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CHAPTER 1

IN SPRING, THE mountains that isolate the tiny country of Bairamia from the rest of Europe look down upon an expanse of rose-colour, ethereal and pale, that fills a wide valley. It seems too solid to be cloud, yet when there is a high wind it moves with a slow dreamy motion, disclosing narrow green paths winding through the delicate pink. A delicious smell, fresh yet luxurious, comes up on the wind to soften the brown rocks and brilliant little flowers of the heights, and the tourist says with satisfaction—That must be the blossom in the Vale of Apricots.

The fruit farms in this valley are made of massive whitewashed stones with slits cut in them to take a rifle, and are built around a central courtyard. The inner walls are covered with espaliered peaches or apricots, for the Bairamians, whose only hobbies used to be fruit-growing and fighting, liked to have the one near at hand while they were engaged in the other, and in the old days they used to be buried in those courtyards, just as they fell, with the fruit blossom that had been shaken down in the battle scattered over their thick white linen clothes and fair heads.

But after the First World War things gradually got quieter, even in a remote little country that has no communication with the rest of the world except through the mountain passes by which it sends fruit down into Turkey and Greece; and Bairamia began to progress. It bought some rolling-stock and other commodities from Great Britain, and shortly afterwards the most famous newspaper in the world patted it on the head in a second leader, recalling that its sons had ever espoused the cause of Liberty and quoting that stanza dubiously attributed to Lord Byron by the small part of the British public whose reaction to Bairamia was something more than “Apricots”:

Farewell, Bairamia, land of smiling maids

Shapely and small, Yet valiant as their sires,

Farewell, ye snowy heights and fruitful glades

Where Nature smiles on all Man’s soft desires!

Fair Freedom lies in chains in wider lands

But on thy rocks unconquered yet she stands.

Far o’er the darkling wave though I may be

Thy vales, Bairamia, keep some part of me!

The leader reminded its readers that relations between Great Britain and Bairamia (population, 700,000) had never been interrupted by their going to war with each other, and that on more than one historic occasion Great Britain had been of some assistance to Bairamia when her national liberties were threatened. After a reference to the increased prosperity which the establishment of the British naval base on the island of Santa Cipriana had inevitably brought to the easterly mountain hamlets of Bairamia, the leader concluded by expressing the hope that relations between Great Britain and Bairamia would continue to be as happy in the future as they had been in the past. And Bairamia, for twenty years or so, continued to get better.

But the worst of a rich little country getting better is that other countries, which are neither little nor rich and are getting worse, begin to notice it; and so it came about that on a fine morning in the late nineteen-thirties Bairamia, which had just concluded a most satisfactory trade agreement with the British Government, and had nearly decided to buy two more aeroplanes for its air force, and was making up its mind that this time it really would bring in a Bill making education both compulsory and free—Bairamia, before it had time to ask anyone for help, woke up one morning to find itself taken over.

A lovely day was beginning in the Vale of Apricots, and the chickens were walking round the whitewashed walls of one of the biggest fruit farms, pecking the ground for grains and lamenting quietly to themselves. At first they had been frightened by the noise of the tanks and lorries full of soldiers going by, but they had got used to it after a while, and their breakfast had been scattered for them as usual, and a minute ago one of the girls had come out with the carpet and arranged it in the sunniest place, just as it was arranged every morning; and so, although the tanks were still grinding past (they used to be great fighters, these 700,000 Bairamians and you never knew) the chickens were comforted.

Presently an old man came quickly and lightly out into the sunshine, and took off his shoes and knelt down on the carpet and lifted his face, with closed eyes, to the east. The sunlight warmed his brown skin and made his thin silver beard glitter and the red and blue and yellow embroideries on his white tunic glow again. He waited. The faint smell of dewy petals, mixed with the smell of hot petrol, blew into his nose. He was listening, trying to hear the sound of the prayer bell above the rattling of the tanks and the loud slow roaring of forty aeroplanes that were now crossing the valley at a great height in the white blue sky; but he could hear nothing save these sounds and, underneath them, the talking of the chickens, and after a little while he bowed towards the east, opened his eyes, and began to put on his shoes.

At once there came an excited chattering, rather like that of the chickens but fiercer, from the gate of the farmhouse, and he turned quickly round.

Seven or eight females, some of them hardly more than infants and others wearing the box-like linen hat of a Bairamian grandmother, were clustered just inside the massive stone gateway, peering at him. Their small slender bodies and white clothes sewn thickly with patterns in brilliant cotton, their little brown faces and ashen fair hair, gave them all a look of belonging to one family that was increased by their angry, excited expression. The smallest girl, aged about six, was clasping to her heart a tin labelled Carter’s Finest Home-grown Peas.

“The prayer bell has not sounded!”

“The dogs have shot the holy man!”

“Shall we go to the mountains, father?”

“Death to the Italian dogs!”

“Where are the English?”

The last question (which was to be asked a good many times in varying tones throughout the length and breadth of Europe during the next few years) was ignored by the old man, who got up from the mat and advanced upon his womenfolk.

“No, we shall not go to the mountains. We shall stay here and work as usual. Thou, Yania, and Djura and Yilg, return into the house and spin and make the curd cakes, and you others, go out and slay the useless young buds on the peaches as though nothing had happened. And thou, granddaughter Medora, put away that thing with the sharp edges that may wound thine inexperienced hands. Have I not forbidden thee to take presents from the English sailors?”

“I have taken no present from the English sailors, dear and venerable grandfather Gyges,” retorted Medora in a sturdy pipe, stepping out from the group in her full white trousers and little jacket sewn with yellow thread, “I bought this beautiful silver thing. I found it among the grass where English sailors had been making a feast, and I asked (I was alone, for thou and the dear and venerable grandmother Fayet were sleeping and Aunt Yania was, as ever, making a letter to Aunt Vartouhi) and I asked and said, ‘Brave and respected English sailors, is it permitted that I have this beautiful thing?’ and one of the sailors made signs” (she began to gabble, as the old man made an impatient movement as if to dismiss her) “that if I would kiss him I might have it. So, he having shown me a shiny picture of one of my own age and sex wearing the clothes of the English, I consented to kiss him and he gave me——”

“Peace, peace. Thou hast done no wrong. Go with Yania now. Yilg, bring the pipe.”

“—this beautiful thing, all stained with green, which I washed——” She had only time to make the bow that Bairamian children make to their elders with hands upon the heart, before Yania, a plump girl with plaited hair decorated with coins, whisked her away through the gate.

A woman slowly detached herself from the group and came forward and seated herself upon the carpets, and presently the old man sat down beside her, resting his arm on one that had been rolled into a pillow.

They watched the passing lorries in silence. One or two of the soldiers waved to them and they raised their hands in salute, smiling politely. Only when a truck went by full of soldiers who shouted and waved branches of peach blossom the old man clenched his hands and muttered.

“Peace. They have worked in factories and they do not know,” said the woman calmly, but her eyes were not calm.

“A kiss is not a present,” suddenly said Medora’s clear little voice from a window just above their heads; she was continuing the argument with her mother in the house. “And I hold the English sailors in my heart, as do all our people.”

“Eat thy porridge and be silent, kisser of the English.”

“Gyges, my husband, what will happen to our country now?” asked the woman presently. She had been beautiful, and now the severe national cap with its white embroidery seemed a part of her face (where beauty was changed, not destroyed), rather than an extraneous headdress.

“The English will drive them out,” answered the old man, beginning to draw at the Turkish pipe the girl Yilg had arranged for him. “They came in 1742, and the English drove them out. They came in 1813, and the English drove them out. They did not come in 1914 because in those days they and the English were fighting on the same side, but now they have come again and, as it happened before, the English will drive them out.”

“But the English are not at war with them.”

“Who can tell what is in the heart of that strange race? Perhaps even now they prepare in secret. And as long as our country lies opposite to the great place of ships at Santa Cipriana, so long will the English smile upon us. That is not the kindness of their hearts, for, as I have said, who knows what is in the hearts of the English? No, it is geography, and geography, unlike the heart of man, does not change.”

She nodded, and they continued to sit in silence, watching the sunlight growing in strength and radiance along the avenues of black trees with pink and white petals. The paths had tiny red anemones growing in their brilliant green grass.

“We could poison the crop?” she suggested presently. “They did that in 1813.”

He shook his head.

“The enemy were not so strong in those days, and it was easier to take to the mountains and live there: there were no aeroplanes then to search out the smoke of our fires. No, we can do nothing until the English come.”

The last of the tanks was grinding along the road to Ser, the capital town. Somewhere up among the mountains there was gunfire, and presently five aeroplanes raced across the sky towards the sound.

The woman was muttering angrily.

“I have five strong daughters, and one has married and become a coward, and one you have sent away, and you say ‘wait—wait till the English come’! In the old days I would have led them up into the mountains, the three who are left, and crept down at night to stab the Italian dogs. It was better in the old days.”

“In the old days there was no music from Istanbul. Thou lovest thy music that dances along the air.”

She nodded, smiling suddenly. Bairamians smile often and are the politest race in Europe.

“Truly, I love that. It is like magic. I remember the Feast of the Fruit when I was a little maid, younger than Medora, and as thou knowest, there was magic at that time. But it was poor magic beside that music that dances along the air, like a witch set free from her peach stone and singing.”

Three single heavy thuds came from the mountains, and the echoes rolled.

The old man nodded. “Now, honoured queen of my bed and mother of my daughters, the heavy days are upon us and our country. We must smile, and work, and the Christian dog with the corrupt heart will take the fruit from our trees and the joy from our hearts. But God is good. Blessed be His Name. Will He not send the English at last to save us? and did He not put the thought in my heart, a moon ago, to send Vartouhi to England?”


CHAPTER 2

CHARITY BEGINS AT home, but it is often more convenient to exercise it upon foreigners.

Miss Constance Fielding, of Sunglades, Treme, near St. Alberics, in Hertfordshire, found that it was one thing to keep open house for any educated and internationally minded Indian or European who might care to stay there before the Nazi War, but quite another thing to give hospitality to a mother and two little girls who had been bombed out of Hackney.

“And I cannot do it again, Kenneth,” she said to her brother as they sat together at dinner on the first evening after the Rigbys (the raids on London having practically ceased) had gone back to Hackney. “It was a grave mistake ever to undertake it. I should have followed my intuition.”

Kenneth Fielding, a tall red-faced man in the late forties wearing Home Guard uniform, instantly thought of somebody else who had an intuition, but he did not laugh, nor did he want to. It was as if jokes at his sister’s expense came up silently into his mind like that race of fishes which has lived for so long in the dark that it is blind. Up they came, met the barrier of his admiration for his sister, and down they sank again.

“It was not a mere distaste for the task, which some short-sighted people might have called selfish,” pursued Miss Fielding, carefully packing a fork with Spam, lettuce, beetroot and watercress. “It was a definite warning; exactly the feeling I have when someone in the house is going to be ill.”

“I thought at the time it would be too much for you, old girl, with all your other work and everything.”

Miss Fielding finished packing the fork and insinuated it into her mouth before she answered, and then she said: “As it is, one thing and one thing only emerges clearly from the experiment. It must never happen again.”

“We must see that it doesn’t,” he said vigorously. He smiled at her, then glanced round the room. “Gosh, isn’t it quiet!”

Miss Fielding’s eyelids trembled, but she nodded. “Very pleasantly so.”

It was quiet; and the room looked pretty, with the reflections of crystal glasses and jugs dancing on the ceiling, and the summer evening sunlight, and the sudden vividness of the reds and blues and feathery green in many vases of flowers. It had light green paint and yellow walls and the furniture was of pale oak. Miss Fielding would not have dark colours in the house, holding that they encouraged the Evil Principle and dust. There were some pictures on the walls of people swirling about in bluey-green draperies with circles of stars round their heads. The window at the end of the long room looked over a very large and perfectly kept lawn and some beds blazing with all the proper flowers for the time of year, which was late July.

And all round the porcelain handle on the pale green door were the marks of small dirty fingers.

“Ha! ha! young Deirdre got a last one in before she left, I see!” said Kenneth, pushing his chair back and holding up his cigarette case with an inquiring look at his sister and indicating the door.

“Yes, naughty little thing. (You may smoke, Kenneth, if you want to.) I only noticed that after Mrs. Archer had gone home this afternoon.”

“I’ll get the coffee, shall I?”

“Please, if you will.”

He went out of the room and across the octagonal hall about which the rooms were grouped, and into the kitchen. White and gold coffee cups were arranged with a patent machine on a tray, and he carried it back to the dining-room.

“Is Frankie coming down or shall I take it up to her?”

“She said she would come down.”

“How is she?”

“Oh, better, I think. As long as we don’t get another alert to-night——”

“Ah, here she is! And how’s Frankie this evening?” Kenneth, who had just sat down with his cigarette, got up again as the door opened and a small elderly woman in a pale grey dress came slowly in. She trailed across to Miss Fielding and gave her a peck, then trailed over to Kenneth and gave him a peck, and at last sat down, and gazed out of the window.

“What an exquisite evening,” she observed at last, in a low voice. “It is almost too much.”

“Ha! ha! only hope it keeps like it, I’ve got to sleep out to-night,” said Kenneth with his loud laugh.

“Did you get any rest this afternoon, Frankie?” inquired Miss Fielding.

“A little, thank you, Constance. But the house! So hushed, so quiet!”

“Delightfully quiet, Kenneth and I were just saying so.”

“I miss them,” said the lady in grey dreamily. “While they were here their presence and their laughter constantly jarred on me, but now they are gone there is a gap.”

“Well, do you know, I rather feel that, too,” said Kenneth, drinking coffee. “They were a confounded nuisance, but that little beggar Deirdre was cute. Full of gu—pep, I thought.”

Miss Fielding’s eyelids shuddered again.

“Well, I have quite made up my mind,” she said. “What emerges quite clearly from the past few months is that my special gifts must never again be wasted on dealing with the Rigbys of this world. We all have special gifts; I have mine; you have yours——”

“I did have mine … once,” the lady named Frankie corrected her.

“And you gave it to the world; it is there in black and white for all to see. But for the present my special gift, my talent for furthering international brotherhood by personal contact, must lie fallow. When one cannot even send a letter out of the country without its being read by coarse eyes, when there are barriers of hurtful wire (surely symbolic!) about our shores, when every mind is darkened and poisoned by hatred and suspicion and fear—how can my work go on? And it all seems so futile. Was that the warning?”

“No; only a car going up the hill,” said Kenneth. “But Con, you know, we can’t have those swine getting away with everything. I mean to say, I don’t want to contradict you or hurt your feelings—”

“We won’t discuss it again, dear old boy. We have argued so often before. We will just agree to differ. But if everybody would only love enough——”

“Ah, yes!” put in Frankie.

“—there would be no problems and the war would end to-morrow.”

“Well, as it doesn’t look like ending to-morrow and old Arkwright will be on my tail if I’m not on parade at 8 pip emma sharp, I’d better beat it,” said Kenneth cheerfully, getting up and patting the shoulder of Frankie, who looked up with a watery smile.

He went to the door, but just as he was opening it he turned round.

“Con, I was thinking—if you really don’t want the place overrun with evacuees again, how about filling it up ourselves? Getting some decent people of our own sort down to live here, I mean? You were talking the other day about having a refugee to help with the housework, and it ought to be easy enough nowadays to find someone else who’d come and fill up a bedroom. How’s about it? Good-bye, girls, I’ll be home to breakfast.”

He did not wait for her answer but went out.

They were watching him with an indulgent smile (mitigated in Miss Fielding’s case by the eyelid-flicker at “How’s about it?”) but no sooner had the door closed upon him than the smile vanished and the manner of both ladies changed completely.

Miss Fielding shut her large blue-grey eyes that ought to have been beautiful and were not, and said, “I can only hope that he does not know how the sight of him, in a uniform, in these rooms, where Our Mother spent her last years, makes me feel.”

“Yes, I often think of how grieved poor Aunt Eleanor would be if she could see him dressed like that,” replied Miss Burton in the same subdued voice, but with a noticeably more animated manner.

“I have no doubt that she does see him, Frankie. And that is my constant sorrow,” said Miss Fielding, opening the eyes again.

“He has nothing of that feeling, of course.”

“No. He is a very young soul.”

She got up and crossed over to the window and looked out. The sun was still shining strongly, and there were richly coloured caverns between the heads of pink phlox and love-in-a-mist and roses and pansies, and darker caverns full of sun rays and gauzy summer insects between the branches of the elms at the far end of the lawn. The air smelled hot and sweet.

“And all those expressions,” said Miss Fielding suddenly, “those cheerios and O.K.s and rippings—every one of them is like——”

“A drop of red-hot lead,” put in her cousin neatly, as she hesitated. “I know. Dear old Ken has no feeling for words, has he?”

“None.”

“To me, they are mosaic,” announced Miss Burton.

“But with all his limitations, one cares for him,” said Miss Fielding turning away from the window. “Shall we go into the drawing-room? Oh no—I forgot—we had better stay here, I think.”

The Rigbys had insisted upon sleeping for six months in the drawing-room, because they felt safer there. No one can sleep in the drawing-room for six months without its becoming obvious that they have done so, and that morning, as soon as the Rigbys had gone, Miss Fielding had entered and taken a good look round and pronounced it unfit for Fielding habitation until it had been done up, or, if that should prove impossible, spring-cleaned by Mrs. Archer.

The two ladies now drew chairs up to the window and sat down. Presently they would put away the bread and the remains of the salad and Spam, because they must not be wasted, but they would not clear away the dirty plates and wash up, because it did not occur to them to. Miss Burton was not strong, and her mind was occupied by Art, and the mind of Miss Fielding was occupied by even higher things.

Until the Nazi War came, Miss Fielding, who was fifty-three years old, had taken it for granted that there should be three maids—a cook, a housemaid and a parlourmaid—at Sunglades. It had been regarded by her as a natural law, like water finding its own level, and even now, after two years of increasing domestic experiment and difficulty, the remnants of that attitude of mind lingered on. Life being as unfair as it is, this calm assumption helped Miss Fielding to get domestic help where other women, less assured and less feudally minded, failed. Domestic helpers were usually willing to employ themselves with this prosperous, reliable-looking lady with her greying hair parted in the middle and her neat conventional clothes (Miss Fielding’s unusual theories did not extend so far as dress), but in spite of this she had no Treasures; servants who had been with the family for twenty-five years and identified their interests with those of the family, and this lack of Treasures was rather strange, because she seemed just the sort of mistress who ought to have had a Treasure or two.


CHAPTER 3

AFTER THEY HAD said a few more things about Kenneth which lacked no interest to both of them because they had said them so many times before, Miss Fielding and Miss Burton were quiet for a little while, enjoying the calm of the evening, and the sunrays which were now long and sparkling and almost out of sight behind the elms.

“Do we want the news?” said Miss Fielding at last, glancing at the clock. “No, I don’t think we do, do we?”

“Oh, I don’t. Only this morning I opened the paper, and then I thought no. It is an exquisite morning; why should I spoil things for myself? And I shut it up again.”

“Ah, I wish I could do that. But I have to realize it all, and suffer. All this hate like a black cloud everywhere.”

And Miss Fielding waved her hand round and round in front of her face, rather as if she were a pussy washing it.

“Frankie,” said Miss Fielding, presently, “I want to ask your advice about something.”

“Of course, Connie. I shall be only too pleased.” Miss Burton leaned forward in her chair, looking immediately rejuvenated and important.

“Well, I shall appreciate it if you can help me, because I’m really undecided. Usually I am quite—luminous is the word I want, I think—about problems of this sort, but in this case I can’t”—Miss Fielding made more gestures in front of her face, as of one brushing away gnats—“quite see my way.”

Miss Burton nodded. “I know just how you feel. I get like that sometimes about my——”

She swallowed the last word just in time.

It had been “knitting.”

Miss Fielding knew, and Miss Burton knew that she knew, that upstairs at the bottom of Miss Burton’s chest of drawers was about fifteen pounds’ worth of Scotch Four-ply, Paton and Baldwin’s Fingering, Angora, Peri-lusta, Fairydown and all the rest of them, with patterns for vests and jumpers and gloves, and scores of knitting needles, all tangled together in an inextricable and Laocoön-like embrace from which only Miss Burton’s demise or a direct hit could release them. And further down still in this woolly Record of the Rocks were half-finished stool-covers and chair-backs and firescreens in gros-point with their accompanying twelve skeins of wool to each piece and their needles and frames. Miss Burton bought a new design or pattern for a jumper every time she went up to London but she always got in a muddle or bored with them and not one, except a muffler for Kenneth ten years ago, had ever been finished. She was far from indifferent to their plight; the thought of it often came upon her, as a painful contrast, when she was looking at some particularly peaceful landscape or tidy room and she made up her mind for the hundredth time to tidy that drawer up, and take out just one piece of knitting or gros-point work and finish it. But somehow she never got further than beginning to make a ball out of one of the wild tangles of wool and then lunch was ready, or it was time to go out in the car or (since the war) there was an alert and they all had to go down the garden to the shelter; and when she came back her fervour had ebbed. And the drawer remained as before.

Miss Fielding, who abhorred disorder of mind, body or drawer, knew of this lazar-house under her roof and deplored it. She seldom spoke frankly of it to Miss Burton, for although she often tackled people about their faults for their own good there were occasions when she thought it best to let the Good Principle work on people in its own way and this was one of them. But sometimes when she was a little longer than usual in getting to sleep at night she lay in bed breathing deeply and sending out thought-waves to Frankie about tidying that wool drawer. It was all good practice and in time, no doubt, it would work.

She now felt in her handbag and brought out a letter.

“It was really very strange Kenneth saying what he did about having someone to live here,” she said. “This came this afternoon.” She handed the letter, which was addressed in an unusually pretty writing, to Miss Burton.

Miss Burton glanced at it, then across at her cousin, with eyes widened in surprise.

“Betty,” she said.

“Betty,” answered Miss Fielding, nodding.

Miss Burton unfolded the letter.

Dear Connie,

I do feel awful for not having written for such ages, but you know how things are nowadays. How are you all? I hope you haven’t been having too many raids. It’s been pretty quiet in London lately and we don’t want any more.

Isn’t it fun; I’ve got a job at last with the Ministry of Applications who’ve been evacuated to St. Alberics, as I expect you know, and I’ve got to find somewhere to live near there. Do you think I could come and live with you?—as a p.g., of course. It would be divine if I could. How are Frankie and Ken? Give them both my love. Richard is still out on tour with the Dove Players, they’re doing Comus at Burslem this week. He seems to like it though of course he’d rather be doing his own job. He’s still rather seedy, too.

Do let me know if I can come. My lease of this flat is up next month so it all fits in rather well.

With love,

Yours ever,

BETTY.

Miss Burton carefully replaced the letter, and then the cousins exchanged a long look.

“Just the same,” said Miss Burton at last. “How long is it since you heard from her?”

“Oh, it must be over a year. She and Richard were on holiday in France and just got back before it fell.”

“Let me see, she must be—what? Forty-three?”

“Forty-five. She is eight years younger than I am.” (Miss Fielding never attempted to conceal her age, which she regarded—in the light of things eternal—as non-existent.) “But she doesn’t look it, or didn’t the last time I saw her. Nothing like forty-five.”

Miss Burton looked out of the window for a minute or two, and Miss Fielding waited for her to speak.

Miss Burton was tacitly accepted at Sunglades as the authority on Love. Miss Fielding was deferred to in any doubt about the age of people’s souls, Kenneth was allowed the last word on all aspects of vegetable-growing, and Miss Burton, so to speak, held the keys of Cupid’s garden. This was because she had once been jilted. She was not often consulted, because at Sunglades they rarely spoke of Love, but the thing will crop up sometimes, however conscientious you may be with the decontaminating, and when it did Miss Burton was always called in.

“He never mentions that affair, of course?” she said now, after a long pause.

“Oh, never. Well, I have heard him joke about her being an old flame, and that sort of thing you know, but never anything serious.”

“That may be bluff,” said Miss Burton knowingly.

“I don’t think so for a moment.” Miss Fielding’s tone was decided. “I flatter myself that if there is one human being I do know inside and out, it is Kenneth.” And she put back a bit of honeysuckle that was coming in at the window and smilingly pushed up her lips into her nose in the way she used to when she was a little girl and had triumphed over somebody.

Miss Burton looked at her. Ah, but Love has a way of lingering on in our poor human hearts, strive to dislodge him how we will, Connie, thought Miss Burton. And what do you know about Love, anyway? thought Miss Burton. You were never engaged to anyone for two years and got all your trousseau together and everything. Nobody ever told you that you had eyes like wallflowers. And as she was trying to memorize that bit about Love lingering on in our poor, etc., in order to write it in her Journal when she went upstairs to her own rooms, and also feeling curiously annoyed with Miss Fielding, as if she would like to take her down a peg or two, her tone when next she spoke was slightly absent-minded.

“I shouldn’t worry about it if I were you,” she said. “Have you shown the letter to Ken?”

“No, I thought it wiser not to. And I’m not really worried, of course. I’m sure Ken hasn’t thought about her in that way for years; certainly not since Our Mother died. But you know what Betty is.”

“A flirt.” Miss Burton’s tone made the pretty word seem to open in the air, as though a fan had clicked.

“Not consciously, Frankie. I used to think she was, but now I really believe she can’t help attracting people. I have seen her very upset about it.”

“She always seemed very cheerful to me,” said Miss Burton.

“Besides, she is forty-five and I haven’t seen her for two years. She may have Gone Off,” went on Miss Fielding hopefully. “People do.”

Not people like Betty, thought Miss Burton.

“And when it comes to actually having her in the house——”

“Well, you can always say you’re sorry, but you’ve half-arranged to have someone else here, and haven’t got room. I wouldn’t have her at all if you feel uneasy.”

“I am not uneasy, Frankie. It’s just that——” Miss Fielding did not finish her sentence, because there was no need to. She went on smoothly: “After all, it would be much nicer to have an old friend like Betty, who knew Our Mother, in the house than a stranger.”

“Aunt Eleanor never liked her,” said Miss Burton rather maliciously.

“Our Mother found her frivolous, which she certainly is,” retorted Miss Fielding. “I gave up years ago trying to get Betty to take an interest in anything except Richard and hats. That was why Our Mother was so thankful when she jil—decided not to have Kenneth after all.”

“I suppose that means Richard will be coming here too, to see her,” said Miss Burton despondently.

“We can’t refuse him house-roof if she’s here, Frankie—her own son.”

“He upsets me, I admit it. He is so rude and he doesn’t seem interested in anything except Spain.”

“I think he has the makings of a charming man.”

“The last time he was here he told me that his mother was not a type that appealed to him sexually,” said Miss Burton, looking down and smoothing her skirt, but speaking distinctly, “I don’t call that very charming.”

Miss Fielding gazed at her helplessly, then slowly blushed.

“He must have been funning,” she said at last. “These young things love to tease us oldsters.”

“Then I don’t like being teased—not like that, anyway,” said Miss Burton, still distinctly and with downcast eyes, and smoothing her skirt.

“Oh, he must have been funning,” said Miss Fielding again. “Anyway—you think it safe, then, to tell Betty that she can come?”

Why are you asking me, since you wouldn’t have mentioned it at all if you hadn’t made up your mind to let her come? thought Miss Burton, suddenly irritable. And why do you take it for granted that I agree with you about Kenneth? I’m sorry for Kenneth. He and I have been in the same boat.

These little gusts of irritation and malice occasionally swept over Miss Burton, and when they did Someone Else looked for a second out of her eyes; a witty and imperious Usurper who got her own way and was not afraid of people. Miss Fielding did not like this Usurper, whose mocking gaze she met when Miss Burton glanced up.

“If Kenneth is such a confirmed old bachelor as you are always saying he is, Connie, it won’t hurt him to be exposed to Betty’s charms,” Miss Burton said, drawling the long sentence without stumbling. “And personally I’ve always thought that she’ll never marry again. Dick was one of the nicest men I’ve ever known and I think she’ll stay faithful to his memory.”

“So morbid, I’ve always thought. After all, there is no death.”

No death, isn’t there? thought Miss Burton, studying her as she again pushed back the spray of honeysuckle. What a donkey you can be, and how you do need taking down that peg or two.

“Well, I should ask her if I were you, Connie,” she said in a final tone, and standing up, “I suppose you’ll discuss it first with Kenneth?”

“Oh, not necessarily,” interrupted Miss Fielding airily, swinging the letter in time with one large foot, “We might just spring it on him as a surprise. I think it would be rather a lark.”

Ass, thought Miss Burton, feeling crosser every minute, but she only said, “Well, I suppose you’ll have to decide how much you’re going to ask, won’t you, and you’ll have to talk to Kenneth about that? I think I shall go to bed; I’m very tired after last night.”

“Yes, do; I will too, an early night will do us both good. I would have her for nothing, of course, only the cost of living has gone up so appallingly and I expect she would feel more comfortable if she paid something, don’t you?”

“Oh, yes, however small,” said Miss Burton.

Kenneth Fielding and his two sisters, children of a solicitor owning an old-established firm in St. Alberics, had inherited in 1920 a comfortable fortune, left to them by three very wealthy old aunts. It was invested in sound undertakings in the western parts of the British Empire, and since the war, despite crushing income tax, the Fieldings had not found themselves noticeably less comfortable. Kenneth continued to attend the offices and nominally direct the firm that his grandfather had founded but as the years went on he tended more and more to lead the life of a retired soldier of independent means, and to leave the active management of Fielding, Fielding and Gaunt to Mr. Gaunt, who was capable and ambitious.

Betty, or Mrs. Richard Kenway Marten, was at this time living in two rooms in Chelsea. She had a post as secretary to a women’s club in Woburn Square that brought her in four pounds a week and her lunches and teas. She had also the pension paid to her on behalf of her husband, Captain R. K. Marten, D.S.O. (posthumously awarded), who had been killed at Landrecies in 1918.

“Two and a half guineas a week?” called Miss Fielding over her shoulder as she strode into the kitchen to find Pony, the cat, and put him out. “Would you like some lemon and barley? I shall. I wonder how much she will be getting from the Ministry of Applications?”

“No, thank you. Yes, I should think that would be all right. Connie, I’m going up to bed; my shoulder is rather painful. You won’t trouble to black out, will you? I don’t know, I’m sure, what do they usually pay?”

“Oh, no, it isn’t dark until nearly twelve.” Miss Fielding blew some biscuit crumbs out of her mouth and then sucked some of them in again; she was standing at the kitchen window eating, staring out at the darkening garden, and enjoying the perfume of the tobacco flowers. “How delicious not to have to put up those symbolic black cloths at nightfall! Not very much, I believe, but she has Dick’s pension.”

“So she has, of course. Good night.”

“Good night. I hope we shall get a quiet night.”

“Oh, so do I. Goodnight.”

“Good night.”

As Miss Burton was going slowly upstairs Miss Fielding, crossing the hall with Pony under her arm, called up to her, “It will be quite pleasant having Betty in the house, you know, she is good company although she is so frivolous.”

Probably because of it, thought Miss Burton, but did not think it necessary to make any answer except “N-n-n” as she went slowly up the stairs. A bad bad woman, but good good companee, was the line that had come irrelevantly into her head. That was what that girl, Alicia Arkwright, who came to lunch had said, the one who had been mixed up in a divorce case and been away for months and had now come back to live at the house down the road. She had grinned as she said it. She had beautiful blue eyes, cool and tired, and a long pale face like—like a handsome young horse. (Miss Burton was pleased with this; it sounded modern. She would put it in her Journal with the bit about Love having a way, etc.)

Her rooms were on the top floor of the large pleasant house. She had had them converted into a self-contained flat as soon as she had made up her mind to spend the rest of her life with her cousins. She had her piano, and photographs of her friends, shelves of minor poetry and her favourite books, The Road Mender, The Wood Carver of ’Lympus, The Little Flowers of Saint Francis, and all the novels of “Ouida” and “Saki,” and a late Victorian writer named Mrs. Hungerford in whose stories of love in English and Irish society she took great pleasure.

She sat down by the open window, and gazed out into the evening.

The moon was rising above the gentle hills. The western sky was still light, and the elm trees were dark against the large pale field of oats, cultivated this summer for the first time, that Miss Burton loved to look at. Before the Nazi War it had been possible to see the lights of St. Alberics, four miles away, sparkling through a dip in the fields, and in the daytime the tower of the Cathedral could be seen rising out of the ploughed land. Miss Burton liked to imagine it there throughout the centuries that the town of St. Alberics, which had begun as a settlement of Christian monks under the Romans, had stood on the hillside. That tower, rising out of the dark fields, was the first glimpse of the town that travellers coming down from the North would see; centurions on leave from Hadrian’s Wall, monks on pilgrimage, knights on their way to join their feudal lord, ordinary country people out marketing, cavaliers, and highwaymen, and the coaches of Dickens’s day, and the cyclists of the early nineteen-hundreds, and now the American and Canadian soldiers rattling down the road in their tanks—and it was always the same fields and tower. That thought fascinated Miss Burton, she never grew tired of playing with it, but she never mentioned it to Miss Fielding, who would have said something about Old Souls and New Souls, which always made Miss Burton think of a card game and irritated her very much.

The world won’t be nearly such an interesting place when Connie and her sort have persuaded us all to love each other and Richard Marten and his sort have tidied us all up, thought Miss Burton. Thank God I shall be dead by then.

She got up and went to the piano.

The soft summer dusk was too far advanced for her to make out the notes on the single sheet of music that stood there, but she began to play.

The words were passionate and tragic—

My Love had a silver ring

Wrought by a jeweller in an Eastern land

A rare and a lovely thing,

Fit for an Empress’s white hand!

and the music followed them with a simple throbbing air in a minor key. Miss Burton had evidently been trained by good masters for she played accurately and with feeling and her voice, though worn, was true and without mannerisms. The song rose to a thrilling climax—

Wasted like water in the desert sand!

then ended on some soft pseudo-Eastern chords, and Miss Burton dropped her hands onto her lap and sat for a moment thinking.

How strange it is—Reggie has been dead for twenty years and I suppose I’m the only person left alive who ever thinks of him now, and here’s the song I wrote because of him, all those years ago, still alive and still being played on the wireless and in the cinemas—and I suppose it will go on after I’m dead too. In a way it’s like our child.

My Love had a Silver Ring, Words and Music by Frances Burton, had been a firm favourite with the larger and simpler audiences all over Great Britain since 1908. The coming of the wireless had only widened its appeal; a day seldom passed without Until, I Hear you Calling Me, or My Love had a Silver Ring being heard over the air; and unlike many popular favourites composed at the end of the last century, the song had earned a small fortune for its writer and she was now living comfortably in the house of her cousins on the remains of it.

Except Reginald Farquharson and My Love had a Silver Ring, nothing had ever happened to Miss Burton. After the publication of My Love had a Silver Ring had made her famous in a small way, she had lived with her mother in Kensington, among a little circle of admiring and artistic friends and occasionally contributing some verses or a story to The Lady, The Queen and The Girl’s Own Paper, or going on a sketching holiday with a woman friend to Norway or Greece. No one else had ever proposed to her, because, in those years immediately after her jilting, it was The Usurper who was most often in command of her temper and tongue, and The Usurper did not have the luck to meet a man who was not afraid of her. And then the Other War came and after that the century began to race like a mad tank and Miss Burton had given up trying to keep pace with it. She drifted into a backwater and stayed there, a little affected or bitter sometimes, but usually moderately content with what she did and was. Sometimes she thought about her lost lover, but she only remembered her memories; they were no longer real.

She was not completely ineffectual and pathetic, and occasionally that Usurper who was both witty and self-willed looked out of her large fading brown eyes; and she had written My Love had a Silver Ring. If a person has created a song that has given pleasure for forty years to millions of people, she must have a little of what it takes, and it was this, doubtless, that sustained Miss Burton throughout her nights and days.

What a shame it is about Ken, she suddenly thought, as she got up from the piano with a yawn. Of course he’ll never marry now, he’s too comfortable and set in his habits, but Connie is too bad, keeping all the attractive women away from him and getting so worried if he ever looks at one. And Joan is as bad (Joan was the other Fielding sister, who lived in London). Poor Ken, why shouldn’t he enjoy a little flutter? I’m glad I advised her to let Betty come.

The Usurper looked out of her eyes for a moment in the summer dusk. And it may be rather amusing, thought The Usurper.

Downstairs in the blacked-out bathroom Miss Fielding was cleaning her excellent teeth and thinking: And I must get a refugee, too.


CHAPTER 4

ABOUT A FORTNIGHT later Alicia Arkwright was in the train returning to Treme after a day in London, and she was rather tight.

It was not easy to attain to this condition in London during the latter period of the Nazi War, when the West End is best described as Americans, Americans, everywhere, nor any drop to drink, but Alicia knew the barman who was waiting to be called up for the Navy at a little place at the back of the Green Park Hotel which still had two storeys standing, and she had run into some fighter-boys she knew who were on leave and between them they had managed to find something and had enjoyed a cheerful time, only Alicia had had to come away early because she was on a night shift.

Her head sang in time to the wheels of the train, and the hard core of anger and pain that was always inside her had dissolved, and although she knew it would come back again, it was grand to be without it for the time being. Before that affair with H. she used to get a kick out of things, and now she didn’t any more. So what?

Outside the window, rows of little houses and gardens went past, with occasionally one of those little ruins that may be seen all up and down the railway lines of Greater London since the autumn of 1940, and in the blue sky the balloon barrage was anchored low above the roofs and gleamed pure silver in the evening light. The train was just leaving the suburbs and the barrage and entering the unprotected country. Shame, thought Alicia, who, like many other people, was rather fond of the balloons; and she looked benevolently at other occupants of the carriage without seeing them.

In the Royal Ordnance factory where she worked, she wore on the arm of her overalls a device of two crossed shells above the motto Front Line Service, and she felt that this, the badge designed by Lord Beaverbrook for the workers who came into the munition factories immediately after Dunkirk, gave her certain privileges about clothes coupons. So this evening she had on a black suit from Simpson’s with a black jersey turban adorned by a yellow jewel and people on the platform in London had been staring at her shoes and stockings, and none of those clothes, with the exception of the jewel, were older than three weeks. In the factory she was one of the very few women who always wore the regulation cap, and she looked like one of those photographs printed by Vogue to show the rest of us the Smart Munition Worker, in clothes as stylized and correct and becoming as those for hunting.

There was someone else in the carriage wearing a black suit, only it was not a suit when seen beside what Alicia was wearing; it was a coat and skirt, and there is a difference. It was also shiny, and underneath the coat its wearer had on a white silk blouse fastened by a little gilt badge with some device upon it. The girl had no hat and the last rays of sunlight came through the window and made her milky-gold hair sparkle.

Alicia looked benevolently at them all; two men reading their evening papers, three prosperous women who had been shopping in town, the thin mother with three stout dirty little girls climbing over her and banging their gasmasks against each other, and the baby in her arms who was trying to push its fingers into the plaited coronet of hair wound round the head of the girl in the corner.

“Don’t, Sylvia,” muttered the mother tiredly in a minute. “Leave the young lady’s hair alone, can’t you?”

The baby strained away out of her arms and earnestly offered the girl in the corner a wet biscuit.

“Do give over, Sylvia,” the mother murmured once more, glancing at the girl with a faint smile.

It was at once politely returned, and the girl inclined her head towards the child so that her hair was within its reach. Soon the tiny fingers were moving experimentally about in her plaits, while the other three girls looked on, giggling.

Alicia watched for a little while; then turned away, bored, and looked out of the window. She did not find brats amusing, though she supposed it was different if they were your own. Presently, through the haze of alcohol that still pleasantly dulled her senses, she heard the mother say:

“Don’t let her worry you.”

“I am varry glad to please her,” answered a fresh young voice with a foreign accent that all the English people in the carriage found attractive, though not so attractive as they would have some years ago. “The other three children are girls too also?” it went on, with a respectful inflection.

“Oh yes, worse luck,” said the mother with a rueful smile. She seemed undecided what to call the girl and finally, with the new simplicity that has come to England since the war, went on talking without using any mode of address at all.

“I’d have liked a boy and so would Dad (he’s in Egypt, been there since this lot started, almost), but you don’t always get what you want in this world, do you?”

“Some do get it,” said the girl cheerfully. Little Sunshine, thought Alicia.

“You aren’t English, are you?” the mother went on.

The girl shook her head and Alicia slowly turned to look at her again.

“Polish? There’s a lot of Poles up in Scotland where my sister is. Lovely dancers they are, she says.”

“My country is Bairamia,” said the girl, smilingly but with pride.

The woman stared, uncomprehending and not wanting to seem “ignorant” (which to her meant rude, not ill-informed).

“There’s such a lot of these places since the war,” she said at last in excuse.

“You will know if I say—Bairamia—Apricots!” said the girl, and laughed.

At once the woman laughed too and so did the three children, glad of the excuse.

“Of course! Eightpence a tin they used to be in the old days. Apricot Valley Brand—that was it.”

“Wish we could have some now, don’t you, Shirley?” said one of the little girls.

“I wish we could have a quarter of the fruit we used to,” said the mother reminiscently, letting the baby jump with bare brown feet on her faded dress, “Pineapple—quite turned up my nose at pineapple, I used to, anything less than peaches I wouldn’t touch. Sickening to think of those Nazis eating your apricots. I suppose it’s them, as usual?”

“It is the Italians.”

“Oh—the Eyeties! They’re a joke, my Dad says. Four-pence a packet they are out where he is. Are all your people still out there, then?”

The girl nodded.

“Must be awful for you. Do you hear from them regular?”

“Since more than a year I am not hearing.”

“Won’t the Nazis let them write?”

“The letters did come through Greece. Now the Germans have Greece so I am not hearing.”

“Fancy. Must be awful. Are you one of a big family?”

Can’t you pipe down, thought Alicia irritably; you must see she doesn’t want to talk about it. How these people do stew in horrors; and she leant forward and offered the mother her cigarette-case.

“Oh—that’s ever so kind of you, but sure you can spare it?”

“Quite. I’ve got some more at home.” The mother took a cigarette which Alicia lit, and then she offered her case to the girl with the plaits.

“I have cigarettes too also.” The smile grew wider on her round sallow little face as she took from her shabby handbag an exquisite case of hammered silver, flat and ancient, with delicate scrolls outlined in turquoise-coloured enamel. She held out the case to Alicia, who laughed and shook her head.

“No thank you. Too strong. Make my head go——” she waved her finger round and round and shut her eyes.

“You know Bairamian tobacco?” asked the girl, laughing too.

“Oh, yes, I know Bairamian tobacco. I’ve had some.”

“You smoke tobacco in Bairamia?” she asked eagerly, leaning forward.

“No. In the Dorchester Hotel in London.”

Alicia then said no more because the conversation was beginning to bore her, and the girl began to smoke in a way that fascinated the children, who sat and stared at her graceful movements and absorbed face in silence. The quick gestures and the blue smoke winding up from the little dark yellow cigarette made them think vaguely of a dance.

The train was drawing into a station, and the mother stood up to collect her parcels from the rack. With the help of the Bairamian girl (Alicia never joined in such communal manifestations of goodwill, and old ladies might die of heart failure wrestling with obdurate windows before she would say, “Let me do that”) she got them all down just as the train stopped. Alicia watched them climbing out, and thought what a circus the children were, with gas-masks, and pieces of wet biscuit, and grubby panties showing under their shabby little dresses. She yawned, and looked down at her wicked shoes.

The Bairamian girl was helping out the last of the children.

“Come on, Joy—be careful now, Shirley. Thank you! Hope you hear from your family soon. Good-bye!”

“Good-bye.” And then the Bairamian girl, standing at the window, made a deep respectful bow and said clearly, as the train began to move away, “Hail to you, honoured mother of four daughters, peace and joy be yours.”

Suffering cats, thought Alicia, staring hard and wondering if this was an old Bairamian custom or if the gin was making her hear things. But she was certainly not going to ask, for in her opinion there was too much asking and discussing in the world; too much chewing and not enough doing; and she sometimes amused herself by seeing how few sentences she could get through the day on. She shut her eyes, hoping that the girl in the corner would not talk to her, and dozed until the train began to draw into the next station, which was St. Alberics. Doors opened and soldiers began to crowd in. Alicia stood up and pushed her way out, wondering if the little number with the plaits would try to string along too, but the little number had competently saddled herself with an enormous rucksack and showed no signs of stringing along beyond catching Alicia’s eye and giving her a smile and a polite little bow. Alicia returned it with a reluctant grin, and then the girl disappeared in the crowd of commuting business men, noisy young girls from the new munition factories outside the town, and Service people.

Alicia went upstairs to find her bicycle and the sheepskin boots she would pull on over her lovely stockings, while her shoes rode in the carrier. Just outside the station she ran into Mr. Fielding, wearing civilian dress for once, and looking thoroughly browned off.


CHAPTER 5

SHE HAD KNOWN him since she was nine, and so she continued to think of him as “Mr. Fielding,” although the more natural mode of thought now that she was twenty-seven would have been “Kenneth Fielding.” He used to pull her bobbed hair and makes jokes that, even at nine years old, she had thought silly; and now of course he was just an old thing; in fact he was a year younger than that H. who had done all the damage, but whereas no one could possibly have thought of that man-of-the-world as an old thing, Mr. Fielding had probably seemed one to the more discerning among his contemporaries when he too had been nine years old.

He’s had a few, too, she thought as he came towards her. At first he did not see her, for he was looking moodily down at the pavement, and she hoped that she might slip past without having to speak to him, but suddenly he stopped and glanced at her uncertainly, then smiled and took off his hat.

“Hallo, Alicia. How are you? Lovely afternoon, isn’t it? Been shopping?” His glassy gaze slowly wandered down to her feet. “I say, I say! What stunning shoes!”

“They are rather nice, aren’t they?” she said, bored. “Are you lost or something?” she went on, in the impertinent tone she had always used with him.

“Ha! ha! No, I happened to get away from the office early this afternoon and I just blew along to see if a wild and hairy Austrian that Connie’s expecting had come on this train. The buses are so crowded nowadays, I thought I might drive her home. Got twopennyworth of petrol; may as well use it, you know. Suppose I can’t give you a lift too?”

“No, thanks very much. I’ve got the bike here.”

“Mind my bike!” laughed Mr. Fielding. “Oh, come now. No nice ride home?”

(He’ll be saying “La!” in a minute, she thought.)

“No, really not, thanks.”

“I’d like to, Alicia,” he said, and looked down sentimentally at her with his head on one side.

“I’m sure you would,” she said coolly, “but I can’t hang about while you find your Austrian. Good-bye.”

“No—but look here—Alicia——”

She smiled slightly and shook her head and was turning away from him when a pretty voice said “Hallo, Kenneth!” and a tallish slender woman in fashionable grey tweeds came up to them and took Mr. Fielding’s arm and gave it an affectionate squeeze.

“Betty!” cried Mr. Fielding, and his red face went redder with pleasure. “What luck! We didn’t expect you until to-morrow. How are you?”

“I’m very well, thanks. Yes, I came on this train. Didn’t Connie get my wire? No, of course she didn’t; as if anyone ever got wires in time nowadays. How are you, Kenneth?”

“Oh, I’m flourishing, thanks. Being a Happy Warrior suits me down to the ground—literally sometimes, ha! ha! Now this is really great luck, I can drive you home. Is this all you’ve got?” picking up a shabby pigskin suit-case.

“My other stuff’s coming later. Kenneth, it is nice to see you again and you haven’t changed a bit, you don’t look a scrap older——”

That’s right. You get on with your bits and your scraps and I’ll get home, thought Alicia who was now striding to the bicycle shed. A shout came after her—

“Alicia! Don’t run away! Come and talk to Mrs. Marten while I go and get the car.”

Curse, thought Alicia. “How do you do?” she called, smiling and half-turning. “I really can’t, Mr. Fielding, I shall be late and the foreman charge-hand will knout me.”

“We’ve met before—years ago,” said Betty Marten, coming towards her smiling, with the sun on her face. She had a clear skin and sparkling grey-green eyes and delicate impertinent features; a very pretty woman, but so charming that her prettiness was only a secondary charm. Vintage 1914, too sweet; I like mine drier, thought Alicia. In a few minutes she decided that she had better go by car, and after she had arranged about her bicycle, they waited for Kenneth together.

Betty Marten was thinking that the affair with H., of which she had heard details from Miss Burton, had spoiled Alicia almost completely. She remembered her as a striking twenty-three-year-old, elegant
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