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    In a house the color of a heartbeat, generosity and desire meet on the same doorstep, and what people owe each other becomes harder to measure than any set of keys.

Edith Nesbit, a pioneering British writer of the late Victorian and Edwardian era, brings her lucid style and moral clarity to The Red House, a novel shaped by rooms, thresholds, and choices. Composed at the turn of the twentieth century, it places a country house at the center of an intimate social world, where friendships, kinship, and quiet ambitions intersect. Without venturing into spoilers, the book sets its figures in motion with a gathering that seems ordinary, then tests their assumptions, letting the house itself frame the unfolding questions of loyalty and truth.

The Red House has earned classic standing within Nesbit’s body of fiction because it showcases her rare balance of wit, sympathy, and exact observation. She brings the same narrative poise that animates her better-known works to a tale grounded in recognizably human motives. The novel’s enduring themes—hospitality and belonging, candor and concealment, the tug between comfort and conscience—give it a life beyond period detail. Readers return not for shocks or contrivance, but for the steady, revealing light she throws on everyday conduct, and for the way a domestic setting becomes a stage where small decisions carry resonant, sometimes irreversible, weight.

Nesbit’s influence reaches far beyond the walls of any single house. Her brisk, modern rhythms, ensemble casts, and respect for young and adult intelligence helped reorient English narrative prose. Writers as different as C. S. Lewis, Diana Wynne Jones, P. L. Travers, and Neil Gaiman have acknowledged debts to Nesbit’s methods and spirit. While many encountered her through fantasy and adventure, the craftsmanship on display in The Red House—economical scenes, humane irony, and structural clarity—reveals the same toolkit. It is a book that quietly demonstrates how a well-made story can broaden the habits of later storytellers across genres.

Formally, the novel favors clean lines and deft contrasts. Nesbit orchestrates a chorus of viewpoints without losing the reader, moving from bright drawing-room ease to moments of stillness in which characters face themselves with disarming honesty. The house concentrates attention: doorways frame encounters; corridors bend conversation; the garden opens a longer perspective. Tension arises less from spectacle than from recognitions that cannot be indefinitely postponed. Her narrative voice, by turns playful and grave, guides without dictating judgments, allowing readers to measure conduct against their own experience and to sense how kindness and vanity can coexist within a single glance.

The house’s redness matters beyond paint and brick. It signals warmth, appetite, and warning, inviting while reminding. Nesbit uses the color to suggest both shelter and intensity, a domestic hearth that can comfort or scorch. Rooms become moral weather: drawing rooms for display, studies for planning, kitchens for service. Windows frame the outside world, where reputation and rumor circulate. Within this architecture, the story interrogates appearances and the costs of ease, showing how welcome can blur into entitlement, and how generosity, if unexamined, may enable what it never intended to excuse.

Context deepens the book’s interest. Nesbit wrote during years when English society was unsettled by changing class relations, expanding education, and new roles for women. As a co-founder of the Fabian Society, she cared about fairness and the social patterns that nurture or thwart it, a concern that registers here not as doctrine but as texture: who does the inviting, who clears the plates, who feels at home. The Red House thus reads as both a particular tale of intertwined lives and a portrait of a culture measuring itself against promises of modernity.

Character is where Nesbit shines. She gives her people enough space to surprise us, never flattening them into types. Youthful decisiveness meets seasoned caution; self-deception contends with a stubborn instinct for truth. Affectionate humor softens judgment without weakening it. Minor figures—servants, neighbors, incidental visitors—bring an awareness of the wider community through which consequences travel. Dialogue carries the grain of class, temperament, and education, yet remains accessible and quick. The result is a novel that trusts readers to infer motives and to recognize, beneath bright surfaces, the quiet pressure of unmet obligations.

Setting does more than decorate; it conducts. Weather, light, and season modulate the action, while the surrounding lanes and hedgerows suggest continuities older than any household. The Red House stands as both refuge and crossroads, a place where paths meet and part with a formality almost ritual in its repetitions of arrival and departure. Nesbit lingers just long enough over objects—books, vases, letters—to let them gather implication without turning symbolic handling into a puzzle. The atmosphere remains intimate, lucid, and hospitable to the reader’s own imaginative participation.

Without disclosing later turns, it is safe to say that the book’s earliest chapters arrange a circle of relationships around a seemingly straightforward visit. Expectations of comfort and easy concord soon encounter a moral test that cannot be outsourced or delayed. Nesbit resists melodrama, preferring a steadier increase in clarity: what begins as courtesy becomes decision; what passes as habit reveals its charge. The consequences are social rather than sensational, and all the more absorbing for it, because they ask how much truth a friendship or family can bear and still remain itself.

Placed alongside The Railway Children or Five Children and It, this novel shows the same confidence in ordinary settings to carry extraordinary significance. It consolidates techniques Nesbit honed across genres: clean architecture of scenes, an eye for the telling object, and a humane skepticism toward easy answers. Written at the turn of the twentieth century, it also stands as a companion to her stories of the uncanny, sharing their alertness to thresholds and their interest in what people choose when no one seems to be watching. The Red House thus occupies a durable niche within a remarkable career.

For contemporary readers, the book’s questions remain acute. How do we welcome others without losing ourselves? What is owed to truth when hospitality and harmony are at stake? In an age that still prizes appearances and measures worth by comfort, Nesbit’s clear gaze feels freshly bracing. The Red House endures because it treats domestic life as serious art, because it trusts us to read motives beneath manners, and because it understands that a home’s warmth is earned, protected, and sometimes tested by the very love that built it.
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    Edith Nesbit’s The Red House opens by situating readers within a comfortable yet scrutinized domestic sphere centered on the titular home. The house gathers a small circle whose tempers, loyalties, and unspoken anxieties form the early fabric of the narrative. Routines, visits, and quiet rituals map relationships that are affectionate but delicately balanced. Nesbit’s tone is observant and wry, letting social nuance carry as much weight as action. The house itself suggests security and aspiration, a place that promises refuge while subtly revealing limits. From the outset, the novel poses questions about belonging, duty, and the costs of maintaining an ideal of harmony in everyday life.

A disturbance to this equilibrium arrives not as spectacle but as circumstance: a change in who comes to the Red House, or how its resources and attention are shared. Initial exchanges, polite and provisional, expose competing expectations. Courtesies mask curiosity; friendly overtures contain hints of rival interpretations. The rooms of the house become stages for conversation, the corridors channels for rumor and second thoughts. Nesbit seeds tension through glances and pauses rather than confrontation, letting readers notice where comfort frays. What seemed a stable arrangement begins to feel contingent, dependent on choices about generosity, candor, and the willingness to accept new definitions of home.

As relationships develop, the narrative traces shifting alliances—some grounded in friendship, some tinged with romance, others shaped by habit and obligation. Small social occasions carry large consequences: a walk becomes a negotiation, a shared task a test of trust. Characters weigh private hopes against what families, neighbors, or self-respect might demand. Nesbit dwells on everyday textures—errands, reading, quiet work—to show ambition and affection as lived realities rather than declarations. Misread signals and accidental disclosures complicate good intentions. Without resorting to melodrama, the story gathers momentum, suggesting that domestic life’s gentlest decisions can also be the most consequential.

Pressure mounts as public scrutiny meets private conscience. The community that surrounds the Red House brings standards as well as support, and managing reputation becomes a practical concern. Questions of fairness, propriety, and the equitable sharing of labor and comfort come to the fore. The house, once a symbol of ease, begins to look like a responsibility, demanding clarity about who decides, who benefits, and who sacrifices. Nesbit treats status and class with a light but persistent touch, showing how consideration and pride can pull in opposite directions. Moments of humor salt the tension, keeping the narrative humane even as choices grow weightier.

Memories and prior commitments surface, complicating the present. Recollected conversations, returning acquaintances, and objects with histories prompt reappraisal. The novel suggests that a home stores traces—not only furniture and letters, but promises and omissions. The Red House’s past offers both reassurance and unease, reminding characters that today’s arrangements stand atop earlier decisions. Nesbit uses these reflections to deepen the stakes rather than to shock, allowing motivation to emerge from continuities of character. What once seemed merely comfortable now appears contingent upon old kindnesses, quiet resentments, and the lingering expectations people carry forward without fully acknowledging them.

A pivotal moment brings tensions into focus and invites candor. Practical questions—who owes what to whom, and to what extent affection can carry duty—press for answers. Conversations sharpen; evasions become harder to maintain. Nesbit contrasts idealism with compromise, not to diminish aspiration but to test its resilience under ordinary strain. The house’s spaces, once purely hospitable, feel freighted with choice. Social observation remains central: even as feelings run high, expectations about decorum filter how the truth is told. The result is a sober, unsensational turning point that clarifies stakes while preserving the characters’ dignity and the novel’s reflective tone.

In the aftermath, the narrative moves through attempts to repair trust and to design a workable future. Plans are proposed, revised, and sometimes quietly abandoned as practical realities assert themselves. Small generosities—a concession here, an offered errand there—carry disproportionate weight, showing how change often proceeds by increments. The Red House itself becomes a measure of commitment: who is willing to maintain, to yield, to share. Nesbit’s attention to everyday economies—time, effort, attention—underscores the moral texture of decision-making. Even when conflicts persist, ordinary routines continue, granting the characters room to act without theatrics and to discover what they genuinely value.

As the story edges toward resolution, uncertainties narrow and consequences grow clearer for livelihoods and relationships alike. The house stands as a ledger of what is kept, what is altered, and what must be let go. Reconciliations, where they emerge, are grounded in recognition rather than surprise; partings, where necessary, are handled with restraint. Nesbit resists abrupt reversals, favoring developments that feel earned through character and circumstance. The tone remains balanced and compassionate, leaving the precise outcomes understated. By keeping emphasis on choice and responsibility, the novel honors the ordinary courage required to set a household’s course without grand gestures.

In closing, The Red House offers a thoughtful meditation on how affection, duty, and community shape one another. Rather than celebrating victory or lamenting defeat, the book emphasizes steadiness: the labor of keeping faith with others while telling the truth about needs and limits. The house functions as an emblem of chosen belonging, a place made meaningful by care as much as by possession. Nesbit’s enduring contribution lies in her gentle but incisive critique of rigid convention, matched by sympathy for human frailty. The novel’s significance persists in its insistence that ethical living is daily work, sustained by patience, humor, and mutual regard.
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    Edith Nesbit’s The Red House emerges from the late Victorian into the early Edwardian period in Britain, roughly the 1890s to the 1910s, when monarchy, Parliament, the Anglican Church, and the class system structured daily life. Property law and the institution of marriage organized wealth, kinship, and respectability, while the domestic service hierarchy ordered middle-class homes. London and its expanding suburbs formed the social and economic backdrop for much English fiction of the time. In this context, a substantial “red house” signaled both status and vulnerability: a repository of family capital and a stage for conflicts over authority, inheritance, and personal autonomy that the era increasingly debated.

Rapid suburban expansion shaped the world to which The Red House belongs. Between the 1870s and early 1900s, commuter railways and improved tram networks pushed London’s boundaries outward. Red-brick villas proliferated, financed by building societies and mortgages that brought home ownership within reach of the lower middle class. These houses advertised solidity yet embodied debt, speculation, and precarious employment. Nesbit’s fiction often locates drama in such liminal spaces—between city and countryside, aspiration and insecurity. The titular “red house,” whatever its specific plot function, would have resonated with readers accustomed to red-brick suburbia as the emblem of new comforts, new debts, and new social negotiations.

Domestic service was the largest single occupation for women in the 1901 census, and its routines defined middle-class life. Housemaids, cooks, parlourmaids, and gardeners sustained the appearance of gentility while living under close supervision and with limited rights. The Red House operates in a cultural field where “a proper home” implied at least one servant, and where the management of servants announced a family’s place in the social order. Friction over wages, privacy, and authority was common. By dramatizing the ethics and logistics of running a household, fiction could expose the hidden labor and moral compromises underpinning respectability.

Nesbit’s politics are essential context. She and her husband, Hubert Bland, were early, active members—indeed counted among the founders—of the Fabian Society in 1884, which advocated gradualist, democratic socialism. Fabians promoted municipal ownership, social investigations, and legislative reform rather than revolution. Fabian Essays in Socialism (1889) and London County Council initiatives shaped debates about poverty, housing, and education. Even when writing for entertainment, Nesbit’s work often registers unease with class privilege and charity as a substitute for structural change. Readers of The Red House would have recognized Fabian-inflected skepticism toward inherited wealth, patronage, and the complacencies of genteel domestic life.

The era’s gender politics also press on the novel’s world. The Married Women’s Property Acts (1870, 1882) enabled wives to control earnings and property; the Matrimonial Causes Act (1857) had earlier shifted divorce into civil courts, though access remained unequal. The “New Woman” debates of the 1890s challenged expectations around work, marriage, and sexuality. Organized suffrage intensified with the National Union of Women’s Suffrage Societies (1897) and, later, the Women’s Social and Political Union (1903). In such a climate, The Red House’s portrayals of courtship, household authority, and female agency would have been measured against contemporary disputes over women’s autonomy within, and beyond, the home.

Education reforms expanded the reading public that sustained writers like Nesbit. The Elementary Education Act (1870) established a system of publicly funded schooling; attendance became broadly compulsory in the following decades. The Education Act (1902) reorganized secondary provision and local authority control. Literacy rates climbed, and with them the expectation that fiction could illuminate social questions while providing pleasure. Even where children are not central, Nesbit’s sensitivity to their perspectives—honed in her celebrated children’s books—often informs domestic scenes, emphasizing play, learning, and moral experiment inside the household spaces evoked by The Red House.

Changes in the publishing industry framed how The Red House reached readers. The three-volume novel model faded in the 1890s as circulating libraries like Mudie’s lost dominance, replaced by single-volume “six-shilling” novels and cheaper reprints. Mass-circulation periodicals, notably The Strand Magazine (founded 1891), fostered serialization and short fiction, widening middle-class access to contemporary writers. New journalism’s blend of reportage and entertainment blurred boundaries between social investigation and storytelling. Nesbit contributed frequently to magazines, and her adult fiction participated in this brisk print economy, where domestic intrigue, social satire, and topical concerns were expected to be vivid, accessible, and timely.

Technological change altered the texture of home life. Gas lighting, piped water, and improved sanitation had become standard in many urban and suburban houses by the late nineteenth century; electricity spread unevenly after the 1880s. The telephone appeared in affluent districts, while labor-saving tools and manufactured furnishings entered middle-class homes via a thriving retail market. Such innovations reconfigured privacy, comfort, and the rhythms of labor for both employers and servants. The Red House, attentive to interiors and household routines, sits within a culture increasingly aware that technology could both ease drudgery and amplify surveillance and control inside domestic walls.

Transport innovations reshaped geography and daily mobility. The suburban railway network enabled clerks and professionals to live beyond the smoky core of London while remaining tied to urban employment. Tram electrification accelerated in the 1890s; bicycles revolutionized short-distance travel and courtship rituals; early motorcars appeared in the 1900s, regulated by the Motor Car Act (1903). Nesbit herself lived at Well Hall, Eltham, in southeast London from 1899, experiencing the borderlands between city and countryside that her fiction often evokes. The Red House reflects a world in which journeys—commutes, outings, social calls—connect domestic plots to the wider, rapidly circulating metropolis.

Imperial power formed the background music of the age. The British Empire stood at its height, even as the Second Boer War (1899–1902) exposed military and moral strains, galvanizing both jingoistic pride and sharp dissent among socialists and liberals. Newspapers carried imperial news into parlors, while imperial commerce stocked those parlors with imported goods. Domestic fiction like The Red House may appear inward-looking, yet anxieties about discipline, duty, and entitlement at home often echoed debates about rule, responsibility, and exploitation abroad. Nesbit’s socialist commitments make it plausible that such resonances surface as quiet ironies rather than overt pageantry.

Law, property, and inheritance were staples of late Victorian and Edwardian plotting. Wills, settlements, trusts, and the legal mechanics of conveyancing determined who could reside in and profit from houses like the one named in The Red House. While primogeniture had no general legal mandate in England, aristocratic and upper-middle-class settlements often mimicked it; for other classes, mortgages and probate could still entangle families. The rise of professionalized policing and the popularity of sensation and detective fiction since the 1860s furnished readers with expectations of secrets, documents, and moral tests emerging from the very architecture of home, title, and deed.

Aesthetics of the home were politicized by the Arts and Crafts movement. William Morris’s Red House in Bexleyheath (built 1859, designed by Philip Webb) became iconic for craftsmanship, simplicity, and integrity against industrial mass production. By the 1890s and 1900s, Arts and Crafts ideals filtered into middle-class taste through wallpapers, textiles, and furniture—even when mass-produced. The color red, the honesty of brick, and the value of well-made interiors signaled ethical as well as visual claims. Without asserting direct influence, readers of The Red House would have recognized debates over ornament, authenticity, and consumption inscribed in the objects and rooms that fiction lingered over.

Religious authority was waning but still influential. Anglican norms framed rites of passage, yet Nonconformist traditions and secular liberalism had strong footholds. The Society for Psychical Research (founded 1882) and a vogue for spiritualism and ghost stories signaled both skepticism and yearning for metaphysical reassurance. Nesbit wrote acclaimed supernatural tales that often locate unease within familiar rooms, staircases, and nurseries. Even if The Red House is not a ghost story, the period trained readers to treat houses as moral barometers—structures that remember debts, betrayals, and generational vows—making domestic space an instrument for ethical inquiry as much as for atmosphere.

Economic uncertainty shadowed the promise of suburban comfort. The late Victorian “long depression” and periodic slumps left clerks and shopkeepers vulnerable to layoffs and salary cuts. Small fortunes rested on fragile investments or speculative building. For many families, marriage functioned as both emotional bond and financial strategy; dowries, settlements, and prudent alliances mattered. In such a milieu, The Red House—and the social world it conjures—would register how romance intersects with budget-books, how taste contends with thrift, and how a respectable address can be both a shield and an exposure to creditors, gossip, and sudden reversals.

Municipal reform and philanthropy framed public responses to poverty and urban stress. The London County Council (established 1889) experimented with housing, sanitation, and transit; the settlement movement (such as Toynbee Hall) promoted research and neighborhood uplift; the Charity Organisation Society policed relief to deter “improvidence.” Socialists like Nesbit criticized paternalism and pressed for structural remedies alongside personal kindness. The Red House’s attention to neighborliness, servants’ welfare, or the ethics of giving would have resonated with readers attuned to these debates, where a well-run household was imagined as a microcosm of just—or unjust—governance.

Leisure and consumer culture flourished in the Edwardian years. Music halls, seaside holidays by cheap rail, department stores, and mail-order catalogs expanded horizons, while advertising taught households how to desire. Tea-tables, garden parties, and amateur theatricals turned homes into stages for sociability and performance. The Red House participates in this culture of display: furniture, attire, and small rituals of hospitality signal class and aspiration. Yet such scenes often carry critique, revealing how taste can shade into snobbery, how hospitality can police boundaries, and how the market inserts itself into affection, friendship, and the rhetoric of “home.”

Finally, the book’s focus on a house allows it to mirror and critique its era. The Red House gathers within its walls the key forces of turn-of-the-century Britain—class and service, women’s rights, socialist reform, legal property regimes, imperial aftershocks, technological novelty, and consumer desire. Nesbit’s political commitments and sharp eye for domestic detail equip her to test the promises of respectability against lived strains. Rather than trumpet manifesto, the novel works by arrangement: the plan of rooms, the etiquette of visits, the terms of marriage and money. In doing so, it renders the house a social document, readable as both refuge and argument.
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    Edith Nesbit (1858–1924), widely published as E. Nesbit, was an English poet, novelist, and writer for children whose work helped shape modern children’s literature during the late Victorian and Edwardian periods. She pioneered a distinctive blend of everyday domestic realism with the extraordinary, allowing magic to collide with ordinary life while keeping a light, humorous tone. Her achievements encompass novels, short stories, poetry, and journalism, with enduring classics including The Story of the Treasure Seekers, Five Children and It, and The Railway Children. Beyond children’s books, she published poetry and adult short fiction, often tinged with the supernatural. Her voice and narrative innovations influenced generations of writers.

Her education was irregular, marked by frequent moves in Britain and on the Continent, and she read omnivorously. Without a continuous formal schooling, she absorbed ideas from libraries, circulating periodicals, and public lectures, an experience that later informed her sympathy for inquisitive, self-reliant young protagonists. Folklore, fairy tales, and the bustling urban modernity of late nineteenth-century London all left imprints on her imagination. As she entered literary circles, she learned the craft of journalism, verse, and storytelling within the dynamic periodical market. She also participated in the era’s reform-minded debates, an environment that encouraged the mixture of fantasy, realism, and social observation characteristic of her fiction.

In the 1880s and 1890s, Nesbit established herself with poetry and magazine work, developing a brisk, conversational style. Early collections such as Lays and Legends showcased her narrative verse, while contributions to leading journals broadened her audience. She also explored the uncanny in adult stories, later gathered in volumes like Grim Tales and The Power of Darkness, which include much-anthologized pieces such as Man-Size in Marble. These experiments with tone—by turns playful, satirical, and eerie—honed the control of voice and structure that would distinguish her children’s books. At the same time, steady periodical writing trained her in serial pacing and reader engagement.

Nesbit’s breakthrough in children’s fiction came with The Story of the Treasure Seekers at the century’s turn, introducing the Bastable family and a fresh approach to contemporary childhood. Eschewing moralizing allegory, she portrayed resourceful siblings in recognizable streets and gardens, narrated with wit and immediacy. Sequels including The Wouldbegoods and The New Treasure Seekers expanded this world and confirmed her gift for ensemble characterization. Reviewers noted the lively dialogue, comic mishaps, and respect for children’s agency. The Bastable books also showcased her ability to balance episodic adventures with a coherent emotional arc, a method that helped redefine expectations for family-centered narratives.

Her fantasy reached a peak in the Psammead sequence—Five Children and It, The Phoenix and the Carpet, and The Story of the Amulet—where magical encounters arise within ordinary Edwardian settings. Rather than building remote secondary worlds, Nesbit let enchantment intrude upon everyday life, creating comic complications and ethical puzzles while preserving the textures of contemporary experience. Standalone novels such as The Enchanted Castle, The House of Arden, and Harding’s Luck extended these experiments with time, place, and transformation. The Railway Children, published in the same fertile period, offered a realistic adventure suffused with warmth and social awareness, quickly becoming one of her most beloved books.

Nesbit’s public commitments were integral to her career. Active in British socialism and a founding figure in the Fabian movement, she lectured, wrote tracts, and contributed to debates on reform. Those commitments surface in her fiction as themes of fairness, cooperation, and skepticism toward unearned privilege, rendered without heavy didacticism. Alongside children’s books, she produced adult novels such as The Incomplete Amorist and later The Lark, and continued writing supernatural tales. Her versatility across forms—poetry, essays, journalism, fiction—kept her engaged with readers of different ages and tastes, while the steady cadence of serial publication trained her narrative economy and comic timing.

In later years she continued to publish for both children and adults, revisiting favorite motifs while experimenting with new tones. She spent her final years in Kent and died in 1924. Her reputation has endured, reinforced by frequent reprints and adaptations for stage, radio, and film, especially of The Railway Children. Writers from C. S. Lewis to Diana Wynne Jones have acknowledged debts to her blend of realism and wonder, ensemble casts, and genial narrative voice. Today she is read not only for nostalgic charm but for formal innovations that made modern children’s fantasy possible, shaping expectations about how magical stories inhabit the real world.
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THE BEGINNING


CONVENTIONALLY our life-story ended in a shower of rice at the church door, amid the scent of white flowers, with a flutter of white favors all about us. We left behind us those relatives whose presence had been so little desired by us during our brief courtship, and a high-heeled white satin slipper struck the back of the brougham[1] as we drove off. It was like a parting slap on the shoulder from our old life—the old life which we left so gayly, eager to fulfil the destiny set as the end of our wooing's fairy story, and to “live happy ever after.”

And now all that was six months ago; and instead of attending to that destiny, the fairy princess and her unworthy prince were plunged  over head and ears in their first quarrel—their first serious quarrel—about the real and earnest things of life; for the other little quarrels about matters of sentiment and the affections really did not count. They were only play and make-believe; still, they had got our hands in, so that when we really differed seriously we both knew exactly how to behave—we had played at quarrels so often. This quarrel was very serious, because it was about my shaving-brush and Chloe's handkerchief-case. There was a cupboard with a window—Chloe called it my dressing-room, and, at first, I humored her pretty fancy about it, and pretended that I could really see to shave in a glass that faced the window, although my shoulders, as I stood, cut off all light. But even then I used really to shave at Chloe's mirror after she had gone down to make the tea and boil the eggs—only I kept my shaving things in the embroidered vestments which my wife's affection provided and her fingers worked, and these lived in the “dressing-room.” But the subterfuge presently seemed unworthy, and I found myself, in the ardor of a truthful nature, leaving my soapy brush on her toilet-table. Chloe called this untidiness, and worse, and urged that I had a dressing-room. Then I put the brush away. This had happened more than once.

On this memorable morning I had set up the pretty ivory shaving-brush, clean and pleasant with its white crown of lather, among her hair-brushes. Chloe came up just then to ask me whether I would have two or three eggs. Her entrance startled me. I cut myself slightly, but infuriatingly, and knocked the brush down. It fell on Chloe's handkerchief-case—pink satin, painted with rose and cupids, a present. Chloe snatched it up.

“You are horrid,” she said. “Why don't you shave in your own dressing-room?”

“Whatever does it matter?” said I.

“My sachet's ruined,” she said, dabbing at it with her pocket-handkerchief.

My chin was still bleeding.

“It's no use,” she went on. “I spend all my time trying to keep the house nice, and you're always putting things down on things. You put your hateful fountain-pen down on the new drawn-linen table-centre only yesterday, and it's made a great ink mark. Yes, you did—when you were writing the check for the butcher.”

I was ill-advised enough to murmur something about trifles.

“But they're not trifles,” said Chloe. “They're just the little things that make all the difference between a home and—”

“And?”

“And other places. Breakfast will be quite spoiled. You're frightfully late. And I don't think this girl means to stay; she's been quite rude about the haddock already.”

Now that I knew what my wife was so cross about, I might, perhaps—but I didn't. My chin was still bleeding.

I said, “Please don't wait breakfast for me, and began to brush my hair with a dignified aloofness. Chloe went out, and I own that she banged the door.

When I was ready I went down to breakfast. Chloe was reading the paper—a thing she never does. She poured out my tea and gave it to me without a glance. Thanking her coldly, I helped myself to haddock and opened my letters.

It was with the second letter that the shock came. I read the letter twice. And I looked round our little dining-room—it was about ten feet by nine—and I sighed. For I knew—surely if inexplicably—that the dove of peace which had folded its wings there had spread them on a flight from which it would, perhaps, never return. I had quarrelled with my wife—about a shaving-brush; but that episode had now shrunk to less than nothing in the presence of the new, the wonderful danger that threatened our home. 

I looked at the neat breakfast-table, bright with our wedding-presents—cruet-stands, butter-dishes, and silver-plated teaspoons. I looked at the row of shelves over the mantel-piece, where the more attractive of our crockery stood displayed; at the corner cupboard, picked up for a song in Great Portland Street, and fitted with a lock inexorably guarding the marmalade, the loaf sugar, the sardines, the bottled beer, and such like costly items. I looked at Chloe, mutinously reading the paper—in a white muslin blouse which had been green, with white flowers on it, when we bought it together in the Lewisham High Street for twopence three farthings the yard[2], and which to my mind was all the prettier for the theft, by soap and water, of its original hue and design. I looked at the remains of the haddock on the dish, the two eggs in the eggstand—another wedding-present. And again I sighed.

Chloe laid down the paper irresolutely and looked towards, but not at, me.

I sighed again and stirred my tea. I could see that Chloe was making a heroic resolve to overcome her pride and end the quarrel. She did it.

“Are you sorry you were so cross?” she asked, severely.

“Frightfully sorry.” I spoke from the heart.

“Then so am I!” she cried. And suddenly the first quarrel found itself over. Presently we went on with the breakfast. To be more accurate, we began. But my thoughts refused to bury themselves in the beefsteak-pudding which Chloe unfolded as a brilliant dinner prospect, and I sighed once more.

“What is the matter now? Have you forgotten that you're not cross any more, and you're never going to be again—or—is the haddock really like she said?” Chloe asked, making horseshoes in her pretty forehead, as she always does when life presents to her any problem not immediately soluble in a laugh or a joke. “Is it another bill? Never mind! I'll ask them to wait. You'll get the check for that detective story on Monday, if the editor has a thread of conscience left, and I'll go up to town to-morrow and draw the money from old Moses for those last drawings of ‘The Holy Life.’”

“It's not a bill, madam,” I said, “and Moses can send his money by post. To-morrow we have another errand. To-day, alas! I must finish my article for the Weekly Wilderness.”

“Do you want to drive me to suicide?” she asked. “Give me the letter!”

“Allow me,” I said, “the melancholy pleasure  of communicating its contents. If you have quite finished your eggs and things you may come and sit on my knee.”

She came and perched there.

“Don't be a pig, Len,” she said. “I'm not a baby, to have bad news broken to me.”

Then I put my arm round her and spoke out roundly.

“My dear,” I said, “we are ruined[1q].”

“Oh, Len, are we really?” said Chloe, much interested.

“Yes,” I said, firmly. “Hitherto we've worked for our living and earned it. Now we are degraded from the ranks of the noble army of workers. My uncle James has died, and he has left us a hundred a year and a house. Our independence gone—it's a cruel blow! We'll ride over and see it to-morrow as ever is.”

I am not sure that Chloe did not weep for joy. Though as a rule, one knows, that sort of weeping is only done in books. You see, we really had worked so very, very hard. However much in love one may be, one does not like to work ten hours a day. Though two may not grudge it as the price of life together. I wrote, Chloe illustrated—we worked hard—hard—hard, and earned enough to keep body and soul and the two of us together in our microscopic house.   

“The Bandbox” we called it, but on its gatepost it called itself Ross Villa. And now—a hundred a year, and a house—such a house. It came back to me out of my youth, a monument of comfortable affluence, with vineries and pineries, and pits and frames, clean-shaved lawns and trim orchards, yew avenues, box edgings, stabling and coach-houses and pigsties and henneries. Chloe and I clung together in an ecstasy, till “the girl” came in to clear away breakfast. I never saw anything more dramatic than the way in which she indicated, as she bore out the empty dish, that her opinion of the haddock was not only entirely unaltered, but indeed confirmed, by our having eaten it.

My article for the Weekly Wilderness got itself written somehow, but with difficulty, for Chloe, demoralized by our good fortune, interrupted me at every sentence—a thing we have carefully trained each other not to do.

“Has it a garden?” she asked, suddenly, stopping in front of me with a compelling wave of her wand, or feather brush. “Are you sure it has a garden?”

“More or less,” I said. “Don't chatter, there's an angel.”

“And out-houses?” after a pause and an interval of fluffy energy.

“Of sorts,” I said; “but don't talk, my dearest child. You lost me an epigram then.”

“I am so sorry—but—since you are interrupted—dear, dearer, dearest Len, tell me in six words, what is the Red House like?”

“It's not red at all—at least only one wing of it. It's a big yellow house—stands all alone in fields. Has a great alarm-bell and, I believe, a ghost. Now be quiet or I shall slap you. To-morrow we'll see it.”

But the interruption ruined a delightful sentence, conceived in a spirit of the most delicate irony, and dealing with the late deplorable action of the London water companies—and again I experienced that premonition of unrest. Never again, I felt certain, should I be able to be sure of a clear morning's work. I made allowances for my wife. I was not, I feel certain, unjust or unreasonable, but I saw that while the house and the money were new topics, she could not be expected to preserve on them the hours of silence which my writing exacted. And by the time the topics were stale, the beautiful habit of letting each other alone during working-hours would have been broken forever. I laid down my fountain-pen to make these reflections. I heard Chloe pulling out drawers and opening cupboards in our room overhead. Yet before I could snatch  up my pen she had whirled in and caught me idle.

“Oh, you're not doing anything. Then I sha'n't interrupt you if I just ask whether there's a hen-house.”

“I don't know,” I said, beginning to write very fast, and not sufficiently grateful, I fear, for her indifference to the money as compared with the house. “Why don't you settle down to your work? This is the beginning of the ruin I foresaw.”

“I—I don't think I'll work to-day,” she said, guiltily. “I'm looking over some things. But I won't bother.”

But she was back again in less than half an hour with a question about larders burning on her lips, and my article degenerated from the clear, sustained logical argument which it meant to be, to a piece of patch-work—of patch-work ill fitted. I became desperate, and avenged my poor broken article by telling Chloe anything rather than the truth about my uncle's old house. In the end this disingenuousness was paid for to the uttermost. If I had prepared her, if I had had the intelligence to overpaint, even, the charms of that old house—but I was firm, firm to the point of spitefulness. “A yellow brick house, as ugly as a lunatic asylum, standing alone in the fields,  bearing an alarm-bell and a ghostly reputation.” This was the most she got out of me.

My piece of patch-work got its last stitches put in sooner than I expected. I put it in its envelope, addressed it, and went up to our room.

All the wardrobe drawers were pulled out. Chloe was sitting on the floor amid a heap of stuffs—a roll of chintz which her mother had given her for covers to our drawing-room furniture, if ever we had any; some bits of velvet, soft reds and greens, that we had bought together at Liberty's sale; and she was snipping and tearing at a muslin and lace gown—a gown I had always admired. I remember she wore it to breakfast the day after our wedding. I felt as though my tenderest memories were being unpicked, stitch by stitch.

“What on earth—” I said. She looked up with a flush of excitement on her little face.

“Oh, Len, look here. Don't you think these velvets would cover some cushions very nicely? And the chintz would make lovely long curtains
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