Did you know,” she said frigidly, “that my fiancé was killed in the Battle of the Marne only a week after our engagement?”

			“No, I didn’t,” he said. His voice was still loud and booming and cheerful. It lacked the note of hushed sympathy that she usually heard in people’s voices when she told them the story of her engagement. “But what of it, anyway? The Battle of the Marne was in 1918 and it’s 1922 now. How long had you known the chap before you got engaged to him?”

			“A fortnight.”

			“I expect you hardly remember what he looked like.”

			“I remember perfectly.”

			“You were just a romantic schoolgirl, and you’re a romantic schoolgirl still. You ought to try to grow up. You’re wasting your life.”

			“I’m not wasting my life,” she said indignantly. “Olivia’s work is of value to humanity.”

			He shot her an amused glance.

			“You don’t really believe that, do you?”

			Her cheeks flamed with anger.

			“You’re being extremely impertinent.”

			“I know I am,” he said mildly; “but I don’t like to see people wasting their lives for the sake of a bit of play-acting.” He paused for a moment, then went on: “Bertie Carstairs was talking to me about you last night. He said he’d asked you to go to the cricket-club dance and you’d refused.”

			“He’s always asking me to go to things with him,” she said. “I’ve told him. I don’t go out.”

			“Yes, but he’s a decent chap, you know. I said I’d put in a word for him to you. I thought you might listen to me.”

			“Why on earth should I?” she said, too much astounded for the moment to be angry.

			“Well, people do sometimes,” he said modestly. “Now listen. Let’s get this straight. Bertie’s a splendid chap, and just because this other man—whoever he was—”

			She interrupted him.

			“I should like you to know,” she said, “that the night before he was killed my fiancé wrote to me asking me, whatever happened, to be faithful to his memory, and I took a vow then and there that I would be. Don’t you think that a person’s last wish should be sacred?”

			He considered.

			“Not more than any other wish,” he said. “Less so, in fact, because people generally make their last wishes at a time of mental and physical stress that gives them a distorted view of any situation.”

			“How can you talk like that!” she said heatedly. “He died fighting for me—”

			“And himself, you know,” he put in.

			She ignored the interruption and went on:

			“How could I meet him in the next world if—”

			Her voice trailed away.

			“I think you’ve got a completely wrong idea of the next world.”

			The amusement in his voice brought the colour flaming to her cheeks.

			“I don’t want to discuss it with you,” she said. “I’ve already told you that I’m happy and that my work is my whole life.”

			“No, it isn’t,” he said. “It’s your drug. You take it to stop yourself living. You’re a drug addict of the worst kind—far worse than any poor chap who takes opium or cocaine, because he knows he’s doing wrong and you do it in a glow of morbid self-righteousness.”

			“Can’t you understand?” she said. “I give my life to these children because—because I look on them as the children Frank and I might have had.”

			“All of them?” he said. “They’re rather a mixed bag, you know.”

			Lips compressed, she snatched the basket from him.

			“Please go. I’ve told you I don’t want to discuss the matter with you,” she said. “You’ve no sympathy or—or decency.”

			He took the basket back from her, his eyes twinkling under their bushy brows, and they walked on in silence after the children.

			The children had stopped at the gate of The Limes and stood there in a little group. Philip was clutching the armful of willow herb. Angela, tiring of it, had thrown it down in the road, and he had picked it up, not because he wanted the flowers but because he could not bear to see them left in the dust to die.

			“Let me carry them,” said Geraldine.

			“No,” he said, scowling at her over the wilting flowers. He felt foolish and ashamed, resentful of the impulse that had made him gather up the blooms, angry that Geraldine should understand it.

			Monica’s eyes were fixed on Mrs. Gosport, who was talking to Patsy at the front door. There was a worried expression on Mrs. Gosport’s kind, pleasant face, and she kept glancing at Monica as they talked.

			Miss Rossiter and the curate stopped at the gate.

			“Thank you,” said Miss Rossiter to the curate in chilly dismissal, taking the basket from him again.

			He accepted his dismissal and strode on down the road, swinging his arms, covering the ground with his long, rapid stride so swiftly that he seemed to vanish round the bend of the road as soon as he left them.

			Mrs. Gosport came down the path to the gate.

			“Could I speak to you for a moment, Miss Rossiter?”

			The two walked out of earshot of the children, skirting a scooter and the remains of a dolls’ tea-party that lay on the lawn.

			“I don’t know quite what to do, my dear,” said Mrs. Gosport. “Patsy wants me to have the little dark girl—Monica, isn’t it?—to tea, and I’d love to, of course, but—what’s the child like? I mean, what’s her background? One has to be so careful.”

			“I know,” said Miss Rossiter. “I do appreciate that . . . It’s rather an unhappy story. Her mother’s divorced and the case was quite a notorious one. She seems to have been absolutely shameless. The name’s Patterson. Do you remember the case? It was about two years ago.”

			“No. I never read divorce cases. I suppose the child—knows things she shouldn’t?”

			“I’m afraid she does.”

			“Then I’d really rather she didn’t come. I do try so hard to keep that sort of thing from them while they’re little. I know you understand.”

			“Of course I do,” said Miss Rossiter. “I’ll tell her quite kindly. I’ll say you’re too busy.”

			“Y-yes,” said Mrs. Gosport. She still looked rather worried. “But—I hate to disappoint a child. If she seems to mind terribly, I’ll have her. I’ll try to be with them all the time, though it’s not easy with the baby and the tea to get.”

			“I’m sure it’ll be all right,” said Miss Rossiter.

			She walked down to the gate.

			“Now come along, children . . . Oh, Monica dear, one minute!”

			The little procession began to move along the road towards the Vicarage.

			“I’m afraid that Mrs. Gosport can’t have you to tea to-morrow, dear, after all. She’s very busy just now. You don’t mind, do you?”

			“No . . .” said Monica.

			The small face was quite expressionless and composed.

			Miss Rossiter turned to give a reassuring nod and smile to Mrs. Gosport, who still lingered at the gate.

			Obviously the child didn’t mind at all.

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			“May I come in, Olivia?” said Miss Rossiter, opening the study door.

			“That you, Greta?” said Mrs. Sanders, raising her head from her desk. “Yes, dear. Come in . . . The little ones safely in bed?”

			“They’re in bed,” said Miss Rossiter, entering the room, “and, I hope, safely. How are you getting on?”

			She steered her way as she spoke over the sea of manuscript that covered the floor.

			Mrs. Sanders pushed a lock of her untidy hair from her forehead and leant back in her chair.

			“On the whole, well,” she said. “I’ve come up against a few difficulties, of course.” She turned over some pages of the confused heaps of papers that surrounded her. “I’ve got Sir Neville and Luella engaged and I’m bringing the real wife back from Paris. I’m not sure whether to bring her back in time to forbid the banns or to interrupt the marriage service. Either would be effective.”

			“Both have been done before,” said Miss Rossiter.

			“Everything’s been done before,” said Mrs. Sanders blandly. “I’ve played with the idea of letting them actually get married before the real wife turns up, but that’s a bit—strong, perhaps.”

			“Perhaps . . . and she’s dying of consumption, anyway.”

			“No, dear. That’s the wife in Barren Heritage.”

			“Oh, yes.”

			Mrs. Sanders always worked on two or three novels at the same time, and sometimes it was difficult to keep them clear in one’s mind.

			“Sit down, Greta dear. I’m sure you’re tired.”

			Miss Rossiter looked round the room. Every chair was occupied. There was an untidy pile of manuscript on one, a welter of books and newspapers on another, a tray of tea on another, a skirt and hat on another. On the long sofa against the wall was a picture, a tin of biscuits, a large old-fashioned mousetrap, a sponge and a bunch of bananas.

			“Make room, dear,” said Mrs. Sanders vaguely.

			Greta made room between the mousetrap and the bananas.

			“Do look at that picture,” said Mrs. Sanders. “I brought it down from the spare bedroom. I believe she’s supposed to be an Early Christian, but she looks exactly as I imagine the adventuress in Tangled Weds to look, and I’m going to keep it by me till I get to her description. Just pass me the sponge, dear. My hands get so sticky . . . I think there’s another mouse. I’ve been hearing rustlings again.”

			Miss Rossiter was studying the picture.

			“She looks a bit raffish,” she said.

			“Raffish!” said Mrs. Sanders. “That’s the word I want.” She began to burrow among the sheets of manuscript. They flew up around her as if driven by a whirlwind, fluttering down upon the floor. “I want it for Edwin’s sister in Fallen Sheaves. I simply couldn’t think of the right word . . . Oh, here it is.”

			“It’s probably the same mouse you caught last week,” said Miss Rossiter. “You let it out again, didn’t you?”

			“Yes. I can’t bear to see an animal suffer . . . I think I’ll write a fresh paragraph for ‘raffish’.”

			Her pen made a shrill scratching sound as it flew over the paper. (She disliked fountain-pens because, as she said, they lacked character.) Plunging it into the inkwell, she sent little showers of ink on to the desk all round her.

			Mrs. Sanders was a large, untidy woman of quite astounding beauty. Her hair was generally coming down, she wore a strange collection of ill-assorted garments, ink covered her fingers and frequently found its way to her face, but nothing could dim the radiance of her beauty.

			When the Vicar first met her she was living in lodgings in Chelsea supporting her father (once a well-known artist, now a peevish invalid) by writing stories for the cheaper women’s magazines. The two lived in poverty—if not in actual squalor—but both were supremely indifferent to their surroundings. A friend who had known the artist in his younger and more successful days had introduced the Vicar to them, and the Vicar had fallen in love with her at first sight. He thought of her as a “lily on a dung-heap” and longed to transport her from this sordid existence to a gracious ordered life. Her father was the only obstacle, and her father solved the problem by dying a few weeks after their meeting. So the Vicar and Olivia were married, and the Vicar removed his lily to a more salubrious atmosphere.

			He was disconcerted to find that what he had thought of as the dung-heap accompanied her. She continued to be uncompromisingly “Bohemian”. The Vicar had taken for granted that after her marriage she would give up writing, but it never occurred to her to do so. She never even realized that he wanted her to give up writing. She was bland, vague, absentminded, sublimely imperturbable and magnificently evasive. It was impossible to join issues with her on any subject, for nothing had any reality to her outside the plots—heart-stirring and sometimes a little daring—of her novelettes. So in the end the Vicar gave it up. Even the gracious ordered life he had planned for her vanished on her approach. Disorder sprang up around her like a magic growth wherever she went. She carried her own world about with her and it was impervious to assault.

			And yet the marriage was far from being an unhappy one. The fact that she undertook no duties in the house or in the parish was, on the whole, an advantage. The Vicar’s old nurse had managed the house for him ever since he was appointed to the living. There was an army of devoted church workers who ran the parish methodically and with the minimum of friction. Olivia, serenely indifferent to both house and parish, living entirely in the feuilletons that she poured out unceasingly under the pen-names of Gloria Fortescue, Sonia Glendinning and Marcella Montmorency, got in nobody’s way, trod on nobody’s corns. Her churchgoing was spasmodic. When she attended church, she attended it in regal state, wearing one of those flamboyant garments that conformed to no fashion but that somehow enhanced her Junoesque beauty. However distrait or untidy she might be, her entry into any place suggested a ceremonial procession.

			And the novelettes were successful. Money poured into the Vicarage. After every fifth chapter Olivia rested from novel writing and wrote a poem, in order, as she said, to refresh her soul. They were poems of uplift, inculcating by means of rhymed couplets the simple virtues of cheerfulness, helpfulness and unselfishness, and they sold like hot cakes. They appeared on calendars and Christmas cards and little illuminated placards. They were done in poker-work. They were framed in passe-partout. They hung in kitchens, sitting-rooms, offices. It was one of these that had made Miss Rossiter known to her. Miss Rossiter, bewildered and desolated by the death of her fiancé, had derived much comfort from a poem of Mrs. Sanders’ called “Heart’s-ease” and had written to the author to tell her so. Mrs. Sanders, whose latest heroine had just lost her fiancé in the war and who wanted a little first-hand information on the subject, suggested a meeting. At the meeting it was disclosed that Miss Rossiter was a nursery governess and that Mrs. Sanders wanted a nursery governess for her little daughter, Angela. Within a week Miss Rossiter was installed in the Vicarage, eager to devote her life to her new friend.

			Miss Rossiter was simple-minded and full of energy. She wept over the feuilletons, she was inspired by the poems, she constituted herself secretary, attendant and disciple to the authoress as well as governess to Angela. And even that was not enough. Angela, she considered, needed a companion. An advertisement was put into a leading London paper. There were several replies. Three companions were chosen. Miss Rossiter coped with them skilfully and efficiently. The three went in due course and were replaced by three more. A succession of companions for Angela streamed through the Vicarage. They were mostly children whose parents were anxious to dispose of them for a few months and were willing to pay handsomely for the temporary boon of childlessness. Mr. Sanders found the fees a useful addition to his stipend, for, though money poured into the Vicarage, it poured out again as quickly.

			Mrs. Sanders was extravagant as only a vague impractical person can be extravagant. She seldom went shopping, but when she did she bought everything she saw. She loved barbaric jewellery and ornaments. It made little difference whether these things were real or imitation. A few shillings or a few hundred pounds were more or less the same to her. She would buy half a dozen model dresses at the same time, have what she called a “day’s dress-making” on them—tear them to pieces, make one out of two, two out of one, turn a dress into a cloak, a cloak into a dressing-gown—then buy half a-dozen more to make good the damage.

			She handed an untidy sheaf of papers to Miss Rossiter.

			“Darling, will you just go through this and put the flowers right? It’s the description of the garden in chapter ten.”

			Miss Rossiter took the papers and put them into some sort of order.

			“What month is it supposed to be?”

			“July.”

			Miss Rossiter forbore to call her employer’s attention to the fact that the present month was July and that from the study window she could see the Vicarage garden ablaze with July flowers. Mrs. Sanders seldom saw anything that was before her eyes. Only the week before she had gone into Maybridge to do some shopping and had returned in a taxi filled almost to overflowing with delphiniums that she had bought at a florist’s.

			“Aren’t they a heavenly colour!” she had said. “I simply couldn’t resist them.”

			It was the Vicar who pointed out that the border at the side of the lawn was full of delphiniums of that particular shade.

			“So it is!” Mrs. Sanders had said with interest. “I never noticed.”

			Miss Rossiter drew her pencil through narcissus and chrysanthemum.

			“I just put down anything that came into my head,” said Mrs. Sanders unnecessarily. “I always find that stopping to think about details chokes the flow of the story.”

			“I shouldn’t have ‘periwinkle’,” said Miss Rossiter. “It’s a weed.”

			“What a pity!” said Mrs. Sanders. “It’s such a nice word, isn’t it?”

			“Yes,” said Miss Rossiter, drawing her pencil through michaelmas daisy. “Have you decided about Julian?”

			Mrs. Sanders frowned thoughtfully.

			“I think he must marry Mirabel. At present, of course, he’s in love with Valerie, but I want Valerie to remain faithful to Cyprian’s memory.”

			The faint depression that had clouded Miss Rossiter’s spirit ever since her meeting with Mr. Hassock on the way home from the picnic cleared away . . . She felt safe and happy in this world of Olivia’s, in which people remained faithful to other people’s memories as a matter of course.

			“By the way, dear, someone rang you up this afternoon and wanted to speak to you. It was a man. I’ve forgotten what he wanted and I’ve forgotten his name. Reggie something.”

			“Bertie Carstairs?”

			“It might have been,” said Mrs. Sanders, appearing to give the matter deep thought. “It’s quite possible. I didn’t see you in the garden, so I said you were out.”

			“I was. I didn’t want to speak to him, anyway. I took the children into the wood for a picnic tea.”

			“How nice, dear! I’m thinking of having a picnic in Barren Heritage. It brings all the characters together and one can hang a few nature descriptions on to it. Did the children enjoy it?”

			“I think so. I was a little worried about Monica—”

			“She’s the film star’s little girl, isn’t she?”

			“No, dear. That was Petronella. She went home last month. Monica’s parents are divorced.”

			“She gets into those dreadful rages, doesn’t she?”

			“No. That was Dinah. She’s gone to America with her mother. At present we have Monica and Geraldine and Philip.”

			“Philip! I remember about him. His father’s in prison. I was going to use the situation in Stony Paths, wasn’t I?”

			“No, dear. Philip’s father isn’t in prison. You’re thinking of little Leonard who was here in the spring.”

			Mrs. Sanders looked at her, frowning intently.

			“Darling, I must get this right. Tell me about the children we’ve got with us now. I know you’ve told me once but I’ve forgotten. I’m deeply interested in the work we do for these little people, and I must be clear about it.”

			“I shouldn’t bother,” said Miss Rossiter soothingly. “They happen to be going quite soon and fresh ones will be coming.” She put the papers back on the desk. “Have you finished chapter ten?”

			“Nearly. I worked all lunchtime, you know, because I wanted to get on with it.”

			“Didn’t you have any lunch?”

			“I had some biscuits and I think I had a banana. Or was it grapes?” She opened a drawer in the desk, full of biscuits, pieces of chocolate, apples, loose dates, paper clips, indiarubbers, pen-nibs and odds and ends of manuscripts, and considered the contents speculatively. “I think it must have been the grapes. They seem to have gone.”

			Mrs. Sanders, when in good writing vein, dispensed with conventional meals and remained throughout the day seated at her desk, nibbling at intervals the biscuits and fruit that she kept there in readiness. Occasionally Miss Rossiter, seizing her opportunity, would clear out the bits of biscuit and cake, the often mouldy remains of oranges, grapes, peaches and chocolate that accumulated in almost every drawer, but the opportunity seldom occurred.

			“Adrian’s got someone coming to dinner,” went on Mrs. Sanders. “It’s someone important—a bishop or churchwarden or something—and I promised to have dinner with them. I’ve dressed ready for it in good time so as to be sure not to forget.”

			Ever since she came into the room Miss Rossiter had been throwing sidelong glances at her employer’s costume. It was a flowing voluminous dress of red velvet, tightly gathered at the waist, that she had had made about six years ago for a fancy dress dance at which she had appeared as Queen Elizabeth. Altered, renovated, it was still worn by Mrs. Sanders for most formal occasions, though her wardrobe was filled with expensive up-to-date dresses. No one—probably not even Mrs. Sanders herself—knew the reason for this.

			“Why didn’t you put on the new black one?” said Miss Rossiter.

			“Not black, dear,” said Mrs. Sanders. “Not while I’m working on chapter ten. I want Rosaline to defy the conventions, and I think that red suggests that much more than black. If I’d worn the black dress I might have been tempted to compromise. I’m so sensitive to atmosphere.”

			“I know, dear, but you’ve had that red dress for such a long time. What about the green one—the one you bought last week?”

			Mrs. Sanders wrinkled her brow.

			“I did something to it. I’ve forgotten what, but I know I did something to it. I think I made it into cushion covers.” She glanced round the room at the armchairs and sofa. “No, it couldn’t have been that . . . I believe I used it to brighten up that brown dress. I’ve never liked that brown dress . . . Anyway, I couldn’t have done chapter ten in green. There’s something so detached and cynical about green.” She collected her manuscripts into an untidy heap and went on, “I’m so glad the children enjoyed the circus.”

			“Picnic,” said Miss Rossiter. “Mr. Hassock came home with us. I don’t like him.”

			“I don’t like him much either,” said Mrs. Sanders, “but I think he’d do for Sir Jasper in Fallen Sheaves. There’s something dark and sinister about him.”

			“I don’t think he’s sinister, exactly,” said Miss Rossiter. “He’s merely boorish and ill-bred and completely lacking in understanding. He—”

			The door opened and the Vicar came in.

			“Well, my dear,” he said, removing the tea-tray on to the top of a bookcase and lowering his tall frame into the armchair. “How are you getting on?”

			“Quite well, thank you, Adrian,” said his wife. “I haven’t”—with a touch of pride—“forgotten about dinner.”

			The Vicar looked round the chaotic room. The sight roused no irritation in him, though his own study—on the other side of the house—was a model of order and efficiency.

			Mr. Sanders was essentially a man of business. His business was religion and his god was organization. He regarded the numbers of his congregation as a merchant might regard the profits of his trade. Even his charm and good looks he used deliberately to lure people into his church and enrol them among his parish workers. His sermons were well thought out and well delivered, but it was as a committee man that he excelled. He was on every committee for a radius of ten miles, and he attended every meeting of every committee, guiding its decisions with a nicely adjusted mixture of tact and firmness. In spite of this, not only did his wife’s lack of method cause him no annoyance, but he was as much in love with the large beautiful ridiculous creature as he had been when he married her. It was as if his coldness and dryness found solace in her warmth and exuberance, as if something dead in him took life from her vitality. And Mrs. Sanders—as far as she could love a creature of flesh and blood—loved her husband. He conformed in type to her middle-aged heroes. He was tall and “distinguished-looking”. His hair was greying at the temples. She put him into every book she wrote. He was diplomat, solicitor, secret service agent, general, aristocrat, and, frequently, guardian of an attractive ward. Sometimes he was just a butler—once he had been a postman—but he was always there.

			He turned to Miss Rossiter.

			“And how are the children?” he said. “The little boy—Philip, isn’t it?—looks very delicate.”

			“His father isn’t in prison, you know,” said Mrs. Sanders, as if imparting an interesting piece of news. “It was someone else who was in prison.”

			“Of course Philip’s father isn’t in prison,” said the Vicar. “He lives at Penbury. Only a few miles away . . . It’s rather an odd coincidence that we should have two children from our own locality. Little Philip Shenstone from Penbury and little Geraldine Mortimer from Maybridge.”

			“Geraldine?” said Mrs. Sanders thoughtfully. “Her people aren’t in India, then?”

			“No, my dear.”

			“I just wondered. So many people seem to be. People with children, I mean.”



OEBPS/image/pi.png





OEBPS/image/Frost_at_Morning_Cover_final.jpg
w lbll.lll y)!

b B e T e e N e L e imrrena NG LR 1§ § 3 34 et

e

Z N Sl
i=nlllis == SEii=u
= .

Z

Q

= ==
== -
Q

“ &&\»\\,ﬁ/ O = i \\\*
. »
S e\ ///\\\s\; ///. =

— W ZI'N\R






OEBPS/image/1.png
.

=

— E = =R
=il =2 ==

il

-y T M G e =
- ot o e
&~ i ==
7 / -. i
.\\\\.- i — - ~

— ey v. 4
=17 4 :
\

!
Sl






