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			Chapter I

			IN 1870, on a March day so mild it might have been May, Caroline was born.

			Caroline took such a time from start to finish of her journey, that the nice woman from the village (in the good black dress she kept for the labours of mothers of babies of the upper class) almost called in a doctor. Her knowledge of how much so nice a lady as Mrs. Torrys would resent, at such a time, the presence of a gentleman in her room prevented her. As a matter of fact towards the end of her confinement Selina Torrys would not have cared if an entire regiment of gentlemen had come into the room. Thirty-six hours of pain, which not only grew in intensity, but became more hard to bear as she grew weaker, made her incapable of any feeling beyond a wish to die. When finally the unpleasant sight, which was Caroline, did emerge into daylight, she lost consciousness and so was spared, for a time, the knowledge that she had given so much trouble over a girl, when dear James had set his heart on a boy.

			When exactly the Torrys had first owned a strip of England was doubtful, but certainly they had borne arms since the fifteenth century, for the newly created Heralds’ College stated so in their records.

			A queer family with a remarkable ability for remaining in the background. With the passing of the years the different branches acquired various houses, and these the elder sons inherited. The younger sons, and God knows there were enough of them, graced such professions as a gentleman might, but no matter whether it was the Army, the Navy, the Church, or subduing heathen in various outposts of the Empire, they never achieved the slightest distinction. Neither did the elder sons do anything to their properties that might have brought them riches. Even when Farmer George was on the throne and no Squire thought worse of himself for putting on smock and gaiters and working beside his men, no Torrys turned over a sod to make it pay. Taking them by and large, though there were of course exceptions, they were an upright lot, and had a reputation for good English honour in whatever they did. This was perhaps the reason why they remained in inconspicuous, for as a family they had an unshakable conviction that to be born a Torrys was as great a gift as God could bestow, and they therefore needed no further distinctions. This love of family naturally caused them to feel that a union with any of them was as great a bit of fortune as a woman could pray for; what more could she ask than to bear the name of Torrys. They did not bestow the gift of themselves for nothing as their coats of arms clearly showed. The quarterings of every branch of the family told the same tale. Surcharged and borne on escutcheons of pretence were the rose gules, annulets, saltires argent, and crosses moline of heiresses. Not one woman of them all might bear arms in her own right, but each bore them because of good solid money. So the family prospered.

			Caroline was born in Milston Manor in the County of Kent. James, her father, was the eldest son of the senior branch of the family. Odd place the manor. The Torrys had owned a house on the spot where it stood since the reign of Queen Elizabeth. There was proof that a house had stood there since the twelfth century, but nothing to show a Torrys had owned it. Partly due to fire, and partly to the fact that the average Torrys believed the architecture of his own day to be an improvement on that of any other, by the time Caroline was born only the knowledgeable could put even an approximate date to the house. Not that any owner had entirely rebuilt, but they had patched and added and not in keeping with the rest of the building. The original Manor, built by Richard Torrys in 1568, stood for over a hundred years; then while Charles the Second was eating his heart out in France it was almost entirely destroyed by fire. It is amusing to note that no chronicler suggests that the burning was a reprisal for some Royalist effort on the part of the owner Richard or of his sons. Presumably it was well known that the Torrys, provided they themselves were secure, did not make efforts. It is uncertain what kind of a new home was built onto the North wall, which was all that escaped the flames, but once it was rebuilt there is nothing to suggest it was touched until the reign of William and Mary, and then a particularly fortunate marriage of the eldest son Henry to the heiress of a tea merchant made it possible to enlarge the house, and a wing was added. Poor Henry only lived three years with his new wing and then was killed out hunting. This wing seems to have inspired his son Edward, for in 1717 in the diary of Anne Torrys, who before her marriage was the rich Miss Merryman, is written:

			“The house is now complete and it does seem fittingly shaped for this alliance of which we hear so much. I have named the west wing Holland, the old right wing France, and the main body for England.”

			In a further entry she says:

			“. . . dear Edward read my journal to-day and is displeased that I have named the house so, saying it is making light of a serious thing. Am resolved he shall not read what I have written again.”

			Whether dear Edward meant that the house was a serious thing or the Triple Alliance is not told. The son who many years later inherited the new two-winged building was fond of drink. One night when he was anything but sober he took a walk round the house in the small hours. Tottering unsteadily from room to room, with a silver candlestick swinging in one hand, he set fire to curtains or some such and gutted the entire middle of his house, that part in fact which his mother had christened England, and he and two servants were burned to death. His son George was a mere baby at the time of the accident and his mother, as his guardian, closed the house and took him and his sister Elizabeth to her old home, where they were brought up. Either being educated away from the Torrys atmosphere, or because the Danbeys, his mother’s family, were people of taste, this boy did better by the house than any of his ancestors, for when in the reign of George the Third he attained his majority, he not only rebuilt the burnt portion as nearly as possible in keeping with the two wings, but also did what he could to restore those fragments of the timbered Elizabethan north wall which had somehow escaped the flames. His grandson Henry, Caroline’s grandfather, probably loved the house more than any of his forefathers, but he did some dreadful things to it. He had a Gothic library with stained-glass windows built on to the 1704 wing, and to the back of the 1717 he attached a kitchen wing which had large kitchens, and many dark little servants’ bedrooms. This wing, reached by long passages, caused all the food to be served half cold. Henry represented something new in the Torrys strain. What before had been an overwhelming love of family and name became a more immediate and personal love of his home and those in it. There is no doubt that in his own home and on his property he considered himself certainly higher than his Sovereign, who was, after all, only a woman; more in fact on a par with God, on whose behalf he spoke with authority whenever sin was, in his opinion, committed. This magnificent attitude could only be upheld under his own roof, and that probably was the reason for the kitchen wing and the library; it gave the family and household ample space, and so little excuse to go further afield. Henry died of a burst appendix at the age of fifty, with all his children round his bed and his hand clasped by his wife Rose. Actually his last thoughts were for Lily, the gay lady he had kept for years. Nobody knew that, except perhaps Rose, who might have guessed, for she had always known about Lily without her ever actually being mentioned. She had in fact used her in an oblique way in gentle arguments under the canopy of their double bed. Whatever Rose may privately have thought, the children considered themselves present at the passing of a saint. Curious how the boys achieved that attitude, because outside the sanctuary created by the presence of ladies, what their papa had said and taught them was of unbelievable coarseness. James the heir, who had been his father’s companion on frequent unsavoury occasions, took the most sentimental view of his death. He spoke of him only in a special hushed voice, and with the prefix ‘My dear.’ He would not allow his more personal possessions to be moved: riding crops, and a certain churchwarden pipe that he had smoked, together with the jacket and cap he wore when smoking. He considered the house quite perfect ‘As my dear old father left it,’ and had not meant to alter it. However, two years later, just before his marriage to Selina Ellison the daughter of a brewer, he decided a terrace would improve the place. To make this, he sunk a length of lawn and obliterated four flower-beds, and built a stone walk with steps at either end stretching right across the house. He decorated this atrocity with seats and urns to hold flowers. Selina, when she saw it, was charmed, and said a peacock ought to walk on it. A peacock and a pea hen were bought, and the lady made the mornings dismal with her cries and the gentleman the terrace, when he deigned to walk on it, beautiful with his feathers.

			In the best bedroom, the north side of which hid under its floral wall-paper a bit of Elizabethan timber, on the end of that same canopied double bed in which her grandfather died, the nice woman in the good black dress laid Caroline, when at last she agreed to come into the world.

		

	
		
			Chapter II

			SELINA did not see Caroline for eight days. Collapse from heart failure followed her fainting fit, and Thomas Felton, the doctor, was sent for. In spite of the fact that his fame, which was considerable, rested on his being a good man to hounds, a rare one to train a cock, and the memory of a New Year’s Eve party at which he had set fifteen dogs on to fight fifteen cats, Thomas Felton succeeded in preventing Selina from dying, which had seemed probable when he arrived. He was at his best in an emergency, not so much for his medical skill, but his scorn of the act of dying; it was to him the weakling’s way, looking for a gate rather than putting your horse at a nasty hedge. It was remembered of him that after a twenty-four hour fight for the life of a foul-mouthed, foul-lived, soured old farmer whom everybody hated, he came into the inn looking as though he had come back from the best day of the season.

			“He’s gone Puddick,” he said to the landlord, “but what a run. Gangrenous at the end, but still takin’ his fences. I could’ve cried me heart out when he came down.”

			His method with Selina was to pour quantities of neat spirits down her throat, while making the same soothing noises he made to his mare if she was tired. Then when he could feel her pulse and there was a tinge of colour in her cheeks, ordering the strongest broth, which he fed to her himself. Downstairs he told James to take a look at the midwife, as he wouldn’t expect a mare of his to foal with that pock-marked drab in the stable, and that it was a wonder Selina had not died. He added that she could not feed the child and he would send in a foster-mother. He sent Naomi, the daughter of a small farmer whose day-old boy had just died, leaving his mother, in spite of his illegitimacy, hysterical with grief. Naomi entered the Manor as a widow.

			When at last mother and daughter met, Caroline behaved atrociously. She had come into the bedroom smiling and contented, her head pillowed comfortably between the well-padded arm and soft mountainous breast of Naomi, and was at once handed to Selina, who might have been a tree in midwinter for all the warmth or softness there was to her. Caroline howled.

			When Naomi took Caroline away, Selina was exhausted but happy. The round, yellow-fluffed head, and the one glimpse she had of China-blue eyes before they were screwed up with indignation, gave her a stab of physical pleasure. Her baby! Here to do what she liked with. What fun to have it to play with, like a doll, only better. Selina was an only child, and the only girl of her generation on the Ellison side of the family. The result was she had spent a childhood being doted on, especially by her mother who could not bear her out of her sight. She had lived an existence companioned alternately by grown-up people and dolls. Her passion for dolls was considered very pretty and was pandered to by her rich Ellison uncles, so that her schoolroom was full of them, each with her own exquisitely made and laundered wardrobe. For lack of other companionship the child grew increasingly attached to these dolls, especially to her favourite, Margaret, confiding everything to her at an age when most girls were being taught to think about young men. Just after her seventeenth birthday she was taken to her first ball. James Torrys was there and was attracted to her at sight. Conscious, as always in his family, of the honour he was prepared to bestow, he got himself invited to houses where he would meet her, and allowed himself to fall in love, certain Selina would not refuse him. He was right; after many meetings, in an ignorant childish way Selina fell in love with him. She showed no sign of what she felt, and so amazed her father when he told her that Mr. Torrys had asked permission to address her, by bursting out, “I think he’s very nice Papa.” That same evening she told James she would marry him. Her family were quite tearful in the drawing-room at little Selina grown to a woman. None of them knew that at that moment Selina was sitting on her schoolroom floor in a most unladylike and childish attitude saying to Margaret, “But you must not be jealous, I do still love you best.”

			The marriage took place six months later. Selina came to it as unprepared as was possible. She had read nothing, and heard nothing of what marriage meant. She thought she was changing over from being Mama and Papa’s pet, to being Mr. Torrys’ pet. She did not want to leave her home, but she took it for granted Mama would be with her a great deal at the Manor, and she really was fond of James, what little she knew of him. That the marriage was a success was due to her dead father-in-law. Not for nothing had James been Henry’s companion, and the lessons he had learnt from gay and experienced ladies enabled him to turn his schoolgirl wife from a gawky little creature waiting to be petted into a woman deeply in love.

			Nevertheless, Selina cried quite a lot in the first year of her marriage. Henry had frequently told his son that mothers-in-law were a darned nuisance, and therefore James made it clear that for a time he expected his wife to himself. Henry had not, however, taken into account a daughter-in-law who was ill-trained to run a big house. Selina found that Mama had not taught her many things that she apparently ought to know. Naturally it was easier for Mama living in London, with all the shops to hand. If an order for a tradesman were forgotten it meant no more than sending a message by a servant, or taking it themselves when out driving. Here the Manor was many miles from the shops, and orders went only twice a week. Selina lived in dread of forgetting something of importance. James, loving husband though he was, expected his house to be well run, and could be in a temper for hours if some trifle were missing. Then accounts. It appeared all Torrys women kept accounts. James took it for granted she would understand them, but never in her home had anyone even dreamed that Mama understood figures, and her governess had been told not to trouble her with them, as they were unnecessary for a gentlewoman. The result was that on Monday mornings when the tradesmen’s books were put on her bureau, James invariably came in for luncheon to find ink on her hands and her eyes red with crying. He tried to be patient and kind, but he did feel it a grievance that his wife should be inefficient, and he showed it.

			When Selina became pregnant, James planned, near the time of her labour, to send for her mother; but by the time Caroline was five months on the way Mrs. Ellison was ill and ordered to drink the waters at Buxton; so since obviously his own mother could not spare the time away from her family, he asked for his sister Agnes to come to them.

			Agnes influenced Selina’s life. She was highly-sexed, and this showed itself in her almost idolistic attitude to wifehood and motherhood. As the eldest girl she had been a good deal in her mother’s company, and though only twelve when her father died had retained a vivid memory, from things overheard and half-heard, of the difference between him and her brothers when on their own outside or in the smoking-room, and when in her mother’s presence. Childlike she had put this down entirely to her mother’s influence, and therefore came to have worship for her of an intensely sentimental type. Her mother believed in bringing up girls from their earliest days to make presentable figures in society and so acquire good husbands. Agnes had therefore been boned and laced out of shape, which, seeing she was a delicate adolescent, had caused her quite a lot of pain. This pain she enjoyed in an inverted way, because it was so feminine and resulted in intimate little talks with that adored object, her mother. During the first twelve years of her life her clearest picture was of her mother sitting very upright on the end of the drawing-room sofa stitching at small nameless bits of work, while the latest addition recalled her to the dignity of her position. She had been feeling excessively childish. It is impossible to be dignified while your baby is being born, and afterwards she had felt so ill that she had not given a thought to her home being a shrine, or the glory of Motherhood, or any of the things which Agnes had taught her to feel. She had indeed behaved as if she were ten, frequently crying into her pillow, and twice on the midwife’s shoulder. After her first ecstatic reaction to her baby as something to play with, she thought of her more soberly. “She shan’t be brought up like I was.” (She threw a pitying thought to the ignorant girl-wife who had first come to the Manor.) “My baby shall learn all the things from the beginning that Agnes was taught, not waste her time playing with dolls, and she shall learn proper arithmetic. She shall learn how to be a good wife—” At this point her resolutions were interrupted by James, who opened the door with caution, and seeing she was awake, came to her side. She looked up at him and smiled, and in a rush of tenderness he knelt by the bed.

			“Selina, my darling.”

			Selina ran her fingers through his hair.

			“Are you very disappointed it’s a girl, James?” She knew he was, but hoped he would say that having her alive was what really mattered, but James at once visualised his unbroken family tree.

			“You’ll have to manage that it’s a son next time.”

			Next time! And her body still racked with the pains from this time. But almost before a quiver of distaste passed through her, she had a grip of herself. That was right; of course there would be a next time, and it would be a son. Perhaps there would be ten next times, and for each time she would be thankful. Children, for what else was she born? She sat up and pulled James’s head to her and laid her cheek against his.

			“Perhaps twin boys. There have been so many twins in your family.”

			James having said his say and pointed out to Selina that she must have a son had slipped back into his mood of adoration, and was not thinking of his children but of their mother. He turned her mouth to his and kissed her.

			“Dear heart, I love you.”

			Selina had hoped that he might have liked her courage in suggesting having two babies when she had almost died having one, but she followed his mood, whispering soft things in his ear.

			When he had left her, her mind drifted back to the training of her daughter, unaware that she had just given a demonstration that married happiness depended on none of the arts that can be taught.

		

	
		
			Chapter III

			CAROLINE sat in front of her nursery fire. Round her like the petals of a flower were the skirts of her starched muslin frock, behind her on the rug, lay the heavy bow of her tartan sash, two more tartan bows tied her sleeves on to her shoulders. She had a small comb in her hand, and with it was carefully attending to the toilette of the tail of Dobbin, her wooden horse. Caroline hummed as she worked. Humming with her was what purring is to a cat, and she did it a great deal, for at four she had found no flaws in her world.

			The essence of babyhood as Caroline knew it, was compounded of security and immutability. This essence she had sucked into herself so that her bones and flesh were soaked in it; it ran in her blood. Since she had taken in her first impression, nothing that surrounded her had changed. New faces came and went. There were those strange gentlemen with tickling whiskers, Unggeorge, Ungrobert and Ungfred. There was a very nice lady called Grandmama Ellison, and there was also a gentleman called Grandpapa Ellison. These two were exciting visitors, as they brought presents with them. There was puzzlingly another lady called Grandmama. This one never brought presents, but once a child came with her called Dymphna, who cried because she had to have meals in the nursery and who wanted Caroline to call her Arndymphna. Caroline never did this, as at that time Dymphna was not a name she managed very successfully as it was, without adding to it. Moreover, Naomi scorned the suggestion. “Don’t you say it my pet. A child only seven years older than yourself wanting to be called Aunty indeed.” Caroline did not understand this, but did grasp that she was not to be troubled to learn the long difficult word. The most frequent visitor was Arnagnes. Caroline herself neither liked nor disliked Arnagnes, but she knew Naomi did not like her, as she sniffed in a cross way when she had to stand up when she came into the nursery. She had too heard her discussed between Naomi and Hannah, who brought their meals upstairs. “I hear ‘She’s’ making her usual trouble,” Naomi would say. At once Hannah would put down her tray and start a tremendous conversation full of “And then ‘She’ said to the mistress,” and “‘She’ told the master,” and “‘She’ asked me.” Caroline had once enquired who ‘She’ was. Naomi had laughed and said “The cat’s Mama.” Later, when she knew that ‘She’ and Arnagnes were one and the same person, this statement left a confusion in her mind. Sometimes she would cast a puzzled glance at Mr. Tomkins the nursery cat. He and Arnagnes seemed to pay very little attention to each other. Once when Arnagnes was staying she had gone to the drawing-room after tea to play with Mama and felt called upon to suggest that Mr. Tomkins should come down and play with Arnagnes. Like many other sensible suggestions made to grown-ups they paid no attention to this one, in fact seemed not to have understood it.

			These Ungs and Grandmamas and Arnagnes were, however, no part of Caroline’s world. Up a flight of stairs you came to a little wooden gate. Behind that gate lay her kingdom. First her day-nursery. The walls in there were covered with bunches of chrysanthemums, the curtains were sage green and so was the tablecloth, and round the bottom of both were bobbles which sometimes came off if you pulled very hard. There was a tall yellow bookshelf full of the books Papa had used when he was a little boy, and this had been his nursery. Facing it was the cupboard in which the toys lived, the shabby ones down below where she could reach them for herself, and up above the ones which came down to the drawing-room after tea, and the books for looking at on Sundays. In the corner was the dolls’ house Mama had when she was a little girl. Wooden dolls lived in that house and sat about all day in stiff positions on yellow silk chairs, except the one dressed as a man, and he knelt all the time looking like Papa at morning prayers. Caroline did not really care for the dolls’ house, but Mama thought she did and often gave Naomi little pieces of silk to make dresses for the wooden dolls. Naomi made the new dresses and Caroline would kneel beside her and gaze at the dolls looking so fine and Naomi would say, “Proper little ladies aren’t they?” And then they would shut the front of the dolls’ house and not think about it again until Mama sent up some more silk. Caroline’s night-nursery had big yellow daisies on the walls tied with pink bows. There was a green carpet and red woolly curtains. There was Naomi’s bed with the bath under it, and her cot beside it. At the foot of her cot was the screen. Grandmama had made it for Papa, it was faded now but the pictures on it were lovely, though some were frightening.

			There was a yellow chest of drawers and a big dark tall­boy, and a black cold shiny washstand. There was the clothes-basket that made frightening noises all by itself, and Naomi’s tin trunk. There was a picture from the Bible of the baby Jesus in the manger, with shepherds, wise men and a cow kneeling in front of him. There was a sheep standing up at the back of the picture. Caroline thought it was nice of the wise men and shepherds and the cow to kneel, as otherwise the sheep would not have been able to see the baby. Grandpapa (who had gone to be with God) had made a text for the nursery before he went. It was written on a winding piece of paper like a snake. “Thou God seest me.” He had painted the text in gold paint and all the rest dark red. When he had finished painting the text he had pressed daisies and stuck them all over it. Caroline thought it beautiful, and when she was allowed to use her paint-box, red was the colour she used most. She could not use gold because there was not any.

			Caroline’s kingdom was the place it was because of Naomi. In both the day and night nurseries there were rocking chairs made so that she could sit on Naomi’s knee and hear stories, and ride up and down on her foot.

			“A gee-gee and a gentleman 

			Went out to ride one day,

			Sing horsey-porsey, walky-porky, 

			trotty, oh so gay.

			But the horse to running took 

			And the man with terror shook 

			And they neither looked so happy 

			At the ending of the day.

			“Sing horsey-porsey, trotty-wotty, 

			runny all away,

			Instead of horsey-porsey, walky-porky,

			trotty, oh so gay.”

			There was Naomi’s work-basket with its emery bag made as a strawberry, and a needle-case like a heart, and the shiny, purple stone to darn socks on, and rows of reels of cotton and ends of wool, all waiting for those days when it was wet, or Caroline had a cold and Naomi would hold out her arms and say “Come pet, and help Naomi put her basket to rights.” Caroline was not conscious that she loved Naomi, rather Naomi was all her world. She had a special smell, and a big lap, and was always there, and her voice was low with a warm burr in it. Outside her was just that strange downstairs world where Mama and Papa and all the servants lived, which she visited for prayers, and to reach the garden, and to which she went every day after tea. She was fond of Mama, who kept lovely toys in a glass cupboard, and who looked so pretty and rustled when she moved, and who would play all games, even bears, which meant crawling on the floor. She liked Papa too, who did terrifying things like throwing her up to the ceiling. Nevertheless, Mama and Papa and their world were only to visit, they made the moment more exquisite when Naomi came to fetch her away.

			Naomi said, “Come along pet, time to go down to Mama.” Caroline got up obediently and stood patiently while her hair was tidied, then held out her hand for Naomi to hold. This was right, this happened everyday.

			Presently she and Naomi would climb these stairs again, and shut the little gate behind them, and she would finish combing Dobbin’s tail.

			In the drawing-room tea had been cleared. Selina settled against the sofa cushions, and picked the doyley she was tatting out of her basket. She gave a contented sigh, she loved this time of day, especially in the fire season. The room looked so handsome when the velvet curtains were drawn. Of course it had looked very nice when she had first seen it, but she had improved it, there was no doubt of that. It was wonderful what pretty and home-like touches a woman could add with a little trouble. She hoped Agnes had noticed the tatted borders to the new antimacassars, and the fir-cone basket for the aspidistra.

			Agnes leant against the mantelpiece. She was still in her travelling dress of violet poplin, with a Polish jacket of a deeper shade bordered with fur. Selina noticed with dismay that far from her sister-in-law’s eye roving appreciatively over her handiwork, it had the glinting look which she knew from experience meant ‘I-thought­you-would-wish-to-know-dear.’ Her heart sank. It was a pity dear Agnes felt there were so many things she would like to know, often things which by careful avoidance she had succeeded in not knowing for months. It was high time the dear girl got married. It was a pity she seemed unable to bring it off, for she was eager enough for it, but her very eagerness seemed to alienate the gentlemen. So nice-looking too, such a beautiful figure. Selina looked down sorrowfully at her own waistline. Her new grey poplin was suitable, and present fashions were generous to one in her condition, for postillions, especially the new pleated kind that Madame Violette had given her, by accentuating the one part of her that had not grown considerably larger, did help to take the eye from those parts that had. Nevertheless, it would be nice if everything were over, and she had a slim waist again. She felt a slight sinking in the pit of her stomach, which shocked her. She wanted a child, above everything she wanted to give James a son. She was thankful to be pregnant once more, knowing with what scorn, even with what fear, the entire Torrys family had viewed her four sterile years. Why then these tremors of fear? She engrossed herself in her tatting; work, she had heard, was a great help to women in her condition, who suffered from foolish fancies. Perhaps lack of sleep might account for them. It was troublesome that her size made it so difficult for her to lie still when in bed. Naturally, dear James was vexed when she disturbed him with her tossings. It was certainly very hard for a man when his wife was carrying, and considering everything, he was very patient.

			Agnes made a restless movement. Selina glanced at her without actually raising her eyelids. There could be no doubt she was working up to say something. She had suspected as much when she came in from her walk. Then it must be something connected with the walk, for she had been most pleasant when she had arrived. How tiresome it was that the servants always committed any sins that they had to commit in front of Agnes. So tactless! Surely, even if you did belong to the lower orders, you could see which of your betters was likely to be lenient and which not. Well, she supposed she had better hear the crime whatever it was, and get the business over. Agnes was so much nicer a companion when she was not choked with things she felt it her duty to say.

			“What is it?”

			Agnes staged an overdone start of surprise. “What is what?”

			“Don’t quibble.” Selina laid down her work. “Something has upset you. What is it?”

			Agnes swooped across the room, and settled on the sofa, she gripped Selina’s hand.

			“If I didn’t know dear, that it would grieve you not to know anything that you ought to know, I would keep this to myself, for in your state of health—”

			Selina, gently withdrawing her hand, went on with her doyley. She looked at it in a worried way. Where had she stopped? Oh yes, she had just finished the scallops, and was about to do the Josephine knots.

			“Who has done what?” she asked placidly. “Don’t worry about my health Agnes, I shan’t be easily upset. If you’ve seen Mrs. Saunders taking my preserves to her married sister it’s quite all right, I gave permission.”

			Agnes clasped her hands dramatically.

			“If only it were preserves. My poor darling, you must be brave.”

			Selina smiled.

			“I shall be no braver for being kept waiting.” She moved further into her corner. She did wish Agnes was not so excited. She was just as she always became during what she called ‘Little talks.’ Flushed, fidgety, really most peculiar, almost, though she was unwilling to think so of James’s sister, not nice. “Do go on, dear.” Agnes dropped her voice to a whisper.

			“It’s Naomi!”

			“Naomi!” Selina laid her work in her lap. “Oh, Agnes, not again. When you came to me all that time ago with the story that the poor creature was not a widow, I told you I should not dismiss her.”

			“James would have made you. It was wrong of me to have listened to you. If I had gone to him then, what trouble I should have spared you now.”

			“But you can spare me trouble.” Selina pleaded.

			“Don’t tell me. Naomi is wonderful with Caroline. If she has done something James, and of course I as well, could not approve, I beg you keep what you have heard to yourself.”

			Agnes wriggled. Her whisper became tense with drama.

			“Not heard. Seen!” She paused to give this statement weight. “This afternoon I happened to be out walking by the potting-shed; Caroline, poor little innocent, was playing outside it, pushing about her wheelbarrow. I was surprised not to see Naomi, then I chanced to look through the potting-shed window. What is the name of that new under-gardener?”

			“Bates.”

			Agnes passed her tongue over her lips. “Bates and Naomi were—”

			A flicker of distaste ran across Selina’s face. She really did not know which she disliked most, the lack of restraint of the lower orders, or hearing about it from Agnes.

			“Kissing?” she suggested hurriedly, hoping to stem further details.

			“Kissing! My dear, her skirts—”

			Selina, crimson in the face, tried to be engrossed in her work, but Agnes’s vivid, detailed picture came between her and any thoughts of tatting. She tried to interrupt, to explain that she had heard more than enough, but Agnes seldom got so glorious an opportunity to vent her eroticism, and she said her say to the bitter end. Selina sat silent for a moment. When at last Agnes’s whispering ceased, she looked her squarely in the eyes.

			“You swear this is true?” 

			“Every word.”

			Selina put her work back in its bag. James, she knew, was in the library. Obviously he must be told, and equally it was obvious what he would do. The best that could be hoped was that he would allow Naomi to stay till another nurse was found. Another nurse! The nurseries were beyond imagining without Naomi. Caroline! Poor baby, it was ill-fortune for her when her Aunt Agnes took her walk round the potting-shed. She got up.

			“Caroline will be down in a minute or two. I must go and talk to James. Will you amuse her until I get back?” Selina was outside the library door when Caroline and Naomi came down the stairs. They neither of them saw her for she was in the shadow. Selina was not an imaginative woman, but, watching the two she felt there was something pitiful in that accustomed progress. For a moment she wavered. Should she bribe Agnes to silence? Did not Caroline’s happiness matter more than Naomi’s sin? Was it possible that it would be wrong to break it up? It was clear that to the two crossing to the drawing-room door a break was unthinkable! “As it was in the beginning—”

			The drawing-room door clicked shut, and with it Selina’s doubts. She was being very foolish and fanciful. Naturally at four and a half you did get attached to your nurse, and equally in no time would get attached to another. Naomi had done very wrong, not so much in what Agnes had seen, as in the risk she had run of poisoning Caroline’s mind. How fearful if the child had gone into the potting-shed. It did not bear thinking of. She opened the library door.

		

	
		
			Chapter IV

			Rose ToRRYS chose the new nurse. Not only did James feel that in her present state of health Selina should not be worried, but someone was to blame for the Naomi fiasco. It was not the man’s place to keep an eye on the female servants, and of course just now Selina was rather tied to her sofa, but it was most unfortunate; not the sort of thing that ought to occur in a decently run house. Such a thing must be put outside the bounds of possibility in the future, and the way to insure that was to put the matter into his mother’s hands. Affairs in the hands of Rose usually behaved properly.

			Rose found Nurse Payne, and was so pleased with her find that she brought her down to the Manor herself. Admirable nurses did not grow on currant bushes, and having given much time to the finding of this one she determined to see her firmly rooted before she left the house. 

			On the afternoon of their arrival, Rose, work-bag in hand, joined her daughter-in-law in the drawing-room. Selina smiled at her, disguising the fact that she was nervous, under a look of welcome. She had always been a bit scared of James’s mother, feeling, quite rightly, that she considered her a fool. The years during which she had learned how to manage her household, and had schooled her mind into a belief in herself and the glory of her sex, had given Selina confidence and dignity, but she had never managed to get over her, original schoolgirl attitude to her mother-in-law. For one thing she was, so far, a failure in that, to the Torrys, most vital attribute, the bearing of sons.

			Rose settled herself beside Selina on the sofa. She was looking extraordinarily handsome in a large way. She wore claret-coloured velvet, with a skirt so plainly cut that it made her ample behind, already accentuated with box-pleats, look most opulent. She had a natural gift for looking as though materials were upholstered on to her, and this particular dress with its chenille trimmings, rows of buttons, and Margot collarette, enhanced her likeness to an expensive sofa.

			“It was very good of you to come, Mother.” Selina murmured. “And to go to such trouble finding Nurse.” Rose patted her hand kindly.

			“That’s what mothers-in-law are for.” Rose’s voice was large and rich like her appearance. She opened her work-bag and shook out her knitting. She held it up and looked at Selina in a way which she intended to be playful. “This is a little coat for a little stranger we mustn’t mention. Blue you see, so that somebody’s Maid will remember that somebody has got to be a boy.”

			Selina straightened her cap. She never wore caps as a rule, but Rose did not consider a wife should be without one. It was really depressing how childish she always felt with Rose, almost back at the age when she had played with Margaret. Of course her baby would be a boy, nobody could be more certain of it than she was, but somehow when Rose was about she lost all her confidence. How terrible if she never had a son. She thought of the Torrys’ family tree, that long line of women not one of whom had failed.

			“Oh, I hope it’s a boy,” she said earnestly.

			“Indeed yes.” Rose’s voice boomed so that the rouleau of ribbon on her cap shook. “No more girls my dear, until we have three sons in our quiver.” She smoothed her knitting. “About this nurse I have found for Caroline. An admirable woman, been with a very good family, where she has had entire charge.” She lingered on the last two words.

			“Well Naomi had that. I never interfered.”

			“No.” The monosyllable expressed all the interfering that Rose considered Selina should have done and had regrettably failed to do. “This woman’s references are excellent.”

			“Did the children like her?”

			Rose looked at her daughter-in-law with distaste. The girl had brought James an admirable fortune, but she wondered, not for the first time, if the creature were a fool.

			“The children,” she said coldly, “somewhat naturally did not write the references. The parents were satisfied, and I prefer to know what the parents think.”

			“How foolish I am.” Selina flushed. “I didn’t mean that, I only meant Caroline is still very little, and she was so fond of Naomi.” She felt Rose shudder. “I know she ought not to have been, but she was. I just hoped Nurse would understand that and—”

			“I think you can safely leave Caroline in her hands. She knows the child’s age.” Rose spoke snubbingly, and meant it. What a weakling Selina was. How would the girl have handled her life? A husband who died at fifty leaving her with nine children, half of whom were still in the nursery and schoolroom. Probably she had never thought what her marriage meant to her mother-in-law. It was not easy to turn out of what had been your home for almost a quarter of a century, and hand it to a chit of a girl. Somehow she connected Selina in her mind with Lily, Henry’s mistress. She had never seen Lily, but others had, and she had gleaned that she too had been a silly little weakling. Queer how fond gentlemen were of silliness. Only a silly person could be so confused over this nurse business. If she were really worried as to whether her child were happy, why let her mother-in-law choose the nurse? She could not picture a moment when she would have allowed her mother-in-law, old Mary Torrys, to choose one for her. She remembered the last visit the old lady had paid her; it was when little Rose was a baby. She had come to her with some tale of a nursemaid smacking the child. She had made short work of that sort of interference. It had taken her no time to point out that she chose her domestics herself, and therefore could trust them, and that if the child was being smacked she doubtless deserved it. All the same she was glad Selina had left the nurse to her; after the disgraceful Naomi affair, a firm hand in the nursery would be a good thing. She must remember to give James a hint that Selina should be advised not to interfere.

			Naomi, red-eyed, her words coming in gasps through her sobs, showed Nurse where everything lived. Just before tea was brought up the inspection finished, there was no further excuse to stay. She put on her jacket and tied her bonnet strings, then she moved towards the day-nursery. Nurse stopped her. 

			“No. No good-byes, those are my orders. ‘Let her show you everything and then go, but no upsetting the child.’ That’s what she said.”

			The nurseries had been Naomi’s for over four years, She had felt so sodden with misery that she had been moving round almost in a dream, but now she was shaken out of her torpor by rage. This dried up stick of a woman to come in here with her ‘those are my orders’ and ‘no upsetting the child.’ Upsetting the child indeed! What could they do to upset her more than by taking her Naomi from her? She looked Nurse up and down, she forgot her nose was red, her eyes swollen, and remembered only the curves of her hips, and the soft roundness of her breasts. It was true she was leaving because she had been seen love-making. Bates was not the first man, and he would not be the last to desire her. What did this scarecrow know of love? Of pleasuring a man? Nothing, Naomi would be bound, and very little either of bringing happiness to a child. Her lips curled.

			“She! Who is she?”

			“Mrs. Torrys. Old Mrs. Torrys I mean, she who engaged me.”

			“Oh, her!” It was wonderful what an edge of scorn could get into Naomi’s soft, burred speech. She gave Nurse a contemptuous push. “If she thinks I’m leaving that child without a kiss she’s wrong.” She swept with unconscious magnificence into the day-nursery, and sat on the floor by Caroline.

			“Caroline my own pet. Naomi’s going away.”

			Caroline looked up from the bricks with which she was playing. ‘Going away’ meant either that Naomi was going in by the carrier’s cart to the shops in the town, or going for a day to visit her home. Neither took long, and from either Naomi brought her a present.

			“Where you goin’?” she asked cheerfully.

			It had been Naomi’s thought to leave behind her some word that would hover in the nursery to comfort, as the child would surely need comfort. Caroline’s trusting look broke her. She had no more words than a bitch whose puppy is taken from her. A strange sound came that was more like a howl than a human cry. She gave the child a quick hug, and ran from the room. Caroline looked after her in surprise, then returned to her bricks.

			Caroline looked up from a particularly successful tower she had built, to see the strange lady Grandmama had brought, standing beside her. She saw that she had changed from her pelisse and bonnet into an apron and cap. She balanced a brick on her tower.

			“Are you stayin’ to tea with me?” she asked casually.

			“Yes dear. Breakfast, dinner, tea, and supper. In fact I’m staying with you altogether. Come along, we must wash that face, and those hands, and comb that hair. Tea will be here any minute.”

			Caroline went placidly on with her building.

			“My hands and face aren’t washed for tea,” she explained. She spoke earnestly, for she thought such ignorance of custom very stupid. “Fancy you thinking they was. They are for dinner, and when I go down to Mama, but not never for tea.”

			“Wash before meals, that’s my rule young lady.” Nurse picked her up. In so doing she knocked over the tower.

			Caroline was furious. She had built the tower, and had meant, in due course, to knock it down herself. She hated this strange lady. She kicked.

			“Go away. Go away. Where’s Naomi? I want Naomi.” Quite unmoved, Nurse tucked her under her arm, and carried her into the next room. She sat heron her bed, while she poured water into the basin, then she pulled up a chair, stood the child on it, and forced her hands into the water.

			“Little ladies never kick,” she scolded.

			Caroline was by now thoroughly scared. Four and a half years spent in Naomi’s placid company had unfitted her for rough methods. She screamed.

			Nurse believed in what she called ‘starting as you mean to go on.’ Utter obedience, and ‘no noise in my nursery,’ were two of her rules. She turned Caroline round to face her, and shook her violently.

			“Will you be quiet, and let me wash you. Naomi’s gone. You won’t see her any more. I’m here instead of Naomi. You call me Nurse, and you do what I say.” She shook the child again. “Have you understood? Naomi’s gone away. It’s me that’s going to look after you now.”

			Time meant nothing to Caroline. It was sufficient horror that Naomi was out of hearing, that she did not come when she called. What was clear was that for the moment she was alone with this terrifying stranger, whose hard bony face was bent over her. She yelled with fright.

			Nurse gave her another good shake, and turned her back to face the basin. There she washed her hands, and, in spite of the child’s open mouth and streaming eyes, her face, and combed her hair. She then buttoned her into a clean pinafore, and carried her back into the other room, and popped her firmly into her highchair.

			Caroline was past all reason. Nothing could have soothed her except the reappearance of Naomi, and even if that had occurred, it would have taken time. Her yells became hysterical when she saw this stranger handling the tea things. Nurse, however, paid no attention, she might have been deaf; she quietly finished pouring out a mug of milk.

			“There dear. Drink that, and let’s have no more of that silly noise.”

			Caroline did not want milk; her mug with her robin on it was of the ordinary familiar things; no one should give her milk but Naomi. In a frenzy she pushed it from her.

			The milk upset. It streamed across the cloth, and dripped into a white pool on the carpet. Nurse was not standing for naughtiness of that description. She snatched the child out of her chair, carried her into the night­nursery, laid her on her bed, turned her over on to her face, and whipped her. She had not had much cause to whip her previous charges; in an incredibly short time they had learnt to obey quickly, and play quietly. She was not aware that she had missed the exercise, she was not aware now just how much satisfaction she was getting. Her lips puffed out, her eyes gleamed; she beat a shade longer, and a shade harder than she had meant.

			“There.” Reluctantly she stopped and sat Caroline up. “Will you be a good girl and do everything I say, and eat your tea properly, and no more crying? Or do you want Nurse to have to smack you again?”

			Caroline had never even been smacked in her life, and what she had just undergone scarcely belonged to that heading. She was utterly cowed. Sobs still shook her, but they were the ripples from the thrown stone; she might have been carved from wood she was so still, only her scared eyes followed the awful creature who had taken possession of her nurseries.

			“I’ll be good,” she whispered.

			“Say ‘I’ll be good, Nurse dear,” the creature demanded. 

			“I’ll be good Nurse dear.” All tone was gone from the voice, it was just a recording machine.

			Caroline was surprised after tea to be changed into her muslin to go down to the drawing-room as usual. She had supposed that nothing customary would ever happen again. When she was dressed her hand was held, and she was taken down the stairs; on the bottom step the creature stopped, and kissed her.

			“There, we are going to love one another. You must tell Mama that.”

			Caroline said nothing. She had no more idea why the creature kissed her than why she beat her. She heard something about ‘tell Mama,’ but she paid no attention, she never told things to anyone but Naomi. What should she tell Mama? A lady she scarcely knew.

			“You must answer, dear, when spoken to. Say ‘Yes Nurse, we shall love each other.’” 

			Caroline repeated the formula.

			When the drawing-room door opened Selina looked up anxiously.

			“There you are pet. How has she been, Nurse? Oh, she has been crying.”

			“Really Selina,” Rose boomed. “What harm is there in a few tears? Spoilt children have to learn. That’s right, isn’t it Nurse?”

			“Yes indeed, Ma’am.” Nurse looked at Selina. “It was nothing. If I might suggest, I would not mention it. Just get out a book, or a nice game.”

			Rose lowered her voice.

			“It was N. going I suppose?”

			“Yes Ma’am, but we shall be all right to-morrow. Little children have short memories.”

			Selina opened the cupboard where she kept toys, and took out a paper-weight. It was one that Caroline loved. She shook it and gave it to her.

			Caroline sat on the floor and stared through the glass.

			The two poor men in the boat, the large green waves and the whirling snow. It was just as usual, but nothing was as usual to-day. She went on sitting in silence, holding the weight in her two hands, and when the snowstorm died she let it rest, not troubling to shake it up again.

			Selina brought out a box of painted bricks, and a little donkey-cart filled with fruit. Caroline, given these things to play with, obediently played, but her lack of interest was pitifully apparent, as were, if anyone had been observant, the scared glances she threw at intervals at the door. When, promptly at six-thirty, it opened she gave one quick look at the figure who came in. Had Naomi come back?

			“Come along, Miss Caroline, time for sleepy-heads to go to bed. Kiss Mama, and Grandmama good-night.” Obediently Caroline scrambled to her feet, kissed her mother, then raised her face to Rose. Rose pecked her cheek, then held both her hands.

			“Grandmama doesn’t love sulky little girls. When I was your age my Mama never played games with me on the floor, I sat beside her on a stool with my needlework. If my dear Mama had played with me I should have been very grateful, I should never have sat silent and scowling.” She let Caroline’s hands go, and turned to Selina. “You know dear, on my fourth birthday I was able to read a chapter of the Gospel. I think that somebody we know would be a brighter little person if hands and mind were employed.”

			Selina looked thoughtfully at the door as it closed. “Perhaps she should start simple lessons,” she agreed vaguely. She folded her work and got up. Rose glanced at her.

			“Where are you going, my dear?” Selina flushed.

			“To the nursery. I thought Caroline looked miserable.” She turned to the door, as she did so James came in. “Ah, James.” Behind Selina’s back Rose threw him a meaning look. “You are just in time to stop this foolish little wife of yours from running up and down stairs, worrying over Caroline. I have taken a lot of trouble to get you a first-class nurse, so that at this important time our little mother can be free to look after herself.” James put his arm round Selina, and kissed her. “Foolish Selina. Mama did not bring nine of us up without learning how to choose a nurse.”

			Selina leant against him, cheered by his protecting arm. “No, I suppose not.”

			“We certainly cannot have you running up and down the stairs, it is not good for you. Besides,” he laid his lips on her hair, “what time is over from looking after yourself I think ought to be spent in looking after me.”

		

	
		
			Chapter V

			HOWEVER fondly James might speak he meant what he said. His wife was being sufficiently little of a companion without her suddenly constituting herself an extra nurse for Caroline. His mother, though making every allowance for Selina’s state of health (while, at the same time, pointing out that she herself at similar times had needed no allowances), told James clearly that she was affronted at the way in which a nurse of her selection had been received. She had not, she said, brought up nine children without knowing how a nursery should be run. She thought that dear James should make it clear that dear Selina had but one duty to consider at the moment, and that was to guard her health. There must be no repetition of that silly illness she had last time. Running up and down several flights of stairs every minute of the day to see if a spoilt child was entirely happy in her nurseries, was not suitable behaviour for a young woman in her condition. Most of this James repeated when he had Selina by his side in bed. He made what he said sound as much like his own thoughts as possible, but naturally Selina was not deceived, she knew at once whose words they were. Nevertheless she listened sweetly, for James embellished what he had to say with ‘Dear Love’ and ‘My sweet wife’; and though, just before he dropped asleep, he made it a command that she should not again climb the nursery stairs until after the child was born, she was sufficiently feminine to adore it. She never could resist James when he ordered her about. He made her feel such a sheltered flower.

			Up the flight of stairs. Behind the little wooden gate. Caroline’s world collapsed like the brick castles she herself built. Outwardly everything was the same: the chrysanthemums on the walls, the books Papa had when he was a little boy, the wise men, the shepherds and the cow, the text made by Grandpapa. Strangest of all the rocking­chairs were still there, and swung at a touch as they had done when Naomi sat in them. The change was in Caroline. The child who hummed from sheer pleasure in existing vanished. Not all at once: but as the cat vanished to please Alice, slowly, finishing with its smile. Only in Caroline’s case what was left was not a smile. 



OEBPS/font/SabonLTStd-Italic.otf


OEBPS/image/pi.png





OEBPS/image/9781509876679_FC.jpg
NOEL
) g

STREATFEILD






OEBPS/font/SabonLTStd-Roman.otf


OEBPS/font/SabonLTStd-Bold.otf


OEBPS/image/9781509876679_FC1.jpg
O\
>‘ STREATFEILD‘

CAROLINE ENGLAND

S





