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    This collection presents, in unabridged form, the complete corpus of Virginia Woolf’s novels: nine works that chart her development from a promising debut to a consummate mastery of modernist form. Gathered together, they allow readers to follow a single creative arc while appreciating the distinctive aims of each book. The purpose is twofold: to preserve the integrity of the texts and to offer a coherent view of Woolf’s ongoing experiments with narrative, character, and time. Read consecutively or individually, these novels illuminate one another, revealing continuities of motif and method alongside daring departures that reshaped twentieth-century fiction.

While Woolf’s wider legacy encompasses short stories, essays, literary criticism, biographies, diaries, and letters, the present volume is devoted exclusively to the long-form fiction she published as novels. The focus on this genre underscores her sustained inquiry into how a novel might register consciousness, social life, and history without resorting to conventional plot machinery. By concentrating the reader’s attention on these nine extended works, the collection highlights the scale of her formal ambitions and the immersive, symphonic effects only the novel can stage. It is not a compendium of her complete writings, but the definitive gathering of her fictional pillars.

Approached as a sequence, the novels trace a remarkable evolution. Early efforts refine and interrogate the inherited social and romantic patterns of late Victorian and Edwardian fiction; subsequent books dismantle those patterns, dispersing narration among shifting minds and moments. What begins with outward journeys and familiar drawing rooms moves toward interior voyages, choral forms, and genre play that questions the borders between biography and invention. Across the span, one senses a deliberate testing of limits: how far can prose stretch to accommodate simultaneity, memory, and the felt pressure of the present? The answer changes with each experiment while remaining unmistakably Woolf’s.

A unifying preoccupation is the texture of lived time. Woolf repeatedly asks how minutes, hours, years, and generations impress themselves upon consciousness. She attends to the smallest flicker of perception—a gesture, a light across water, a pause in conversation—and lets such instants resonate against the long rhythms of seasons and eras. Memory, anticipation, and recurrence shape her structures as much as external events do. The novels explore how personal histories intersect with public time, and how the self is continually composed and recomposed by attention. In this sense, time is not mere backdrop but an active, shaping presence.

Equally central is the relationship between individual lives and their social worlds. Woolf’s fiction maps the interplay of class, education, profession, and domestic arrangement with an unflinching yet humane eye. London’s streets and drawing rooms, seaside towns and remote islands, university circles and rural villages become laboratories for observing convention and dissent. The novels register the energies of parties, debates, and performances, along with the silences that surround them. They are attuned to institutions and their pressures, but they also cherish idiosyncrasy, privacy, and imaginative freedom. Setting is never merely scenic; it is the field where identity and community are negotiated.

Stylistically, the books are renowned for an elastic, musical prose that moves fluidly among minds without heavy signposting. Free indirect discourse, interior monologue, and associative montage supplant the rigid scaffolding of omniscient narration. Description acquires the force of thought; sensory detail becomes argument. The result is a fiction that trusts readers to assemble meanings from pattern and echo rather than from overt explanation. Although the degree of experiment varies from novel to novel, certain hallmarks recur: sudden shifts in vantage, refrains of image and phrase, and an exacting attention to cadence. The narrative voice listens as much as it speaks.

Woolf often builds her books around gatherings—voyages, dinners, visits, pageants—where public ritual and private feeling intersect. Such occasions create a frame within which a mosaic of consciousness can unfold, capturing the flow of talk, the undercurrents of memory, and the unspoken tensions of social life. Characters are revealed less by decisive actions than by subtle perceptions and the pressures of setting. Rather than driving toward conventional climaxes, the novels open outward, accumulating meaning in layers. This approach allows for a rare breadth of sympathy: even minor figures radiate complexity, and plot becomes the record of attention rather than a chain of events.

Questions of gender, creativity, and self-fashioning run through the sequence with particular urgency. The novels repeatedly probe the conditions that enable or constrain women’s intellectual and artistic lives, the roles assigned by society, and the costs of conformity. They also test the stability of identity across time, temperament, and even history’s categories. One book transforms the very idea of life-writing by presenting a playfully capacious biography, inviting readers to reconsider the borders of fact and imagination. Throughout, Woolf’s critiques are embedded in form as much as statement: the shapes of her narratives embody her arguments about freedom and constraint.

History’s pressures are palpable, though often oblique. The shadow of war, the aftershocks of loss, and the uneasy churn of political change enter the novels as atmosphere, memory, or rumor, shaping temperament and choice. Public cataclysms seldom occupy center stage; instead, their effects ripple through private perception, social ritual, and the texture of daily life. The earlier books sense a world shifting underfoot; the middle works explore the fragility and resilience of communities; the later ones register anxious premonitions and reflective summations. In this way, the fiction offers an intimate chronicle of a society moving through decades of transformation.

Imagery binds the sequence into a loose, resonant whole. Water, waves, lighthouses, gardens, windows, and rooms recur as emblems of permeability and refuge, distance and connection. Light and weather act as partners in thought; a cloud passing, a beam falling, can reorganize a page’s meanings. Voices braid and separate like currents, sometimes merging into choral patterns that suggest a life beyond any single speaker. The symbolic economy is never rigid; motifs evolve from book to book, gathering new associations. What endures is a sense of form as rhythm—a belief that prose can register flux without losing coherence.

Each novel offers a distinct premise that seeds its design. An outward journey by sea becomes a first encounter with adulthood and society. A courtship plot in intellectual London tests tradition’s contours. The absent-presence of a young man emerges through others’ recollections. A single day in a city reveals a web of minds and meetings. A family’s deferred trip to a lighthouse anchors meditations on art and time. A playful biography traverses centuries with inventive freedom. Interlaced soliloquies trace six lives from childhood to maturity. A multigenerational panorama surveys private and public change. A village pageant gathers a nation’s fragments.

Taken together, these unabridged novels demonstrate how one writer reimagined what the novel could do—how it might hold consciousness, social life, and history in delicate equilibrium. Their influence on later fiction is profound, yet their vitality remains immediate: they reward close attention, invite rereading, and continue to surprise. This collection offers a reliable, contiguous path through that achievement, allowing readers to experience the continuity and range of Woolf’s art without mediation or excerpt. Whether approached as a sustained journey or as individual returns, the books gathered here stand as enduring evidence of ambition matched by execution.
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    Virginia Woolf (1882–1941) was an English novelist, essayist, and critic, a defining figure of literary modernism. Her fiction and nonfiction transformed ideas about narrative voice, time, and consciousness, marrying lyrical sensitivity with rigorous intellectual inquiry. Working across novels, essays, reviews, and diaries, she developed an experimental prose that helped reshape twentieth century literature. Woolf’s books explore the textures of daily life, memory, and perception, while interrogating social structures, especially those affecting women’s creative lives. She is read not only as a stylist of rare originality but also as a cultural thinker who connected aesthetics to ethics, education, and the conditions of artistic labor.

Born in London, Woolf grew up in a household steeped in books and conversation, an environment that fostered early ambitions to write. Though much of her education was informal, she attended the Ladies Department of King’s College London in the late 1890s and early 1900s, studying history, languages, and classics. The experience broadened her intellectual world and introduced her to feminist debates circulating in higher education at the time. By the early 1900s she was publishing reviews and essays for periodicals, honing a critical voice that would remain central to her career. This training in reading and reviewing fed directly into the formal experiments of her fiction.

In the years before and after the First World War, Woolf became associated with the Bloomsbury Group, an influential circle of writers, artists, and thinkers known for frank discussion, experimental aesthetics, and liberal values. Their emphasis on truthfulness in art, psychological insight, and freedom from rigid conventions encouraged her to push beyond Victorian realism. In the early 1910s she married the writer and publisher Leonard Woolf, a partnership that supported her work and, later, the founding of an independent press. These networks of conversation and collaboration provided both intellectual stimulus and practical means for bringing ambitious, boundary testing prose to a receptive readership.

Woolf’s first novel, The Voyage Out, appeared in the mid 1910s, establishing a serious, observant voice while remaining relatively traditional in structure. Night and Day followed in the late 1910s, exploring social life and marriage with classical poise. With Jacob’s Room in the early 1920s she made a decisive turn, fragmenting perspective and using absence, impression, and shifting focalization to reimagine character. Critics recognized the originality and increasing boldness of her method, even as some readers found the innovations challenging. Across this period she also sustained a prolific output of essays and reviews, refining the supple, essayistic prose that would characterize her later masterpieces.

The mid to late 1920s brought a sequence of landmark novels. Mrs Dalloway refashioned the single day narrative to trace consciousness across a city and a social world. To the Lighthouse merged family life, art making, and the passage of time into a luminous meditation on perception. Orlando offered a playful biography that traverses centuries and interrogates gender and identity. The Waves presented interwoven soliloquies that approach pure lyric prose. These books consolidated her status as a premier modernist, widely discussed by critics for their exploration of interiority, form, and temporality, and admired by fellow writers for technical daring and musicality of language.

Alongside fiction, Woolf became a major essayist. A Room of One’s Own argued, with memorable clarity, that material independence and private space are prerequisites for many women to write. Three Guineas extended those concerns to education, professions, and the ethics of resistance to militarism. The Common Reader volumes modeled a humane, historically alert criticism that brought wide audiences to difficult texts. With Leonard Woolf she founded the Hogarth Press in the late 1910s, publishing her own work and that of contemporaries, including important modernist and psychoanalytic writings. The press gave her artistic autonomy and helped shape the reception of experimental literature in English.

Woolf continued to write through the 1930s, producing essays, biographies, and fiction that probed national life and private consciousness under mounting political pressures. She faced recurring mental health crises across her life and died by suicide in 1941 during wartime. Between the Acts, published that year, is often read as a valedictory exploration of art, history, and community. Her diaries and letters, published after her death, revealed the discipline behind the improvisatory surface of her style. Today her work remains central to discussions of narrative technique, feminism, and gender studies, and it continues to inspire novelists, critics, and readers worldwide.
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    Virginia Woolf (1882–1941) wrote the nine novels in this collection between the outbreak of the First World War and the early months of the Second. Living chiefly in London and at Monk’s House in Rodmell, Sussex, she witnessed the passing of Victorian certainties, the Edwardian transition, and the convulsions of modernity. Her fiction, from The Voyage Out (1915) to Between the Acts (published 1941), engages an era reshaped by mass war, women’s emancipation, imperial contraction, and experimental art. The novels’ shifting forms—realist, lyrical, historical, and playful biography—mirror transformations in British society and the wider world, tracing the pressures and possibilities of life in the early twentieth century.

Woolf’s childhood at 22 Hyde Park Gate in Kensington placed her inside late Victorian literary culture: her father, Sir Leslie Stephen, edited the Dictionary of National Biography; her mother, Julia Duckworth Stephen, was a celebrated beauty and caregiver. The household’s hierarchies, servants, and rituals were those of high-Victorian domesticity. After Leslie Stephen’s death in 1904, Virginia and her siblings moved to 46 Gordon Square in Bloomsbury, exchanging rigid propriety for secular, conversational freedom. This move—from Kensington’s closed drawing rooms to Bloomsbury’s experimental sociability—frames the novels’ recurrent tension between inherited convention and the effort to reimagine family, intimacy, and authority in a new century.

Women’s education and citizenship advanced dramatically during Woolf’s lifetime. She studied at the Ladies’ Department of King’s College London (1897–1901), where she read Greek, Latin, and history, while the suffrage movement—NUWSS under Millicent Fawcett and the militant WSPU founded in 1903 by Emmeline Pankhurst—reshaped public debate. The Representation of the People Act (1918) enfranchised many women; the Equal Franchise Act (1928) granted equal voting terms at age twenty-one. Earlier Married Women’s Property Acts (1870, 1882) had already altered women’s legal status. Across the novels, questions of vocation, marriage, and money echo these reforms, registering the emergence of professional women in London’s offices, hospitals, universities, and publishing houses.

The British Empire provided the background texture for travel, trade, and ideology in Woolf’s world. Merchant shipping linked London docks to South America, Africa, and Asia; the capital’s museums and embassies displayed imperial knowledge and power. Leonard Woolf served in the Ceylon Civil Service (1904–1911), offering intimate acquaintance with colonial administration. The prewar cosmopolitanism of steamers, railways, and Mediterranean tours fed the imagination of The Voyage Out and later meditations on Englishness. Yet after 1918, with uprisings in Ireland, India, and the Middle East, imperial confidence frayed. The novels register this shift, quietly probing the moral ambiguities of conquest, commerce, and the export of metropolitan manners.

Modernism’s aesthetic revolution shaped Woolf’s technique. Rejecting the external certainties of Edwardian realists like Arnold Bennett, H. G. Wells, and John Galsworthy, she pursued the fluidities of consciousness, memory, and perception. Her 1924 essay Mr Bennett and Mrs Brown signaled a generational break. Woolf’s experiments converse with contemporaries: James Joyce’s Ulysses (1922), T. S. Eliot’s The Waste Land (1922), and Marcel Proust’s multi-volume In Search of Lost Time (1913–1927). Philosophies of time and mind—Henri Bergson’s durée, William James’s stream of thought—legitimated fiction organized by moments rather than plots. The novels thus become laboratories for registering experience as it unfolds in private, social, and historical time.

Visual modernism, introduced to London by Roger Fry’s Post-Impressionist Exhibitions at the Grafton Galleries (1910 and 1912), electrified Woolf’s circle. Vanessa Bell and Duncan Grant’s painting, design, and the Omega Workshops (1913–1919) emphasized color, form, and abstraction over narrative finish. This painterly emphasis undergirds the novels’ attention to pattern, light, and composition—the lighthouse beam, the rhythm of city streets, the ordered motifs of a country pageant. Prose becomes akin to brushwork, arranging scenes and voices as chromatic planes. Fry’s art criticism and formal vocabulary offered Woolf a toolkit for translating visual modernism into literary method, guiding her toward montage, motif, and the orchestration of multiple perspectives.

The First World War (1914–1918) furnished a rupture in personal and cultural time. Britain’s mass mobilization, the Somme (1916), Passchendaele (1917), conscription, and the Spanish influenza pandemic (1918–1919) reconfigured the home front. Bloomsbury friends, including Lytton Strachey and Duncan Grant, took conscientious stands; John Maynard Keynes served at the Treasury and published The Economic Consequences of the Peace (1919). New medical vocabularies of shell shock and trauma entered public discourse. Woolf’s early postwar novels inhabit the disorientation of bereavement, survivorhood, and unstable memory, while questioning the rhetoric that had sanctified sacrifice. The interwar city becomes a place where loss and recovery, commerce and ceremony, collide in daily life.

Modern London—electrified, motorized, and mediated—functions as a protagonist across Woolf’s fiction. Omnibuses and taxicabs supplanted horse-drawn traffic after 1904; telephones, gramophones, and news cinema synchronized urban publics; wartime zeppelins and postwar aeroplanes redrew the sky. Government districts in Westminster, parks like Regent’s Park and St James’s, and the Strand’s press and courts anchor scenes of civic ritual. The steady marking of hours by Big Ben and the Woolfs’ moves—from Richmond to 52 Tavistock Square (1924)—situate the novels within specific topographies of power and sociability. The city’s crowds and rooms, veering between anonymity and intimacy, provide the stage on which private minds meet historical time.

The Hogarth Press, founded by Virginia and Leonard Woolf at Hogarth House, Richmond, in 1917, transformed her independence as an artist. Beginning with a handpress, they issued limited editions, then major works: Katherine Mansfield’s Prelude (1918), the United Kingdom edition of Eliot’s The Waste Land (1923), and early English translations associated with psychoanalysis. Self-publication enabled bold formal experiments in Jacob’s Room (1922) and beyond, buffered from market conservatism. Simultaneously, British censorship shaped the field: the Obscene Publications Act (1857) lingered; James Joyce’s Ulysses was banned in Britain; the Radclyffe Hall trial over The Well of Loneliness (1928) dramatized constraints on representing sexuality.

Country-house culture, with its hierarchies of land, lineage, and service, entered crisis between the wars. Taxation, agricultural depression, and social change forced sales and demolitions; the National Trust (founded 1895) began preserving threatened estates. Vita Sackville-West’s ancestral Knole, governed by primogeniture, could not pass to her—a personal history that illuminates the legal and social frameworks animating Orlando: a biography (1928). Woolf’s later fiction turns to villages, rectories, and parish rituals, noting both their theatricality and fragility. The pastoral becomes historical rather than timeless, a pageant of Englishness presented at the moment of its transformation, as servants depart, fortunes alter, and house, garden, and ritual lose their inevitability.

Psychology and psychiatry offered new languages for inner life. Sigmund Freud’s ideas, entering English debate after 1900 and widely disseminated in the 1920s, met British traditions of moral therapy and neurological medicine. The Tavistock Clinic opened in 1920; wartime hospitals studied war neuroses. Woolf’s own experiences—depressive episodes after family bereavements (1895, 1904), a severe breakdown in 1913, and later recurrences—made her skeptical of reductive diagnosis yet attentive to mental process. Hogarth’s involvement with psychoanalytic publishing deepened the intellectual milieu. Across the novels, perception, association, and memory take precedence over event, inviting readers to inhabit the contingent, often precarious flow of thought in ordinary hours.

Gender and sexuality reorganized themselves in the early twentieth century. Debates over the New Woman, access to professions, and the ethics of companionate marriage animated the periodical press. Sexologists like Havelock Ellis (Studies in the Psychology of Sex, 1897–1928) and reformers challenged Victorian reticence. While male homosexuality remained criminal under the Labouchere Amendment (1885), an effort in 1921 to criminalize lesbianism failed, leaving a climate of silence rather than legality. Within Bloomsbury, nonconformist relationships flourished; Woolf’s friendship with Vita Sackville-West (from 1922) explored androgyny and desire. The novels scrutinize how institutions—law, inheritance, education—script gender, while imagining forms of identity and kinship beyond conventional binaries.

Class and labor relations underwent visible change between 1900 and 1940. Domestic service, Britain’s largest female occupation in the 1911 census, declined as wages rose and alternatives appeared. The wartime mobilization of women into factories and offices, the 1926 General Strike, and Labour’s 1924 and 1929 governments signaled shifting power. The novels register this movement from drawing rooms staffed by maids and butlers to flats, boarding houses, and municipal spaces. Clerks, shopgirls, teachers, and veterans populate Woolf’s London and provincial scenes, giving texture to a society where inherited rank contends with professional expertise, and where the rhythms of bus commutes and lunch hours replace carriage bells and footmen.

Interwar geopolitics shadow Woolf’s later writing. The League of Nations’ fragile optimism yielded to economic crisis after 1929 and the rise of fascism in Italy and Germany. The Spanish Civil War (1936–1939), the Anschluss (1938), the Munich Agreement (1938), and the outbreak of war in 1939 brought ideology into English villages and parlors. Woolf’s polemics—A Room of One’s Own (1929) and Three Guineas (1938)—connect patriarchal structures to militarism, a diagnosis that informs the anxious festivities and archival fragments of her late fiction. The Blitz of 1940 damaged Bloomsbury, including the Woolfs’ home in Tavistock Square; blackout, rationing, and air-raid sirens entered everyday soundscapes.

Intellectual networks enriched Woolf’s practice. Cambridge Apostles-turned-Bloomsbury—Lytton Strachey, E. M. Forster, John Maynard Keynes—adapted G. E. Moore’s Principia Ethica (1903) into a secular ethics of sincerity, friendship, and aesthetic value. Periodicals such as the Times Literary Supplement, the Nation and Athenaeum (where Leonard Woolf worked as literary editor in the 1920s), and Eliot’s Criterion fostered debate. Katherine Mansfield’s fiction sharpened Woolf’s sense of the short form; debates with Joyce and Proust clarified the reach of stream of consciousness. This milieu encouraged formal audacity and ethical scrutiny, allowing the novels to balance play and seriousness, irony and compassion, against a background of relentless critical conversation.

Geography anchors Woolf’s symbolic landscapes. Summers at Talland House near St Ives (1882–1894) fixed the constellations of sea, rock, and lighthouse—Godrevy’s beam—recalled throughout her work. Sussex downs and lanes, the River Ouse near Rodmell, and London squares—Gordon, Fitzroy, Tavistock—form a private atlas. Continental journeys to Italy and France, and a 1932 visit to Greece, refreshed her classical and Renaissance frames of reference. Steamers, piers, railway timetables, and the Thames’s tidal life thread the novels, translating geography into rhythm. The juxtaposition of city and shore, drawing room and cliff, underscores an enduring inquiry: how personal memory and public space shape the perception of time.

The collection traces Woolf’s evolving art across precise historical thresholds: The Voyage Out (1915) and Night and Day (1919) span war and armistice; Jacob’s Room (1922) pioneers elliptical portraiture; Mrs Dalloway (1925) compresses a June day in postwar London; To the Lighthouse (1927) tests memory across decades; Orlando: a biography (1928) romps through English history; The Waves (1931) orchestrates voices into a choral experiment; The Years (1937) surveys a family over social change; Between the Acts (published 1941) stages a village pageant on the brink of war. Read together, they map Britain’s passage from empire and parlors to air-raid sirens and collective uncertainty.
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    THE VOYAGE OUT
Rachel Vinrace leaves England on her father’s ship and encounters a circle of British expatriates in a South American port, awakening to love, intellect, and the constraints of society. A travel narrative becomes a coming-of-age portrait set against colonial settings and shifting ideals.
NIGHT AND DAY
In Edwardian London, Katharine Hilbery balances family duty and a desire for intellectual autonomy as she navigates proposals and shifting affections with Ralph Denham and William Rodney. The novel examines marriage, vocation, and women’s independence within a traditional social order.
JACOB’S ROOM
An experimental portrait of Jacob Flanders is assembled from fragments—objects, letters, and others’ impressions—rather than direct narration. Set around the prewar and wartime years, it explores presence, absence, and the impressions a life leaves behind.
MRS. DALLOWAY
Over a single June day in London, Clarissa Dalloway prepares for an evening party as the city’s rhythms and the memories of its inhabitants, including a traumatized veteran, intersect. The novel traces fleeting connections, class, and the costs of modern life.
TO THE LIGHTHOUSE
At a summer house on the Isle of Skye, the Ramsays and their guests revolve around a long-promised trip to the lighthouse, seen through shifting interior perspectives. Across years and visits, the book reflects on family bonds, artistic creation, and the passage of time.
ORLANDO: a biography
A playful mock-biography follows Orlando, a poet who lives for centuries and changes sex, moving from the Elizabethan court to the modern age. The tale satirizes literary history while exploring identity, time, and the social bounds of gender.
THE WAVES
Six friends speak in interwoven soliloquies from childhood to later life, punctuated by lyrical sea-and-sun interludes. Their voices chart friendship, identity, and change as they measure themselves against an absent center.
THE YEARS
Through snapshots of the Pargiter family from the 1880s to the 1930s, the novel tracks personal routines amid sweeping social change. Scenes of London life examine class, gender, and the quiet pressures of time.
BETWEEN THE ACTS
On the eve of war, a village pageant at Pointz Hall stages English history while exposing tensions among performers and audience. The performance’s fragments and interruptions mirror a community poised between past and uncertain future.
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Chapter I


    As the streets that lead from the Strand to the Embankment are very narrow, it is better not to walk down them arm-in-arm. If you persist, lawyers’ clerks will have to make flying leaps into the mud; young lady typists will have to fidget behind you. In the streets of London where beauty goes unregarded, eccentricity must pay the penalty, and it is better not to be very tall, to wear a long blue cloak, or to beat the air with your left hand.


    One afternoon in the beginning of October when the traffic was becoming brisk a tall man strode along the edge of the pavement with a lady on his arm. Angry glances struck upon their backs. The small, agitated figures—for in comparison with this couple most people looked small—decorated with fountain pens, and burdened with despatch-boxes, had appointments to keep, and drew a weekly salary, so that there was some reason for the unfriendly stare which was bestowed upon Mr. Ambrose’s height and upon Mrs. Ambrose’s cloak. But some enchantment had put both man and woman beyond the reach of malice and unpopularity. In his guess one might guess from the moving lips that it was thought; and in hers from the eyes fixed stonily straight in front of her at a level above the eyes of most that it was sorrow. It was only by scorning all she met that she kept herself from tears, and the friction of people brushing past her was evidently painful. After watching the traffic on the Embankment for a minute or two with a stoical gaze she twitched her husband’s sleeve, and they crossed between the swift discharge of motor cars. When they were safe on the further side, she gently withdrew her arm from his, allowing her mouth at the same time to relax, to tremble; then tears rolled down, and leaning her elbows on the balustrade, she shielded her face from the curious. Mr. Ambrose attempted consolation; he patted her shoulder; but she showed no signs of admitting him, and feeling it awkward to stand beside a grief that was greater than his, he crossed his arms behind him, and took a turn along the pavement.


    The embankment juts out in angles here and there, like pulpits; instead of preachers, however, small boys occupy them, dangling string, dropping pebbles, or launching wads of paper for a cruise. With their sharp eye for eccentricity, they were inclined to think Mr. Ambrose awful; but the quickest witted cried “Bluebeard!” as he passed. In case they should proceed to tease his wife, Mr. Ambrose flourished his stick at them, upon which they decided that he was grotesque merely, and four instead of one cried “Bluebeard!” in chorus.


    Although Mrs. Ambrose stood quite still, much longer than is natural, the little boys let her be. Some one is always looking into the river near Waterloo Bridge; a couple will stand there talking for half an hour on a fine afternoon; most people, walking for pleasure, contemplate for three minutes; when, having compared the occasion with other occasions, or made some sentence, they pass on. Sometimes the flats and churches and hotels of Westminster are like the outlines of Constantinople in a mist; sometimes the river is an opulent purple, sometimes mud-coloured, sometimes sparkling blue like the sea. It is always worth while to look down and see what is happening. But this lady looked neither up nor down; the only thing she had seen, since she stood there, was a circular iridescent patch slowly floating past with a straw in the middle of it. The straw and the patch swam again and again behind the tremulous medium of a great welling tear, and the tear rose and fell and dropped into the river. Then there struck close upon her ears—


    
      Lars Porsena of Clusium


      By the nine Gods he swore—

    


    and then more faintly, as if the speaker had passed her on his walk—


    
      That the Great House of Tarquin


      Should suffer wrong no more.

    


    Yes, she knew she must go back to all that, but at present she must weep. Screening her face she sobbed more steadily than she had yet done, her shoulders rising and falling with great regularity. It was this figure that her husband saw when, having reached the polished Sphinx, having entangled himself with a man selling picture postcards, he turned; the stanza instantly stopped. He came up to her, laid his hand on her shoulder, and said, “Dearest.” His voice was supplicating. But she shut her face away from him, as much as to say, “You can’t possibly understand.”


    As he did not leave her, however, she had to wipe her eyes, and to raise them to the level of the factory chimneys on the other bank. She saw also the arches of Waterloo Bridge and the carts moving across them, like the line of animals in a shooting gallery. They were seen blankly, but to see anything was of course to end her weeping and begin to walk.


    “I would rather walk,” she said, her husband having hailed a cab already occupied by two city men.


    The fixity of her mood was broken by the action of walking. The shooting motor cars, more like spiders in the moon than terrestrial objects, the thundering drays, the jingling hansoms, and little black broughams, made her think of the world she lived in. Somewhere up there above the pinnacles where the smoke rose in a pointed hill, her children were now asking for her, and getting a soothing reply. As for the mass of streets, squares, and public buildings which parted them, she only felt at this moment how little London had done to make her love it, although thirty of her forty years had been spent in a street. She knew how to read the people who were passing her; there were the rich who were running to and from each others’ houses at this hour; there were the bigoted workers driving in a straight line to their offices; there were the poor who were unhappy and rightly malignant. Already, though there was sunlight in the haze, tattered old men and women were nodding off to sleep upon the seats. When one gave up seeing the beauty that clothed things, this was the skeleton beneath.


    A fine rain now made her still more dismal; vans with the odd names of those engaged in odd industries—Sprules, Manufacturer of Saw-dust; Grabb, to whom no piece of waste paper comes amiss—fell flat as a bad joke; bold lovers, sheltered behind one cloak, seemed to her sordid, past their passion; the flower women, a contented company, whose talk is always worth hearing, were sodden hags; the red, yellow, and blue flowers, whose heads were pressed together, would not blaze. Moreover, her husband walking with a quick rhythmic stride, jerking his free hand occasionally, was either a Viking or a stricken Nelson; the sea-gulls had changed his note.


    “Ridley, shall we drive? Shall we drive, Ridley?”


    Mrs. Ambrose had to speak sharply; by this time he was far away.


    The cab, by trotting steadily along the same road, soon withdrew them from the West End, and plunged them into London. It appeared that this was a great manufacturing place, where the people were engaged in making things, as though the West End, with its electric lamps, its vast plate-glass windows all shining yellow, its carefully-finished houses, and tiny live figures trotting on the pavement, or bowled along on wheels in the road, was the finished work. It appeared to her a very small bit of work for such an enormous factory to have made. For some reason it appeared to her as a small golden tassel on the edge of a vast black cloak.


    Observing that they passed no other hansom cab, but only vans and waggons, and that not one of the thousand men and women she saw was either a gentleman or a lady, Mrs. Ambrose understood that after all it is the ordinary thing to be poor, and that London is the city of innumerable poor people. Startled by this discovery and seeing herself pacing a circle all the days of her life round Picadilly Circus she was greatly relieved to pass a building put up by the London County Council for Night Schools.


    “Lord, how gloomy it is!” her husband groaned. “Poor creatures!”


    What with the misery for her children, the poor, and the rain, her mind was like a wound exposed to dry in the air.


    At this point the cab stopped, for it was in danger of being crushed like an egg-shell. The wide Embankment which had had room for cannonballs and squadrons, had now shrunk to a cobbled lane steaming with smells of malt and oil and blocked by waggons. While her husband read the placards pasted on the brick announcing the hours at which certain ships would sail for Scotland, Mrs. Ambrose did her best to find information. From a world exclusively occupied in feeding waggons with sacks, half obliterated too in a fine yellow fog, they got neither help nor attention. It seemed a miracle when an old man approached, guessed their condition, and proposed to row them out to their ship in the little boat which he kept moored at the bottom of a flight of steps. With some hesitation they trusted themselves to him, took their places, and were soon waving up and down upon the water, London having shrunk to two lines of buildings on either side of them, square buildings and oblong buildings placed in rows like a child’s avenue of bricks.


    The river, which had a certain amount of troubled yellow light in it, ran with great force; bulky barges floated down swiftly escorted by tugs; police boats shot past everything; the wind went with the current. The open rowing-boat in which they sat bobbed and curtseyed across the line of traffic. In mid-stream the old man stayed his hands upon the oars, and as the water rushed past them, remarked that once he had taken many passengers across, where now he took scarcely any. He seemed to recall an age when his boat, moored among rushes, carried delicate feet across to lawns at Rotherhithe.


    “They want bridges now,” he said, indicating the monstrous outline of the Tower Bridge. Mournfully Helen regarded him, who was putting water between her and her children. Mournfully she gazed at the ship they were approaching; anchored in the middle of the stream they could dimly read her name—Euphrosyne.


    Very dimly in the falling dusk they could see the lines of the rigging, the masts and the dark flag which the breeze blew out squarely behind.


    As the little boat sidled up to the steamer, and the old man shipped his oars, he remarked once more pointing above, that ships all the world over flew that flag the day they sailed. In the minds of both the passengers the blue flag appeared a sinister token, and this the moment for presentiments, but nevertheless they rose, gathered their things together, and climbed on deck.


    Down in the saloon of her father’s ship, Miss Rachel Vinrace, aged twenty-four, stood waiting her uncle and aunt nervously. To begin with, though nearly related, she scarcely remembered them; to go on with, they were elderly people, and finally, as her father’s daughter she must be in some sort prepared to entertain them. She looked forward to seeing them as civilised people generally look forward to the first sight of civilised people, as though they were of the nature of an approaching physical discomfort—a tight shoe or a draughty window. She was already unnaturally braced to receive them. As she occupied herself in laying forks severely straight by the side of knives, she heard a man’s voice saying gloomily:


    “On a dark night one would fall down these stairs head foremost,” to which a woman’s voice added, “And be killed.”


    As she spoke the last words the woman stood in the doorway. Tall, large-eyed, draped in purple shawls, Mrs. Ambrose was romantic and beautiful; not perhaps sympathetic, for her eyes looked straight and considered what they saw. Her face was much warmer than a Greek face; on the other hand it was much bolder than the face of the usual pretty Englishwoman.


    “Oh, Rachel, how d’you do,” she said, shaking hands.


    “How are you, dear,” said Mr. Ambrose, inclining his forehead to be kissed. His niece instinctively liked his thin angular body, and the big head with its sweeping features, and the acute, innocent eyes.


    “Tell Mr. Pepper,” Rachel bade the servant. Husband and wife then sat down on one side of the table, with their niece opposite to them.


    “My father told me to begin,” she explained. “He is very busy with the men…. You know Mr. Pepper?”


    A little man who was bent as some trees are by a gale on one side of them had slipped in. Nodding to Mr. Ambrose, he shook hands with Helen.


    “Draughts,” he said, erecting the collar of his coat.


    “You are still rheumatic?” asked Helen. Her voice was low and seductive, though she spoke absently enough, the sight of town and river being still present to her mind.


    “Once rheumatic, always rheumatic, I fear,” he replied. “To some extent it depends on the weather, though not so much as people are apt to think.”


    “One does not die of it, at any rate,” said Helen.


    “As a general rule—no,” said Mr. Pepper.


    “Soup, Uncle Ridley?” asked Rachel.


    “Thank you, dear,” he said, and, as he held his plate out, sighed audibly, “Ah! she’s not like her mother.” Helen was just too late in thumping her tumbler on the table to prevent Rachel from hearing, and from blushing scarlet with embarrassment.


    “The way servants treat flowers!” she said hastily. She drew a green vase with a crinkled lip towards her, and began pulling out the tight little chrysanthemums, which she laid on the table-cloth, arranging them fastidiously side by side.


    There was a pause.


    “You knew Jenkinson, didn’t you, Ambrose?” asked Mr. Pepper across the table.


    “Jenkinson of Peterhouse?”


    “He’s dead,” said Mr. Pepper.


    “Ah, dear!—I knew him—ages ago,” said Ridley. “He was the hero of the punt accident, you remember? A queer card. Married a young woman out of a tobacconist’s, and lived in the Fens—never heard what became of him.”


    “Drink—drugs,” said Mr. Pepper with sinister conciseness. “He left a commentary. Hopeless muddle, I’m told.”


    “The man had really great abilities,” said Ridley.


    “His introduction to Jellaby holds its own still,” went on Mr. Pepper, “which is surprising, seeing how text-books change.”


    “There was a theory about the planets, wasn’t there?” asked Ridley.


    “A screw loose somewhere, no doubt of it,” said Mr. Pepper, shaking his head.


    Now a tremor ran through the table, and a light outside swerved. At the same time an electric bell rang sharply again and again.


    “We’re off,” said Ridley.


    A slight but perceptible wave seemed to roll beneath the floor; then it sank; then another came, more perceptible. Lights slid right across the uncurtained window. The ship gave a loud melancholy moan.


    “We’re off!” said Mr. Pepper. Other ships, as sad as she, answered her outside on the river. The chuckling and hissing of water could be plainly heard, and the ship heaved so that the steward bringing plates had to balance himself as he drew the curtain. There was a pause.


    “Jenkinson of Cats—d’you still keep up with him?” asked Ambrose.


    “As much as one ever does,” said Mr. Pepper. “We meet annually. This year he has had the misfortune to lose his wife, which made it painful, of course.”


    “Very painful,” Ridley agreed.


    “There’s an unmarried daughter who keeps house for him, I believe, but it’s never the same, not at his age.”


    Both gentlemen nodded sagely as they carved their apples.


    “There was a book, wasn’t there?” Ridley enquired.


    “There was a book, but there never will be a book,” said Mr. Pepper with such fierceness that both ladies looked up at him.


    “There never will be a book, because some one else has written it for him,” said Mr. Pepper with considerable acidity. “That’s what comes of putting things off, and collecting fossils, and sticking Norman arches on one’s pigsties.”


    “I confess I sympathise,” said Ridley with a melancholy sigh. “I have a weakness for people who can’t begin.”


    “… The accumulations of a lifetime wasted,” continued Mr. pepper. “He had accumulations enough to fill a barn.”


    “It’s a vice that some of us escape,” said Ridley. “Our friend Miles has another work out to-day.”


    Mr. Pepper gave an acid little laugh. “According to my calculations,” he said, “he has produced two volumes and a half annually, which, allowing for time spent in the cradle and so forth, shows a commendable industry.”


    “Yes, the old Master’s saying of him has been pretty well realised,” said Ridley.


    “A way they had,” said Mr. Pepper. “You know the Bruce collection?—not for publication, of course.”


    “I should suppose not,” said Ridley significantly. “For a Divine he was—remarkably free.”


    “The Pump in Neville’s Row, for example?” enquired Mr. Pepper.


    “Precisely,” said Ambrose.


    Each of the ladies, being after the fashion of their sex, highly trained in promoting men’s talk without listening to it, could think—about the education of children, about the use of fog sirens in an opera—without betraying herself. Only it struck Helen that Rachel was perhaps too still for a hostess, and that she might have done something with her hands.


    “Perhaps—?” she said at length, upon which they rose and left, vaguely to the surprise of the gentlemen, who had either thought them attentive or had forgotten their presence.


    “Ah, one could tell strange stories of the old days,” they heard Ridley say, as he sank into his chair again. Glancing back, at the doorway, they saw Mr. Pepper as though he had suddenly loosened his clothes, and had become a vivacious and malicious old ape.


    Winding veils round their heads, the women walked on deck. They were now moving steadily down the river, passing the dark shapes of ships at anchor, and London was a swarm of lights with a pale yellow canopy drooping above it. There were the lights of the great theatres, the lights of the long streets, lights that indicated huge squares of domestic comfort, lights that hung high in air. No darkness would ever settle upon those lamps, as no darkness had settled upon them for hundreds of years. It seemed dreadful that the town should blaze for ever in the same spot; dreadful at least to people going away to adventure upon the sea, and beholding it as a circumscribed mound, eternally burnt, eternally scarred. From the deck of the ship the great city appeared a crouched and cowardly figure, a sedentary miser.


    Leaning over the rail, side by side, Helen said, “Won’t you be cold?” Rachel replied, “No…. How beautiful!” she added a moment later. Very little was visible—a few masts, a shadow of land here, a line of brilliant windows there. They tried to make head against the wind.


    “It blows—it blows!” gasped Rachel, the words rammed down her throat. Struggling by her side, Helen was suddenly overcome by the spirit of movement, and pushed along with her skirts wrapping themselves round her knees, and both arms to her hair. But slowly the intoxication of movement died down, and the wind became rough and chilly. They looked through a chink in the blind and saw that long cigars were being smoked in the dining-room; they saw Mr. Ambrose throw himself violently against the back of his chair, while Mr. Pepper crinkled his cheeks as though they had been cut in wood. The ghost of a roar of laughter came out to them, and was drowned at once in the wind. In the dry yellow-lighted room Mr. Pepper and Mr. Ambrose were oblivious of all tumult; they were in Cambridge, and it was probably about the year 1875.


    “They’re old friends,” said Helen, smiling at the sight. “Now, is there a room for us to sit in?”


    Rachel opened a door.


    “It’s more like a landing than a room,” she said. Indeed it had nothing of the shut stationary character of a room on shore. A table was rooted in the middle, and seats were stuck to the sides. Happily the tropical suns had bleached the tapestries to a faded blue-green colour, and the mirror with its frame of shells, the work of the steward’s love, when the time hung heavy in the southern seas, was quaint rather than ugly. Twisted shells with red lips like unicorn’s horns ornamented the mantelpiece, which was draped by a pall of purple plush from which depended a certain number of balls. Two windows opened on to the deck, and the light beating through them when the ship was roasted on the Amazons had turned the prints on the opposite wall to a faint yellow colour, so that “The Coliseum” was scarcely to be distinguished from Queen Alexandra playing with her Spaniels. A pair of wicker arm-chairs by the fireside invited one to warm one’s hands at a grate full of gilt shavings; a great lamp swung above the table—the kind of lamp which makes the light of civilisation across dark fields to one walking in the country.


    “It’s odd that every one should be an old friend of Mr. Pepper’s,” Rachel started nervously, for the situation was difficult, the room cold, and Helen curiously silent.


    “I suppose you take him for granted?” said her aunt.


    “He’s like this,” said Rachel, lighting on a fossilised fish in a basin, and displaying it.


    “I expect you’re too severe,” Helen remarked.


    Rachel immediately tried to qualify what she had said against her belief.


    “I don’t really know him,” she said, and took refuge in facts, believing that elderly people really like them better than feelings. She produced what she knew of William Pepper. She told Helen that he always called on Sundays when they were at home; he knew about a great many things—about mathematics, history, Greek, zoology, economics, and the Icelandic Sagas. He had turned Persian poetry into English prose, and English prose into Greek iambics; he was an authority upon coins; and—one other thing—oh yes, she thought it was vehicular traffic.


    He was here either to get things out of the sea, or to write upon the probable course of Odysseus, for Greek after all was his hobby.


    “I’ve got all his pamphlets,” she said. “Little pamphlets. Little yellow books.” It did not appear that she had read them.


    “Has he ever been in love?” asked Helen, who had chosen a seat.


    This was unexpectedly to the point.


    “His heart’s a piece of old shoe leather,” Rachel declared, dropping the fish. But when questioned she had to own that she had never asked him.


    “I shall ask him,” said Helen.


    “The last time I saw you, you were buying a piano,” she continued. “Do you remember—the piano, the room in the attic, and the great plants with the prickles?”


    “Yes, and my aunts said the piano would come through the floor, but at their age one wouldn’t mind being killed in the night?” she enquired.


    “I heard from Aunt Bessie not long ago,” Helen stated. “She is afraid that you will spoil your arms if you insist upon so much practising.”


    “The muscles of the forearm—and then one won’t marry?”


    “She didn’t put it quite like that,” replied Mrs. Ambrose.


    “Oh, no—of course she wouldn’t,” said Rachel with a sigh.


    Helen looked at her. Her face was weak rather than decided, saved from insipidity by the large enquiring eyes; denied beauty, now that she was sheltered indoors, by the lack of colour and definite outline. Moreover, a hesitation in speaking, or rather a tendency to use the wrong words, made her seem more than normally incompetent for her years. Mrs. Ambrose, who had been speaking much at random, now reflected that she certainly did not look forward to the intimacy of three or four weeks on board ship which was threatened. Women of her own age usually boring her, she supposed that girls would be worse. She glanced at Rachel again. Yes! how clear it was that she would be vacillating, emotional, and when you said something to her it would make no more lasting impression than the stroke of a stick upon water. There was nothing to take hold of in girls—nothing hard, permanent, satisfactory. Did Willoughby say three weeks, or did he say four? She tried to remember.


    At this point, however, the door opened and a tall burly man entered the room, came forward and shook Helen’s hand with an emotional kind of heartiness, Willoughby himself, Rachel’s father, Helen’s brother-in-law. As a great deal of flesh would have been needed to make a fat man of him, his frame being so large, he was not fat; his face was a large framework too, looking, by the smallness of the features and the glow in the hollow of the cheek, more fitted to withstand assaults of the weather than to express sentiments and emotions, or to respond to them in others.


    “It is a great pleasure that you have come,” he said, “for both of us.”


    Rachel murmured in obedience to her father’s glance.


    “We’ll do our best to make you comfortable. And Ridley. We think it an honour to have charge of him. Pepper’ll have some one to contradict him—which I daren’t do. You find this child grown, don’t you? A young woman, eh?”


    Still holding Helen’s hand he drew his arm round Rachel’s shoulder, thus making them come uncomfortably close, but Helen forbore to look.


    “You think she does us credit?” he asked.


    “Oh yes,” said Helen.


    “Because we expect great things of her,” he continued, squeezing his daughter’s arm and releasing her. “But about you now.” They sat down side by side on the little sofa. “Did you leave the children well? They’ll be ready for school, I suppose. Do they take after you or Ambrose? They’ve got good heads on their shoulders, I’ll be bound?”


    At this Helen immediately brightened more than she had yet done, and explained that her son was six and her daughter ten. Everybody said that her boy was like her and her girl like Ridley. As for brains, they were quick brats, she thought, and modestly she ventured on a little story about her son,—how left alone for a minute he had taken the pat of butter in his fingers, run across the room with it, and put it on the fire—merely for the fun of the thing, a feeling which she could understand.


    “And you had to show the young rascal that these tricks wouldn’t do, eh?”


    “A child of six? I don’t think they matter.”


    “I’m an old-fashioned father.”


    “Nonsense, Willoughby; Rachel knows better.”


    Much as Willoughby would doubtless have liked his daughter to praise him she did not; her eyes were unreflecting as water, her fingers still toying with the fossilised fish, her mind absent. The elder people went on to speak of arrangements that could be made for Ridley’s comfort—a table placed where he couldn’t help looking at the sea, far from boilers, at the same time sheltered from the view of people passing. Unless he made this a holiday, when his books were all packed, he would have no holiday whatever; for out at Santa Marina Helen knew, by experience, that he would work all day; his boxes, she said, were packed with books.


    “Leave it to me—leave it to me!” said Willoughby, obviously intending to do much more than she asked of him. But Ridley and Mr. Pepper were heard fumbling at the door.


    “How are you, Vinrace?” said Ridley, extending a limp hand as he came in, as though the meeting were melancholy to both, but on the whole more so to him.


    Willoughby preserved his heartiness, tempered by respect. For the moment nothing was said.


    “We looked in and saw you laughing,” Helen remarked. “Mr. Pepper had just told a very good story.”


    “Pish. None of the stories were good,” said her husband peevishly.


    “Still a severe judge, Ridley?” enquired Mr. Vinrace.


    “We bored you so that you left,” said Ridley, speaking directly to his wife.


    As this was quite true Helen did not attempt to deny it, and her next remark, “But didn’t they improve after we’d gone?” was unfortunate, for her husband answered with a droop of his shoulders, “If possible they got worse.”


    The situation was now one of considerable discomfort for every one concerned, as was proved by a long interval of constraint and silence. Mr. Pepper, indeed, created a diversion of a kind by leaping on to his seat, both feet tucked under him, with the action of a spinster who detects a mouse, as the draught struck at his ankles. Drawn up there, sucking at his cigar, with his arms encircling his knees, he looked like the image of Buddha, and from this elevation began a discourse, addressed to nobody, for nobody had called for it, upon the unplumbed depths of ocean. He professed himself surprised to learn that although Mr. Vinrace possessed ten ships, regularly plying between London and Buenos Aires, not one of them was bidden to investigate the great white monsters of the lower waters.


    “No, no,” laughed Willoughby, “the monsters of the earth are too many for me!”


    Rachel was heard to sigh, “Poor little goats!”


    “If it weren’t for the goats there’d be no music, my dear; music depends upon goats,” said her father rather sharply, and Mr. Pepper went on to describe the white, hairless, blind monsters lying curled on the ridges of sand at the bottom of the sea, which would explode if you brought them to the surface, their sides bursting asunder and scattering entrails to the winds when released from pressure, with considerable detail and with such show of knowledge, that Ridley was disgusted, and begged him to stop.


    From all this Helen drew her own conclusions, which were gloomy enough. Pepper was a bore; Rachel was an unlicked girl, no doubt prolific of confidences, the very first of which would be: “You see, I don’t get on with my father.” Willoughby, as usual, loved his business and built his Empire, and between them all she would be considerably bored. Being a woman of action, however, she rose, and said that for her part she was going to bed. At the door she glanced back instinctively at Rachel, expecting that as two of the same sex they would leave the room together. Rachel rose, looked vaguely into Helen’s face, and remarked with her slight stammer, “I’m going out to t-t-triumph in the wind.”


    Mrs. Ambrose’s worst suspicions were confirmed; she went down the passage lurching from side to side, and fending off the wall now with her right arm, now with her left; at each lurch she exclaimed emphatically, “Damn!”


    



    



    



    



Chapter II


    Uncomfortable as the night, with its rocking movement, and salt smells, may have been, and in one case undoubtedly was, for Mr. Pepper had insufficient clothes upon his bed, the breakfast next morning wore a kind of beauty. The voyage had begun, and had begun happily with a soft blue sky, and a calm sea. The sense of untapped resources, things to say as yet unsaid, made the hour significant, so that in future years the entire journey perhaps would be represented by this one scene, with the sound of sirens hooting in the river the night before, somehow mixing in.


    The table was cheerful with apples and bread and eggs. Helen handed Willoughby the butter, and as she did so cast her eye on him and reflected, “And she married you, and she was happy, I suppose.”


    She went off on a familiar train of thought, leading on to all kinds of well-known reflections, from the old wonder, why Theresa had married Willoughby?


    “Of course, one sees all that,” she thought, meaning that one sees that he is big and burly, and has a great booming voice, and a fist and a will of his own; “but—” here she slipped into a fine analysis of him which is best represented by one word, “sentimental,” by which she meant that he was never simple and honest about his feelings. For example, he seldom spoke of the dead, but kept anniversaries with singular pomp. She suspected him of nameless atrocities with regard to his daughter, as indeed she had always suspected him of bullying his wife. Naturally she fell to comparing her own fortunes with the fortunes of her friend, for Willoughby’s wife had been perhaps the one woman Helen called friend, and this comparison often made the staple of their talk. Ridley was a scholar, and Willoughby was a man of business. Ridley was bringing out the third volume of Pindar when Willoughby was launching his first ship. They built a new factory the very year the commentary on Aristotle—was it?—appeared at the University Press. “And Rachel,” she looked at her, meaning, no doubt, to decide the argument, which was otherwise too evenly balanced, by declaring that Rachel was not comparable to her own children. “She really might be six years old,” was all she said, however, this judgment referring to the smooth unmarked outline of the girl’s face, and not condemning her otherwise, for if Rachel were ever to think, feel, laugh, or express herself, instead of dropping milk from a height as though to see what kind of drops it made, she might be interesting though never exactly pretty. She was like her mother, as the image in a pool on a still summer’s day is like the vivid flushed face that hangs over it.


    Meanwhile Helen herself was under examination, though not from either of her victims. Mr. Pepper considered her; and his meditations, carried on while he cut his toast into bars and neatly buttered them, took him through a considerable stretch of autobiography. One of his penetrating glances assured him that he was right last night in judging that Helen was beautiful. Blandly he passed her the jam. She was talking nonsense, but not worse nonsense than people usually do talk at breakfast, the cerebral circulation, as he knew to his cost, being apt to give trouble at that hour. He went on saying “No” to her, on principle, for he never yielded to a woman on account of her sex. And here, dropping his eyes to his plate, he became autobiographical. He had not married himself for the sufficient reason that he had never met a woman who commanded his respect. Condemned to pass the susceptible years of youth in a railway station in Bombay, he had seen only coloured women, military women, official women; and his ideal was a woman who could read Greek, if not Persian, was irreproachably fair in the face, and able to understand the small things he let fall while undressing. As it was he had contracted habits of which he was not in the least ashamed. Certain odd minutes every day went to learning things by heart; he never took a ticket without noting the number; he devoted January to Petronius, February to Catullus, March to the Etruscan vases perhaps; anyhow he had done good work in India, and there was nothing to regret in his life except the fundamental defects which no wise man regrets, when the present is still his. So concluding he looked up suddenly and smiled. Rachel caught his eye.


    “And now you’ve chewed something thirty-seven times, I suppose?” she thought, but said politely aloud, “Are your legs troubling you to-day, Mr. Pepper?”


    “My shoulder blades?” he asked, shifting them painfully. “Beauty has no effect upon uric acid that I’m aware of,” he sighed, contemplating the round pane opposite, through which the sky and sea showed blue. At the same time he took a little parchment volume from his pocket and laid it on the table. As it was clear that he invited comment, Helen asked him the name of it. She got the name; but she got also a disquisition upon the proper method of making roads. Beginning with the Greeks, who had, he said, many difficulties to contend with, he continued with the Romans, passed to England and the right method, which speedily became the wrong method, and wound up with such a fury of denunciation directed against the road-makers of the present day in general, and the road-makers of Richmond Park in particular, where Mr. Pepper had the habit of cycling every morning before breakfast, that the spoons fairly jingled against the coffee cups, and the insides of at least four rolls mounted in a heap beside Mr. Pepper’s plate.


    “Pebbles!” he concluded, viciously dropping another bread pellet upon the heap. “The roads of England are mended with pebbles! ‘With the first heavy rainfall,’ I’ve told ’em, ‘your road will be a swamp.’ Again and again my words have proved true. But d’you suppose they listen to me when I tell ’em so, when I point out the consequences, the consequences to the public purse, when I recommend ’em to read Coryphaeus? No, Mrs. Ambrose, you will form no just opinion of the stupidity of mankind until you have sat upon a Borough Council!” The little man fixed her with a glance of ferocious energy.


    “I have had servants,” said Mrs. Ambrose, concentrating her gaze. “At this moment I have a nurse. She’s a good woman as they go, but she’s determined to make my children pray. So far, owing to great care on my part, they think of God as a kind of walrus; but now that my back’s turned—Ridley,” she demanded, swinging round upon her husband, “what shall we do if we find them saying the Lord’s Prayer when we get home again?”


    Ridley made the sound which is represented by “Tush.” But Willoughby, whose discomfort as he listened was manifested by a slight movement rocking of his body, said awkwardly, “Oh, surely, Helen, a little religion hurts nobody.”


    “I would rather my children told lies,” she replied, and while Willoughby was reflecting that his sister-in-law was even more eccentric than he remembered, pushed her chair back and swept upstairs. In a second they heard her calling back, “Oh, look! We’re out at sea!”


    They followed her on to the deck. All the smoke and the houses had disappeared, and the ship was out in a wide space of sea very fresh and clear though pale in the early light. They had left London sitting on its mud. A very thin line of shadow tapered on the horizon, scarcely thick enough to stand the burden of Paris, which nevertheless rested upon it. They were free of roads, free of mankind, and the same exhilaration at their freedom ran through them all. The ship was making her way steadily through small waves which slapped her and then fizzled like effervescing water, leaving a little border of bubbles and foam on either side. The colourless October sky above was thinly clouded as if by the trail of wood-fire smoke, and the air was wonderfully salt and brisk. Indeed it was too cold to stand still. Mrs. Ambrose drew her arm within her husband’s, and as they moved off it could be seen from the way in which her sloping cheek turned up to his that she had something private to communicate. They went a few paces and Rachel saw them kiss.


    Down she looked into the depth of the sea. While it was slightly disturbed on the surface by the passage of the Euphrosyne, beneath it was green and dim, and it grew dimmer and dimmer until the sand at the bottom was only a pale blur. One could scarcely see the black ribs
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