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ONE

ROSAMOND WALKED IN the dark wood. The trees were leafless overhead, and the earth soft and damp underfoot with the thick carpet strewn there by the autumn winds. There had been so much rain in the last few days and nights that the dead leaves no longer rustled as she walked. The wood lay at the bottom of the garden, but once you had passed the two great oak trees which guarded the entrance you might have been a hundred miles away from that, or from the house, or the road which lay beyond the winding drive. Out of sight, out of mind. What the eye does not see the heart does not grieve over. Those were old true proverbs. If you could not see the road, what did it matter who travelled along it? If you could not see the house, what did it matter who lived there? Whether it was the long-ago Crewes who had their time of fame and fortune, or Lydia Crewe who had been born too late for it and spent a grey life mourning for the loss, or whoever was to come after her, whether it was Rosamond and Jenny Maxwell, or another? Once you were in the wood, it didn’t matter at all, because there wasn’t any house to be compassed with observances and served with bended knees. There wasn’t any past or future. There was only the earth which had brought forth the trees, and the sky which made an arch above them. And that was why Rosamond walked in the wood. She could slip out of the everyday life in which she rose at six and worked with hardly any moment free, until at the end of the long day she lay down upon her bed and slept. For which reason she had somehow found the means to hoard or snatch these moments of escape. She had realized long ago that if she did not have them she would not be able to go on. She must be able to get away to where she was no longer just someone who answered bells, wrote letters, did the shopping, gave a hand here, there and everywhere, and generally kept things going. She must be able to get away—

But there was someone whom she could not leave behind her. She could never leave Jenny, because Jenny was in her heart, and you cannot leave your heart behind you however far you go. So now as she walked in the wood, the thought of Jenny came with her and walked there too. A foolish loving picture, because the real Jenny would have hated to walk in a damp wood with only leafless boughs between her golden head and the night sky. Jenny loved warmth and colour and light, Jenny loved voices and music, and the bright glow of the fire. She could never understand why Rosamond left these things to go down through the dripping garden to walk in a lonely wood. But then she had long ago made up her mind that grown-up people did very odd things. Now when she was grown-up herself she had quite made up her mind what she would do. She wouldn’t stay stuck down in the country – not once she could choose for herself. She would go up to London, and she would live in a flat right on the top of the highest house she could find and whoosh up and down in a fast exciting lift – the sort where you press a button whenever you want to and it’s just like flying. And she would write books that would sell for thousands and thousands of pounds, and her back wouldn’t bother her any more, so she would go dancing every night and have the most wonderful dresses in the world. Of course she would give half the money to Rosamond, because Rosamond would have to come too. She couldn’t do without her. Not yet – not till she was quite grown up, and that wouldn’t be for another five or six years, till she was seventeen or eighteen. It seemed a terribly long time to wait.

Down in the wood Rosamond watched the tracery of black branches against the soft deep grey of the sky. She had been standing quite still for a long time. Something small and furry ran over her foot. An owl swooped. It was as white as a cloud and it made no sound. It swooped, and it was gone as if it had never been. Very faint and far away the clock of the village church struck six. She drew in a long breath of the cold, damp air and went out between the oak trees into the everyday world again.


TWO

SHE CAME IN by a side door and along an unlighted passage to the hall, where a single bulb diffused what did not amount to much more than a glimmer. The big fireplace was a black cave, the stairway plunged in gloom, the door with its massive bolts like something to keep a prisoner in, or a true love out. Jenny used it constantly in the tales she wrote. She had a secret fear of it, as she had of the shadowy ancestors who stared down from their portraits upon the hall where they had walked, and talked, and laughed, and loved, and hated in the old days.

These were Jenny’s thoughts, not Rosamond’s. Once she had come out of the wood Rosamond had no time for fancies. The hall was dark because electric light cost money, and having spent what she considered a vast sum on putting it in, Miss Lydia Crewe was at some pains to ensure that it should be as little used as possible. How much money there really was, no one had any idea but Lydia Crewe. The house was to be kept up, but there was no money for what she considered the fantastic wages of the present day. The old furniture must be polished, the old silver must be bright, and since Mrs Bolder in the kitchen and the couple of village girls who came in by the day could not possibly achieve the standard she demanded, it was Rosamond who must make good what they left undone.

She was crossing the hall, when there was a knocking on the heavy door. If the bell had rung, Mrs Bolder might have heard it, or she might not. In the face of a good deal of pressure she retained a strong conviction that it was not her place to answer the front door bell. There should have been a butler to do that, or at least a parlourmaid. That Miss Rosamond should answer it really shocked her. It wasn’t what she had been used to, and she didn’t know what things were coming to. But as to herself, farther than the back door she wouldn’t demean herself, not if it was ever so.

Rosamond, being fully aware of these sentiments, concluded that the bell must have been ringing for some time, and that the now continuous knocking was a last desperate effort to attract attention. As she drew back the bolts she wondered who could be there, since anyone who knew the ways of the house would come round to the west wing where Lydia Crewe kept her state and she and Jenny were tucked away.

She opened the door and saw Craig Lester standing there – beyond him the vague shape of a car. What light there was showed him big and solid in a heavy coat. When for a moment he said nothing, the height and bulk of him began to seem oppressive. There was something strange about the way he just stood there and looked, as if there were things to be said between them and he could not come by the words. The impression was there as she drew in her breath, and gone before she could take another.

And then he was saying in a deep, pleasant voice,

‘Is this Crewe House?’

It might be someone asking his way. But apparently it was not, for right on the top of her ‘Yes’ he was asking for Jenny – Jenny!

‘I’ve called to see Miss Jenny Maxwell.’

‘Jenny?’

‘I am not speaking to her, am I?’

He did not think so for a moment – it was the obvious thing to say. Her ‘Oh, no,’ was what he expected.

As she spoke she turned a little, her hand still on the door, and with what light there was no longer directly behind her, he could see that there was really no mistake. He hadn’t expected her to be Jenny Maxwell, and he had no idea who she was now, but that she was the original of the photograph he could not doubt. The tall, graceful figure, the dark clustering hair, the way she held her head – all these had brought conviction even before she turned. Now, looking from the darkness of the porch, he saw her face in the faintly glowing twilight which filled the hall. It was rather like seeing a reflection in water, because he could only guess at the colour which a fuller light would show. The eyes were shadowed. They might be brown, or grey, or a very dark blue. But the brows over them were the brows of the picture, strongly marked, with the odd lift and tilt which gave the face its own decided character. Another woman might have the wide generous mouth, the line of cheek and chin, but those lifting brows could belong to no one else. They certainly didn’t belong to the Jenny Maxwell who had written to him. He said,

‘It is rather a late hour to call, I’m afraid, but I was passing this way, and I hoped that it might be possible for me to see her. I ought to have been earlier, but I had a puncture, and then lost my way in your winding lanes.’

She took a step back.

‘Jenny?’

‘Miss Jenny Maxwell. She lives here, doesn’t she?’

‘Yes—’

Her voice had a doubtful tone. A perfectly strange man coming in out of the night and wanting to see Jenny – it didn’t seem to be the sort of thing that happened, and here it was, happening. She said with a simple directness which he liked,

‘I am her sister, Rosamond Maxwell. Do you mind telling me why you want to see Jenny?’

He said, ‘She wrote to me.’

‘Jenny wrote to you?’

He nodded.

‘She didn’t tell you?’

‘No – no—’

‘And you don’t know who I am?’

He produced a card and held it out. She read, ‘Mr Craig Lester.’ Under the words a second name was added in pencil – ‘Pethertons’.

Rosamond began to understand. She stood back a little farther. He came across the threshold, took the door from her hand, and shut it behind him.

‘You mean you are from Pethertons the publishers? Jenny wrote to them?’

He laughed.

‘I seem to be betraying a confidence! But she isn’t very old, is she?’

Rosamond said,

‘Jenny is twelve – and she should have told me. I am just wondering where we can talk. You see, most of the house isn’t used – it will all be dreadfully cold. My aunt has her rooms, and Jenny and I have a sitting-room, but I would rather talk to you first, if you wouldn’t mind its being not at all warm.’

He was so much intrigued that he would have accepted an invitation to the Arctic circle. Certainly he would have done a good deal more than follow her across the glimmering hall to a door which opened under the sweep of the stair.

As she switched on a single overhead light, the room sprang into view, small, with panelled walls whose ivory tint had deepened with age almost to the colour of café-au-lait. There were cracks in the paint, and there were worn places in the pale flowered carpet. That was the first effect that struck him, the cool pallor of the room – brocaded curtains and coverings so faintly tinted that they might have been wraiths of their own forgotten beauty – mirrors framed in tarnished gold, the glass too dim to reflect anything more substantial than a mist. But there was no dust on the exquisite old china which graced the mantelpiece, on the William and Mary cabinet, on the elegant pie-crust table between the windows. If the room breathed the very atmosphere of disuse, it was to the eye most beautifully kept. Craig Lester’s eye was a discerning one. At a single glance it provided him with a good deal of food for thought.

He saw Rosamond seat herself, took the big winged chair which she offered him, and observed with satisfaction that her eyes were, as he had hoped, not brown or grey, but that very dark blue. But, like the room, she was pale. Her lips should have been redder, and there should have been colour in her cheeks. And she was thin – the delicate line of the cheek fell in a little. He saw that her clothes were shabby – an old tweed skirt, an old blue jumper, thick country shoes. The shoes looked damp, and there was moisture caught in her hair. He felt suddenly ashamed of his own warm coat. If she had been out in those thin clothes, and he was sure that she had—

To her ‘You really won’t be too cold here?’ he found himself replying roughly,

‘But it’s you. I’ve got a coat, but what about you? If you’ve been out with no more on than that—’

There was something about the way she smiled that wasn’t like anyone else. It had a quality which eluded him. Afterwards he thought that it was kindness.

She said,

‘It was only to the bottom of the garden. There’s a wood there – I like to walk in it.’

‘In the dark?’

‘Oh, yes. It’s so restful.’

He knew then how tired she was. She was pale because she was tired. An extraordinary fierce anger sprang up in him. It left him astounded at himself, and with the feeling that what had started out as a momentary whim was about to turn, or had already turned, into a dangerous venture. He said nothing, because there was nothing to say, unless he said too much. To have come here at all was an act of incredible folly. Or the wisest thing he had ever done in his life.

She looked at him, a little surprised, a little doubtful. The impression she had had of him when she opened the door was borne out now in the lighted room. Some of the bulk was accounted for by the heavy tweed coat, but there was breadth and strength beyond the common. His features too were broad and strong, and very deeply tanned under thick dark hair so closely cropped as almost to defeat a vigorous tendency to curl. Almost, but not quite. Dark eyes, dark eyebrows, and, at the moment, a dark angry look. She did not know how it was possible for her to have offended him, but it certainly seemed as if she must have done so. Yet she had only spoken of the room being cold – and of walking in the wood. Now why had she done that? The wood was her secret place, the only place where she could think her own thoughts and be alone. She did not know why she had spoken of it to Craig Lester, or why it should have angered him. Her thoughts showed in her face – doubt – a shade of timidity just touched by surprise. And then she was saying,

‘You wanted to talk about Jenny. You said she wrote to you?’

The dark look vanished. Laughter sparkled in his eyes. She liked the way they crinkled at the corners.

‘She sent us some of her work.’

‘Oh—’ The soft sound breathed dismay.

‘She wrote – a very precise and grown-up letter. She didn’t say how old she was – after all, one doesn’t in a business letter. It was rather on the lines of, “Miss Jenny Maxwell presents her compliments to Messrs Pethertons and begs to submit the enclosed manuscripts for their consideration”.’

Rosamond’s eyes widened, her lips twitched. She said,

‘Oh dear!’ And then, ‘That’s rather the way my aunt writes business letters. She is my great-aunt. She dictates to me. There was one a little while ago about a lease – the last bit sounds as if it had come out of that. She was writing to her solicitor, and she begged to submit it for his consideration.’

He threw back his head and laughed. She said at once in a tone of distress,

‘You won’t laugh at Jenny – not when you see her, will you, Mr Lester? She’s proud and sensitive, and her writing means a tremendous lot to her. It would upset her dreadfully if you were to laugh at it, and it’s bad for her to be upset. You see, she was in a very bad motor smash two years ago. At first they thought she would die, and when she didn’t, they thought she would never be able to walk again.’

He saw the muscles of her face tighten and the moisture come to her lashes. He began to speak, but she put out a hand to stop him.

‘I don’t know why I said that – they don’t think so now. My aunt offered to take us in, and Jenny has got on so wonderfully here. She can walk a little now, and they say she is going to be perfectly all right, only she must have a quiet, regular life, and she has got to be kept happy. If she is worried or upset she slips back again, so she mustn’t be worried or upset. And the chief thing that keeps her happy is her writing. You see, it’s dull for her. There aren’t any other children, and if there were, she wouldn’t really be up to playing with them, but when she writes it’s like going into another life. She can make her own companions, and she can do all the things which she hasn’t been able to do since the accident. You don’t know how thankful I’ve been—’ She broke off and looked at him, her colour risen, her eyes dark and bright with tears. ‘You won’t laugh at her, will you, or say anything to discourage her?’

He said, ‘No, no, of course not. But I am afraid—’

‘I didn’t mean anything about publishing what she sent you. Of course you can’t do that – she’s much too young. But if there is anything you could say—’

He laughed.

‘Oh, there’s quite a lot! Of course at present she’s copying most of the time – picking the plums out of other people’s pies. But every now and then there’s an original turn. If she was to start observing for herself and putting it down in words of her own’ – he sketched a gesture – ‘well, I don’t know, but she might get somewhere. This whole business of the infant phenomenon is as tricky as you please. I’ve seen quite extraordinary verse produced by a child of five or six – a couple of fragments, and never another line. It generally happens when they are emerging from the nursery and before the deadening influence of education gets going on them. Practically every child of that age can act, and quite a lot of them can produce some kind of highly original work, but the minute they get to school it’s all over. The herd instinct asserts itself, and from then on the most frightful thing in the world is not to be exactly like everyone else. Jenny is past the usual age, but she has been segregated from the herd, so if she has any originality it may survive.’

She leaned towards him a little.

‘Mr Lester – what do you really think about her work?’

‘I’ve been telling you. What do you really think yourself?’

‘She doesn’t show it to me. I told you she was proud. She won’t risk criticism, and whatever I said, she would know what I was thinking.’

‘If she is going to be a writer she will have to face criticism – and accept it.’

She said very directly,

‘If she is going to be a writer – don’t you see, that is what I want to know. She hasn’t got anyone but me. I want to know how much I ought to encourage her. Anything she takes up is bound to be more important to her than it would be if she were able to join in all the things that other children do. Ought I to encourage her to think of it as a career or—’

He said, ‘Or?’ and saw a flush come up into her face.

‘No, there isn’t any or. I couldn’t discourage her. She hasn’t got enough for it to be possible to take anything away.’

He found himself sharing her mood, instead of being able to stand back from it and criticize. They were being ridiculously intense. All right. And so what? He supposed he had it in him to be intense as well as the next man. He said, speaking with deliberation,

‘I can’t tell you what you want to know, because, as I have already said, these things fizzle out. But I don’t see why that should trouble you. There isn’t anything that could be published now. All that you’ve got to do is to let her have her head – let her go on writing. She will anyhow, until she finds out – we all find out – whether she can make a good job of it, or whether she can’t. Meanwhile see that she has the right things to read – don’t let her fritter away her taste on trash. I suppose there’s a library in a house like this?’

She gave him a rueful smile.

‘Very old-fashioned.’

He laughed.

‘Scott – Dickens – and the other Victorians!’

‘She won’t read them.’

‘Starve her till she does. Stop the rubbish. If she doesn’t get it she’ll be hungry enough to fall to on wholesome food. By the way, what does she read? No, you needn’t tell me – I know. “He pressed a long burning kiss upon her lips. ‘My love, my love!’ she cried.” All that sort of thing!’

The dark blue eyes widened.

‘Oh! Did she write that?’

He grinned.

‘And a lot more like it, only in one place she made it a bitter kiss. And there was something about “tears salt on the lips”. That mightn’t have been copied.’

‘But – she oughtn’t to be writing about things like that. I mean, if it’s just copying, it doesn’t matter so much, but if she thought of that for herself—’

He had another of those unpredictable spurts of anger. Her look of distress had been poignant. What did she know about kisses washed in tears?

She said doubtfully,

‘I suppose you had better see her.’
 

THREE

THEY CAME OUT into the hall again and across it to a long dark passage. The light which Rosamond switched on was up in the ceiling and as faint as candle light. There was no sound anywhere, until quite suddenly an electric bell buzzed, and went on buzzing. The sound came from behind a door on the left. It was perfectly plain that somebody wanted something and would go on ringing until the want was supplied. Rosamond stood still and said in a low voice, ‘It’s my aunt. I must go. I won’t be any longer than I can help.’ And upon that was gone. The infernal buzzing stopped. He heard a harshly-pitched voice and a murmuring low one which presently ceased, while the other voice went on. He thought Rosamond Maxwell was being scolded, and that either from habit or discretion she took her scoldings in silence. He found himself disliking the owner of the scolding voice.

He walked away from it, and had almost reached the end of the passage, when the door which faced him was jerked open and a girl in a green dress looked out at him. She had one hand on the door, and with the other she leaned across and clutched the frame. A long faded shawl in a mixture of colours now practically extinct hung from her shoulders and trailed upon the floor. Above it there were features which would have been pretty had they been less pinched, eyes of a startling blue, and a shining aureole of hair. The face was a child’s, but the eyes were harder than a child’s eyes should be. He had never seen anything like the hair in his life. It was the colour of bright bronze. It stood away from her head in springing waves and curled into delicate tendrils about the temples and ears.

He said, ‘Miss Jenny Maxwell?’ and she took her hand from the door to catch at her shawl and said,

‘Yes, of course. But who are you?’

There was neither shyness nor discomposure. He said,

‘Your sister was bringing me to see you.’

‘Where is she?’

‘A bell rang. She went into a room half-way along the passage.’

Jenny nodded.

‘Aunt Lydia’s bell. It rings all the time, and she can’t be kept waiting a minute. She is Miss Crewe, and this is her house. I suppose you know that.’ She took a halting step backwards. ‘If you were coming to see me you had better come in.’

Everything in the room was shabby. Curtains frayed at the edges. A carpet with a disappearing pattern. Old sagging chairs. A Victorian sofa darned where the upholstery showed, but for the most part hidden by the rug which Jenny had thrown back and by a litter of books and papers. She sat down, pulled the rug over her, and pointed.

‘You had better have that chair. The springs want mending, but I don’t suppose you’ll go through.’

‘I hope not.’

The brilliant eyes watched him with interest. They were not soft and deep like Rosamond’s. They had the brightness and glitter of sea water under the sun. After surveying him at her leisure she said,

‘I suppose you are a doctor. I have seen so many of them. At first they thought I was going to die. They didn’t say so, but of course I knew. Now they say I’m a Remarkable Case. It’s a bore being an invalid, but you meet some very interesting people, and it’s nice to be a Remarkable Case.’

‘I shouldn’t think it would make up for not being able to run about. But you are going to be able to do that too, aren’t you?’

She pursed up her mouth.

‘I expect so. You haven’t told me your name. Are you one of the famous ones? The last man who came to see me was. He came over from Paris on purpose, and I can’t remember his name, because I think it was Russian. It sounded like a sneeze, and the Russian ones do, don’t they?’

‘I’m afraid I’m not a doctor at all.’

‘Oh? Then why did you want to see me?’

‘Well, I was passing—’

‘How did you know there was anything to pass, or anyone to come and see? Did you know my father and mother? If it was my father, Aunt Lydia wouldn’t be at all pleased. She has always been angry because my mother was a girl, and because my father wouldn’t change his name when he married her. If he had, we should have been Crewes and carried on the family, and now there’s no one. It makes her wild to think of Maxwells living in Crewe House, so perhaps she’ll just leave it to the nation, and Rosamond and I won’t have anywhere to go – like Vera Vavasour and her child in Passionate Hearts. Have you read Passionate Hearts? It’s by Gloria Gilmore.’

‘I don’t think I have.’

‘Oh, you would know if you had. It’s marvellous! I cried so much over the seventeenth chapter that Rosamond took it away. But she had to give it back again, because I wouldn’t stop crying until she did!’

He controlled his face.

‘Why do women always like something that makes them cry?’

He had nearly said girls, but perceived that it would have been a mistake. Jenny was preening herself. His last-minute substitute couldn’t have gone down better. As she continued to discourse upon her favourite books, he was conscious of disappointment. The Heart’s Awakening, Lady Marcia’s Secret, A Sister’s Sacrifice – If these were Rosamond’s choice! He said,

‘That’s the sort of thing you like?’

She was flushed and eager.

‘Oh, yes! Haven’t you read any of them?’

He shook his head.

‘They are not very much in my line.’

‘What a pity! They’re lovely! But it’s so funny, Rosamond doesn’t care for them. She wants me to read dreadfully stuffy things, and why should I if I don’t like them? When I’ve got a Gloria Gilmore I just don’t care about anything in the world – not about my back or anything. Then there’s Mavis la Rue. She’s marvellous, but Rosamond has got a regular down on her, I can’t think why. She makes you feel as if even dreadful things could be beautiful, if you know what I mean. Rosamond didn’t. And she took Passion For Two away from me even after I’d told her that. I didn’t think she would be so unkind, but she was. And I believe she had a row with Nicholas about letting me have it, because the books haven’t been nearly so exciting ever since.’

So Rosamond was not responsible for Gloria Gilmore. He experienced a ridiculous sense of relief. As he inquired, ‘Who is Nicholas?’ Jenny made a casual gesture.

‘Cunningham,’ she said briefly. ‘He works at that place the other side of the village, Dalling Grange. Experiments for aeroplanes, you know – or perhaps you don’t, because it’s all frightfully secret. Aunt Lydia says they’ll blow us all up some day, but I expect she’s thinking about atom bombs. Anyhow I asked Nicholas, and he only laughed and said his lips were sealed.’

‘He is a friend of yours?’

She sat up straight and pulled in her chin.

‘I used to think he was, but now I’m not so sure – because of his giving in to Rosamond like that. He’s in love with her, you know. At least I suppose he is, because he looks at her that way, and it’s all right in a book. Gloria Gilmore and Mavis la Rue make it sound lovely, but when it’s someone you thought was your friend, and then you find out he is nothing but a trampled worm, it just looks sloppy.’

So Nicholas was sloppy about Rosamond. Craig was finding Miss Jenny Maxwell quite informative. The theme fascinated him. He pursued it.

‘There’s a general consensus of opinion that people in love are apt to look silly – except to each other.’

‘Rosamond isn’t in love,’ said Jenny with the extremity of scorn. ‘She wouldn’t have time, for one thing. It’s Nicholas who is in love with her. I don’t suppose she even notices it. Aunt Lydia adores him, so he comes in and out a lot. The aunt he lives with is one of her oldest friends. They both adore Nicholas. The Cunninghams are just next door. Much too close for another house really, but it used to belong to the Crewes – a dower house for the old ladies of the family, with a way through to the garden so that they could come in and out and the family could drop in and visit them. People didn’t seem to get bored with their relations as much as they do now, and everyone thought it was a very nice arrangement. But when the money began to go wrong Aunt Lydia’s father sold the Dower House, and of course Aunt Lydia minded dreadfully. She would mind if she had to sell a pebble off the drive, so you can imagine what she felt like when it was a whole house absolutely bang next door where she could see strangers going in and out. So it was just as well that she made friends with Miss Cunningham, wasn’t it? There was a brother too, and she fell in love with him – like Romeo and Juliet, you know. And then something happened. I don’t know what it was, because people won’t tell you. That’s one of the really horrid things about being young, and it’s no good their saying it’s the best time of your life, because it’s very – very—’ She cast about her for a word and came out with ‘frustrating!’

Craig laughed.

‘Cheer up – it will pass! “Youth’s a stuff will not endure”.’

She made a child’s face at him.

‘That’s what people always say about the things they don’t have to put up with themselves! What was I saying? Oh, about Henry Cunningham. Nobody knows what happened – at least if they do they won’t tell. But he went away for more than twenty years, and Aunt Lydia never got over it. It’s frightfully difficult to think of anybody as old as Aunt Lydia ever having been in love, isn’t it? And very depressing too, because there’s a picture of her in the drawing-room quite nice-looking, and she’s pretty frightful now.’

It was at this rather embarrassing moment that Rosamond Maxwell opened the door. Her quiet manner held, but it had been shaken. She was even paler than she had been. He guessed at the effort which steadied her voice as she said,

‘My aunt would very much like to see you, Mr Lester.’

Jenny made an abrupt movement.

‘What on earth for! He’s come to see me, hasn’t he!’

‘I’ll bring him back, Jenny. You can go on with your talk afterwards. I think Aunt Lydia would like to see him now.’

Jenny’s spoilt-child expression warned him that he had better get out of the room as quickly as possible. Her protests followed him as he shut the door.

A little way along the passage he stopped.

‘She seems to think I’m a doctor.’

Rosamond said, ‘Oh—’ And, ‘You haven’t talked to her then?’

‘Oh, yes, we’ve talked.’

He wondered what she would say if she knew how frank that talk had been.

‘But not about her writing—’

‘Mostly about how much she admires the great works of Miss Gloria Gilmore.’

Rosamond threw up a hand.

‘What can I do! She does love them so, and they are really quite harmless. It is Nicholas Cunningham who brings them. His aunt has shelves and shelves of them, but I’ve told him not to bring any more of the la Rue woman’s stuff. Broken Vows and Passion For Two! Jenny was so cross when I took them away, but they were really nasty. I don’t think the others will do her any harm.’

He made a wry face.

‘Children like sugar.’

Her smile came and went. It was a little tremulous.

‘Don’t say that to Jenny.’ Then, on an urgent note, ‘We mustn’t stand here talking. Aunt Lydia doesn’t like to be kept waiting.’

She took him along to the door which she had opened before, went a little way in, stood aside for him to pass her, and said,

‘Mr Lester, Aunt Lydia.’

He was never to forget his first impression of Miss Crewe’s room. At a glance two things emerged – it was grey, and it was crowded. He was to discover later on that the original colour of the hangings, the striped wall-paper, and the faintly patterned carpet had been a delicate shade of blue. Under this light and the lapse of years they were now as grey as dust. And so was Miss Lydia herself.

She sat in an upright chair, a hand on either of its massive arms, and dominated the scene – tall, stiff, with thick iron-grey hair taken back relentlessly from a high, narrow brow and bony features. He found himself wondering what she could have looked like when she was young. The bones were all good. With bloom and colour there might even have been beauty there. The thin, stiff figure might have had its curves – it had none now. The right hand lifted and was extended to him. Stones flashed in half a dozen rings – diamond, emerald, ruby, sapphire. The fingers that wore them were as cold to the touch as bone. She said,

‘How do you do, Mr Lester? I understand that you have come down to see my niece. Pray sit down.’

It was definitely alarming. No, that was wrong, the word should have been indefinitely. He wasn’t a boy, to be intimidated by an old woman who had outlived her world and retreated into a solitude of her own making. Absurd to have any feeling except compassion. For her – or for Rosamond Maxwell? His former anger rose in him as he took the chair to which she had pointed and said,

‘I happened to be passing. But I must apologize for troubling you at this hour. I must confess I lost my way, and then when I was so near—’

There was an overhead chandelier bright with faceted lustres. The electricity so sparely used in the rest of the house blazed from it upon a room full of old and undoubtedly valuable furniture, upon the bookcases and cabinets which lined the walls, upon every description of chair and every kind of small occasional table, upon the china which filled the cabinets, the innumerable small objects which littered the tables, and upon Miss Lydia herself in a grey velvet wrap lifting the hand with the sparkling rings and saying,

‘You came to see my niece. I am told that you are in a publishing firm. I believe she amuses herself with scribbling, but you will not ask me to believe that you take that sort of thing seriously.’

Her tone affected him in a singularly unpleasant manner. It carried so final a dismissal of Jenny’s childish ambitions. They might have no value in themselves, and yet mean all the world to a crippled child.

‘She had no business to trouble you,’ said Lydia Crewe.

He achieved a smile.

‘Well, that is what we are there for. I didn’t know how young she was. Of course there could be no question of publishing any of her work at present, but I thought I should like to see her, and perhaps give her a little advice. She obviously loves writing, and since she isn’t very strong, it is probably a great pleasure to her. It is much too soon to say whether there is any real talent.’

‘And so you came down here to say that. Very obliging of you, I am sure. Can we offer you some refreshment?’

She was the great lady condescending. It pricked him. He said, ‘No, thank you,’ and got to his feet.

‘You must be getting on your way? Perhaps we can direct you. Where are you making for?’

He had been aware of Rosamond in the grey room behind him. She came forward now, threading her way between the tables. Resistance sprang up in him. He was being dismissed, and he was in no mind to take his dismissal. He said with a kind of pleasant firmness,

‘Thank you very much. Perhaps you will tell me how to get to the village. I suppose there is one, and that it has an inn of some kind. I can’t have much farther to go, and there’s no real hurry. I don’t feel like wandering in any more lanes tonight. Then, if I may, I could perhaps see Jenny again tomorrow. If she really wants to write she ought to start on a regular course of reading.’

Lydia Crewe lifted her puckered lids and gave him a long cold look. Her eyes were deeply set, and deeply shadowed by the arch of the brow. He thought they must once have been fine. She said with abrupt irrelevance,

‘Are you related to the Lesters of Midholm?’

‘Why, yes.’

She nodded.

‘You have a look of them. They were all big men. There is some slight family connexion. My great-grandfather married Henrietta Lester in 1785. She died young.’ Her tone dismissed Henrietta as a failure.

He was surprised, therefore, when she said quite graciously,

‘Very kind of you, I’m sure, to take so much trouble about Jenny. She will naturally be delighted to see you. Rosamond will show you the way out and direct you to the inn. It is quite small of course, but Mrs Stubbs is a very good cook. She used to be with the Falchions at Winterbourne. Good-bye, Mr Lester.’

He touched the cold hand again and made his farewells. He found himself outside in the passage with relief.

‘Do I see Jenny again now?’

Rosamond shook her head.

‘Better not, I think. If she is too excited she won’t sleep. Can you really come back in the morning?’

‘Oh, yes. What time shall I make it? Ten – half past?’

As they went back towards the hall, she gave a sudden soft laugh.

‘Are you really related to those Lesters?’

‘I really am.’

‘And do you know exactly how? Because Aunt Lydia will certainly cross-examine you. She knows everybody’s family tree much better than they do themselves.’

‘I’m word perfect. My grandfather was a brother of old Sir Roger Lester’s. The present man is my cousin Christopher.’

She had opened the front door and was saying, ‘If you turn left at the foot of the drive, the village is not much more than a quarter of a mile. The name is Hazel Green, and the inn is the Holly Tree. Mrs Stubbs is a pet,’ when he broke in after the manner of someone who has not been listening.

‘Do you dust all that damned china?’

When she thought about it afterwards it occurred to her that she ought to have snubbed him. Rosamond wasn’t very good at snubbing people. She said in an apologetic voice,

‘The daily women aren’t careful enough. Aunt Lydia wouldn’t trust them.’

There was quite a cold air coming in, but neither of them felt it. He said with anger,

‘Do you know what I would like to do? I’d like to put all that stuff in the middle of the floor and smash it with the poker!’

And all she did was to look at him and say, ‘Why?’

He obliged with a copious answer.

‘Because you’re a slave to it. There isn’t a speck of dust on the wretched stuff, or anywhere else that I could see. And who does the dusting? You every time! And mind you, I know about dusting. My sister and I had to help at home. My father died, and the first thing my mother did was to get rid of practically all that sort of stuff. She said there wouldn’t be anyone to do anything except ourselves, and she wasn’t planning for us to be slaves to a lot of irrelevant crockery, so she made a clean sweep of it. This house is cluttered till you can’t move, and you’re worn to a shadow trying to cope with it.’

It was the most extraordinary conversation, and perhaps the most extraordinary part of it was that she found it quite impossible to be angry. Strangers oughtn’t to speak to you like that. He didn’t feel like a stranger. He broke all the rules and he broke down all the fences, but it wasn’t for himself, it was for her. He was angry because she was tired – because there was too much china and too much furniture and her work was never done. It was so long since anyone had cared whether she was tired or not that she was shaken, but not with anger. She felt a weakness and a warmth, and got no nearer to an answer than a faint tremulous smile.

He said, ‘Why do you do it?’ and she lifted her head and spoke gently.

‘Most women have a good deal to do in their houses nowadays, you know. It doesn’t hurt one to be tired at the end of a day’s work.’

‘It hurts to be given a hopeless task and kept at it till it breaks you! Three quarters of that stuff should be put away! Why don’t you say so and go on strike until it’s done?’

The smile was gone. She straightened herself a little.

‘Please, please – you mustn’t. My aunt has been most kind in taking Jenny in, and it has meant everything for her. We really had no claim. Anything I can do in return—’

‘I know, I know – and it’s not my business, and all the rest of the conventionalities! Let’s take them as said and get down to brass tacks. It is really impossible for you to have a sensible talk with Miss Crewe? After all, she can probably remember how many women it used to take to do what she expects you to take on single-handed.’

‘It was a different world, a different life. She hasn’t the least idea how long anything takes to do. There was a cook, and a kitchenmaid, and a between maid, and a woman up from the village three times a week to scrub, and a butler, and a parlourmaid, and two housemaids. And everything went like clockwork.’

‘She tells you all that, and she can’t see?’

‘No, she really can’t. She just thinks they were lazy and overpaid, and that there is no entertaining now, so of course it is all quite easy.’ A light shiver went over her.

He said impulsively, ‘You’re cold – I mustn’t keep you. But I haven’t said anything like all I’m going to.’

A big warm hand swallowed hers up, held it a moment, and then let go. He went out on to the porch, and down the steps, and into his car and drove away.


FOUR

MRS STUBBS’S COOKING was all that Miss Crewe had said. The parlour at the Holly Tree was warm and bright and comfortable – old leather chairs well broken in, a red tablecloth to replace the white one when his meal had been cleared away, and a row of fascinating objects on the shelf over the fireplace. Craig sat gazing at them and considering how much he preferred this homely warmth and comfort to the dreary bygone grandeurs of Crewe House. Sèvres and ormolu were all very well in their time and place, but for everyday fireside comfort give him the yellow cow with a lid in her back which was really a cream-jug, the milk being put in at the lid and pouring out of the mouth; the cup and saucer of copper lustre with its bands of raised fruits and flowers on a ground of bright sky blue; the mug with Queen Victoria and Prince Albert in lilac and grey, the Great Exhibition in the background, and the date 1851 displayed in silver. There were also some rather intriguing wooden candlesticks with what looked like little heaps of cannonballs piled at the four corners of the base, and a tall pottery jar with a picture of a khaki-clad soldier of the South African War and the dates 1899–1901. Below on either side of the hearth there were two very large pink shells which took him back to his boyhood, when he used to stand in front of a dreadful little muddle-shop which he passed on his way to school, looking in and coveting just such another pair.

Mrs Stubbs came in, hoped he had everything to his liking, and stayed for a cosy little chat. The shells were brought back by a great-uncle who had taken to the sea. The cow and the lustre cup and saucer had come down from her great-grandmother. ‘And I don’t hold with all this throwing out and putting in a lot of silly rubbish. New it may be, and the fashion it may be, but I don’t hold with it. When the young people come in they can do as they choose, and I suppose when I’m in my grave I shan’t mind, not even about my granny’s yellow cow that she used to allow me to stroke Sundays for a very particular treat. Oh, well, every dog has his day, as the saying is, and no use troubling oneself that I can see. Makes your blood go sour, and then what are you like to live with! Better laugh as long as you can and hold your tongue when you can’t!’

He went up to Crewe House in the morning, and Rosamond let him in. He found Jenny bright-eyed, flushed, and very grown-up indeed.

‘How do you do, Mr Lester? You must have thought it very silly of me yesterday to mistake you for a doctor, because of course you are not in the least like one. Rosamond has told me about your coming down from Pethertons, and she says I mustn’t expect you to publish anything. But then I never did – not really. Only you will talk to me about it, won’t you, and not just say it’s no use and I must wait till I’m older. You don’t know what a curse it is being young and have everybody say you can’t do any of the things you want to do because of it.’

He said,

‘I shan’t do that, because there’s quite a lot you can do now, and I’d like to talk to you about it very much.’

Her hands were at her breast, painfully clasped. The brilliant eyes answered. Rosamond, leaning over to lay a hand on her shoulder, was vehemently pushed away.

‘Well,’ he said, ‘writing is a trade. If you want to write you’ll have to learn it. Take any conversation. There are the words, there is also the way people look and move, and the tone of voice they use, and when you come to write that conversation down all you have got is the words. And they are not enough. Somehow, by hook or by crook, you have got to make up for colour, the life, and the sound which you can’t transfer to paper.’

‘How?’

‘That’s what you’ll have to find out. For one thing, written dialogue has got to be better than the ordinary stuff that people talk. It must have more life and go in it. The colours must all be brightened. There must be more individuality. The clever people must be cleverer and the silly ones sillier than they would be in real life, or you won’t get them across at all, and your book will be dull. Then you want to watch your reading rather carefully. Don’t read too much of any one author, or you will find you are copying him, and that is fatal. You’ll have to read the standard authors, because they lay down a good foundation and you won’t be able to do without it. And as you read, just notice how they get people in and out of rooms, or from one place to another – how they produce what is called atmosphere – that sort of thing. They all do it different ways, so you won’t be in danger of copying any one in particular.’

Jenny nodded vigorously.

‘And then – you probably won’t like this, but it’s important – write of things you know something about.’

Jenny’s already feverish colour deepened.

‘If everyone did that, there would be a lot of dull books. I don’t want to write about the things that happen every day – I’m bored with them! What can I write about here?’

Dangerous ground. He hastened away from it.

‘Well, you live in a village, and a village has people in it just the same as a town has, or a South Sea island, or a castle in Spain. It’s the people and what goes on in their lives that makes things interesting – or dull.’

For the first time her hands relaxed. The flush began to fade. She said slowly,

‘Sometimes you can’t think what was in their minds. Nobody could with Maggie.’

‘Who is Maggie?’

‘A person in the village. She just walked out of the house one evening and never came back.’

Rosamond threw him an uneasy glance. He ignored it.

‘Why did she do that?’

‘Nobody knows why.’

He said, ‘Tell me about it in your own way – as if it was a story you were writing.’

‘I don’t know how to begin.’

He laughed.

‘That is always one of the difficult things.’

She thought for a bit, and then shook her head vehemently.

‘I can’t do it like that. I can tell you what happened.’

‘All right – go ahead.’

She nodded.

‘You mustn’t think about it being a story – it’s just something that happened. But it’s not interesting, or romantic, or anything like that – it’s just a bit frightening. Maggie lived with her father and mother in a cottage in the village. You can see it from the bottom of our drive, only they don’t live there now. The father and mother were quite old, and Maggie wasn’t at all young, or nice-looking or anything like that. And about a year ago, at eight o’clock in the evening when it was quite dark, she finished her ironing and said to her mother, “I’m just going out for a breath of air. I won’t be long”. And no one ever saw her again.’

‘You mean she disappeared just like that?’

Jenny nodded.

‘I told you it was rather frightening. And if I was writing it for a story I should stop there, because the end rather spoils it.’

‘What was the end?’

‘Oh, she wrote – twice. On a postcard to her mother, and to Miss Cunningham. She was the daily at the Cunninghams’, and their card just said, “Away temporary”. But the one to her mother was longer – something about being obliged to go away and coming back as soon as she could. That’s what she wrote, only she never did, and they never heard any more. The postmark on the card was London. And in the end they went to the police, but they couldn’t find her. Nobody knows what made her do it, because she had always been such a good daughter. And when she didn’t send any money or anything, the poor old Bells had dreadfully little.’

‘You say they don’t live here any more?’

‘Oh, no. They’re dead. Maggie oughtn’t to have gone away and left them.’

Over Jenny’s head Rosamond gave him one of those looks. All right, he was a blundering fool, and Jenny oughtn’t to be encouraged to dwell upon village tragedies. Let her stick to her Gloria Gilmores and life as it never was. Only if you were going in for fairy tales, he preferred Beauty and the Beast, Cinderella, and the Twelve Dancing Princesses, with the warp in folklore and the weft in fantasy. He gave back Rosamond’s look with as much hardihood as he could muster and said,

‘Yes, that’s the sort of thing I mean. Only it needn’t always be tragedy, you know. Queer things happen in villages, just as they do everywhere – and nice things and interesting ones.’ He even steeled himself to add, ‘Gloom is the hallmark of extreme youth.’

Jenny flushed. He felt that he had been a brute, but Rosamond’s eyes were thanking him.

She left him with Jenny after that, and presently brought in a tray with cups of tea and some of Mrs Bolder’s biscuits which melted in the mouth. She found the party going with a bang and Jenny chattering away nineteen to the dozen, after which she ate a great many biscuits and drank what was practically a cupful of milk.

‘And if any of us was slimming, we shouldn’t be able to, should we? So what a good thing it is that we’re not, because Mrs Bolder does make the most heavenly biscuits. I expect it will be years, and years, and years before Rosamond and I have to think about that sort of thing. She runs about too much, and I can’t run about enough. And anyhow it must be perfectly ghastly to think about everything you eat and feel perhaps you oughtn’t to. Miss Cunningham is like that, you know. She doesn’t eat this and she doesn’t eat that, and she gets fearfully hungry. And then quite suddenly she can’t bear it any more, and everything she’s taken off comes on again, so what’s the good? Anyhow she’s quite old, so I don’t see why she worries. Nicholas teases her about it, and she goes all pink and says, “Oh, my dear boy!”.’

Rosamond walked down the passage with him when he had said good-bye. He wondered whether he was to be summoned to Miss Crewe’s presence again, but they passed her door in silence. As they came out upon a wide corridor which led directly to the hall, she said in a hesitating voice,

‘Would you care to see the house?’

He made no attempt to soften the tone of his reply.

‘No, I wouldn’t.’

Her lips quivered into a smile.

‘People do come and see it. There are some good pictures.’

‘No, thank you.’

‘Two Lelys and a Vandyck, and a pet of a Gainsborough – Miss Louisa Crewe, three years old, in a white muslin dress and a blue sash, with a puppy.’

‘Then in heaven’s name, why doesn’t she sell them and give you a human life?’

The smile went out like a blown candle flame.

‘Aunt Lydia will never sell anything,’ she said. ‘And you – you mustn’t say things like that.’

‘Then you had better not ask me to bow down to the idol which is destroying you all. I suppose it started as a perfectly good house put up to serve the needs of real live flesh-and-blood people. The sort of life they lived is over. The kind of houses they lived in just aren’t wanted any more. They’ve either got to be put to new uses, or they’d be better pulled down. You know as well as I do that this house is nothing but a mausoleum, and that it’s draining the life out of you. If you’re going to ask me what that has to do with me, I’ll tell you.’

‘But I’m not asking you.’

‘I’ll tell you all the same. First of all, it’s everyone’s duty to prevent an attempt at suicide.’ He grinned suddenly. ‘That’s not what you expected, is it? I’m on nice firm uncontroversial ground there. I see you about to leap from Waterloo Bridge, and I put out a restraining hand!’

‘I think you are quite mad.’

‘No – only metaphorical. But cheer up – it gets easier as it goes on. In the second place, you keep doing something to me. You make me angry, and you make me tired. If I’m not in a rage with Miss Crewe for making a slave of you, I’m in a rage with you for letting yourself be made a slave of. “A Sister’s Sacrifice”, that’s what you are – a living embodiment of one of those Gloria Gilmores that Jenny wallows in. Do you know, I haven’t been so angry half a dozen times in the last half dozen years! I wouldn’t have believed it of myself, but there it is, and I expect you know what it means just as well as I do. And now perhaps we had better change the subject.’

She had been watching him in a way that came across to him as aloof. Not exactly the Blessed Damozel looking forth over the gold bars of heaven, but perhaps the medieval damsel watching a furious lance being broken for her sake. There was a suggestion that men would play these rough games, and that there wasn’t anything you could do about it. What she said was a plain inexpressive ‘Yes’. And then, ‘I would like to talk to you about Jenny.’

She took him into the hall and across it into the small pale room where they had talked last night. They sat in the same chairs, and talked about what Jenny should read, and what she should be encouraged to write.

It was Rosamond who spoke about Maggie Bell.

‘I don’t know what made Jenny bring that up. It’s a frightening story.’

‘I don’t suppose she found it so. There has been time for her to get used to it.’

‘I hoped she had never heard very much about it.’

‘In a village? What a hope! Besides children always know everything.’

‘Nobody has ever known what happened to Maggie. It really is frightening, you know. She was such a good daughter. She would never have gone away and left her father and mother like that if she hadn’t been obliged to.’

She was echoing Jenny’s words. He guessed that they were not so much Jenny’s as everyone’s. They were what had been said so often that as soon as there was talk of Maggie Bell the words were there, all ready to be used again.

He said,

‘I suppose it was the usual thing – some man, and she couldn’t face the talk.’

‘But there wasn’t any man. She must have been forty, and she had never been about with anyone.’

‘Axiomatic,’ he said, ‘Girls who disappear or who get themselves murdered have never had any men friends – all their friends and relations say so. But that’s an old story. Let us now give our minds to Jenny.’
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