DASHPERS
by Fl ora Thonpson

Chapter | The House

The village was |ong and straggling. Cottages in twos and threes
were strung at intervals along the half mle or so of deeply-rutted
road whi ch passed through the place, sone upon high banks wth
flights of stone steps leading up to the doors, others so flush with
the road that passing waggoners fromthe top of their |oads could
| ook into the bedroom wi ndows. One here and there had a honeysuckl e
covered porch, or a tall thicket of hollyhocks around the w ndow, or
a gable-end turned to the road, to redeemits plainness, but nost of
themwere nerely grey stone boxes with thatched or slated lids of the
ki nd then t hought good enough to house a farm |l abourers fanmly. Only
one, and that the inn, looked as if it had had a new coat of paint
for years. The church and rectory which nmight otherw se have enriched
the scene were round a turning and hidden by trees.

Yet, for all its plainness, the village of Warren had a nild
charm It cane of its peace and quiet and utter seclusion in the
md st of fields which, pale yelloww th ripening corn and patterned
with thick dark hedgerows, stretched around it for nmiles. Over the
wi de expanse tiny pale golden cloudlets floated, high up, against a
mar bl e col oured sky and the air was sleepy with the straw and pol | en
and wild-flower scents of approachi ng harvest.

From sonewhere far away in the fields cane the sound of
children's voices. The only nearer sound was the tap, tap, nade by a
bird cracking a snail shell on a stone, for it was the tinme of the
afternoon nap for the younger children and their nothers were either
stretched beside themon the bed or quietly occupi ed down-stairs. A
few of the cottage doors were open and cats sunned thensel ves on the
whi t ened doorsteps, but there was no other sign of |ife when a young
worman with a | arge marketing basket on her armand her little
daughter, a child of ten or eleven, clinbed the stile which led to
the footpath by which they had come and entered the village street.

They padded on through the thick soft dust of the road until
they canme to the last group of cottages at the end of the village, in
t he garden of one of which, they had been told, were red currants for
sale, and it was fromthis garden while her nother bargained with the
woman at her door that the little girl, |ooking around, beheld THE
HOUSE.

Agai nst the dingy greyness of the other houses it seened to
shine, for its snooth walls had been painted yellow and it had hei ght
and an air of having been built for other purposes than nerely to
house as many human beings as could be crowded within. It was but a
cottage, but a cottage of a different order. Thought and a sense of
beauty and fitness, as well as noney, had gone to the building of it.
In short, it was planned, while the honeysuckl e porches and gabl e
ends, which lent charmto a few of the other cottages, were happy
acci dent s.

An ol der and nore discrininating observer would have noticed
the streaked and di scol oured patches, due to choked water spouts, on
the yellow walls, and the tangle of overgrown shrubs by the pathways



and the blistered green paint of the woodwork and roof of the Iong
verandah; but fromthe child, surveying the house from anong the
currant bushes in the nei ghbouring garden, these defects were hidden
she thought it was perfect. She |oved the row of sash wi ndows above
the long curved roof of the verandah and the one attic dorner w nking
above and the tall holly tree, the shape of the trees in her
brother’s Noah’s Ark and the thick whitewashed wall with its arched
doorway which shut in the side courtyard

Al t oget her, the house was sonething new to her, for she had
never before seen a dwelling which was not either a nansion or a
| abourer’s cottage, excepting, of course the rows of villas with
gl ass porches and bay wi ndows which lined the road into the nearest
mar ket town. Even the Rectory had seventeen roons and al nost cane
into the mansion class. This house was nuch snmaller, little nore than
the size of two cottages put end-to-end, but how different it | ooked
to any cottage she had seen before? Had she tried to describe it in
wor ds, her vocabulary would only have run to “nice” or “pretty”, but
she had sonething within her which could recognise its quality.

Her nmother was still bargaining with the women to whomthe
garden bel onged. Were the red currants still twopence a pint if they
pi cked them t hensel ves? The worman said “Yes,” that was the price,
“take themor leave theni, but her nother insisted that it was well
worth a hal fpenny a pint to pick themin that heat, could they not
have them for three hal f pence? And the wonan seened to have given way
for she was tal ki ng now about her rheumati smand adnitting that
st oopi ng over the bushes did make her back “that nortal bad” that she
sonet i nes thought she woul d never get herself upright again. “Wat
you want is to grow a hinge there”, her nother was saying and while
they were laughing at that the little girl ventured to tiptoe between
the bean rows to get a nearer view of the house.

The wal |l which divided the garden fromthat in which she was
standi ng was hi gh near the houses and its coping bristled with
fragnments of bottle-glass, but the farther it went the lower it
becanme, until, towards the bottomof the two gardens, it was not nuch
hi gher than she was. After a little scranbling, she nanaged to get
her toes into a crack and hang on to the top with her hands. From
there she could see the whole of the front of the house. Beneath the
proj ecting roof of the verandah was a w de, solid-Iooking front door
with a sash wi ndow on each side and, beyond these, was the
whi t ewashed wall with the door that nust lead to the kitchen
premnmi ses. Above the wall she could see one bedroom wi ndow beneath a
| ower roof than that of the other part of the house, for the attics
did not cover the whol e house.

The Iong floor of the verandah was paved with stone flags and
its delicately patterned ironwork supported creepers. One creamrose
was in bloom Al this, for some reason unknown to hersel f, gave her
a deep sense of satisfaction. The house, she thought, |ooked just how
a house ought to | ook, and she liked the garden with its fruit trees
and | avender bushes and thickets of raspberry canes where the berries
were dropping fromover-ripeness. She reached over the wall and
pi cked one raspberry, then, as it nmelted on her tongue, slipped down
and hurried to neet her nother who was parting am cably fromthe
woman at the door.

“She’s cone round all right,” whispered her nother. “W are

to fill the basket for a shilling; ‘t'Il nake us a nice bit of jam
and jelly for the winter. |I didn't Iike beating the poor old sou
down, and her on Parish Pay and all; but fair’'s fair, and a
shilling's a shilling to ne, as well as to her. Here! These | ook the

best bushes. You pick on that side and I’'Il pick on this and we'll



soon have our basket full. We nustn't be long, for it’s a good step
back over the fields, and your father’'s supper to see to.”

“Mdt her, what house is that, over there?” the little girl
asked later.”

“Ch, that, said her nother, stripping a string of currants
with teeth like mlk as she | ooked up, 'Dashpers', | think they cal
it. There's an old quarry sonewhere behind the house, |’'ve been told,
that used to be called Dashpers Quarry and that’s how it got its
name, | expect. | haven’t set eyes on the place for years, though |
of ten passed through as a child, nay-garlanding and the |ike, and
your grandfather used to buy eggs there at one tinme. |I’ve heard him
say that the stone to build the house was quarried on the spot, but |
don’t know how he knew, for it mnmust have been I ong before his tine,
but he took an interest in such things.”

“1t’s the nicest house | have ever seen," said her smal
daught er enmphatically, and her nother |aughed and told her she had
not seen many, and what about Sherston Park, where they went to the
Fl ower Show that tine.

The country child thought Sherston Park very rich and grand,
with its porticoed front and | awns and fountains and its w ndow for
every day in the year, but she could not inmagine herself living
there, she would be afraid to nove in those gorgeous roons for fear
of breaki ng anything and when she wanted to go to bed she would | ose
her way in the passages. But this house, this Dashpers, was
different. It was not so very nuch larger than their own snall hone
in the nei ghbouring ham et, though far nore beautiful. She could
easily imagine herself living there, and that thought led to her
wondering who had |ived there. There was no one there now, she
thought, it was all so silent and the garden so overgrown, but it
coul d not al ways have been so. “l wonder what kind of people have
lived there,” she said.

“Pretty well all sorts at different tinmes, | expect," her
nother replied, “for it nust be an ol dish house. If those old walls
coul d speak they' d have sonme tales to tell, I'Il warrant.” It was

what was known as a gentlenan’s cottage, she went on to explain. You
of ten saw such houses in the larger villages, often a vicar’'s w dow,
or sonme naiden lady related to the squire lived in one, or the curate
or the school master |odged in one. This one was a nice enough | ooki ng
little place, she adnmitted; but, by the look of it, it wanted a | ot
of doi ng up. Danp, too, she expected. These old houses usually were
danp; and she should think they' d never get a servant to stay in this
dead-al i ve place, no shops, nor nothing but poor people’ s cottages
anywher e handy.

But these considerations did not danmpen her little
daughter's admirati on of the house or her desire to know about those
whose hone it had been. She could nake up stories about them she had
al ready made up several while picking the currants, but she thirsted
to know its true story. Its history, some ol der people would have
said, but at that time history, to her, meant people painting their
bodi es with woad, dressing in skins, and cutting mstletoe with gold
kni ves, for her studies at the village school had as yet taken her no
farther that the Ancient Britons. There was an old man, a nei ghbour
at home, who renenbered the big war with Napol eon and had often told
of her about the day when he, a snall boy scaring rooks fromthe
corn, had been called to the hedge by a passing horseman who told hirm
there had been a great victory at the Battle of Waterl oo.

“Here, my boy,” he had said and flung hima shilling, “take



that towards your bonfire to-night, for of course you'll be making
one, and never forget you' re English, and that one Englishman is a
match for half a dozen foreigners.” But he had not spent the shilling
on wood for a bonfire. Wiy shoul d he, when furze could be had for the
cutting? H s nother had taken the noney and bought barley nmeal to
nmake extra bread and they'd all had as nuch as they could eat for
once in their lives. Al the old people could renmenber Queen Victoria
conming to the

Throne, and spoke of the Crinean War as of sonething that have
happened yesterday, and she herself had taken part in the Queen's

Col den Jubilee rejoicings the year before; but she did not think of
these things as history.

“Can’t you ask who the house belongs to, Mother?” she asked
tentatively,

And her nother |aughed and said, "Wll, you are a queer one. Just as
if it mattered!” However, when she handed in the shilling, with a
penny over, for luck, at the cottage door, she enquired if anyone
lived in that house over the wall.

One | ady and a boy, she was told. The boy was away at school nost
of the tine, and now, in the holidays, he d be scavengi ng about the
country seeing what nischief he could get into, she supposed, the
young varmint, him "Mst times the place night as well stand enpty
for all | hears or sees or anybody. Not neighbourly at all, you
understand. Set up with herself, | reckon; though why she shoul d be,
CGod knows, and her but the wi dow or old Jeremnmy Benson the 'o0ss
doctor; himas fell off his ‘oss one dark night and broke his neck
n! Long agone, before my husband died and | conme to live here."

The not her renenbered the horse doctor’s death; she had read
about it in the newspaper, but had not known before exactly where he
lived. That seened all they would be likely to gather about the house
and its inhabitants, so, after listening a few nore nonents to the
cottager’'s conplaints: "I don't believe in fol ks naking a sort of
nystery of their selves. | believe in being neighbourly, | do". They
took up their basket of fruit and nade their way across fields, over
stiles and through deep-rutted lanes to their own hamet.

For sonme days the house call ed Dashpers was nuch in the
l[ittle girl’s thoughts. She told her father about it and, although he
did not remenber seeing it hinmself, he seened to grasp what it was
like and to understand her feelings about it. He |iked that style of
house, he said, Georgian, they called it, because that kind of
buil di ng canme into fashion when King George was on the throne. He
had, in the course of his work, helped to renovate several such
cottages, walls two feet thick and good solid woodwork, good
frontages, too, plain and good, without a |lot of these stuck on dib-
dabs. They knew how to build then. Yes, they knew how to build. Now
the fashion was all for show Dunp a house down on the flinsiest
foundati ons, with unseasoned tinber which shrunk and poor-quality
nortar which perished and the work scanped for want of tinme; then
clap on a couple of bay windows in front and a gl ass porch over the
door and you'd soon find a purchaser. But all this, though at
ordinary times interesting enough to a child to whom everythi ng was
of interest, seenmed rather to | ead away fromthan to her particul ar
cot t age.

She mi ght never have heard it nentioned again and it m ght have
remai ned with her sinply as sonething she had once seen and adnired
had it not been for a casual word dropped by her nother when
di scussing the red currant crop with a nei ghbour



“Warren!" exclainmed the old wonan with sudden interest. “Know
it? | should think I do. Wiy, when | was a bit of a wench just
| eavin’ hone | took service there. Dashpers, the house was call ed;
famly o th’ nane o' Fyfield. | |ooked after the children. There
weren't no nurse, only me and the general, for they weren't what you
m ght call gentry. They weren't trades people either, sort o betw x
an’ between; but | liked *emall right. Young M Fyfield s father
Lawyer Fyfield, they used to call him had his office in the Mrket
Square at Lewster, where the Methodi st Chapel now stands, and he used
to ride over a-horseback every norning to help him

Let’'s see, that'd be gettin’ on for forty years ago; but |
ain't forgotten ‘em There wer’ Master Edward, and Mss Connie, a
proper sort of young miss with long curls, and the little one they
used to call Madge, a wild little thing, but the best of the bunch to

ny way o' thinking. | did hear afterwards that she narried that
Benson, th' ‘oss doctor as broke his neck that tine; but whether
she’s alive herself now, or what happened to the others, | couldn't

say. ‘tis cross-country like fromhere and the news don’t travel"

It was a treat to her to talk about old tinmes, for she was a
garrul ous old worman and usual |y avoi ded by her busi er nei ghbours on
that account. Now she did not want for encouragenent, and, every tinme
they met, she would rake up old nenories to entertain the child.

As she grew ol der and had nore freedom of novenent the child' s
bl ackberrying and nutting expeditions would take her far in the
direction of Warren and she would find an opportunity of parting with
her conpani ons and go there and wal k slowy past the house, picturing
the scenes of which she had heard fromher friend and filling in the
gaps from her own i magi nation

In these days such an obsession in a child woul d be frowned upon
as unwhol esone, and perhaps, even then, if her nother had known the
extent of her small daughter’s absorption in sonething quite outside
her own range of interests it woul d have been checked. But it took
all the time, thought, and energy of parents thereabouts to provide
for the bodily needs of their offspring. Mnds had to develop as they
could and an imaginative child could therefore live alife of its own
outside the famly life it shared with others. This second, secret
l[ife had to find its own nourishnent and the house served one child
as a passionate friendship or an imuature love affair nay have served
ot hers.

When she grew up and for the best part of a lifetine had her
hone in a distant county the nmenory of the house faded, though it
still remai ned sonmewhere in the diminner recesses of her nind, ready
to spring into conscious thought at the |east rem nder

“l1 knew a house when | was a child --" she would say to her
friends when, on sone country wal k, they passed sone simlar cottage,
and sonetinmes at night, between sl eeping and waki ng, she woul d see
beneath her closed lids a picture of Dashpers in one of those series
of such pictures we all see at such tines.

It was as an elderly woman she at |ast returned to her own
countrysi de and by what appeared the nmerest chance cane to occupy the
very house she had adnired as a child.

The village had altered. Aeroplane works had been built two
mles away and new houses for the workers there, squares of concrete
with netal w ndow franmes and bungal ows with roofs of pink artificial
tiles, had been interspersed with the original stone cottages. There
was a Bus Stop outside the Fighting Cocks, which still retained its



old nane and sign, but was itself a recently built structure, replete
with every picturesque feature known to the large firmof brewers now
owing it. Arow of shops catered for all ordinary requirenents and
one of the cottages had had its woodwork painted bright blue and been
naned "Elizabeth's Tea Cosy".

Anmongst all these changes the house had changed little. The
wal s were still creamcol oured and the row of sash wi ndows stil
spaced the front above the green roof of the verandah; but it was
reached now by a side entrance for the long front garden had been
sold and cut up for building plots and a row of six cottages faced
the road. Young woren with fashi onably waved hair hung their “sets”
of artificial silk garnents to dry in gardens which came up to within
a few feet of the verandah; but a screen of laurels enclosing a few
fl ower beds preserved sonme senbl ance of privacy.

It nore than sufficed. The clunps of bride-grass and ferns and
lily-of-the-valley | eaves appeal ed nore than brilliant nasses of
colour to the taste of old age. Later in the season the jessam ne
that weathed the iron stanchions of the verandah was starry with
white bl oom and an ol d-fashi oned scented white rose canme out in one
of the flowerbeds. Nor, although the house had | ong been enpty, was
this green oasis unoccupied. On one of the first warm days a tortoise
crept out of sone crevice and lay with its [ong, wthered-I ooking
neck extended on the sun-baked flagstones. It was an incredibly ol d-
| ooki ng creature whose |idless eyes seened heavy with the accunul at ed
wi sdomof its long, silent years. To have attenpted to adopt it as a
pet woul d have been to insult it, for you cannot nake a pet of an
aged phil osopher, and it renmained rather as an exanple of all the
stoic virtues, plus the absol ute independence of one from whom nature
has provided so well that it requires nothing whatever fromits
fell ow creatures.

The house had by that tine been standing well over a century.
It nust have been home to nmany in turn, their honme to do as they
woul d with; then they had di ed, or gone away, and others had taken
their places, and they, too, had gone and | eft no trace. But had they
left no trace? Apart fromthe alterati ons nmade by succeeding tenants,
the closing of the huge, cement-walled rain water tank, large as a
snmal |l room when Conpany’s water was laid on; the built up back
staircase, no longer needed when to keep a maid in a house that size
becane an undreaned of |uxury, and the partitioning of the end of a
passage upstairs to nmake a bathroom there were other, nore
intangi bl e rem nders, or so it seened.

The house was not haunted in the ordinary sense of the term
al t hough once when it had |l ong stood enpty it, had had that
reputation. There were no apparitions. No noises, which commbnsense
could not attribute to the creaking of old floorboards, the gurgling
of waterspouts, or the noaning of the wind round the tall upper
story.

Yet there was sonething, evasive as the lingering odour of pot-
pourri in the rooms, a sudden inpression of watching eyes when a
pi cture was hung or a bookshelf filled; a sound like the swish of a
crinolined skirt on the |anding, and was that a breath of air from
the wi ndow, or the sound of a sigh on the stairs, or was it the deep
breathing of nmen carrying a coffin on their shoul ders? \Watever the
cause, these sounds and others akin to them were often repeated,
t hough never distinctly enough to alarmthe new tenant. If there were
ghosts, they were very gentle ghosts, considerate of the feelings of
the living. The new occupant was only aware of a nore humani sed,
lived-in atnosphere than she had hitherto known in her nore nodern
hores.



Al her old interest -- or curiosity -- revived. Wo had
lived in this house during the nany years it had stood untouched by
change while all around it had changed. In inmagi nati on she saw t he
first bride and bridegroomenter the door; the nmerry famly party
sitting round the | oaded table where her own tray of tea and bread
and butter now stood, and the newborn baby being taken from what was
now her bedroom and carried up the attic stairs before going out for
its first airing to ensure that its progress in life should be up
i nstead of downward. She knew these things nmust have happened. Wat
she wanted to know was how | ife treated the bride and bri degroom
what particular baby it was, and what becane of the famly

The longing to know grew upon her. She sonetines felt, as she
had as a child, that, had she only the art of conpelling them the
very walls could be made to speak. Not being in possession of the
magi ¢ password, she had to have recourse to nore | aborious nethods of
enquiry.

She al ready knew sonething. A bundle of old deeds and ot her
docunents had conme into her possession with the house, the earliest
of which dealt with the conveyance of “that field, neadow, or parce
of land known as Dashpers" to Edward Fyfield, and was dated:

"The Thirteenth Day of Novenber in the Tenth Year of the Reign of Cur
Sovereign Lord George the Fourth by the Grace of God of the United

Ki ngdom of Great Britain and Ireland King, Defender of the Faith,"
and so forth, "and in the Year of Qur Lord One Thousand Ei ght Hundred
and Twenty Nine."

The rem ni scences of her childhood's friend, Ms. Barby, helped to
cast a light on sone of these. Then she had the great good fortune
to di scover an aged man who had sonetinmes worked for the second
generation of Fyfields: while, of nore recent Fyfields; while, of
nore recent tinmes, there was still comon know edge anong the ol der

i nhabi tants of the village. Not ebooks were filled and the scraps
of information they contained were sifted and fitted together. Then
in the quiet house and perhaps, who shall say? influenced by silent
onl ookers, she reconstructed its story as follows.

Chapter 11 A House is Built

The quarry in the field called Dashpers was bei ng worked agai n,
for the first time, people said, since Queen Anne’'s day. But that was
because a boy, playing hide-and-seek there, had once, during a | ong
wait, dug his toes in the turf and turned up a Queen Anne shilling,
whi ch had caused a sensation at the tinme, for the clergynan had given
hima whole half-crown for it, nearly a third as nuch as his father
earned in a week.

Not hi ng was really known about the quarry, excepting that it
was situated in a small field at the end of the straggling village of
Warren. An observant passer-by m ght have concl uded that the grey
i mestone of which the cottages had been built had been quarried
there and the quarry had then been deserted. It was still the custom
of the countryside to build with local materials produced as close to
the selected site as possible, for transport was difficult, even the
best of country roads being nore fitted for horseback traffic than
for heavy | oads.

But those who lived at Warren did not, as they would have
said, "trouble their heads” with such specul ati ons, having enough to



do in thinking how they could keep their cottages watertight and
their famlies fed. To themthe quarry was a natural feature of the

| andscape, which, as long as the oldest living could renmenber, had
lain, a deep hollow filled with briars and el der and other dark
greenery against the lighter green of the turf. Boys went bird
nesting there in spring and sonetines in the dusk of a sunmer evening
a pair of lovers would find seclusion anong the bushes; at other
times it was left to the birds and rabbits and field m ce.

On one side of it laid the village; on the other side stretched
fields, good farm and, with here and there a farnmhouse, or a barn and
cowsheds, or another group of poor cottages simlar to that called
Warren. Human warrens, all of them where children, often as many as
eight or ten in a house, popped in and out of the doorways; where the
father hurried out before dawn to scratch thema living fromthe
soil, and the nother, like a human rabbit, stripped herself to warm
and cover them

The children did not remain children | ong. Boys of seven or
ei ght went to work on the farnms, scaring rooks fromthe crops,
weedi ng turnips, or leading by the rein great carthorses whose nouths
were on a level with their own snall ears. Grl children of ten or
el even were sent out to service, to eat their neals alone in |arge,
stone-fl agged kitchens and to cry thenselves to sleep at night
because it was so cold, alone in a bed, after being used to cuddling
down with their sisters.

In after life, when criticising the degenerate softness of
their grandchildren, they would boast that such hardshi ps had been
t he maki ng of them but they were hard to bear at the tine and their
parents knew it; but what could they do to prevent them with a farm
| abourer’s wages at seven or eight shillings a week. Hard-baked
barl ey bread with a scratch of lard was their staple diet, with
vegetables fromtheir own gardens with dunplings, or a norsel of fat
bacon if they were lucky for the one hot neal of the day.

It was a hard life, but, physically, they throve upon it, the
nmen standing up well to the hard | abour of the fields and the wonen,
in addition to their washing, scrubbing, cooking and nursing, bearing
a child alnost annually. Sone nore refined, and nore fortunate,
peopl e conpared themto aninals; but they were hunman enough. They had
a capacity for suffering, a sense of hunour, an appreciation of
confort, and an insatiable curiosity about each other’s affairs
whi ch, though crude, were such as none of the |ower animals know.

The nearest small town was five mles away, a long walk to do
t he Saturday night shopping. Those too encunbered with young chil dren
to attenpt it bought their few necessities at the one village shop
kept by an old danme in the cottage room which al so served as a
school room for the children whose parents thought it worth while to
pay her fee of twopence a week. The nothers of nobst of her pupils did
fiel dwork and paid the twopence out of their own earnings, after well
wei ghing up the advantages. “It keeps ‘emfromfallin’ into the brook
or setting ‘enselves afire, and it won’'t do “emno harmto |earn
their AB.C." was their verdict.

Attendance at the Parish Church was not as essential as the
purchase of lard and candl es and soap. A few of the ol der people
attended the Sunday afternoon service and the bigger children were
sent there in a pack, to be out of the way while their parents
enj oyed their Sunday afternoon snooze.

The clergyman did not worry the stay-at-homes. Hi s only
intercourse with that portion of his flock was a kindly “Good day,



nmy good man" or “good woman” if he met one of themface to face and
happened to notice their presence. Often he did not, for he rode or
wal ked in the | anes deep in thought, sonetines talking aloud to
hinsel f with curious gestures, which anmused them m ghtily. Sone
said he was nmad; others, a little better informed, attributed his
eccentricities to | earning.

“Books all over the place,” said a man at the inn one night.
“On the walls and the chairs and in gurt heaps piled up on the floor
You never did see such a ness in your lifel and himkeepin’ his place
in one with his finger all the tine he was takin' to nme about ny poor
old mother’s burying.”

“Yes,” said another, “when our young Sal wer’ undernaid
there she told nme as how he actually read while'a was eatin’. ‘An’
nore fool he’ says |, for how can’a read an’ taste a's victuals. A
bit o' bread and lard d be good enough to read on, and | could do
fine w’ a cut off’ his leg o0 mutton. S pose you can’t change ‘em
over without a's seein’, our Sally, says I."

There was a laugh at this; then another spoke up; "The nman's
no fool, whatever he md be. That | do know, for Farner Brown's son
what lives in London, printer or sunmmat, told me they think a | ot of
our parson there. Greek and Latin’s but child s play to him
seem ngly, and he's even found out sone new thing about the Bible.”

"He ain't found out how to preach a good sernon,” snhapped a
woman who attended church occasionally. “Only last Sunday was a
fortnight he was spouting sonme heathen | anguage in the pulpit and
t hough he told us afterwards what it all nmeant, folks didn't like it.
‘I want you to take notice of the sound,’ says he, ‘like a great rol
of drums, isn't it? and he out with it all over again. |I'd a good
mnd to up and tell himthere and then that what fol ks cone to his
church for was to hear the Gospel, not things what sounded |ike druns
at fairs.”

She had tal ked out her listeners’ interest. There was no
further comment. They were used to their parson’s little ways, and
parsons at that tine were frequently queer. There was the one at
St ockl ey who rode to hounds and swore at his groomlike a trooper
and the one at Peanmarsh who was too poor to keep a naid for his wife
and whose nine children scoured the fields and | anes, clinbing trees
and throwi ng stones, like a ot of gypsies. Learning was no worse
t han drunkenness or poverty. Not so bad as the latter, for their
parson did send a blanket or a length of flannel to every house in
the parish at Chri st nas.

Thi s discussion took place at the Fighting Cock where the nen
folk of Warren and sone of the ol der wonen gathered on nost evenings
to sip their half-pints of small beer, price one penny, and discuss
t he weat her, the crops, the unreasonabl eness of enployers, the price
of bread and the poorness of wages. Or a tasty tit-bit of |oca
gossip woul d cone as a god-send; sone poor girl would have conme hone
fromservice “expecting”, as they called her condition; or sone young
fellow, under the influence of an extra pint, would have taken the
King’s Shilling at a Fair. But, although the last grain of interest
was extracted from such events, they did not nake conversation for
ever, and often there was no nore exciting news than that sonebody’s
speckl ed hen had |aid away fromhone: “Fifteen eggs in the nest and
every jack one of ‘em cock and hen, as rotten as a ‘oss- droppin’

O they would revert to the past and tal k of the Napol eonic Wars
when their “slap bang” |ocal volunteers had been the pride of the
countryside. Farnmers’ and tradesnmen's’ sons, these had been; gay



young sparks who painted the narket town red between the tinmes of
their drills and nmanoeuvres. The | abouring folk had gone on with
their fieldwrk as usual, only working harder and for |onger hours
for no nore wages. But they had had their fill of excitenent,

al t hough Warren was too far inland for themto share in the invasion
scares of the coastal areas.

Napol eon had been to thema devil incarnate, a nonster that
ordered his soldiers to hack off the right hands of prisoners of war,
to nutilate small boys, and to roast babies on spits, three in a row,
for his breakfast. As to the girls and wonmen in the conquered | ands

---well, “it wouldn’t bear thinking about”, they said. But they had
t hought about it a |lot and done their full share of inventing
gruesone details, and some of those stories were still repeated,

al t hough Waterl oo was fifteen years back in the past and the
archfiend hinself had | ong been dead.

Si nce then nothing much had happened to strike the popul ar
fancy but that “runmpus” at the King' s coronation. "The dirty dog,
him to let his own |awful w fe, our good Queen Caroline, be whipped
away fromthe Abbey door |ike a conmmon whore.”

One nan said boldly that she was one and he had a few backers,
but the majority preferred the picture of an injured queen, “rolled
inthe nud in her silks and satins, her hair pulled down and her
backsi de kicked, while that old devil hinself sat inside with a
gol den crown on his head.”

Queen Caroline had been dead nearly a decade, but the story of
t he coronation scene had been revived because they had | ately been
told that King George hinself was getting “very shaky on the pins”
and m ght not |ast nuch | onger. Wien he died, they knew that the Duke
of York was to reign over them “himas they used to call Silly
Billy,” said one; “but they do say nowthat a's settled down and |
nmake as good a ki ng as another.”

“And then, when God A nighty sees fit to take him we be to
have a queen again,” said one well prinmed with superior know edge.
O d Duke o' Kent's daughter. Qur Ruth, as goes to Lunnon every year
W' Squire Dashwood's fanmily 've actually seen her. A stocky little
thing, as broad as she’s long, w' bow legs and a straw bonnet w’
bl ue ribbons. Ruth and anot her housemai d peeked through the palings
at Kensington Pal ace, where she lives, and seen her throwing a stick
to her little dog, as large as life and twice as natural.”

A worman remarked here that having a queen would be a nice
change. The country had had a bel |l yful of CGeorges, and queens were
al ways better than kings, or why did they call themgood. - - - Good
Queen Bess and Good Queen Anne. “An’ you nmark ny words", she
concl uded weightily, “this is going to be a good ‘un, too. Wuat did
you say her nane is?”

Nobody coul d answer that question. Sonme foreign nanme, her
brot her thought Ruth had said, but he couldn't remenber just how it
went . Sonebody suggested Ceorgina, and at that they all |aughed and
said, “For God' s sake, nol W don’t want nothing with a George in
it!”

Occasionally one of the men who was a thinker by nature and
could read woul d produce an ol d newspaper, which his daughter, a
servant at one of the farnhouses, had saved fromher fire Iighting.
It was already frayed to a rag by nany readi ngs, having been passed
fromsquire to parson and fromparson to farnmer, but its appearance
at the inn always caused a little pleasurable excitenment. There m ght



be news of a hanging, with a description of the crowds which had

st ood wedged together in the streets around the Prison all night in
order to witness the miserable spectacle, and the crimnal’s | ast
confession with gruesone details, a work of fancy, this latter, but
they did not know this. O two young bl oods m ght have fought a duel
or a coach might have overturned with loss of life, or there m ght
have been a big fire, or a flood, or the Thanmes night be frozen over.

They |iked hearing of such events, but when Bob Allen cane to
the political news they were less attentive. This Parlianmentary
Ref orm t here seened to be so much tal k about; what did it matter to
then? They wouldn’t get a vote, anyhow. The privilege of voting was
still to be confined to the well to do. They didn't want votes,
either. A vote wasn't going to raise wages or nake bread any cheaper
VWhat did it matter to them what CGovernment was in power?

Bob, whose intelligence was nore devel oped and who had
studied the matter, told themthat if once the working man got a vote
he woul d be able to have sone say hinself in making the |laws; but the
others only laughed and said the I ess they had to do with the | aw the
better they should be pleased. Those they had known who had neddl ed
with it had generally been hung or transported.

As to this new idea of freeing Negro slaves, opinions were
di vided. A few of the nore advanced thought that all nanki nd shoul d
be free. The nmajority held that noney having been paid for the slave
he rightly belonged to his owner; besides, were there not slaves in
the Bible and not a word said against it?

Such di scussions did very well to fill in the tinme between
| ocal events, but a change of Sovereigns or the nost sensationa
overthrow of a Governnment created |less stir at Warren than that
caused when sonebody’s bucket fell in the well and had to be fished
out, or a pig being killed, or a hayrick on fire.

Excitenment ran hi gh when, one Mdnday norning, w ld-Iooking
strangers in fustian jackets and knotted red neckerchief arrived in a
covered wagon with their tools and appliances for working the quarry
and put up at the Fighting Cocks where they slept in the hayloft and
ate in the taproom "Like lords,” it was runoured, “neat every day
and pickles for supper.”

“Furriners”, the Warren folk called themat first and took care
to padl ock out house doors and keep an eye on hen-roosts after dark
but they were soon reassured. In the close association of the taproom
in the evenings the quarrynen proved to be decent enough chaps, ready
to listen, as well as to talk, to sing a song, or even to stand treat
occasionally. Their work took them about the countryside and their
experi ences seened richly varied to the farmlabourers, nany of whom
had travelled no farther than the nearest market town.

Their generosity in the matter of halt-pints was not entirely
di sinterested. Sonme of the younger ones enjoyed a little poaching
after the inn had closed and they were supposed to be sleeping in
their hayloft. Nothing on earth could have prevail ed upon the
villagers to join themin this; but, apart fromthe nugs of ale, they
could be relied upon to be deaf and blind toit. “ | ain’t never seen
nor heard not hing”, would have been their response to the questioning
of authority, for there was nothing they dreaded as much as “being
m xed up” w th poachers or poaching, or indeed wth anything which
m ght bring themin contact with the |aw The grandfather of one of
t hem had been hung in chains for sheep stealing and the great-uncle
of anot her had been convicted and transported to Botany Bay. Both
were innocent men, as their descendants still nmaintained, but,



neverthel ess, a warning.

But they admired the quarrynen for their daring and were not
above giving a whispered hint as to where snares m ght best be set
for hares and the way to the copse where gane birds roosted.

It was generally agreed that the coming of the quarrynmen had
livened up the place. The wonen, hanging out their washing in the
gardens, woul d pause, clothes-peg in mouth, to listen to the cl ang,
clang, of picks, the trundling of wheel barrows, or the occasiona
| oud report of a charge of gunpowder; or take out the peg to smile at
the, "G marni n' M ssus", of one who happened to pass. If she were
young and he not too old, her smile would linger on her |ips as she
went back to her washtub, for to see and speak to a stranger was an
event in their secluded lives, and these big, fierce-looking men had
certainly a way with them They |ooked at you as if they saw you and
found you worth | ooking at, not as if you were a cabbage, or the
gat epost, as sone nearer home they could nane.

Everybody by that tine knew that the small field with the
quarry had been sold and that a house was to be built there. Not a
gentl eman’ s house exactly, and yet not a small cottage such as they
t hensel ves i nhabited. That puzzled them for nothing between the two
types of dwelling had so far been seen in their nei ghbourhood. “A
gentl eman’s cottage”, Farner Brown had said, but that nade it no
easier to imgine, for what gentleman who was a gentlenan would |ive
in a cottage? And then it turned out that the house was not to bel ong
to a gentleman at all, not what they would call a gentleman. Young
M. Fyfield, son of |awer Fyfield in Sherton Market Square, had
bought the plot. Sonmeone had |left hima lot of noney, five hundred
pounds, it was runoured, and on the strength of it he was going to
buil d the house and get nmarried to a young |ady from up-country
sonewher e

Sone of those who lived at that end of the village recollected
seeing a young man pacing the field with Sir Perigrine s agent, and,
afterwards, he had passed through the village one day with a young
lady on his arm Going to inspect the site of their new honme, no
doubt, though, unfortunately, no one had thought to watch them beyond
the end of the houses. That was the day Jimry Wiite had been gored by
the bull and they had just got himhone in the cart at the tine.
"Queer how things do seemto happen all of a heap! You nmid go for a
year and see naught in this god-forsaken hole, then things do happen
so fast you want eyes front and back to keep count of 'em"

Still, there were those who had noticed the young couple, the
lady a wispy little bit of a thing, no taller than sixpen' orth of
ha' pence, with yellow hair done in curls over her ears and wearing a

green pelisse trinred with grey fur. The young nman? Well, you'd
hardly know himfromreal gentry by his looks -- blue cloth coat with
bright buttons and a cane -- sort of inward cast of countenance.

Pal e, too, |ooked as if he stayed indoors counting his father’s
noney, instead of getting out on horseback in all weathers, as a
young gentl eman should. Still, he | ooked all right and the young
lady, too. She smiled quite friendly Iike at old Nanny Moss with her
buckets of water. Nanny didn’t know if she ought to curtsey or not,
but she thought she's better. “Ah! Ah! trust Nanny! she knew, gentry
or half-gentry, there’'d be a bit of dripping out of their joint and
maybe a few hal f-spent tea |l eaves fromtheir pot, and the first to
curtsey mght get 'embelike. Trust Nanny! But it’'s a corker to me
why they be coming here to live at all, when they m ght have built

t heir house near the town where they' d have found fol ks of their own
sort."



That was what puzzl ed everybody. Wiy conme to |ive at Warren of
all places? Warren had al ways bel onged to the poor and its one great
advant age had been that there were no better-off neighbours to
interfere with its inhabitants. The wonen hoped that the young m ss,
as she still was, didn’t think of visiting them They had heard of
the antics of sone |ladies in other parishes who went round telling
fol ks what they ought to eat and how to bring up their children. A
fat ot they knew about being a | abourer's wife, with six or eight or
ten to keep on a weekly eight shillings!

But she didn't |ook that sort, said one who had seen her. A
shy-1 ooki ng childish sort of little piece, and, now she cane to think
of it, nmesh looking. Looked as if a good puff of w nd m ght blow her
away.

Ah! Perhaps that was it. Delicate-like, she m ght be, and
her husband-to-be thought the air of the place night do her good.
"'Tis well known to be the best air in the country here”, said one,
and nobody contradicted him for had not the doctor on one of his
rare visits said: “This fine fresh air would bring the dead to life”,
and urged themto keep their w ndows w de open

The few facts they had, filled in and rounded off by
i magi nati on, nmade quite a good story to repeat. What they did not
know was that Edward Fyfield was a poet, as well as a buddi ng
solicitor and that his present desire was for a retreat to escape to
after business hours. A retreat where, as he fondly hoped, callers
woul d be non-existent and other distractions few, where, with an
adoring young wife as his only conpanion, he could devote his |eisure
to the major work he had in mind. A business acquaintance with the
estate agent of the owner had led to the field known as Dashpers at a
noderate price. It was the extrenme point of a tongue of |and wedged
bet ween other estates and its owner wi shed to straighten his
boundaries. So, with a small |egacy, which had lately come to him
maki ng his early marri age possible, Edward had decided to purchase
the plot and to build upon it.

At first the young bride-to-be had nmade sone faint protest. She
woul d have preferred to live in or near the town; but at present her
Edward’s will was law to her, and although she was not particularly
struck with the kind of poetry Edward wote, preferring that of
"L.E.L." or Ms. Hemans, she was inpressed by seeing his nane beneath
verse in one of the “Keepsakes”, as the annual anthol ogi es of the day
were called. She had heard of the trenendous suns paid to Byron and
Sir Walter Scott for their poens and based her dreans upon these.

She was al so i npressed by Edward's account of his visit to
Abbotsford. Wth all the self-confidence of youth he had at nineteen
witten to Sir Walter, enclosing sonme of his own poens, and that
generous giant, then at the height off his fame, had, at the end of a
letter of advice, witten: “If at any tine you should find yourself
in this neighbourhood | shall be delighted to see you."

Edward had found hinself at Abbotsford before many nonths were
over, having travelled from London by boat and from Leith by coach
and on foot. He had the good fortune to find the naster of that
baronial pile in residence and was kindly received. Actually, Scott
had forgotten his letter, for it was but one of hundreds of the kind
addressed to hin but, with alnost royal tact which distinguished
him he managed to conceal the fact and, after reading sonme nore
speci nens of his work which Edward had brought with himhe was able
to pronounce it prom sing. The boy hinself he |iked well enough to
ask himto stay a day or two and generously devoted sone hours of his
own precious tine to nmaking the stay a nenorabl e one.



Since that tinme the young poet had worked through a Byron
craze, discovered Coleridge, and, finally, conme to rest as a
Wordswort hi an. Scott’s poetry, though still beloved by him was no
| onger his nodel; but for Scott, the man, and the novelist, his
passi on was unabated. Probably no one on this side of the Tweed
grieved nore sincerely than he did when it becane known that the
great author of Waverley was in failing health, conplicated by noney
difficulties.

Meanwhi | e at Dashpers the piles of stone were grow ng, |ong
pil es of sizeable stones for the walls, piles of large bl ocks to be
squared for use in nore inportant positions, and carefully handl ed
stacks of wide, thin, flat stones for paving. Al ongside these nassive
oak beans were laid. Waterloo oak, it was called locally, for it had
been felled for shipbuilding towards the end of the war and t hen was
not required because of the victory. Since then it had been maturing
in the builder’s yard and was now guaranteed by himas everl asting.
More than a century later, it was still so hard and solid that
wor knen renovating the house declared that they had to use iron-
cutting tools to saw through it.

When sufficient stone had been obtained the rubble was carted
away and the quarry bed squared and wall ed round on three sides
| eaving the natural cliff on the fourth. The square so encl osed was
to be reached by a flight of stone steps and to be known as the upper
garden, away, out of sight, at the side of the house. For that tons
and tons of field nmould had to be brought. Men and horses sweated and
tolled at that for a week. It would have been a costly business in
| ater days, but no one thought then of charging for a few | oads of
earth and the cartage cost but a pound or two.

Then canme the nasons to build the walls and carpenters to fix
t he beans and nake doors and wi ndowframes, and, to the sounds of
trowel and hammer and saw, the work went nerrily. The walls were
al ready hi gher than the roofs of the neighbouring cottages when, one
fine blow Mrch norning, a small red flag nade of a griny pocket
handkerchief tied to a |ath m ght have been seen fluttering at the
hi ghest point.

The wor knmen had gat hered outside the building to survey the
effect of this and to enjoy what they called a breather. Sone had
i ghted pipes; others had hunks of bread and cheese in their hands.
There was only water to drink, for it was near payday, but they had
hurried to get up their flag, hoping to renmedy this, and were
cheerfully cursing the master builder who happened to have offended
themrecently, when one of them nodded towards the end of the field
nearest the gate and exclained: “Wo' the sonething hell’s this?”

Al'l eyes turned to where an elderly gentleman was hitching his
horse’'s bridle to the gatepost and there were whi spers of, "Dunno”
“Looks a rumry ol d bl oke”. “Never set eyes on himin ne life; but
he’s com ng here, seeningly”.

Coming across the field towards themwas a tall old man with
st oopi ng shoul ders and an unkenpt appearance, caused chiefly by the
ragged fringe of grey hair which hung below the small bl ack, three-
cornered hat he was wearing and al nost reached his shoulders. H's
cl othes were good; the long, full-skirted coat was of fine cloth and
t he stockings below the tight knee breeches were silk, although one
of themwas | oosely gartered and hung in winkles over his buckled
shoes. His gait was leisurely. At one point he paused and stood stil
for a nonment with his eyes on the worknmen's flag, as though lost in
t hought .



In spite of his sonewhat peculiar appearance the nmen in

their own minds had al ready deci ded he was a gentl enan and, as such
to be treated civilly, when a boy who had been engaged locally to run
errands canme out of the house and whi spered to those nearest him
"Way, ‘tis our old parson", and his "Good norning, nen," was
acknow edged by touchi ng of forel ocks.

“ Conme to have a | ook at our work, Sir?" asked one of the
wor knen af f abl y.

The clergyman replied that he had, “And to ask you about your
flag. What is it supposed to signify?"

“ ‘Tis what we call the beer flag, Sir. Wien the walls of a
house are up and before the roof is begun it is our old ancient
customthat drinks should be stood all round. W be waiting now for
young Muster Fyfield, who's building the place, or sonme other kind
gentl eman to cone along; but it's dry work waiting with our throats
like a kiln fromthe line.”

This broad hint had the desired effect. The old clergynman

felt in his breeches pocket and brought out a shilling. “That's for
the drinks,” he said. “Good ale never did nan any harmyet -- in
noderation -- in noderation. But your flag is older than your old

ancient custom It was once believed that when the walls of a house
were conpl eted, before they were roofed over, the househol d gods
arrived and took possession. Until that happened, the buil ding was
but a building, but then it becane a house, a hone, and took upon it
its own character. It had found its soul, so to speak, for a house
has a soul, you know. It is not nerely a mass of stone and wood put
together in a certain nanner.”

Most of his listeners sniled indulgently, w shing himgone, so
that the boy m ght be dispatched with the beer-can to The Cocks; but
one nore thoughtful than the rest ventured: “That is so, | believe,
Sir. There’s a rare ot of difference in houses. Sone seens to have a
confortable honely feeling fromthe tine they shape, while others'd
give you the cold shivers.”

“And sone feels so dreary that you're glad to get shut of the
job,” put in another who had seized on the fancy. “W be a fanmly of
masons and |’ ve heard ny ole granfer say that it all depends what's
going to happen in ‘em"

“Comi ng events cast their shadows before”, quoted the
clergyman as he stepped inside the unfinished building. The nen
gat hered around the doorway w nked at each other behind his back and

one of themtapped his own forehead. The nman who still held the
shilling in his hot pal mpointed to the beer-can and nade signs to
t he boy who, thereupon, seized shilling and can and fled like a hare.

And all this time the clergyman stood, bareheaded, gazing up through
the beans and joists at the bright March sky with its hurrying
clouds. Hi s long silence was beconi ng enbarrassing to the | ookers-on
when, suddenly, he raised his hand and said solemly: “May CGod’ s

bl essing be on this house and on all who are to dwell in it”; then
turning abruptly, went back to his horse.

Chapter |1l The Fyfields Arrive

The house was finished and | ooked as conplete and all of apiece
as if it had grown there. The builder's remants of wood and sand and



pai nt - pots and whitewash pails had been cleared fromthe verandah and
its long stone floor swept clean. Its wought iron stanchions,

i nnocent as yet of the nasses of greenery, which later were to
festoon them patterned with dark Iines and curves and spirals the
pal e yell ow stucco of the front. Beside the paths | avender, laure

and sweetbriar had been planted and what were to be fl owerbeds had
been edged with stones, ready for planting.

I ndoors, the snmell of wood-shavings and fresh paint prevailed
over the fresh outer air fromthe open wi ndows. The newl y pl aned
fl oorboards were the colour of straw and light fromthe |arge clear
gl ass wi ndows flooded every room Soon this clean bareness would be
padded with curtains and carpets and the odours of hearth-snoke and
cooking and furniture polish and soap and hai rwash and books and
clothes would mingle to create the atnosphere of a human hone

Then the years woul d gather the vibrations of I[aughter and sobs
and sighs, of tense expectation and thwarted hopes, of the urgencies
of love and the groans of birth and death to make up its spiritua
at nosphere.

Al that was still in the future when, one norning in My, a
little, | ow pony chaise drew up at the green-painted gate and Edward
Fyfield handed out his Lydia with all the elaborate courtesy then

fashionable. He was a tall, thoughtful-Iooking young nan; dark
conpared to his bride-to-be, whose yellowringlets fell upon cheeks
of the then nuch envied lily and rose conpl exi on. She was esteened as

a beauty in her home circle, but outsiders denied the claim for
according to the strict rules of fem nine beauty then in vogue her
features were too indeternminate and her adnittedly fine conplexion
was marred by a light sprinkling of freckles on the bridge of her
nose. Still, she made a pretty enough picture as she alighted from
her nother-in-law s pony chaise on that bright My norning.

The huge, puffed-out sleeves of her blue and white striped
nmusl in gown made her wai st appear tiny; an effect which was
enphasi sed by the full skirt, stiffened to al nost bell-shape about
t he ankl es. Hoops had been out of date for many years and their
reappearance as crinolines was still in the future, but there was,
according to The Ladies Journal, a tendency to the hoop effect, and
the new fashion suited Lydia's neat little figure. Until new cl ot hes
had been bought for her visit to her future relatives she had worn
ski npy, tight-clinging gowmns of the ol der fashion and the new
buoyant, floating feeling caused by the billow ng skirt delighted
her .

Bel ow the skirt a glinpse was permtted of black sanda
shoes set off by white silk stockings. Those little feet, her |over
had often decl ared, |ooked too ethereal to tread conmon earth. But
here she was, at nineteen, about to fulfil his dearest w sh by
undertaking the laborious life of a country housew fe and to bear and
rear as many children as it shoul d pl ease providence to send them

"How do you |ike the outside of your new hone?" he whispered
as he wapped a white cashnmere shawl, one of his own presents to her
about her shoulders. His tone was |ow from consi deration of the many
listeners, the wonmen and children fromthe cottages near having
gat hered around as soon as the pony stopped at the gate.

She turned to snile upon them as she answered, "Ch, Edward,
"tis lovely!" and they decided there and then that they had nothing
to fear fromher. "Alittle bit of a thing like that, |ike a rasher
of bacon between two hans with them great big sleeves" could not,
t hey thought, prove very fornmni dable.



Armin armthe lovers went up the path, stopping here and
there to exam ne recent plantings, or to plan further ones. Sweet
WIlliam Lydia said she nust have, it was all the rage, and |ots and
lots of pinks and sone noss roses; and that adorabl e verandah, why
shoul d they not have swi nging wre baskets suspended fromits roof
with ferns and creeping jenny and these new pink pel argoni uns?

In her eagerness she had run on before himand now stood at
the top of the verandah steps while he renai ned bel ow, and, as he saw
her at that nonment, her fair face framed in the poke bonnet with
roses under the brimand her wi de skirt swaying as she pointed up to
where her wire baskets were to hang, a picture of her remained with
hi mwhi ch still stood in his mnd for Lydia even when his physica
eyes beheld her increased in bulk and with fading prettiness as the
not her of his children.

He drew her over the threshold they were both to cross so
many thousands of tines and were, at last, to be carried over. The
first thing that would have struck a detached observer, who cared for
such, was the |ight graceful proportion of the little interior. The
hall in which they stood was but a few feet square, but the staircase
had been cunningly contrived to give the inpression of space. Six
broad steps, then, where the slender unornanented banisters curved, a
| ong sash wi ndow on the first little |Ianding fl ooded the place with
[ight. Beyond the gl ass green treetops swayed, and these, with the
white walls of the staircase and the ong dark curve of the banister
rail, formed a picture, which, though sinple, was satisfying.

Edward t hought so now, but Lydia, who had not seen the
i nside of the house since it had been finished, was too eager to take
in details. She had sprung forward into the room which was to be her
parl our, a square roomw th two wi ndows, a high basket shaped grate
with hobs and the latest thing in bright chintz-patterned wal | paper
The tall boy would stand in that corner, she thought, and the |ong
sof a between the two wi ndows, and that recess on one side of the
fireplace would be just the thing for Edward s bookshel ves. The
brass-inlaid chairs with nodi sh cane seats could stand here and there
about the room All they require now was a piano, and that night cone
| ater, Edward said, which she took for a prom se and turned and
rubbed her face against his shoul der, which caused a diversion for
some nonents.

On the other side of the front door was a snaller parlour they
i ntended using as a dining room and, beyond that, the |large, stone
floored kitchen with its coal -devouring, |abour-maki ng cooking range
and racks beneath the ceiling to hold their flitches of bacon and
dresser |arge enough to hold enough crockery to serve a reginment. The
wi ndow | ooked out upon a little cobbled courtyard surrounded by a
hi gh whitewashed wall, fromwhich a flight of stone steps led to the
upper garden.

Lydi a, never having heard the word | abour-saving applied to
donestic work, was delighted with her kitchen and ran hither and
t hi t her openi ng cupboards and | ooking into drawers and trying the
knobs which controlled the heat of the oven, while Edward stood, one
knee resting on the stone w ndow seat, picturing her in a white linen
apron making cakes at the table with a little naid in attendance.

Lydi a | ooked with approval at the bell-board above the nmantel -
piece with its two bells, one |abelled "Front Door” and the other
"Parlour". There were no bells in the curate’s cottage at home, no
mai d, either, unless the woman who canme in to do the washing and
scrub the floors could be called a naid. Her nother cooked and did



nost of the housework with such assistance, as she would pernmit from
her daughters, upon whom she inpressed the suprenme duty of caring
well for their hands. Wien the beds were nmade and the roons dusted
she preferred themto practice their pieces on the piano, or to take
a gentle walk for the benefit of their conpl exions, saying, as

pl ainly as she dared, that such diversions were far nore likely “to
lead to sonething” than the best household training in the world. Not
that the training was wholly neglected, they were allowed to try
their hands at nost househol d duties at one tinme or another, but
always in secret, as it were. In public, she wished themto appear as
young | adies of |eisure, though everyone who knew t hem nust have
known there was little nargin for paid help on a curate's stipend of
one hundred and twenty pounds a year

Her managenent of her daughters had been justified. Louisa had
married a gentleman farner, not the advancenent in the social scale
her nother had hoped for, but a nmarriage with many conpensations in
the way of solid confort. And now Lydia was about to be a bride.
Again not fulfilling all her nother's anbitions for her, but not
doing too badly for herself. It sounded well to say to friends that
Edward' s father was a banker, which indeed he was, though his was but
a small private bank in a country town, practically a one-nan affair,
t hough 1 ong established and general |l y respect ed.

The young people had net at the annual Hunt Ball at Wstham for
which the curate’s patron had sent tickets for the nother and
daughter. The first tine he had done so, and providentially, for it
had been a case of love at first sight, on Edward' s side at | east,
and of considerable Iiking on Lydias. Wien, a few weeks | ater
Edward proposed to her - - - men used to propose in formthen, after
an interviewwth the father of their beloveds - - - she had observed
all the conventions of saying “No” before saying “Yes”, but his
ardour had soon lighted a small answering flicker in her breast and
she now | oved himsufficiently to |l ook forward with a subdued
excitenent to their |ives together

The house delighted her. “Wat | |ike best about it is that it
is all so nodern, so up-to-date!" she exclai ned agai n and agai n.
“Even water laid on!” There was, although in what woul d now be
considered a primtive style. Half an hour’s hard punping a day
filled a cistern in the roof fromthe well and there was one tap
cold water only, over the sink, and an upstairs Water Cl oset, a great
| uxury. She explored the upper roons al one. The age of prudery, now
called Victorian, had not begun, but already it was not thought
"quite nice” for a young unnmarried couple to view together the
bedroom they were to occupy as nan and wife. So Edward took a turn in
the garden while Lydia ran lightly upstairs.

Lydi a | ooked down froman attic wi ndow on the upper garden where
Edward was prodding a weed with his cane. Cone up and see the
attics,” she called, and, a few nonents |later, he stood by her side.

The roomin which they were standing was | arge, but low, the
ceiling on both sides sloping to the floor. There was a similar, but
smaller roomon the other side of the little landing with its dorner
wi ndow, and Edward had thought they could be used for storing things,
or for drying clothes in wet weather. But Lydia though the smaller
room woul d nake a good bedroom for the naid and when Edward obj ected
that there would be barely roomfor her to stand upright excepting in
the centre of the room and pointed out the small ness of the w ndow
and the likelihood that a room so near the roof would be hot in
sunmer and cold in winter she was genui nely puzzl ed.

"But, Edward," she said, "she won't want to stand upright; she



will be in bed, and her bed will go nicely under the slope there. |
will put alittle table with a |ooking-glass by the wi ndow, there
will be just room enough for her to dress there, and a row of pegs on

the wall for her clothes, and she will have far nore confort than she
would in her own hone."

“But the nice roomover the kitchen will be enpty,” he
protested, and, at that, Lydia |ooked coy and murnured sonething
about probably requiring it for their own purposes |ater, which he
interpreted as reserving it for a nursery and i nmedi ately gave in.

Lydi a was bringing the naid, one of her nother’s choosing, from
her native village. She was seventeen and had been in service before,
so her wages were to be ten pounds a year. A large sumfor a newy
married couple to pay a naid; but Edward had agreed that it would be
better for Lydia not to have a raw young girl to train while she
hersel f was i nexperienced.

“l wish she had a nore suitable nanme, “ she sighed when the
bedr oom question was settled. Charity, they naned her at the font;
Cherry, her friends call her. Poor people, | vow, never think when
they christen a girl that the time will come when she'll go out to
service and need a good sensible name. Mamma and | thought of re-
nam ng her Sarah or Betsy. | like the idea, don’t you? of calling al

your maids by one name; but it would have been difficult to renmenber
after having known her all her life as Charity.”

“Charity seens quite a good nane to ne. What better thing
could you have in a hone than Charity? But renane her if you like,
| ove; you understand these little points of domestic rule better than
I. Now, could we not have just a peep at the best bedroom bel ow? The
wal I s, you may have noticed, have been done pal e blue, your favourite
col our. "

One evening a fortnight later M. and Ms. Edward Fyfield cane
hone. The naid Charity had arrived earlier in a carrier’s cart, which
had conme a nmile out of its way to oblige a fanmily of prospective
custoners. She brought with her Edward' s fox terrier puppy, Lydia's
white kitten, Snow, and a flat cardboard box containing a tortoise.
These, with a plate basket containing the forks and spoons and a
band- box and two paper parcels containing the whol e of her wardrobe
had caused quite a sensation anong the villagers when deposited at
t he Dashpers gate

Once indoors, she had sat down and had a good cry. The cat and
dog had not been good travelling conpani ons and one of her own
bundl es had burst and had had to be repacked with the eyes of the
ot her passengers in the carrier’s cart on its contents. Wrse still,
she had left those at home in trouble. Her eldest brother had not
been hone all night and he mi ght have gone to ‘list in the Arny, as
he had often threatened, or have been caught poachi ng and shot by a
gane- keeper, or taken to prison, for he was the black sheep of the
famly. Hers were the first tears to be shed in the new house

But, | ong before her enployers arrived, she had recovered, nade
ready the roons, set out a dainty little supper, and put on her best
cap with the cherry coloured ribbons in readiness to welcone themin
t he doorway.

They canme in state, Lydia driving in a hired conveyance and
Edward riding his own grey horse, Dapple. A riding horse was a
necessity then to one who had to go into a town every day and was no
nore regarded as a |uxury than the nodern bicycle or notorcycle. A
little grey stable had been built as a matter of course at the back



of the house, with a miniature coach house beside it to hold the
chai se, or the gig, which he hoped sonme day to purchase for the
benefit of Lydia.

There is something touching in the picture of a young narried
couple sitting down to their first neal in their new horme, with al
life has in store for them unknown and unsuspected. Qur young people
sat, not one at the head and one at the foot of the table, as they
were to sit in after years, but together on one side; not talking
nmuch, for they were tired after the wedding festivities, but both
full of a deep satisfaction because the strain of the |ast few weeks
was over and they were at honme and al one.

Before they ate, Edward carved a plate of cold chicken and harr
and Lydia, who had forgotten the bell she was to tinkle often enough
later, went to the door and called to Charity to cone for her supper
“This is a special occasion”, she told her as she placed the plate of
food in her hands, renenbering, like a good little housew fe, that
the maid’ s supper would usually be bread and dripping, or cheese, and
her nmother’s parting advice, “Begin as you nmean to go on".

Then Edward, remenbering his parents’ customat Christnas and
other festivities, poured Charity a glass of wine, and she, equally
wel | instructed, sipped it once before carrying it away and said
shyly: “The best of good luck to you, Sir and Ma’am | hope you' |l be
happy, always." Not |ong afterwards, Edward had wound up the
grandfather’s clock in the hall and seen to the doors and w ndows;
Lydi a had counted the forks and spoons and seen to the stow ng away
of the food they had brought in the larder, and the lights were out.

Edward and Lydi a snuggled closely in their new French bed with
its damask curtains; Charity lay on her clean, new, but rather
prickly, chaff-filled mattress in the attic; Dapple had becone
resigned to the strangeness of his new stable and ceased stanping;
cat and dog had forgotten their enmity in sleep; while outside, the
yellow wal | s of Dashpers still glimrered faintly in the [ ong June
twilight. The Fyfields had arrived.

Chapter IV M chael nas

It was M chael mras Day and a fat goose was roasting before the
fire in the Dashpers kitchen. The table was spread w th pastry-nmaking
materials and Charity, in a big white apron and frilled nobcap, with
a dab of flour on one rosy cheek, was paring apples to nake a pie.

The new range was roaring away fuel at a rate that woul d have
di stracted Edward could he have heard it; but the warnth and glow it
cast forth was pleasant on that cool grey autunmm day. Upon the high
mant el shel f stood tin canisters scoured to a silvery brightness a set
of highly polished netal discovers hung on the wall, and the dresser
shel ves held plates and dishes of the willow pattern dinner service.
Charity’'s kitchen did her credit.

It had been a delightful surprise to Lydia to find how wel |
her young maid could cook. Only plain dishes, certainly, for she had
been but under-naid in her previous situation, which neant housemaid
and scullery maid and general nmaid of all work. But Charity was an
intelligent girl and had served under an indol ent upper maid who had
been quite willing to let her try her hand at the cooking while she
herself “rested”. The experience thus gai ned had been useful to Lydia
whose own cooking at first was of an uncertain nature. On sone days
her cakes and tartlets would turn out what Charity greeted



enthusiastically as "a Pictur’ ", on others a deplorable sight which
had to be hidden from Edward.

Charity’'s success with the sinpler dishes was | ess fluctuating.
VWhen Edward and Lydia returned, armin arm fromchurch on a Sunday
norni ng they could depend upon finding their roast beef and batter
puddi ng done to a turn. Lydia seldom praised a dish, for it had been
i mpressed upon her by nore experienced housewi ves that to praise the
work of a maid was only to invite a falling off in excellence; but
when she was especially pleased she woul d address Charity as Cherry,
as she had in the days when Charity had called her Mss Lydia.

They made sone mi stakes. As on that first norning when Charity,
at the parlour door announced, “Th’ butcher 'm and what woul d you
pl ease to be wantin?"

And Lydia said, "Ch, beef, | suppose”.

After a few nonments Charity had returned to ask, “ Wat joint
woul d you |ike, and what wei ght, please’ ?” A question which Lydia had
hesitated so long to answer that Charity had suggested sirloin ---the

last family she had lived with had al ways had sirloin for Sunday ---
but as to the weight, she had no nore idea than her nistress. At a
venture Lydia had said ten pounds and the butcher had sent nearly
twel ve, which resulted in hot beef and cold beef and hashed beef and
m nced beef for nearly a week.

They were learning rapidly and had good nmaterial to go on
M chael mas goose in the country could have given forth a nore savoury
snell than that, well stuffed with sage and oni ons, rotated now on
the brass roasting-jack before the Dashpers fireplace. Presently a
face appeared at the wi ndow, a young, broad, honest |ooking face,
wel | peppered with freckles and surnmounted by tow col oured hair.
“Where’s th' missis?” it nouthed, alnost silently.
“CGone to Wellspring Lane to get sone spindleberries,” replied Charity
in a natural tone. She wants ‘emfor the big epergne. Conpany com n’
to dinner, M. Aggiss, the estate agent, and his lady, and dinner’s
at three. Is there anything else you's like to know, M. Busybody? If
not, get back to your work. |I’ve got this pie to bake and a tureen of
appl e sauce to see to and it's a quarter to two now. "

But, instead of returning to his work, WIIiam nade for
t he back door where he could he heard scraping the nud of the stable
yard off his shoes before conming into the kitchen. He was what Edward
and Lydia called "our man”, or "groom gardener”, and the rest of the
village “th’ odd-job-man up to Dashpers”.

“Have you asked her?” he said, conming so close to
Charity that her cap-frill brushed his chin.

“I"ve a good mind not to tell you,” she retorted,

“comn' into ny clean kitchen all nucky, like that! But if you nust
know, | have, and, after a lot of fuss, she said | could have next
Sunday off fromthree to eight. | had to tell her where | wanted to

go, and she didn't like that nmuch. Said it was against her rules for
a man and a maid working at the sane place to keep conpany.”

“She woul d!'” he excl ai ned.

“ Well. The upshot of it is that she said | might go over to
Bal conbe and see your nother, just this once. | had to tell her that
her and ne not her at hone was in service together and | do so hate
telling lies. Howsoever, |’'ve got |eave and | hope you're satisfied.”



“1"Il be at the stile at three,” he said, and turned smartly
with the air of one who woul d not dream of wasting the precious tine
of another. Then canme back to the table and whispered:“ | s’ pose you
uld’'nt let me give you one little kiss to go on with?”

“We'll see about that on Sunday,” said Charity, popping the
pie into the oven, and whether he woul d have been contented with this
vague pronise or not is unknown, for, at that nonent there was a
knock on the back door.

“ You d better get into the larder,” whispered Charity and
WIlliam spent the next five mnutes surveying the whol e boiled ham
roast chickens, pastries and jellies prepared for the festive supper
It was a fine array whi ch had been intended for the dinner as well,
bef ore the conmi ng guests had sent the goose as their contribution to
the feast. Al though he had already dined on bread and fat bacon
William s nouth watered as he gazed. He thought for a nonment of
hel pi ng hinself to a cheesecake, of which there were so nany that one
woul d not have been mi ssed. But honesty was WIllianis policy, due as
much to his integrity of nature as to the teaching of his elders who,
fromhis earliest days had assured himthat hell fire awaited the one
who stole so nuch as a pin. He tiptoed across the kitchen and escaped
by way of the w ndow.

At the door stood a little old wonman in a red and bl ack check
shaw . “lI be come for ne few tea | eaves, ne dear,” she said, handing
atincan to Charity. “I knowit ain't the day, but if | mght have
the few you’ ve got together a cup o' tay 'd go down good wi' ne
norsel o' bread this coldish day.”

Charity took the can and spooned into it the spent tea |eaves
whi ch had accumul ated since old Nanny’'s last visit. “Wat a fine rich
snell!” remarked the old | ady as she took back the can

" ‘Tis the goose roasting for the Mchael mas dinner,” Charity
told her, holding the door in her hand. Nanny, sensing that she
wanted to get rid of her, put her foot on the sill; she was not ready
to go yet. “Coose, is it?" she exclained, sniffing appreciatively,
“And after goose cones goose grease. Do you ax your mis'is, me dear
when she’s strainin’ and pottin’ up that goose grease for her own
wi nter aches and pains and for themof the master to renmenber old
Nanny and her brownkitis. | likes it on ne bread, too, when it’s
fresh, so if you’ve got a basinful to spare you knows who coul d do
wit.”

Charity promised to put in a word with her mstress for her and
decl ared she nust go, or the goose would be scorching. But Nanny

foll owed her inside the doorway. “ | s’pose you don't happen to have
an old flannel petticoat of your own, or a pair of old drawers, or
anyt hi nk?” she whi spered hoarsely. “1’ve got nothink but what you can
see on me an’ th’ weather’s a-gettin' cold. Here, look! | tell you

th' truth,” and she lifted her threadbare skirt of |indsey-wool sey.
There was not hi ng, not hi ng what ever, between the skirt and her poor
shrunken ol d thighs.

Charity’'s own stout underwear tasted her for years and was

pat ched and darned and worn by her nother for years after that. She
had nothing to give away; but the sight of those thin, dark, veiny
old thighs filled her eyes with tears. Nanny's ol d rheuny washed- out
bl ue eyes watered, too, as she said: "I be but a poor old body, kept
alive on parish pay. Half a crown a week, an’ afraid o' losin that
an’ bein forced into th workh'us if they knowed |’'d a-asked anybody
for anythink. ‘T wa'nt always so. Tinme was |I’'d a good husband an’ a
fine son to work for me; but ny good man’s under th’ nould an' ny



son's got hisself a wife an’ a brood o young children. He does what
he can, many 's the half loaf, or th’ bundle o sticks, or th basket
garden-stuff he’s brought ne; but wi’' twelve nmouths at honme to feed

"But don't you get the flannel at Christmas?” asked Charity,
who had al ready heard of the eccentric parson’s benefactions.

“ 1 do, But ten little childern -- ten innocent little backs
an' buns to be covered. How could I wear the fine warm flannel an’
I et them go a-col d? But you get back to your cookin', ne dear.
fancies | hear a splutterin’. Praps | didn't oughter‘ve told you;

but you seenmed such a tender-hearted little wench, an' | knows as you
wonna forget old Nanny.”

Charity said she woul d not and escaped. She had barely tinme to
baste the goose before Lydia cane in, her cheeks pink fromthe w nd
and her arns |oaded with the pink and orange spindl eberries. She,
too, sniffed the rich odours of cooking appreciatively as she threw
asi de her bonnet and pelise and prepared to arrange the spindle
berries in the tall crystal epergne.

The dinner table in the small dining roomhad been I aid before
she went out and a fire had been lighted. In its sudden spurts of
flanme, spoons and forks and gl asses sparkled and the wine in the two
sturdy cut glass decanters on the chiffonier held flickering lights
of ruby. The epergne of berries, flanked by dishes of oranges and
filberts, put the finishing touch to the centre of the table. The
berries left over she arranged in the two vases, surrounded by
dangling, light-catching lustres, which stood one at each end of the
mant el pi ece.

She stepped back and surveyed her work with deep satisfaction
For the first time she was about to receive guests who were not
relations in her own hone. How often she had dreaned of this nonent
and |l onged for it, for Lydia, unlike Edward, |oved conpany, and
anything in the way of a party delighted her

They had net M. and Ms. Agiss after church once or tw ce and,
as she had vowed to Edward, they were the only possible friends for
themin the parish. The farnmers and their wi ves were very well in
their way, decent, kindly people, but with no idea of what she,

Lydia, called society manners. The Agiss’'s were different. Since Sir
Peregrine had grown old and infirmand unable to see people, M

Agi ss, as his agent, was the nost inportant man in the parish. To hinm
the farmers | ooked for inprovenents and repairs, and to himthe
hunbl er tenants went, cap in hand, when they had anything to request,
or hoped for indul gence. So when, |ast week, they had invited Edward
and her to the Hone Farmto supper Lydia had dressed with care and
exerted herself to charmand had now taken the first opportunity of
asking themto dine, hoping the friendship would be cenented. At the
Hone Farmthey had played cards and | aughed and joked and sat round
the fire and cracked nuts. The tinme had gone so quickly that she had
been quite pettish when Edward had said it was tinme to go hone.

At hone, the evenings seened long to Lydia. It was, of
course, very nice of dear Edward to read The Heart of M dl ot hi an
aloud to her while she sewed and she tried very hard to listen, or to
appear to listen, because she knew it was the fashion for the head of
the house to read al oud and that The Waverley Novels were all the
rage for such readings. But she did not Iike sewing well enough to
want to do it every evening, and she was not interested in the lives
of Scottish peasants. She thought the part about Effie Deane’ s baby
was indelicate, while Jeanie's heroismleft her untouched. Her own
choi ce of reading would have been one of the new nystery and horror



stories, or a few pages fromthe Ladi es’ Journal

But a very little reading of any kind sufficed for Lydia, and,
usual Iy, before the evening was half over, she would nmake sone
irrelevant renmark about the tendency of the butcher to send | arger
joints than she had ordered, or about sone change in the fashion of
hai rdressing, or repeat sonething old Nanny had said, and Edward
woul d cl ose his book and suggest one of the childish card ganes of
whi ch she was fond.

Over Bold David, or Strip Jack Naked, her spirits would
revive; but, even with this distraction, the tinme seened | ong, and
she would go to bed early, only to |ie wondering what Edward was
doi ng and why he did not cone.

Sonetimes she went to the top of the stairs and called to him
The first time he had been anmused and teased her about being afraid
of the dark; but, after two or three repetitions, he had said, quite
crossly, for him that she grudged himan hour’s peace and quiet wth
hi s books.

“You and your ol d books!" she had retorted, “I declare you
think nore of themthan you do of ne!” and, instead of |ovingly
reassuring her, he had told her not to be silly and got stiffly into
bed wi t hout saying another word. That was as near as they had so far
got to a quarrel; but she thought it was tine to nake friends and
visit and be visited. It would take Edward out of hinself.

Edward carved the goose, quite conpetently, for |earning
to carve at table was then part of a young nan’s social education
but wi thout the flourishes of a nore experienced host. Lydia supplied
these fromher own end of the table. “The other wing, Ms. Agiss. Do,
to please ne!” “ Just a weeny scrap nore of the crackly skin, M.
Agi ss, or the parson’s nose, if you like it, sonme gentlenen do, and
nore appl e sauce and stuffing". "Charity, pass the mashed turnips and
gravy to M. Agiss, and | think Ms. Agiss requires nore gravy, too.
Ch, you rnust, Ms. Agiss, you nust! You are eating scarcely enough to
keep a sparrow alive, | declare!”

Bet ween her attenpts to persuade her guests to eat nore
than they required, Lydia |ooked round her table with pride. M.
Agiss was a tall, broad man with the weat her-beaten face and reddened
hands of a practical farner and he plied his knife and fork in the
busi nessli ke way of one who spent nost of his life in the open air.
Wil e the serious business of dining lasted, he had little to say
beyond a few renmarks on the weat her and the present state of Sir
Peregrine's health, since he had passed his eightieth birthday, had
cone to rank equally with the weather locally as a conversational
openi ng.

When the solid food was di sposed of and the nut cracking,
began, he becane quite el oquent on the subject of turnips, which
vegetabl e had only recently been adopted as a field crop in that
district. Not only was the root valuable as a food for sheep, it
appeared, but also the tops nade excellent cover for partridge, and
he then and there invited Edward to shoot w th hi mwhen he went out,
as he said, to pot a few birds for Sir Peregrine s |arder. Sone
farnmers, he went on, were conplaining that the turnip was a vegetable
that had a way of wal king by night and even went to the I ength of
having their fields watched and hauling pilferers up before the
Bench; but he, for his part, did not begrudge the |abourers a turnip
or two, they had little enough for their pots, poor devils! That |ed
to the subject of poaching (his ideas on that were stricter) and the
Gane Laws led to the wider field of general politics. Edward and he



were soon talking of - - - and - - -. Men's subjects, of course, but
Lydi a expected no nore of themthan to interest each other; Iight
general conversation was rare at middle-class dinner tables.

M's. Agiss and Lydia drew their chairs closer and began tal king
i n subdued tones on nore fem nine topics. The | ady had needed nore
pressing than her husband to do what her hostess considered ful
justice to the Mchaelmas fare, less fromsnallness of appetite than
a desire to appear fashionable. According to her favourite three
vol urme novels, it was the nark of a lady to toy with the food on her
pl ate; but, being a healthy, hearty, country housew fe, she had toyed
so long and to such good purpose that, in the end, she had nade an
excellent neal. That and the warnth of a large fire in a snall room
had flushed her round, good-natured-I|ooking face the col our of a
full-blown pink rose. It had been a pretty face and was still a
conely one, franed, as it was, by her closely quilled cap-frill of
blond |l ace set with tiny blue velvet forget-ne-nots. Lydia thought
that cap "the darlinest thing" and had asked and been granted
permission to try it on in the bedroom It becane her so well that,
for a nonent, she had thought of procuring one like it for her own
wear. But, no, she decided, and Ms. Agiss agreed with her that it
woul d be a pity to hide her hair. Time enough to take to wearing a
cap when that grew faded and thin. Ms. Agiss herself was but thirty,
but she was of the plunp and confortable type and a cap suited her
O herwi se, she said, she woul d have gone capless to forty for she did
not believe in young girls taking to caps and nittens and shaw s
i ndoors just because they happened to be nmarried. After forty, of
course, a capless woman | ooked indecent, though sone inagi ned they
could hide their age by dressing like their daughters.

After dinner, in their parlour, they played Loo and set each
other forfeits for their penalties. Edward was best at giving these,
for Ms. Agiss and Lydia could only renmenber such ordinary ones as,
"Sing in the corner of the room dance in another, laugh in another
and cry in another”, or "bite an inch off a red-hot poker." M.
Agi ss coul d remenber none at all, while Edward had all kinds of novel
i deas, some of themof his own invention. When it came to his own
turn and he was conmanded to "Bow to the wittiest, kneel to the
prettiest, and kiss the one you love best in the room" He bowed to
M. Agiss, which was pure conplinent, for, with all his good
qualities, that gentlenman had no pretensions to brilliance. He knelt,
with alittle nore reason to Ms. Agiss, and then kissed his own wife
with all the grace inaginable. Then M. Agiss fell asleep in his
chair and, after his wife had nade a paper fools cap and put it on
his head, the others, without M. Agiss, asked riddles in whispers,
roasted chestnuts and had such a pleasant tine that Lydia exclained
i n amazenent when nine o' clock cane and Charity knocked at the door
and announced: “Supper, if you please, Mum?”

After they had helped to light their visitors' lantern
and seen themoff at the gate, Lydia was still in high spirits.
“Aren’t they quite charm ng, Edward?” she cried, “and how fortunate
we are to find such friends!" and Edward agreed. How coul d he do
otherwi se after entering so whol eheartedly into the fun? But the new
friendship did not appeal to himin quite the same way as it did to
Lydia, and all he said was: “They seemvery kind, and | amglad you
shoul d have a friend of your own sex, ny dear," which chilled Lydia a
little until upstairs, before her |ooking-glass she had the idea of
nmaki ng herself a cap out of two | ace handkerchi efs and goi ng
downstairs in it to surprise Edward.

When, after |aughter and kisses, she returned to the
bedroom he sat down by the dying fire. How silent the house was and
how peaceful! It had been a pl easant enough evening in its way. M.



Agi ss seenmed a good sort of fellow, sound, though I[imted in his

i deas and rat her heavy-going as a tal ker and his |ady, no doubt was
charm ng and obviously kind. Lydia mght be glad to have such a
friend when her time of trial cane and an occasi onal evening such as
this had been was a small price for a husband to pay for the
privilege of a young wife having an ol der wonan to turn to. But he
did wi sh the ol der woman coul d have been a little nore intelligent.
Positively stupid, some of her remarks had been, and the prospect of
seeing a great deal of her was to Edward appalling, and he was |ikely
to see her a great deal, for, not content with arranging a simlar
neeting at the home farmthat day week, they had pressed each other
to look in at any tine.

“Qur evenings are so quiet", Lydia had pl eaded, "you nust
take pity upon us, you nust! | declare if | hear your knock at the
door I'Il jump with joy!" and Ms. Agiss had told her that she did
not know what a really quiet evening was as she had al ways her
husband for conpany.

Ms. Agiss sighed, "But pity poor nme! with ny lord and
master deep in his letter-witing or accounts five eveni ngs out of
the seven. After the children have gone to bed | often fall asleep
over mny needl ework!”

"Bring your work here then," Lydia had exclainmed, "and we
will work together while Edward reads to us, or we might have a gane
of cards, and M. Agiss could fetch you at bedtine." 1t sounded well
enough, but it would nmean the end of their quiet evenings, which he
enjoyed, if Lydia did not. The Archangel Gabriel hinmself would not
have been wel cone as a pernanent fixture at his fireside.

CHAPTER V The New Arriva

The tine soon cane when a stranger sat at the breakfast
table with Edward and Lydia, a rosy-cheeked, substantial bodi ed
el derly woman in the snowi est of starched white aprons and indoor
felt shoes in which she glided about noiselessly in spite of her
size. This was Ms. Frogley, the nonthly nurse, engaged well before
t he expected event, as was the customin those days. For nearly a
nont h she shepherded Lydia indoors and out, appropriably calling her
"ny lanmb'. "Drink this, ny |anmb” she would coax when presenting a cup
of hot sweetened mlk or a basin of gruel between breakfast and
di nner or pressed her at table to “eat just a tiddy bit nore” or a
di sh, because, as she never failed to rem nd her she now had to eat
and drink for two. O she would wap the patient's shawl around her
as around sonething infinitely precious and, taking her arm |ead her
out for a slowwalk in the fields. That was always at tw light for no
pregnant wonman of Lydia's class cared then to be seen abroad in the
full light of day.

Sonetimes Edward offered to take Ms. Frogley' s place as
guardi an for these tw light wal ks, hoping to have his wife to hinself
for half an hour, but nore often the mdw fe would say, “No. | think
not, sir, if you don’t mnd. She m ght be took with her pains, or
stunmble or sunmat. Better, | think, if | don't take ny eyes off
her." Every day the two wormen went through the drawer containing
what they called "the little things”, a set of which was al ways kept
aired. The basket, conplete with all that a newborn baby coul d
require, down to a gaily ornanmented paper nmache pot of fullers earth
with a swansdown puff and a snall pincushion stuck with pins to form
the word “Wel conme”.



Edward, exiled from his bedroom where Ms. Frogley now
slept on his side of the bed with her patient and occupying at neals
the nere office of a carver, seldom saw Lydia al one. Although cut off
from her conmpany having nore leisure to wite, his mnd was far too
unsettled to attenpt it. Every norning he set out for his work in the
town hoping that, by the time he returned at night, all would be
over. But such things sel dom happen as a | oving husband may w sh.
When, at last the baby arrived it was after a night or wild riding to
fetch the doctor fromthe town and hours, which seemed to himyears,
of intense anxiety.

But joy cane in the norning when Ms. Frogley, pink and

pl acid as ever after her vigil, came into the roomwhere he had been
paci ng restlessly and, drawing the white enbroi dered head-fl anne
back fromthe tiny red | ace, denanded: "Did you ever see such a
beautiful boy in your life, sir?" Wth the air of bestowi ng a great
favour, she placed the snmall bundl e of canbric and flannel and |ace
on his knee for a nmonent and Edward | ooked down on the tiny red,
puckered |lace with the m xed feelings which every young father feels
on first behol ding, what nust ever seemto the thoughtful, a mracle.

Mushroons grew in the paddock. Little pearly white button
nmushroons cl ustered around certain grass tufts in places they soon
cane to know well. But others, too, knew the exact spots where the
nmushroons grew and when WIliamwas sent before breakfast to find
t hem he
cane back enpty-handed. "Paddocks as bare as the back o nme hand", he
woul d say and point out long dark trails on the dewy grass nmade by
the feet of trespassers. So when Lydia fancied rmushroons fried with
t he breakfast bacon, Edward woul d wake early and flinging a |ight
overcoat over his nightshirt and thrusting his bare feet into
slippers, steal silent out to the paddock by way of the little door
in the wall which led to the stable.

He had been out one norning before sunrise while the sky
was still grey with little rosy cloud flecks and the dew was so thick
that he kicked off his slippers and wal ked barefoot on the turf. The
trees in the dark | eafage of |ate sumer stood out |ike thick, bosky
sil houettes agai nst the bright sky tints and the hips and haws of the
hedgerow, freshly dew washed, shone scarlet and crinmson. The norning
chorus of birdsong of spring and early sunmer was over. Sonmewhere in
the hedgerow a robin trilled a few silvery notes and a party of rooks
passed cawi ng overhead, but those were the only sounds. In the house
and in the cottages beyond, the inhabitants still slept. Edward
seemed to hinself to stand alone, the only human being to greet the
new day.

Before he returned to the house with his full platter,
he stood and marvelled at the silence and freshness of the earth at
t hat hour. How peaceful it was, he thought, how unsullied. Yet, soon
the world of nen would awake, the old noise and strife of their
activities would begin, and the dewy peace of nature would be
shattered. One man was there already, hinself, and after his first
rapturous nonents he becanme consci ous of sonething within that was
out of harmony with the peaceful earth. He, too, had his cares, his
di sillusionnents, his unworthy pleasures, and his |ongings, which
could not be gratified. His thoughts turned to his wife, and their
first child, fears for her safety and his own, shrinking fromthe
i dea of an event, which for a tinme upset the ordered life of their
little househol d, occupied his nind

Cl ose upon those thoughts cane the question of ways and



neans, then the renmenbrance of sone troubl esonme business to be
transacted that day in his father's office. But, through it all, one
part of himwas still conscious of his surroundings. As he reached
the little door in the wall and turned and surveyed the scene again,
he recaptured sonething of his former detached awareness of its
beauty.

He still saw hinself in relationtoit; "Alittle human point of
hopes and fears against the grey imensity of dawn" suggested the
subconsci ous voi ce which had lately been nute. Edward scribbled the
line on a | eaf of his notebook beneath, “Get Walters to repair water-
spout”. It was but a line and not as yet a perfect one, but a poem
m ght follow He could but try.






