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    I

    It was a fine October morning and the sun was rising. The Exchange clock, stopped by the request of the inhabitants of the city of Trentham from midnight until six in the morning struck, with its admired sonority, the half after that hour.

    A mile away, Thomas Blake sighed and stretched in his bed, pulling himself with an effort from the warmth and oblivion of the night. He became awake and anxious at the same time. He thought the anxiety was due to his fear of missing the early train to Leicester and turned his head sharply on the pillow to listen. The sound of coal being got in at the back of the house reassured him. Agnes was up. He would get his breakfast. He relaxed again. But the anxiety persisted still. What was it? He could not think for a moment. Then he remembered that old Simpson had yesterday again threatened to sell the works.

    The anxiety, which had been vague and blunt, now became sharp and goaded the last vestiges of sleep and comfort from Thomas’s mind and body.

    ‘The old devil,’ he thought. ‘Does he mean it this time? Or does he do it simply to twist my tail? Has he got a buyer in view? I wish I knew what he was up to.’

    He turned restlessly in the bed and came face to face with his wife, who lay beside him. Her eyes were closed, but she was not asleep.

    ‘Are you getting up, Thomas?’ she inquired.

    ‘I’m not up, if that’s what you mean,’ said Thomas, made caustic by the secret goad.

    ‘I thought I heard it strike half-past six,’ said Celia.

    ‘You did,’ said Thomas. ‘So did I.’

    He meant to rebuke her, to point out that he needed no reminder of his responsibility of providing for her and her three children, but she opened her eyes and smiled at him to show that she knew what he was thinking. Her smile was amused, but disarming, and somehow it cleared his spirits. He got out of bed.

    He yawned, stretching his arms to the dim ceiling. He rubbed his thinning hair, and in the pyjamas that were too large for him, since they were bought by Celia at a sale, he padded to the window to look out.

    The Grove was quiet. The modest houses slept two by two on each side of the road, and two by two in the Crescent that rounded off the top. Birds twittered – their spring songs forgotten – in the gardens which were small and square before the houses, and longer and larger behind. An occasional tram lumbered past the open end of the Grove.

    There was a request stop there, but at this hour the trams could ignore it. The passengers from the Grove did not require to be taken up until towards nine o’clock. There would be plenty of them then; men of all ages going to shops and offices of their own or of other people’s; smartly dressed girls; children going to the schools. All these would emerge later from the Grove, but as yet they lay in their beds, hidden from each other by the decencies of brick wall and drawn blind.

    Thomas Blake alone seemed to be stirring. His isolation struck him. He saw himself as one who, while others slept, went forth to wrest from the world the wherewithal to feed, clothe and house several other human beings. He thought of himself as the provider and the thought filled him with warmth and benevolence toward those who depended upon him – towards Celia in the bed there, the girls in the room next door, Douglas in his attic overhead, and down in the city, his mother and sister in the old dingy house; but he made a reservation about his brother. He did not feel benevolent towards Edward. He grudged providing for Edward as he frequently had to do when Edward lost the jobs that Thomas found for him. He dismissed the thought of Edward and groped for his clothes in the gloom.

    He made for the door.

    ‘I’ll dress in the bathroom,’ he said to Celia. ‘You go to sleep again.’

    But Celia did not wish to go to sleep again. It wasn’t worth it. When Thomas finished in the bathroom, she must get up. But that would not be for another half-hour. Half an hour of peace and solitude was precious in her busy day. She was the wife of Thomas, the mother of Freda, Ruth and Douglas, the mistress of Agnes and of No. 17, the Grove, but when she was alone she was herself. When she was alone, another self, ordinarily covered over, walled in by preoccupations of house, husband and children, took the air, as it were, and walked abroad.

    She stretched out one arm and let her hand dangle over the edge of the bed. She lay among her dark hair on the pillow and looked along the arm. She had been looking at this arm and hand a long time, she reflected. Forty-one years, on and off. This hand she thought, spreading her fingers, had done a good deal; it grubbed in sand and mud when it was little; it wrote in innumerable exercise books at school and tried to paint autumn leaves; it played the piano, was held by young men, gave itself to Thomas, nursed three babies, and was now occupied in making puddings, dusting, carrying shopping baskets, keeping accounts, sewing, soothing, smoothing for her family.

    ‘Mmm,’ murmured Celia from the hollow of her pillow.

    The hand had not done anything she had wished it to do; never waved a Suffragette banner or written a novel. But perhaps there was no further need in these days to do either.

    She lifted her hand against the subdued light from the windows. It was still pretty; long and shapely, but it was the hand of a woman who washed things out in the bathroom, got pastry under her nails, pricked her fingers with a needle. It was the hand, Celia told herself candidly, of an ordinary middle-class woman with a family.

    Once she had been very vain of her hands. At parties, she used to do things to her hair to show them off, and once in a school photograph she had arranged them so conspicuously before her that they reappeared out of focus, and her great disproportionate hands ruined the group and put her to shame.

    She had put cold cream on her hands the previous night and felt now to see if they were any the better for it. They were. Pleasant to be able to stave off age a little with cold cream, she thought. But of course it was a losing fight.

    ‘I’m getting old,’ she said.

    Her grey eyes were beautiful and her mouth sweet and apt to smile, but when she looked in the glass nowadays she was sad to see the line under her chin and the grey beginning to appear in the dark hair she had never cut short, but wore in a little knot on the nape of her neck.

    Her figure had never given her any trouble and gave her none now. She had endowed the girls with the same slender grace. They had her smooth skin now, her perished bloom. She had flowered, borne fruit, and was now fading.

    The inexorability of life and time made Celia turn on her back and stare at the ceiling. The sweep of life and time was sad, even tragic, but it was magnificent.

    Celia contemplated it for a moment, then rolled over abruptly to look at the clock on the table by the bed.

    ‘I wonder if Thomas has finished in the bathroom,’ she said.

    But while she had travelled over vast, vague areas of the past, present and future, he had not yet completed the shaving of his face. The razor was just now mowing down the white lather in swathes and revealing Thomas’s healthy countenance again clouded by anxiety. He was again wondering if old Simpson really meant this time to sell the works.

    These works had once belonged to Thomas’s father, and before him to his grandfather. Over the main entrance was a stone shield bearing the inscription: ‘THOMAS BLAKE, 1872.’ On the wall facing Smalley Street was painted in large black letters: ‘THOMAS BLAKE. GENERAL ENGINEER.’ Round the corner in Bonser Street was a notice: ‘BLAKE’S OFFICE.’ Every machine that came out of the works bore the name of Blake. The works were known as ‘Blake’s’ in all the district, but no Blake owned them now.

    Thomas’s father, Percival, long dead, had not been a good business man. He inherited the works from his father, but he had not been able to manage them. He first made his manager, Joseph Simpson, a partner, and later, as Thomas was about to enter them from school, he sold the works outright to Simpson for a ridiculously small sum.

    Thomas, at seventeen, felt a chagrin bitter beyond his years. He pleaded, reproached and finally wept, while his father gazed at him with extended blue eyes, his mouth pendant beneath his white moustache.

    ‘But, my boy, we needed the money,’ he said from time to time with astonished mildness.

    ‘What for?’ asked Thomas angrily.

    ‘Why, to carry on with. To keep this house up. It takes a lot of money for us all, for your mother and Edward and Isabel and Fanny and you and me. You wait till you’re married, my boy, and then you’ll find out. We can’t live on nothing, begad.’

    ‘But if you hold on to the works, you’ll always have money coming in – year after year,’ cried Thomas. ‘Let me take charge. I’ll manage them. Besides, you’ve no right to sell them. They ought to be for Edward and me.’

    ‘I’m afraid Edward’s going to be no good as an engineer,’ said his father.

    ‘But I am,’ shouted Thomas.

    ‘You,’ said his father. ‘You’re only seventeen. And I’m very hard up. We need the money now. Besides, it’s done. I can’t go back on my word. I’ve sold the works to Simpson. No good crying over spilt milk, my boy,’ said Mr. Blake, shaking his head over Thomas’s angry sobbing. ‘For my part, I’m glad to be rid of the place. It’s done nothing but lose me money ever since I had anything to do with it.’ Mr. Blake opened his eyes in mild blame. ‘And I don’t know what you’re bothering about,’ he added. ‘Simpson’s promised you a place there just the same.’

    ‘Just the same?’ cried Thomas savagely. He looked at his father with hatred in his eyes.

    But Mr. Blake was impervious to, or unaware of, hatred. He was well pleased to have freed himself from the works so that he could sit about the house with the essays of George Brimley or Dean Church and go towards evening to a neighbouring public-house where, oddly enough, his rambling erudite talk was much appreciated.

    Thomas, for his part, went to work as a servant where he should have been master, and saw the son of Joseph Simpson take the place that should have been his. Both young men went to the war, but just as it occurred to old Simpson to take down the stone shield above the entrance and substitute one of his own, his son was killed in France. After that, Joseph Simpson did not care what name the works went under.

    One might have thought that Simpson, now childless, would look upon Thomas as his rightful successor at the works, and find some means of restoring them to him. But things rarely happen like that. Old Simpson disliked Thomas for coming unscathed through the war, for being alive when his son was dead. He allowed Thomas to manage the place, but he made it clear that if he wanted the works he would have to buy them in the open market. And that he knew Thomas could not do.

    Thomas had nothing beyond his salary of five hundred pounds a year. Celia had fifty pounds income on the odd thousand left by her father, a Lancashire doctor, dead ten years before. It was impossible to save out of this with three children and much to do for his mother and Isabel, and now and again for Fanny, for although Fanny was married, her husband was either feckless or unfortunate and could not provide adequately for his increasing family.

    ‘If old Simpson sells the works, I’m done for,’ thought Thomas, putting away his razor.

    ‘Haven’t you finished yet, Thomas?’ asked Celia at the door.

    ‘I won’t be a minute,’ answered Thomas, plunging into the waiting cold bath.

    Celia went to get the girls up. In the bed behind the door, Freda was lying awake, dreaming the dreams of seventeen. In the bed by the window, Ruth, aged fifteen, was still asleep with a book on the floor beside her.

    Celia sent up the blind with a rattle, kissed her daughters, and went to call Douglas. He greeted her at the top of his stairs with a rumpled head.

    ‘Has Pa finished in the bathroom?’

    Thomas objected to being called Pa by Douglas, but Celia let him call her anything he liked.

    ‘I’m next, darling,’ she said. ‘I have to go down to see to his breakfast. But I won’t be a minute.’

    ‘Right-ho,’ said Douglas. He tried to slide down the banisters, but his hands stuck and squeaked on the rail. This pleased him and he did it again.

    Below him, Thomas passed from bath to bedroom.

    ‘Agnes,’ called Celia over the banister. ‘The master will be down in five minutes.’

    It was the sort of house where one could speak upstairs, and be heard down. Smells, too, travelled easily in it, and the smell of fried bacon now ascended the stairs, followed by the smell of coffee.

    Thomas welcomed them. They cheered him.

    ‘Perhaps something will turn up,’ he said, staving off his worries and going down to breakfast.

    The front door stood open and the morning air came in, very fresh and sweet, to greet Celia on the stairs as she came down in her turn. The sunlight poured in strongly on the red tiles of the hall. The day seemed full of promise.

    She poured out Thomas’s coffee, and when he finished, she got his shabby Burberry from the pegs under the stairs, and held his hat.

    ‘Goodbye,’ she said, kissing him twice because his cheek was smooth and satisfying. ‘Have a good day.’

    ‘Oh,’ said Thomas, clapping on the hat. ‘I expect it will be much as usual.’

    ‘You never know what’s coming,’ said Celia.

    She leaned over the gate to watch him go. He turned and smiled at her again. These two had spurts of affection at meetings and partings.

    ‘Goodbye,’ called Celia.

    ‘Goodbye,’ said Thomas, walking down the road. Celia still leaned over the gate. The morning was so lovely and the Grove still so quiet. It looked serene, a place of contentment and simplicity. Celia took conscious pleasure in it and smiled after the dwindling figure of her husband.

    Far down the road, he began to run. A tram hove into sight. Thomas took a flying leap and boarded it. The tram careered on, without having stopped. It had a reckless air.

    Celia turned back into the house, now full of the voices and boundings of her children.

    II

    Thomas arrived at the Central Station with several minutes to spare, and walked in a leisurely fashion through the echoing entrance. As he did so, a great dark-blue car drew past him to a standstill and arrested his attention by its discreet magnificence.

    Before the chauffeur could leave his place at the wheel, a braided station official leaped to open the car door. Porters, hanging about idle, for there was not much luggage at that hour, gathered at a distance to stare. Men hurrying in from trains and buses to board the trains turned to look at the man who now alighted.

    Lawrence Knight was to most people a romantic figure. He had started his business career as an office-boy in a Trentham factory and now, at fifty, director of innumerable companies, chairman of the immense corporation known as Allgoods, creator of Fairbay, that incredible bungaloid growth by the sea, he had come back, from caprice, to cut a figure in the city of his birth. He had lately bought Field Place, a country house near Trentham, and now travelled several times a week on the early train to London.

    Mr. Knight stood for a moment collecting his papers from the chauffeur, thereby giving Thomas Blake plenty of time to look at him. Mr. Knight was fairly tall and the excellent cut of his clothes almost concealed a thickness about the middle. He had the complexion of a man who has done himself well for many years. His lids were heavy, but beneath them eyes slid alertly, looking, it seemed, mostly sideways or downwards. Under his clipped fair moustache he smiled, faintly and almost continuously, a smile that seemed compounded of self-congratulation, amusement and friendliness. When the smile dropped for a moment, he looked sharp, ruthless. To Thomas, Mr. Knight appeared attractively urbane, well-groomed, and remarkably affable, and when the chauffeur had collected all the important-looking papers, Thomas followed Mr. Knight across the bridge, still admiring. This man could make money and he himself could not. He had power and Thomas had none. He controlled factories and industries without number and Thomas couldn’t even get hold of the little works that had once been his father’s. He compared his situation gloomily with that of Mr. Knight, and Mr. Knight walked before him, looking genially round, ready to say good morning to anybody. None, however, ventured to address him. Least of all Thomas, who considered himself of no importance whatever in the world of high finance. He would probably never in his life have said good morning to Mr. Knight had not Fate contrived that he should say something more forcible.

    A man as rich as Mr. Knight cheers up a station considerably. The news of his arrival had flashed from the entrance to the platform to the paper-boys, the porters, the stationmaster, the guard, the girls in the Refreshment Rooms, the attendants in the Ladies’ Cloak Rooms, who, although Mr. Knight had never been known to visit them, shared notwithstanding in the general excitement and managed to be about with the rest to see him arrive and depart. When Mr. Knight travelled on the 8.03, the paper-boys cried their papers more shrilly, the porters were more spry, the station-master more conscious of his office, the guard more ubiquitous. Everybody hung about hopefully.

    Mr. Knight and Thomas Blake arrived together at the head of the steps leading down to platform five where the 8.03 only awaited Mr. Knight to be off. Down below, the faces of the guard, station-master, porters, paper-boys, the attendants at the doors of the Ladies’ Cloak Rooms were upturned to Mr. Knight. Mr. Knight affably descended. Thomas came immediately behind, trailing his hand absently over the rail interspersed at intervals with brass studs by a Railway Company anxious to prevent passengers from sliding down the banister to the platforms. The steps to platform five were carefully non-slip; they had moreover been swept that morning. Nevertheless, half-way in his descent, Mr. Knight, before the horrified eyes of the entire station, slipped. He slipped and drove his elbow violently into the stomach of Thomas Blake behind him.

    ‘Damn,’ said Thomas, doubling up, but at the same time, with admirable presence of mind, clutching Mr. Knight.

    The financier swore at greater length as he strove with Thomas’s help to recover his balance. The station-master, looking scared, arrived in time to pick up the fallen papers.

    ‘Why the hell,’ said Mr. Knight quietly, ‘can’t you keep these steps free from orange peel?’

    ‘Orange peel, sir?’ stammered the station-master.

    ‘What’s that? It’s orange peel, isn’t it?’ asked Mr. Knight, pointing an incriminating finger.

    The station-master bent down, very low and anxiously.

    ‘I think it’s apple, sir. But whatever it is, it shouldn’t be there. I apologise on behalf of the company, sir. It would have been a terrible thing for us, if anything had happened to you. It’s a providential thing that this gentleman was so near behind you and managed to catch you, sir.’

    Thus reminded, Mr. Knight turned round to Thomas Blake.

    ‘By George, yes. And I gave you a nasty one in the wind, I’ll be bound. Did it hurt?’

    Mr. Knight had recovered his smile. Thomas smiled in response.

    ‘Not at all.’

    ‘Good,’ said Mr. Knight. ‘But it’s disgraceful carelessness to let a piece of orange peel lodge on the steps like that, station-master. I might have broken a leg or an arm – and I’m not like you, you know. I haven’t time to be laid up. I suppose I ought to report it in the interest of the public. But as it only happened to me,’ he said with smiling emphasis, ‘I won’t.’

    He waved the thanks and protestations of the stationmaster aside and continued down the steps.

    ‘Hope I didn’t hurt you?’ he said again to Thomas.

    ‘Not in the least,’ said Thomas.

    Mr. Knight looked him over.

    ‘Going up to town?’

    ‘No, only to Leicester.’

    ‘I think I’ve seen you before on this train.’

    ‘I’ve been several times lately – yes.’

    This brought them to the door of Mr. Knight’s first-class compartment, held open deferentially by the guard.

    ‘Coming in here?’ asked Mr. Knight of Thomas.

    Thomas’s eyes flickered to the guard. The guard knew that Thomas had a third-class ticket, but in mute invitation he opened the door a little wider.

    Thomas, with a sense of excitement, gathered the skirts of his Burberry about him, and followed the financier into the carriage.

    CHAPTER TWO
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    I

    Thomas first travelled with Mr. Knight on Tuesday, and on Friday he travelled with him again, having this time taken a first-class ticket so to do. He excused this unwonted extravagance to Celia by saying it was worth it.

    ‘It’s an experience, you know,’ he explained.

    Celia, to whom all was recounted in the privacy of their bedroom at night, marvelled at the boyish enthusiasms of mature men. Thirteen-year-old Douglas could not have been more thrilled to meet his chosen air-hero or the Captain of the English International Rugby team than Thomas was to meet Mr. Knight. As Thomas, with extreme vivacity, though the hour was late, repeated all Mr. Knight had said to him and all he had said to Mr. Knight, Celia, under cover of the dark, smiled, even at times shook carefully under the sheets. Thomas was funny, but endearing. She let him run on.

    ‘He has no children, it seems. Poor chap, no son to inherit Field Place and all that money…’

    ‘Perhaps he won’t have either when he comes to die,’ said Celia, throwing a little cold water in the manner of wives. ‘Financiers sometimes crash.’

    ‘Oh, Knight won’t,’ said Thomas confidently. ‘Besides, what about his brains? He has no one to hand those on to. Pity, that. Such a loss.’

    He paused for a moment, and Celia thought he had finished. But he broke out again.

    ‘You know it’s very interesting to hear a chap like Knight on international finance.’

    ‘Is it?’ said Celia, her eyelids drooping. ‘I shouldn’t understand a word of it.’

    ‘Oh, well, perhaps you wouldn’t,’ agreed Thomas. Another pause which heralded, Celia hoped drowsily, the end of the conversation for the night. But no. Thomas spoke again.

    ‘I’m not so sure that I understand it either,’ he admitted in a burst of candour.

    ‘Don’t you?’ murmured his wife.

    ‘But of course Knight does,’ said Thomas, ever fresh. ‘He says there’s the most awful slump coming. He makes me tremble. And yet, you know, what would cow an ordinary man like me, seems to stimulate him. Sometimes when he talks, his face gets very sharp and keen. Although he doesn’t give anything away, you know. Oh, no. He’s close. Very. Has to be, I suppose.’

    He paused again. In the silence, Celia’s breathing was suspiciously regular.

    ‘Are you asleep, Celia?’ he asked, slightly aggrieved.

    There was no answer. Thomas had to pursue his reflections on Mr. Knight in silence.

    II

    It was the dutiful habit of Thomas Blake to visit his mother on Sunday morning after church. Wet or fine, in summer’s heat and winter’s cold, year in and year out, Thomas led his reluctant children and as often as he could, his wife, from the heights where St. Martin’s Church and the Grove were situated, to the depths of the city where his mother lived in a house named for no visible reason, Holly House.

    Attendance at St. Martin’s Church was Thomas’s concession to Celia, who thought they ought to go; and attendance at Holly House was Celia’s concession to Thomas, although she herself escaped whenever she could.

    Old Mrs. Blake lived in the house to which she had been taken as a bride more than fifty years ago. In those days it stood in a highly respectable neighbourhood. Now it was hemmed in by picture palaces, fried-fish shops and tenement flats. The tide of fashion had ebbed from Holly House, but Mrs. Blake had not been able to go with it. Years ago, Thomas had begged her to leave it while she could and move to a pleasanter part of the city, but she obstinately refused. Now there was no selling such a house, and she complained incessantly because she had to live in it.

    None of the Blakes, except presumably Thomas, enjoyed these visits, but Freda least of all. More and more she disliked, even dreaded them.

    Everything was so ugly, she told herself. The streets they had to go through, the house itself, her grandmother, so old and sour, Aunt Isabel, middle-aged, plain and put-on. And Uncle Edward, either in bed, which was a relief, or flapping about, unshaven, in old slippers. And Aunt Fanny made Freda hope that she would never have a baby herself. She averted her eyes from the spectacle of Aunt Fanny, Holly House and her relations altogether. Everything connected with them was sordid, she had long decided. You couldn’t get away from them. Every Sunday, you had to go and look at them; and they cropped up during the week, too. Once, when she went into Lane’s, the butcher’s shop, on an errand, the little Lane girl piped out from behind a carcase:

    ‘Doris Woodhouse at our school says she’s your cousin.’

    ‘Does she?’ said Freda with an assumption of cold indifference.

    ‘Go into the back, Hilda, and be quiet with you,’ said the butcher’s wife sharply. ‘Now, my duck?’ she said soothingly to the young girl on the other side of the hacked wooden counter. Pretty, but stuck up, was her verdict. Not taking after her mother, that was plain to see.

    Freda, resenting the ‘duck’ almost as much as the revealed relationship, asked briefly for a pound and a half of beefsteak.

    ‘And send it, please,’ she said, going out of the shop.

    ‘There’s a little snob for you,’ said the butcher’s wife.

    She was right. Freda was a snob. But her snobbery caused her discomfort. It was rather a consciousness of the ideal from which she suffered. She had ideals to which nobody conformed.

    ‘Aren’t people hideous?’ she would say savagely to her mother when they travelled in a tramcar.

    Why should people be ugly, badly dressed, rude, noisy, she wanted to know? Even if poor, need they be so ugly?

    ‘It’s like it says in that poem – about Lady Poverty being slovenly in her dress and no longer beautiful as when her lovely feet were bare,’ she burst out to Celia’s astonishment.

    ‘But, darling, what can we do about it?’ asked Celia feebly.

    ‘Oh, nothing, I know,’ said Freda gloomily. ‘But it’s so depressing.’

    She was fastidious about smells.

    ‘When Agnes takes the lid off the stew, I can smell it in my bedroom,’ she complained.

    ‘I can’t bear grandmother’s house. It smells of apples and mice.’

    ‘Has Mrs. Greene had fried fish again?’ she would inquire, sniffing the air in the garden on a summer evening.

    ‘My dear child,’ Celia would remark. ‘It’s no good getting too grand for this district. Daddy does the best he can for us. Have you ever thought that we might easily have been in a back street like Aunt Fanny?’

    ‘I have,’ said Freda grimly.

    But whereas her mother wished her to remember the escaped back street and be thankful, Freda remembered it and was resentful. Her mother did not know this. There was a great deal Celia did not know about her daughter. She did not know that Freda had very highly coloured dreams about herself and her future.

    At school, other girls might babble of what they were going to be when they left: tennis stars, film stars, secretarial stars, Wranglers and what not, never, strange to say, mere married women. Freda listened to them with a tolerant smile. She let it be thought that some marvellous future awaited her, but did not disclose what it was to be. That would have been difficult, because she did not know herself. But it would, none the less, be wonderful, she implied, and different. The girls believed her. Her looks and a certain remoteness of behaviour compelled their belief. Even a perpetual gym tunic with navy-blue bloomers showing beneath could not disguise Freda’s grace. Her face was pale, her short straight shining hair, looped up for convenience in a slide behind each ear, was a pale gold; in contrast, the lashes of her blue eyes were dark and very long. Her mouth, which could laugh as hard as any girl’s, had often a discontented droop, which her mother sought to correct.

    Freda, however, was now without her dreams. They had been demolished at one blow by her father one Saturday afternoon towards the end of the last summer holidays. He announced with the suddenness and incalculability of fathers in general that she had better be a teacher.

    ‘A teacher!’ repeated Freda, dropping the book she was reading and looking at him with something approaching terror.

    ‘A teacher!’

    A pulse showed beating heavily in her childish neck. She swallowed visibly.

    ‘Why?’

    ‘Because it’s a very good job,’ said her father.

    They were alone in the sitting-room and he continued to read the paper as he talked, because he often found it easier to talk to his children that way.

    ‘In spite of all these newfangled jobs for women, it’s still the best job for them. Short hours, good salary, good holidays, good pension,’ said Thomas to whom as he talked, sensing opposition, the teaching profession took on more roseate hues than early dawn. ‘Look at Miss Blandy.’

    Miss Blandy lived farther up the Grove. She had a car and went abroad for the holidays. She was thirty-five, fresh-faced and humorous. Thomas admired her, and it was because he had walked down the road with her that morning that he had decided in the afternoon that Freda should be a teacher. He had been wondering for some time what to do with her, and the encounter with Miss Blandy solved the problem. She seemed so very competent, comfortable and cheerful.

    ‘Look at Miss Blandy,’ he repeated to his daughter. ‘And, by the way, Freda, I think you might try to hold yourself more like Miss Blandy. You seem to me to be getting a bit round-shouldered. Miss Blandy has a house of her own, a car of her own and goodness knows where she hasn’t been to abroad,’ said Thomas. ‘Many, many more places than I’ve ever been to. Russia, Germany, France, Italy, even America, I think.…’

    But Freda was not listening to him. A teacher! She felt sick and trembled. Her precious, lovely life spent in a classroom where nobody would ever see her but a lot of unpleasant children, and she dinning endless sums and spellings into them! She didn’t wanted to prepare anyone else for life, she wanted to live herself! Shut up in a school! Going on in a school, just when she thought she was finishing with school for ever.

    ‘I couldn’t bear it,’ she said in a low voice.

    Thomas looked at her round his paper. She was white.

    The expression of her face seemed to him exaggerated. It annoyed him.

    ‘Why couldn’t you bear it?’ he asked. ‘You know quite well that I can’t afford to keep you at home doing nothing. You have your own living to earn.’

    She gazed miserably at him, her dreams collapsing.

    He softened towards her.

    ‘Would you rather go into an office?’ he asked.

    ‘An office?’ repeated Freda. ‘Oh, no.’

    An office full of men like those out of the Grove – ordinary, facetious kind of men! The dinginess of the imagined office crushed her completely.

    ‘Oh, no,’ she repeated desperately.

    ‘Well, bless my soul, what do you want to do?’ asked Thomas in exasperation.

    She made no answer, but two slow tears gathered in her eyes.

    Thomas couldn’t bear tears. He shook his paper into position and fixed his eyes on it again.

    ‘You don’t know what you want to do. You don’t know anything. I tell you teaching’s the best thing for you. Your mother had better go and see Miss Bates and have a talk with her. It’s time you realised that life is a serious thing. You’re seventeen. You’ve had a long playtime. I look to you to help me a bit now. Dash it all, child,’ said Thomas, crashing his paper aside, ‘can’t you realise what a burden I bear? This house, your mother, you three children, the maid, your grandmother and your aunt, and, by Jove, often enough, your uncle – all to be provided for by me? Can’t you realise that?’

    Pale devastated, tearful, Freda murmured, ‘Yes.’

    ‘Well, then run along then, and trust me to do the best I can for you,’ finished Thomas.

    Freda could not bring herself to run, but she went. She went upstairs and wept into her eiderdown until she made a great dark stain of tears thereon. She had meant to go for a walk with Joyce Danby, but of course she couldn’t go for a walk when she was going to be a teacher. She offered no explanation to Joyce Danby for her defection, neither did she speak of her future when she went back to school, or smile when the other girls spoke of theirs.

    At home she spent a lot of time sitting on her bed, behind the locked door. Ruth suffered from her ill-temper, but accepted peace-offerings in the shape of bars of nut-milk chocolate or a dash of lavender water on the handkerchief with philosophy and without inquiry into the cause of her sister’s irritable behaviour. It was no use trying to find out anything about Freda until she chose to tell you herself, and probably that would never be.

    III

    On this particular Sunday morning as the Blakes passed from the chill and faint peppery smell of St. Martin’s Church into the warm October sunshine, Freda asked, not because she had any hope of escape, but to emphasise, as it were, by mentioning it, the hatefulness of Sunday:

    ‘Are we going to Grandma’s?’

    ‘Of course,’ said her father.

    Celia, to make up to Thomas for Freda’s tone of voice, decided not to excuse herself, but to go too today.

    The Blakes climbed the hill and went down on the other side. They were pushing against the pedestrian stream. People were coming up in numbers from the churches, but few were going down into the city at this time. Freda passed Joyce Danby and Angela Parr walking together. They were going home, and later one would go to Roedean and the other to Neuilly. Freda was going to her grandmother’s and would later be a teacher. Joyce and Angela could do as they liked; she could not.

    When the Blakes turned from the great main thoroughfare which ran through the city into the small mean streets that led to Holly House, Freda felt more distaste than ever for the children playing round the doorways and in the alleys. Perhaps soon she would be teaching these very children. Perhaps soon she would be walking through these dingy streets every day. She felt a bitter, burning resentment.

    ‘If father wasn’t going to be able to let me live the kind of life I wanted to live, he shouldn’t have let me be born,’ she said to herself. ‘I didn’t ask to be born.’

    Thomas, unaware of his daughter’s preposterous thoughts, came along in amiable conversation with Celia behind.

    Douglas was on in front. On these visits he marched there, sat down, marched back again, and was then free to boil fat in test-tubes in his attic, or to pursue even worse-smelling experiments.

    He arrived first at the two begrimed gateposts, the one inscribed ‘Holly’, the other ‘House’. Between them an iron gate hung on one hinge. When Douglas exerted his willing strength on it, it tore up the path.

    ‘Why doesn’t Edward see to this gate?’ asked Celia in exasperation.

    Every time one came to this house, something else had fallen to pieces.

    ‘He can’t handle a tool to save his life,’ said Thomas. ‘I shall have to do it myself, or send a man up from the works.’

    The Blakes advanced up the path. On one hand, the side of a warehouse reared into the sky, on the other a derelict shed decayed silently. Before them, the face of the house was black and flat, except for a sudden porch of glass, housing a few bald geraniums in pots on dirty saucers.

    ‘Those plants haven’t had any water for a long time,’ noticed Celia with disapproval.

    Some houses are blighted. They either blight or are blighted by the people in them. Holly House was such a house; you felt it more when you entered it.

    ‘Anybody in?’ called Thomas cheerfully.

    His family followed him into the dank hall where there was no sign of habitation but the smell of boiling cabbage. Thomas opened the living-room door and found his mother sitting with a shawl over her shoulders.

    ‘Oh, you’ve come, have you?’ she said by way of greeting. She put out a hand as if to grab him from his family and attach him to herself, for the time being at any rate.

    ‘How’ve you been, Mother?’ said Thomas, kissing the cheek she offered him.

    ‘Not so well,’ said his mother, looking round him at Celia. ‘What’s to do that you’ve come today?’

    Celia took her mother-in-law’s ungraciousness mildly.

    ‘I wanted to,’ she said.

    ‘Oh,’ said Mrs. Blake, then added after a pause: ‘Well, you’d better sit down, all of you.’

    They obeyed her. Douglas sat with a temporary air on the edge of a chair so as to be ready to go. The girls sat on the sofa side by side.

    ‘Isn’t it a nice day?’ asked Celia.

    ‘Is it?’ said Mrs. Blake flatly.

    She was old and tired and wanted her son to herself. Her dry hand worked continually on his arm where she had first laid it. She kept him beside her, and he stayed, patient and kind with her as always.

    ‘Is Edward in?’ asked Thomas.

    ‘In bed,’ said Mrs. Blake.

    ‘Where’s Isabel?’

    ‘In the kitchen, I suppose. One of you can go and tell your Aunt Isabel to come here,’ said Mrs. Blake.

    Douglas went and Isabel came back with him, bringing an atmosphere of martyrdom.

    ‘I was chopping the cabbage,’ she announced in the voice suited to one who suffered from neuralgia and her mother. ‘Is it anything you wanted, Mother?’

    ‘No,’ said Mrs. Blake. ‘They asked after you, that’s all. You don’t need to make out that you spend your life in the back kitchen. You can show yourself to company now and again, I suppose.’

    Isabel gave the company a significant glance.

    ‘You see?’ she mutely said. ‘What I have to put up with?’

    ‘How’s the head, Isabel?’ asked Thomas cheerfully, knowing that the inquiry would please her.

    ‘Oh, it’s been rather better lately, thank you, Thomas,’ said Isabel quite brightly.

    Celia was relieved. When Isabel’s head was bad, she sometimes turned up at her brother’s house for a rest. Ruth had to move into the boxroom, and Freda to share her room with the invalid. Ruth hated it, Freda hated it more, and Celia had hard work not to hate it too. She found it difficult to get on with poor Isabel, who had a muted, unhopeful view of life and an inexhaustible repertory of complaints about her mother and Edward. Isabel fitted badly into the household. She did not want to go out, but she did not want to be left. She liked thirteen cups of tea a day, but she could not eat cold meat, even on Monday. She jumped, Celia considered, ostentatiously, when Douglas opened a door abruptly; and she had heartburn, she confessed, from the smell of his chemical experiments. Nobody could help being glad when she went, but Celia, remembering all she had and all Isabel had not, would not allow anybody to say so, or to show any ill-feeling while she was there. Still, she was relieved to hear that Isabel’s head was not troubling her at present. It made her offer pleasantly to return with Isabel to the back kitchen to finish off the cabbage.

    ‘Come along, children,’ she said, taking them away because she knew her mother-in-law wanted to be alone with Thomas.

    ‘Pity there’s not a Blake among those children,’ observed the old woman when the door closed on them.

    ‘Oh, I don’t know,’ said Thomas amiably. ‘I think Douglas is rather like I used to be.’

    ‘Not he. Nothing like you were at that age. Nearly fourteen, isn’t he? Why, I could rely on you at that age. Can you see yourself or anybody else relying on him?’

    ‘Thank goodness, there’s no need for that,’ said Thomas. ‘Let him be a boy as long as he can.’

    ‘That sort of thing can be carried too far,’ said his mother grimly. ‘Your father was a boy all his life.’

    The late Percival Blake gazed over their heads from a portrait above the mantelpiece. His adoring mother had had him painted as a young man, with his drooping fair moustache and his fingers between the leaves of a book.

    ‘How’s Edward getting on at Parsons’?’ he inquired, to change the subject.

    ‘He didn’t leave the house until gone nine twice this week, that’s all I know about it,’ said his mother.

    ‘Well, I’ve warned him,’ said Thomas. ‘If he loses this job, I won’t go round touting for another for him. He’ll look out for himself. I’m absolutely sick of him.’

    ‘What do you think I am, then?’ asked Mrs. Blake.

    Thomas did not reply. He remained looking gloomily down at the shaped piece of felt that went round the fender; it was stuffed, buttoned, ball-fringed and sage-green in colour, and it struck him suddenly as a monstrosity. Why did his mother keep it there? Simply because it had been there for years. She couldn’t discard anything in her life. She kept all her old worries and added new ones to them. She was as bitter about his father now as she had been in his lifetime. Then he remembered that he himself was as bitter still about the loss of the works. He felt sympathy with her again.

    ‘How are you off for money, Mother?’

    ‘Getting pretty low,’ she replied, her hands moving restlessly on her knees.

    ‘Would a pound do?’

    ‘I dare say.’

    ‘I might be able to let you have another during the week,’ said Thomas, taking out his worn note-case. ‘But I do wish you would claim your old-age pension, Mother. After all, I can’t give you half as much as I’d like to, and it would be a bit extra for you.’

    ‘You know I won’t,’ said Mrs. Blake, her head beginning to tremble. ‘Me – going to the Post Office for public money! I don’t know why you want to humiliate me.’

    ‘Isabel could go.’

    ‘Isabel!’

    ‘I could go then.’

    ‘It would be my name, wouldn’t it? My name, Emily Blake, attached to an old-age pension form. I won’t have it. If you can’t spare the money, you must keep it. I can starve. I don’t care about living any longer. I’ve nothing to live for. Why should I bother to keep myself alive?’

    ‘Oh, Mother,’ said Thomas in distress.

    ‘It’s the truth,’ said the old woman with a sniff of disgust.

    ‘Of course I can spare the money,’ said Thomas, putting it into her hand persuasively. ‘It’s only that I get a bit short at times. The children’s education costs a lot, and Douglas will have to go somewhere later. Old Simpson will never give me much of a salary, you know.’

    ‘It’s all your father’s fault,’ said Mrs. Blake.

    ‘Well, it can’t be helped now. Perhaps I’ll be able to put it right some day.’

    ‘You’re a good boy,’ said his mother, looking up suddenly with an expression that touched him. If she had not sometimes shown herself in a flash like this to be loving, almost child-like in sudden candour, he could not have loved her as he did. Celia, who never saw these flashes, secretly considered her mother-in-law a thoroughly disagreeable old woman; as indeed for the most part she was.

    ‘I don’t know what I should do without you.’

    Her face crumpled up as if she were going to cry, but the door opened and she hardened again.

    It was Celia come to say it was time to go home.

    Old Mrs. Blake did not like Celia because she was Thomas’s wife. Celia had put an end to the happiest time, comparatively speaking, of Mrs. Blake’s life, which was the period after her husband’s death when Thomas supported the household and, cheerful, healthy, energetic, gave some life to the place. Fanny and Thomas had married and she was left with the two nobody wanted, the two she didn’t want herself and thought nothing of – Edward and Isabel.

    Celia, without being able to like her mother-in-law since it is almost impossible to like where one is not liked, yet tried to be as dutiful as possible for Thomas’s sake. She was amused rather than annoyed by the old woman’s ungraciousness, but she could not share her amusement with her family. She felt she must not teach the children to laugh at their grandmother, and Thomas took his mother very seriously.

    ‘You want to go, do you?’ asked old Mrs. Blake, peering round Thomas’s bulk at her daughter-in-law.

    ‘I think we ought to. Agnes likes to get dinner over and get out on Sunday afternoon, you know.’

    ‘I don’t call that much of a reason for going,’ said Mrs. Blake, looking at Thomas. ‘However.…’ She sniffed.

    Thomas bent to kiss her.

    ‘Try and come in during the week, Thomas,’ she said fretfully. ‘You never do now.’

    ‘I’ve been going to Leicester several times lately to see to the installation of some machines,’ he explained. ‘It cuts into the week. I haven’t finished yet – but I’ll try to look in all the same. Remind me to tell you about an interesting man I met on the train – Knight, you know, the financier. You’ve heard of him, haven’t you?’

    ‘No,’ said Mrs. Blake flatly. ‘I haven’t.’

    ‘Well, you will,’ said Thomas cheerfully. ‘Now, goodbye, Mother. Keep Edward up to scratch if you can. I’ll send a man up to that gate. Goodbye.’

    The children filed in to take their leave. One by one they were compelled, by custom, to kiss the unwelcoming cheek of their grandmother.

    ‘Goodbye,’ they murmured.

    ‘Kissing is loathsome,’ thought Freda fiercely.

    CHAPTER THREE
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    I

    The Blakes re-threaded their way through the small streets, by now deserted for the domestic interior and that event of the week, the Sunday dinner. They came again into the main road, and that was deserted too. It wound uphill before them and reminded them that it was a long way home. It was Sunday and the Corporation Tramways Department did not encourage people to visit their grandmothers on Sunday. There was nothing for it, said Celia, trying to cheer the flagging spirits of her family, but to put one’s best foot foremost.

    Clouds had covered the sun, and the long road had suddenly taken on the hard, white look of winter. The Blakes plodded on, past the shuttered shops, past the leafless planetrees planted at regular intervals at the edge of the pavement. Freda had persuaded her mother to buy her a pair of court shoes, but now she could hardly keep them on. They flapped on her feet, and she was afraid that any minute Ruth might make a remark and draw attention to the mistake she had made in having them.

    The Blakes toiled on up the hill, and far down on the road behind a great car appeared, swiftly approached, overtook them and, surprisingly, came to a halt fifty yards in front.

    ‘Morning, Blake,’ called a muffled but genial voice from the interior. ‘Can I give you a lift?’

    Thomas was completely taken aback. So was his family. All gaped from the pavement.

    ‘Why, it’s Knight,’ cried Thomas, recovering himself. He plunged forward.

    ‘Good morning,’ he cried heartily into the car. ‘I didn’t expect to see you here at this time of the day, sir.’

    ‘Ah, I’m always about somewhere, Blake, always about somewhere,’ said Mr. Knight.

    It was true. Mr. Knight scurried about the country, looking at things. When he couldn’t go himself, he sent others. When he wanted information about possible concerns, he posted men in public-houses, set them to loaf about outside works, to make friends with clerks in offices. Mr. Knight cast an invisible, comprehensive web over the country. He had just now been to look at some slum property because he had a notion the Corporation might shortly wish to acquire the land. He decided to acquire it first. He was in a good temper.

    ‘Well, get in all of you,’ he said.

    The Blakes got in. Smiling politely and with the gratitude expected of those given a lift, they disposed themselves in the seats indicated by the financier. The car glided forward. The children’s eyes widened. It was so smooth and luxurious in the car. It was an adventure for them to be in it; they felt borne forward to a new experience.

    So in a different degree, did their parents. Celia was interested to see Thomas’s Mr. Knight. Under cover of polite preliminaries, she took him in: heavy lids, sharp eyes, smile, black pearl tie-pin and all.

    ‘This is a man of the world. Of the world and the flesh. But none the less interesting for that,’ she decided.

    Thomas was happy at this new evidence of friendliness on the part of Mr. Knight. And he was rather proud to be discovered in the bosom of such a personable family. The children were nice-looking and well-behaved, and Celia was somehow distinguished and out of the ordinary. He did not know whether this was due to her having been abroad to school, or having gone about a good deal with her father, or merely to herself, but he was sure that Mr. Knight with his knowledge of the world would perceive the difference in Celia.

    Mr. Knight sat back in his corner and observed the Blakes from under his heavy lids. They quite pleased him; the long slender legs of the girls, the bright eyes of the boy, the parents – a nice, unassuming family. A bit simple, no doubt; but Mr. Knight had no objection to other people being simple. He felt benevolent towards them. When not on business, Mr. Knight often allowed himself to feel benevolent. It was a change; he enjoyed it.

    ‘I see you go to the King’s School,’ he said suddenly to Douglas. Douglas jerked round from contemplation of the bonnet of the car. ‘Yes,’ he said.

    Then he blushed. He had forgotten to say ‘Sir’. He grimaced slightly from shyness and anxiety, and his mother smiled reassuringly at him. He looked young and defenceless sitting on the revolving chair before the financier, making a contrast with his wistful boy’s face, his hands outspread over his bare, battle-scarred knees, to the man opposite, gross, rich, powerful, experienced.

    ‘I went to the King’s School myself,’ announced Mr. Knight affably.

    ‘Did you?’ cried the Blakes with interest. Celia found it hard to believe that Mr. Knight had ever been a boy.

    ‘Yes,’ said Mr. Knight. ‘Once I wore that very cap myself.’

    He pointed at Douglas’s small head-gear and Douglas blushed again. He felt his cap grow suddenly large and important.

    ‘I remember,’ said Mr. Knight, pleased to indulge in reminiscence while the Blakes listened attentively, ‘I remember somebody throwing my cap up that big tree in front of the School House. I climbed up after it,’ said Mr. Knight as if the tree had been Mount Everest at least. ‘And while I was up, the Head came out and held a long conversation with a master called Butler, I remember, right under the tree. It was forbidden to climb that tree under penalty of caning, so I had to sit up there for about ten minutes, and when I did get down I was late for class and got a caning just the same.’

    Mr. Knight smiled broadly round on the Blakes, who smiled with him.

    ‘Those were good old days,’ said Mr. Knight with sentiment. ‘I suppose Butler isn’t there still?’

    ‘Oh, yes he is,’ cried Douglas. ‘History, you mean? Oh, yes. He’s still there. Was he really there in your time, sir? Whew, he must be about eighty!’

    Freda frowned at such tactlessness, but Mr. Knight smiled broadly again and leaned forward to clap Douglas on the shoulder.

    ‘Yes, he must be eighty,’ he said.

    Douglas saw his mistake and sucked in his cheeks with embarrassment.

    ‘Fancy old Butler being there still,’ said Mr. Knight, leaning back again and lifting his chin to look back over the years. ‘How we used to rag him! Poor old chap, he’s never got any further. Just where he was all those years ago. Strange that some men can’t get on, isn’t it?’

    This reflection seemed to give him pleasure rather than pain, but Thomas felt a pang. He felt himself classed with old Butler.

    ‘I’ve never been back to the school,’ continued Mr. Knight with feeling.

    ‘Oh, you should,’ said Thomas encouragingly. ‘They’d be proud to have a visit from you.’

    ‘Mmm,’ said Mr. Knight. ‘Perhaps I will one day.’

    ‘I tell you what,’ he said, sitting up suddenly and leaning over to Douglas, who looked into his eyes expectantly. ‘I’ll give the school a cup or something. I suppose you like cups, don’t you?’

    ‘Oh, rather!’ cried Douglas, all alert.

    ‘Well, I’ll give you a cup,’ said Mr. Knight, sinking back into his corner. ‘A gold cup. Not a silver cup – a gold cup. Now you tell your head-master tomorrow that you’ve seen Lawrence Knight – I expect he’ll know who I am – and tell him I’ve promised the school a gold cup.’

    ‘Whew,’ Douglas was bereft of speech. He grinned in delight at his family.

    ‘By Jove, that is handsome of you, sir,’ said Thomas.

    ‘Not at all… not at all,’ said Mr. Knight pleasantly. ‘After all, it’s up to successful men to show the younger generation that they needn’t all be old Butlers, eh, young man?’

    ‘Oh yes, sir,’ said Douglas in fervent agreement of he didn’t know what. He was intoxicated by the thought of the gold cup. What would the chaps think? They’d give three cheers at prayers tomorrow for Mr. Knight. ‘They ought to give three cheers for me too,’ thought Douglas. If his father hadn’t known Mr. Knight, they’d never have got it. Mr. Knight was a very rich man; a fancier, thought Douglas, who was apt to omit a syllable and not miss it. He thought ‘Poulterer’ was ‘Poulter’, ‘Fruiterer’ was ‘Fruiter’, and ‘Financier’ became ‘Fancier’ to him without loss of importance. He looked out of the window and saw with surprise they were in the Grove. What a ride it had been! A ride in a Rolls-Royce and the offer of a gold cup! What a rich sort of morning.… He scrambled out of the car, striking the iron tip of his heel against the step and making his father wince sharply at the thought of damage.

    The Blakes clustered round the door to thank Mr. Knight. The girls smiled and murmured inaudibly, but Douglas was anxious to get as many thank-yous in as possible; the gold cup demanded them. Celia was gay with gratitude, but not sorry it was over. It was rather tiring to be so pleasant.

    With smiles and wavings of the hand they bade Mr. Knight goodbye. While responding Mr. Knight, looking over their heads at the house behind them, briefly estimated it at twelve hundred pounds and hard to get rid of at that, because no garage.

    ‘Goodbye, goodbye,’ he called affably. ‘Glad to have met you all. Don’t forget about the gold cup, boy. See you on Tuesday, Blake.’

    The car glided away.

    ‘I wonder who that is,’ said Mrs. Greene, looking through her curtains next door. ‘The Blakes seem to have made some grand acquaintance or other, I must say.’

    II

    After dinner, the threatened rain fell, and the atmosphere of a wet Sunday afternoon pervaded the house in the Grove.

    The kitchen, after the heat and activity of the morning, was tidy and deserted. Agnes had left it for her weekly adventure with her young man, Perse, short for Percy. Perse was pale and small, but he was a fury for speed on his motorcycle, and aspired to become a dirt-track rider. Agnes rode pillion behind him until they had rushed far enough into the country, and then she obligingly dismounted and stood in a ditch while Perse put on his crash-helmet and practised. The rain had not prevented Agnes from going, in a lace hat, to join Perse at the end of the Grove.

    Silence brooded over the house. In the sitting-room Celia and Thomas, the Observer divided between them, sat on each side of the fire. Upstairs, the girls lay under their eiderdowns with books and bags of sweets. Higher still, in his attic, Douglas, the only active one, experimented, whistling noiselessly, talking to himself.

    Presently, like some powerful summoned genie, a smell of sulphuretted hydrogen arose from his test-tube, floated round the attic, down the stairs and into the girls’ bedroom.

    ‘Oh, Heavens!’ cried Freda.

    ‘Mmm,’ murmured Ruth absently, deep in the Last of the Barons.

    ‘Oh, Ruth, do go and stop him,’ said the elder sister.

    ‘No, you,’ said Ruth, wiping a secret tear on the eiderdown. Poor Warwick. Poor noble Warwick. If she had been there, she would have done something.

    ‘Oh, go on, Ruth,’ said Freda persuasively.

    ‘No, you go. I wash the watercress,’ said Ruth.

    In the absence of Agnes, the girls got tea and the task of washing the watercress fell to Ruth as the younger. But she wasn’t going to do everything Freda wanted. She didn’t care as much as Freda about the smell. She drew the eiderdown up over her nose and went on with the Last of the Barons.

    Freda, with noises of exasperation, had to go herself.

    When she came back, she went to the window to look out. She stood in her stockinged feet, holding the curtain in one hand. The Grove was damp, deserted, dull. Nothing happened in the Grove. Nobody interesting, beautiful, or fashionable went by. Mrs. Greene, next door, thought herself fashionable, but wearing beads when beads were worn, and an afternoon dress in the afternoon didn’t constitute elegance, thought Freda scornfully. The young men who did nothing but work in offices and play tennis and hockey probably considered themselves interesting, but Freda didn’t. They stared at her in passing, but she raised her eyebrows and turned away. She wasn’t going to look at them. She turned away from an imaginary young man now with a proud, cold look and met her own face in the glass on the dressing-table.

    ‘Oh, I am pretty,’ she thought, putting her hands to her neck with a shock of surprise and delight. ‘If I had waved hair, I’d probably be absolutely beautiful.’

    She had always longed for waving hair, and had determined that as soon as she had any money of her own, she would have it waved. But of course the dream of waved hair had gone with the rest. It was no good having your hair waved when you were going to be a teacher. No one would see it but children. She saw herself standing in front of a class of children with her hair straight for ever.

    When she went back to school this term, her form-mistress had called her up and spoken gravely to her about the necessity now of attending closely to her lessons. So Freda hated them. The thought of associating permanently with Latin, History, Mathematics filled her with loathing. Oh, would nothing happen before next year – before she was condemned to teaching?

    She cast about in her mind for some way of escape and her thoughts jumped fantastically to the encounter of the morning. Mr. Knight was so rich, he had a magnificent car, a lovely house, and no children. Suppose Mr. and Mrs. Knight took a fancy to her? Suppose they adopted her? Standing by the dressing-table, she saw herself as the darling of Mr. and Mrs. Knight, with all their wealth at her command. She saw herself sitting on the bed having her stockings put on by a maid. It was summer and the curtains moved in the breeze; she saw the morning sunlight pouring through the windows. There was a vague, elegant figure standing by the door, its face obscured by the lace of a boudoir cap. This was Mrs. Knight, a gentle old lady whose dearest wish was to give Freda all she wanted. Oh, these exquisite pictures of the mind! What romance, what colour they give to life! And where should we be without them? Freda savoured to the full the delights of being the Knights’ adopted daughter. She assumed the expression of a spoilt beauty having her stockings put on.

    ‘Oh, Smith,’ she was saying crossly. ‘You’re squeezing my toes!’

    ‘What are you doing?’ inquired Ruth in an interested voice from the bed.

    ‘Oh, Heavens!’ cried Freda, starting. ‘I wish I could have a room to myself.’

    She plunged under her eiderdown and seized her book. She read furiously, her eyes running over line after line, the maroon eiderdown rising and falling on her angry breast.

    Ruth was rather dashed. Her eyebrows rose. She was sorry she had spoken. Perhaps Freda wanted to go on the films and was practising. It was terrible, as Ruth knew, to have your secret ambitions rudely unveiled. She glanced at Freda tentatively, but Freda was frowning so heavily that Ruth decided not to say anything now, but go on with Warwick for a bit and then try some harmless observation such as: ‘Is it tea-time, do you think?’ or ‘Isn’t that smell awful? I’d better go up and see about it.’

    There was silence in the bedroom, except for the turning of a page now and again. It was quite a time before Ruth dared risk the crackle of the bag containing her Liquorice Allsorts.

    Downstairs in the sitting-room, the fire fell softly. The rain ran over the windows, obscuring the world without. Thomas slept. Celia, extended in her chair, her hands crossed over the Observer, was filled with a warm peace. They were all together in the house, all together in an Ark, sailing on the waters of life. All safe for the moment. No storms, no adverse winds – for the moment.

    She smiled round on the room, which was shabby but endeared to her by association. In this room, the past and the present were intermingled. The slender mahogany chairs, the low bookcase with the criss-cross of wood over the glass, the writing-desk had stood in the drawing-room of her Lancashire home. Most of the furniture in the house, the china and the silver had come from Celia’s home.

    ‘Goodness knows where else we should have got it from,’ Celia thought sometimes. There had never been any money to spare for such things.

    ‘I shall distemper this room again in the spring,’ thought Celia now. ‘I shall put a little pink in the ivory.’

    The thought of painting the room exhilarated her. Strange how it is only the thought of work that is exhilarating; she knew she would be tired and cross when she was actually doing it.

    ‘And that bed under the window must be better next year,’ she determined, turning her head to the blurred garden. ‘Those dahlias have ruined it this year.’

    Strange again how the things one bought for dwarf turned out to be giant, and the giant to be dwarf. The dwarf dahlias had this year completely obscured the windows with monstrous stems and leaves. She had viewed them with the amazement of Jack the Giant Killer his bean.

    ‘Next year, I think I’ll have yellow snapdragons behind, nemesia in front, and clumps of pale-blue lobelia in the very front – like that garden at West Runton. It will look lovely,’ she decided confidently.

    She picked up the Observer again. In a paragraph of prose some lines of verse caught her eye. A quotation from Meredith. Idly she read:

    ‘But listen in the thought; so may there come 
Conception of a newly added chord, 
Commanding space beyond where ear has home…’

    Celia paused. ‘Listen in the thought.’ She sometimes tried to do that. Sometimes a passage in a novel, a cloud in the sky, a line of verse as now, arrested her. She stood still and the innumerable small preoccupations of her life with her husband and children fell like grains of sand through her fingers. She felt as if she were going to come upon something more wonderful than she had ever known; some illumination, some understanding. But she never quite came up with it. It eluded her.

    Again now, she felt she was going to hear, going to see. She waited, holding her breath.

    What was it – this radiance just out of reach? Was it God? A part of God? Suppose God had nothing to do with ‘religion’ as she and other people understood it? Suppose God was this beauty, this exhilaration?

    She struggled silently to rise to truth – to grasp.

    But she could not. The flash of light was gone, and when it was gone, one was just an ordinary, thick, unilluminated, baffled human being again.

    ‘I wish I could get at it,’ she thought.

    ‘I wish I knew where to look for God.’

    ‘I wish I knew what I meant by God.’

    ‘Public worship is no good to me,’ she decided, leaning back against the cushions. ‘No. None.’

    Those hymns about Blood and Blessed Agony this morning, the lesson about interminable begettings, the sermon about giving generously to the collection plate. Nothing in that for her. Or for the children either. But she and Thomas had agreed to bring up the children as they themselves had been brought up, on orthodox lines. It was safer. No good taking away when they had nothing to offer in place, they agreed.

    The whole problem was very difficult, thought Celia, escaping from it by picking up the Observer again. There was no good in straining after a solution; there probably wasn’t one. She sank back into her ordinary self; the warmth and quiet of the room lulled her and dulled her. She was very comfortable.

    Thomas, opposite, dozed fitfully. Now and then he rose to the surface of consciousness, then sank below it again. But waking or sleeping, he was occupied with Mr. Knight. Awake, he was planning to bring up the subject of the works on Friday when he travelled on the 8.3 to Leicester. It would probably be his last chance; there was no need for him to go again since the machines were nearly all up at Parfitt’s. He would introduce the subject casually somehow, and perhaps Knight would give him some advice. He might offer to take over the works – but no, that wouldn’t do. He might offer to lend the money… if he thought the works were a going concern. Thomas was sinking into sleep again; his thoughts became confused, they swam into dream. He was showing Mr. Knight round the works, anxious to impress him; he ran him up to the cupola, charged up for his benefit, ran him down again, let him peep through the tweer-hole into the furnace where the white-hot iron dropped like tears and the coke was a violet breath. He took him into the moulding shop, glad that they were casting that day; it was such a pretty sight, he explained. They stood with their feet in the dead black sand, the moulds smoking all round them, the grips glowing and fading. Thomas hauled Mr. Knight out of the way of the bogey; nothing must hurt him, nothing. Thomas was overwhelmed with solicitude for Mr. Knight; Mr. Knight was precious, Mr. Knight was his salvation. He took Mr. Knight to watch the molten iron pouring out of the furnace. Proctor knocked out the clay pot, tapped out and the iron came flowing in a livid stream.

    ‘Look out,’ cried Thomas in a sweat of fear for Mr. Knight’s safety. He put Mr. Knight behind him, protecting him. The iron flowed, vermilion. It was getting hotter; it was sulphur-yellow as it came.

    ‘I say,’ said Mr. Knight, behind him. ‘This place is just like hell.’

    He laughed, and Thomas looking round at the smoking floor, the dead black sand, the begrimed figures of the men, the glowing iron, laughed too and turned to agree with his visitor. But the aspect of Mr. Knight, laughing in the red glare, suddenly terrified him. The man looked evil; the shadows of his face, his teeth, his eyes were evil.

    ‘You… you look like a devil… ,’ cried Thomas.

    ‘Thomas! Thomas!’ Celia shook him and he awoke, staring. ‘You were making such queer noises.’

    Thomas sat up, and looked round the room. He was pale, his hair stood on end.

    ‘I was dreaming,’ he said. ‘I dreamt I was with Knight in the moulding shop – and I suddenly thought he was the devil.’

    Celia laughed.

    ‘How mediæval! It must be the Yorkshire pudding.’

    ‘But I was frightened. Thoroughly frightened,’ insisted Thomas. ‘Knight did look a devil.’

    ‘Mmm?’ said Celia.

    Thomas was still preoccupied with his dream. He stared into the fire, his hands hanging between his knees. Dreams were extraordinary. Every detail of the moulding shop was there; if he’d tried to reconstruct it in his waking thoughts he couldn’t have done it. Why, there was Procter’s tattooed snake on his wrist, and the sparks from the iron as beautiful as in reality, flying stars. And he’d felt the heat, felt his nostrils dried as the bogey passed. He saw every detail he had never known he had seen – except Knight’s face. He’d never seen Knight
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