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Satisfaction

No one would have thought from Anne Day’s appearance, as she sat with closed eyes in the corner of her third-class carriage, that her mind was seething with a delicious excitement. But seething was a mild description of the turmoil that was in process therein. For this commonplace little journey which she was making down into Kent was one of the great events of her life. It was the opening, so she fondly allowed herself to hope, of a new and happier chapter in her fortunes, a turn for the better long, very long, overdue.

For life had not recently smiled on Anne Day. Alone, out of work, and with her little balance dwindling at an appalling rate, she had for eleven weary months fought a losing battle with the devils of panic and despair.

Anne was an only child and an orphan. Her mother died when she was twelve, and from then till his death ten years later she had kept house for her father in the old Gloucester parsonage. The Reverend Latimer Day was a scholar and a recluse, a brilliant thinker, but out of touch with the world, and therefore out of touch with its material rewards. At his death Anne had found herself homeless and with an income of barely thirty pounds a year. Her friends in the parish had been kind, but she could not stay with them for ever, and three weeks after the funeral, with seventy pounds, the proceeds of the auction, she had left the district to try her fortunes in London.

Fate at first had been kind to her. After only a fortnight’s search she had found a job as companion to an old lady. Mrs Hume was kind and soon treated Anne like a daughter, but she was poor, and could not pay enough to enable Anne to save. For six years Anne had remained there, happy indeed in a way, but in spite of all her efforts, unable to better her position. Then Mrs Hume had died, and at eight-and-twenty Anne had found herself once more on the world.

She had no special qualifications. Though she had acted as secretary to her father in his research for a critical work on the Pentateuch, she had not the necessary training for a business career. Nor had she any degrees or diplomas which might have helped her to get a post as teacher.

Life, indeed, became very hard for her. For eleven terrible months she had haunted registry offices and searched the files of papers in the public libraries, while shoes and gloves, and latterly even food and lodging had grown more and more hideously insistent problems. In spite of it all she could hear of few suitable jobs, and such as did materialise were snapped up by young women with better clothes or qualifications. For many weeks she had had her name down for domestic service, but none of the mistresses she could easily have served would take her without previous references, and those who overlooked this formality were of a type with which she vowed only hunger itself would force her in contact.

And then, just as she had decided to take a position as scullery maid in a large house, this job had turned up, this job to which she was now travelling. When on her weary round she had for the hundredth time asked at the desk at Mrs Allsopp’s registry office the question from which hope had wellnigh departed, the marvel had happened. Instead of the shake of the head and the perfunctory, ‘Nothing yet, I’m afraid, Miss Day,’ to which she had grown so sadly accustomed, she had been told to wait. Ten minutes later she had been called into Mrs Allsopp’s room, and there the marvel had become a miracle.

A tall, well-built, well-dressed man with strong features sat facing Mrs Allsopp. Anne was presented, or rather indicated. Mr Grinsmead was polite. He got up, smiled, and held out his hand as if Anne really was a human being and not the piece of furniture Mrs Allsopp so evidently considered her. Then briefly he stated his business. He wanted a housekeeper. His wife was a semi-invalid and the strain of running things had become too much for her. He wanted someone to relieve her of it. But a mere housekeeper was not enough. He wanted a lady of tact who, while competent to manage everything on her own responsibility, would yet defer to his wife and carry out any directions she might choose to give.

‘I wish her to be pleased and humoured,’ he said. ‘If her desires run counter to what you consider the best way of doing things, you must give way, or at least make her believe you do. I don’t want anyone who will take up the position, “Well, I’m responsible for this and I must do it my way or not at all.” You follow me, Miss Day? The actual efficiency of the household management is of less importance than the pleasing of Mrs Grinsmead.’

Anne agreed eagerly. Mr Grinsmead nodded slowly and went on.

‘Now the question is whether you could manage the work. Mrs Allsopp tells me that you kept house for many years for your father, but it is possible that we may, for instance, do more entertaining than your father. Perhaps you would tell me something about your experience in that way.’

Equally eagerly Anne explained. There had been clerical lunches, church functions involving entertainment at the parsonage, visits of professors and others interested in the early books of the Bible. She was sure she could do what was required.

Again Grinsmead nodded. His household consisted of his wife, two small children, the governess, two servants, and the gardener-chauffeur. She thought she could do it?

She was sure of it.

Very well. So far as he could see, she would suit admirably. But he couldn’t definitely offer her the position. Would she come down on a month’s probation?

Would she go down? Anne laughed to herself at the question. Did this clever, successful-looking man know that her worldly assets amounted to just four pounds, seventeen shillings and threepence halfpenny? Yes, she would go down; as soon as he wanted her; and she hoped his wife would find her suitable. At all events she would do her very best to please. She did not try to bargain. She did not even ask the salary. Things had gone too far for that. Her voice was sharply eager as she asked where she was to go, and when.

She had almost been overcome by what followed. For a moment the man had looked at her fixedly, then he had taken notes for five pounds from his pocket and handed them over.

‘An advance on your salary,’ he had said. ‘You may want to get a few things. Besides, there is the fare down. I live near Ashbridge. Will you come down tomorrow by the train leaving Victoria at 3.45? The car will meet you and take you out to Frayle.’

She had bought the few things and caught her train by a margin of nearly an hour.

A job! Surely with a month’s opportunity to show what she could do, she would be certain to retain it? A congenial job, moreover, with congenial people! She could not bring herself to conceive of them as otherwise. For Mr Grinsmead—he had given his name as Severus Grinsmead—had said that she was to live with them as one of the family. And with a good salary; one hundred and twenty pounds a year and all found: twice, more than twice, what she would thankfully have accepted! As she compared her present outlook with that of only yesterday morning, she felt overwhelmed with thankfulness and joy.

Yet it remained true that had she known all that awaited her at Ashbridge, she might well have drawn back in dismay, preferring the known humiliations of the scullery maid’s job to the agonies of fear and horror and suspense which she was fated to endure with the Grinsmeads.

No one could have called Anne beautiful. She was small with a rather squat figure, an undoubted snub nose and a mouth of generous proportions. But truth and honesty shone in her gray eyes and her firm chin showed courage and determination. No fool, Anne looked, but a capable and reliable young woman, a good friend and an ally worth having in a tight corner.

As the brakes grated on the wheels she opened her eyes and looked around. This surely must be Ashbridge. Her heart beat a little quicker as she stood up to collect her meagre belongings, the cheap cloak bought among other things out of the nine pounds seventeen shillings and three pence halfpenny to which Mr Grinsmead’s advance had raised her capital, the old-fashioned solid leather portmanteau which had been her father’s, the five-shilling umbrella which she had so long coveted. A poor collection, yet in spite of it and of her dumpy figure and thumping heart, she had an air which made the chauffeur who presently came up to her as she was standing on the platform, touch his hat respectfully.

‘For Mr Grinsmead’s, miss?’ He was a youngish man, pleasant enough looking, dressed in a neat dark blue uniform, and with a soft intonation suggestive of the West country. Anne at once took to him. She felt suddenly comforted. This pleasant beginning to her job was surely a good omen.

‘It’s about two miles out, miss,’ the man went on as he picked up the portmanteau. ‘Very nice country.’

‘It looks lovely, as far as I could see from the train,’ Anne agreed. ‘I’ve never been here before.’

‘No, miss? I’m sure you’ll like it.’ He held open the door of a large blue car, shut Anne carefully in, and mounted the front seat. The car rolled smoothly off.

Anne was too much excited to observe her surroundings in any detail. Dimly she was conscious of passing through a pleasant looking town with good shops, and out into undulating, well-wooded country. The contrast between yesterday’s weary, hopeless trail through the pitiless London streets and being borne thus luxuriously through this beautiful country, filled her mind too poignantly for observation. What a change in her fortunes! Oh, that she might not fail, was the burden of her thought! That she might please these Grinsmeads and be kept on! She clenched her hands in the intensity of her desire.

The two miles passed before she was well aware that they had left the town, and slackening speed, the car swung through an ornate gateway. A little plate, fixed to the gate, bore in ornamental letters the name ‘Frayle’. The drive curved past masses of rhododendrons to a fair-sized house. This was evidently quite modern, being built like thousands of others with the lower story of brownish purple bricks, and the upper story and roof covered with ‘antique’ reddish brown tiles, and with long low lead-lighted windows. Behind were trees, some fine beeches and sycamores. Anne glimpsed a brightly coloured garden at one side of the house and a tennis court at the other as she passed from the car to the porch.

The door was opened by a slightly unpleasant looking maid, who took Anne’s portmanteau from the chauffeur. ‘I’m Gladys, miss,’ she said civilly enough. ‘I’ll show you your room, and when you are ready Mrs Grinsmead would like you to have tea with her.’

‘Thank you,’ Anne smiled, as she followed the girl into the hall. ‘What a delightful country this is. I’ve never been here before, and after London it looks heavenly.’

Gladys admitted briefly that the country was ‘naice,’ and led the way upstairs. The house, from the glimpses Anne had got so far, was well but plainly furnished, the house of a successful though not exactly wealthy man. It seemed of comfortable size, neither cramped not yet in any sense a mansion. Gladys threw open a door not far from the head of the stairs and led the way in.

Anne could scarcely refrain from a cry of delight as she saw what was to be her room. It was not large, but it was delightfully arranged as a bed-sitting room. A luxurious looking divan was evidently the disguised bed, while a kind of davenport became, when the lid was lifted, a basin with running hot and cold water. There were comfortable armchairs, a couple of little tables, two large built-in wardrobes, a cheery wallpaper and pretty curtains and furnishings. But the glory of the room was its window, a large square bow with an enclosed window seat. Anne hurried across the room and gazed out.

The outlook seemed to be west: it was at the side of the house overlooking the garden and the sun was shining on the angle between it and the front. Anne experienced another little thrill of delight as she saw the garden. She was passionately fond of flowers, and here were flowers in gorgeous profusion. Immediately below, along the side of the house, was a narrow plot of well-kept grass. Then came some herbaceous borders, masses of red and yellow and blue. Behind was a rose pergola, a blaze of colour, with at one side a small pool and rock garden. Beyond, towards the back of the garden were the beeches, while in front were open views over the rolling, well-wooded country.

‘How lovely!’ Anne cried.

‘Very naice view, miss,’ Gladys answered. ‘If you’ll please ring when you’re ready, I’ll show you the drawing room.’

She withdrew silently, and Anne, brought back to earth, hastened to make her toilet. She wondered if she was the first housekeeper to occupy this charming room, or whether she was just one of a succession. She felt almost frightened as she thought of her luck. The large salary, this delightful room, the respectful air of the servants, the life as a member of the family, the pleasant master of the house: was it not too much? Anne’s experience of life had been that such perfection simply did not exist. Against it all must there not be some horrid crab?

Perhaps, she imagined, the drawback might be Mrs Grinsmead’s personality. And when a few minutes later she was ushered into the drawing room, she felt that this might indeed prove to be the truth.

The drawing room occupied the front corner of the house on the opposite side to Anne’s room. It was a good-sized, but rather badly proportioned room, with two bow windows. The furniture was expensive, but with the exception of the carpet, not quite to Anne’s taste. Anne at once lost her heart to the carpet, a gorgeous carpet, thick and soft to the feet, and bearing conventional Chinese flowers in dead gold on the most vivid of blue backgrounds. But the other things she thought were pretentious rather than comfortable. She noticed with pleasure, however, that there were books in plenty both on shelves and lying about, and, being musical, she thrilled at the sight of the superb grand piano.

In the smaller of the two bow windows sat the mistress of the house. Sybil Grinsmead was tall and fair and washed-out looking. Her hair was light without being golden, her eyes a watery blue, and her features aristocratic, though slightly indeterminate. She was thin and unhealthily pallid, languid and evidently wanting in grip. Her dress was expensive looking, but a little untidy, as if she lacked the energy necessary for the small finishing touches which make the difference between being well and indifferently gowned. She was lying back in an easy-chair, a novel on her knee, and beside her a tea tray on which an electric kettle sang lustily. She rose as Anne entered and came forward with a faint smile.

‘How d’you do?’ she said apathetically, holding out a flabby hand. ‘Won’t you sit down? You’re ready for tea after your journey?’

Judging from what she had heard from others in positions similar to her own, Anne had reason to be pleased with her reception. And yet, though Mrs Grinsmead’s manner was perfectly courteous, it left Anne vaguely dissatisfied. There was no pretence of even ordinary cordiality behind the words, such as had been shown by the other members of the household with whom she had come in contact. Of course in a way Anne could not expect cordiality, but there was not even that quality of manner which passes for cordiality in the ordinary relations of life. Mrs Grinsmead seemed absolutely uninterested in Anne’s arrival; as if it were just the same to her whether Anne came or stayed away. Anne, of course, expected no interest for her own sake, but as the woman’s future deputy in the control of the household, she was surprised at being taken so casually.

During tea Mrs Grinsmead talked carelessly on a variety of subjects, all of which Anne noticed with some bewilderment had one peculiarity in common. With the exception of a perfunctory reference to Anne’s journey, every remark that the lady made was impersonal. Politics, travel, art, the country: yes. Anne Day, Sybil Grinsmead, or Sybil Grinsmead’s household: no. She did not then, nor did she till a long time after, ask Anne anything about herself; not even about her previous experience. Strangers they met, strangers they remained.

It is true that after the tea things had been removed she did turn to business.

‘Mr Grinsmead no doubt told you that you would have full charge and control of the household,’ she began. ‘I don’t know if he gave you any details?’

‘He said I should have to take charge under your instructions. Beyond mentioning what the household consisted of, he told me nothing.’

‘Quite so.’ An ordinary reply, and yet Anne felt vaguely disquieted with it. Mrs Grinsmead’s voice had a sort of mocking intonation, a dry scepticism which with a little more energy would have been sardonic. There was a slight pause, then the lady continued: ‘I shan’t interfere much. If you can satisfy Mr Grinsmead, you’ll probably satisfy me. I shall give you full control, you do what you think is best, and if either of us don’t like the result you’ll hear about it.’ A slight smile robbed the words of any harshness. ‘Did Mr Grinsmead tell you I should want you to give me a little personal help as well?’

Anne shook her head. ‘He didn’t actually say so, but of course I shall be only too glad to do anything I can.’

Mrs Grinsmead looked at her keenly. ‘It’s very little,’ she said, ‘just to write a few letters occasionally. Invitations when we have people and that sort of thing.’

‘That’s nothing, Mrs Grinsmead. Of course I’ll do it. I did all my late father’s secretarial work, and though I’m not a trained secretary, I know a good deal about it.’

Mrs Grinsmead did not ask what kind of work the late Mr Day had required. She repeated, ‘Quite so’ rather coldly and went on with her exposition.

‘You will have the whole of your time to yourself, consistant with seeing that household matters are properly conducted. If you are a golfer there is no reason why you shouldn’t join the club. You will be expected to have your meals with us, and I should like you to sit with me here in the evenings. Of course if on any special occasion you want to go out or to sit in your room, you are free to do so. Subject, as I say, to obliging me occasionally on special points and under special circumstances, you can do as you like.’

Anne was really grateful, and said so.

‘I hope you are a bridge player,’ Mrs Grinsmead continued. ‘I get tired in the evenings, and when we have people in I should be glad if you could take my place so that I could go to bed without breaking up the game.’

‘I play,’ said Anne, ‘but I’m afraid I’m not very good.’

‘Like Miss Cheame. Miss Cheame is the governess. She also plays, but is not very good. Perhaps a little practice may help you. She doesn’t seem able to improve.’

There was a pause and then Anne said with a little hesitation how much she liked her room and how beautiful she thought the garden.

‘You’re fond of gardening?’

Anne was intensely fond of gardening.

‘Well, make friends with Hersey and go and work there as much as you like. It’s supposed to be our garden, but it’s really Hersey’s. That’s the worst of these professional gardeners. They think the whole place belongs to them, and sooner or later it does.’

‘Is Hersey also the chauffeur?’

‘Yes. He’s supposed to be a good all-round man, but he’s a better gardener than a chauffeur, I should say. Now you had better see the servants. Just ring the bell, will you, please?’

Gladys answered and was sent for Meakin, the cook. Both were then formally introduced to Anne, who greeted them pleasantly, shaking hands. On a second inspection Gladys seemed less objectionable than Anne had first thought her. She was a young woman, probably in the late twenties, with a rather sulky, bad-tempered expression, but her face was honest and dependable. Not attractive, but one whose bark would be worse than her bite, Anne thought. To Mrs Meakin, on the other hand, Anne took instinctively. She seemed about fifty, and looked a woman who, after passing through deep waters, had reached peace and a certain quiet happiness. Kindliness, sympathy, decency in the best sense and a quiet strength radiated from her, and Anne could have sworn that she was neither incompetent nor in any sense a fool. A woman who, no matter in what station of life, would be worth having as a friend.

Mrs Grinsmead’s voice broke into Anne’s reverie.

‘I wanted to tell you both that Miss Day will act for me, and you will take her instructions as you would mine. I shall expect you both to help her in every way you can. You would like to see the house, wouldn’t you, Miss Day? Meakin will show you the kitchen and then Gladys will take you through the rooms. I’ll see you again later about the household books.’

When Anne had completed her tour of inspection she found herself more pleased with the house than she had expected. Downstairs the accommodation—service rooms, dining room, study and morning room—was ordinary, though good of its kind. Upstairs there was more approach to luxury. There were two spare rooms, each with bathroom attached. Mr and Mrs Grinsmead occupied separate bedrooms, each again with its private bathroom. In the other rooms, her own, Miss Cheame’s, the night nursery, and the servants’ rooms, there was running water. The day nursery was a delightful room, not very large, but light and airy and full of toys. Anne was struck by the decoration. It was all very light in colour, particularly upstairs. The bedrooms were papered in light shades, while the landing was done in pale cream, with white enamelled doors and woodwork.

Anne made it a point to talk pleasantly to Gladys while she was being taken round, and the girl thawed somewhat. Altogether Anne thought that if she had had her pick of all the jobs she had ever heard of, she could not have chosen one which would have more exactly suited her.

She went out to the garden, revelling in the flowers, until it was time to dress for the seven-thirty dinner.
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Doubt

The governess and children were out when Anne was going over the house, so she had not seen them. But when she came down to the drawing room shortly before half-past seven, Miss Cheame was there alone.

Edith Cheame was a rather ordinary looking young woman, occupying what might be called the middle range in attributes. She was neither tall nor short, stout nor thin, fair nor dark. Nor could she be described as either beautiful or ugly. In fact, she was of an average type, not unlike hundreds of thousands of other young women of the same age and station. But she looked intelligent and she had an air of leisurely competence calculated to induce reliance on her ability to handle any situation with which she might be confronted. Her expression was neither pleasant nor unpleasant, but she smiled as she rose and came forward to Anne.

‘Miss Day, isn’t it?’ she said in a deep contralto voice. ‘I am Miss Cheame, the governess. Have you just arrived?’

‘A couple of hours ago, and already I’ve fallen in love with the country and the garden, but particularly the garden.’

‘I did just the same. It seemed such a marvellous change from London. I’d been living there for some time.’

‘So have I been,’ Anne said ruefully, ‘for nearly seven years. Ever since I left home near Gloucester.’

They talked of the West Country. Edith Cheame had been at Cheltenham and Evesham, and had loved it.

Presently the door opened and Mr Grinsmead entered.

He was one of those men, Anne thought instantly, who does not look his best in evening dress. He somehow seemed too big, too forceful, not to say too brutal for fine clothes. Tweeds and plus fours would better have fitted his personality. He had a trick of poking forward his head as if he were preparing to drive his great shoulders on through all obstacles. He came forward to Anne, hand extended, and smiling pleasantly enough.

‘Well, Miss Day, so you’ve got here all right? That’s good. And how do you like the country?’

‘Lovely! A lovely country and such a garden! I was just saying to Miss Cheame how much I admired the garden.’

‘Very glad if you’ll take an interest in it. Mrs Grinsmead doesn’t care for anything but the finished product and I haven’t time to worry with it.’

‘Oh, Mr Grinsmead, how kind of you! I’d love to work in it.’

Mr Grinsmead began a reply, then broke off abruptly and rose to his feet. Mrs Grinsmead had swept into the room. She looked well in evening dress, better and brighter than in the afternoon.

‘Dinner’s ready,’ she announced. ‘I met Gladys coming to tell us. Will you come in?’

She led the way to a second door in the back wall of the room. As she reached it it was opened by Gladys, and she passed through, followed by the others.

For some time they continued to discuss gardening, then the talk turned to local personalities, and Anne perforce sat silent. Occasionally Mrs Grinsmead made a perfunctory but unsuccessful effort to include her in the conversation. Anne sat listening with a good deal of interest. She was surprised to discover how much one of the family Miss Cheame seemed to be. She had evidently been with the Grinsmeads for a considerable time. She seemed to know all their friends, and discussed them as if they were her own. Mr Grinsmead in particular spoke to her as if she were a relation. Mrs Grinsmead, however, was not so cordial.

Mrs Grinsmead’s manner, indeed, caused Anne a growing surprise. At first she had thought that between her three companions the best of good fellowship obtained. As the meal progressed she became less certain. She found herself wondering if all was quite so happy and light-hearted as she had imagined. Instinctively she began to sense an undercurrent of strain in the atmosphere, and for this she became increasingly sure Mrs Grinsmead was responsible. But it was all very vague; she was unable to put her finger on any definite word or action to which exception could be taken.

‘What about some bridge?’ Mrs Grinsmead suggested when dessert was over. ‘Are you too tired, Miss Day?’

Anne was not the least tired, but she said again that she was not much of a player.

‘I expect what you want is practice. Let us have a rubber. We may go now; the coffee will come to the drawing room.’

If Anne did not acquit herself with glory, she at least did not cover herself with shame. They played three rubbers, and then Mrs Grinsmead said she was tired and would go to bed.

‘After breakfast tomorrow if you’ll come to my room I’ll show you the household books and then you can take over,’ she said to Anne; ‘till then don’t trouble about anything. Good-night. Good-night, Miss Cheame.’

She disappeared, and as she did so Anne felt the strain go out of the atmosphere. So then it was Mrs Grinsmead. Whatever of unrest or anxiety there was in her mind came out, probably quite involuntarily, but quite unmistakably. Anne wondered what could be wrong.

Mrs Grinsmead’s retirement broke up the party. With an apology that he had some work to attend to Grinsmead betook himself to his study. Edith Cheame chatted for a moment, then in a marked way took up and opened a novel. Whereupon Anne said she would like to get her unpacking done and excused herself.

Anne was too much excited to sleep for some time after she got into bed. Her mind was full of the most profound thankfulness for the change which had come over her fortunes.

A pleasant household, this, she had entered. And yet she could not but feel that there was something wrong. She reviewed her evening, wondering just what had given her that feeling of strain. As she did so, one rather interesting fact gradually emerged. She could not remember a single occasion on which Grinsmead, or Mrs Grinsmead, had spoken directly to one another. Nor had she seen them exchange glances or show any of the little signs of intimacy so usual between married persons. Their communications had been strictly impersonal, and had invariably been made through one or other of their employees, for so she and Miss Cheame were. And now that she came to think of it, Mrs Grinsmead had bidden her and the governess good-night, but she had not spoken to her husband. At the time Anne had thought nothing of this, assuming that they would meet again later, but now she remembered they occupied separate rooms and might not.

Was this marriage one of those unhappy failures which seem so common nowadays? Anne wondered.

She wondered also what part in the establishment Miss Cheame really bore. That the lady was familiar with both husband and wife was evident. Did she know and ignore what Anne suspected?

As her interest in the situation grew, Anne warned herself to be careful. Her employers’ relations were nothing to her. What she had to do was to mind her own business and concentrate on her work.

Suddenly it occurred to her that she mustn’t do too well in her work. If Mrs Grinsmead had been making a hash of it, she mustn’t pull it straight too quickly. The lady wouldn’t appreciate too glaring a commentary on her own administration. No, Anne would have to walk warily and not be in a hurry to make changes.

However, next morning she saw that she might have saved herself anxiety on this point. When after breakfast she went to Mrs Grinsmead’s room to be shown the books, she found that things were competently enough managed.

The mistress of the house was in bed. She seldom got up, it appeared, before midday. But she was not altogether idle. Some letters and several books littered the bed and a fountain pen and blotting pad were on the table at its head.

At once Anne sensed the same coldness in her employer’s manner. Mrs Grinsmead was polite, but unapproachable. She made a few perfunctory remarks before turning to business, but these were the same as on the previous afternoon, quite impersonal.

Her system of household books Anne found easy to grasp. Moreover, it was efficient, and Anne felt she could not do better than continue it.

The financial side of things dealt with, Mrs Grinsmead went on to explain her methods of running the house, ending up: ‘If anything is not clear to you, come and speak to me about it. Otherwise, as long as things go well I don’t want to be bothered. Now hadn’t you better go and see Meakin about today’s meals?’

Anne spent a busy morning trying to master the details of her new job. Surprisingly easy she found it. The maids had been well trained and carried out their work efficiently. Mrs Meakin was helpful with suggestions about meals, and Gladys willingly gave any information she was asked for.

Anne was much pleased and not a little surprised that neither of the maids seemed to resent her coming. Indeed she fancied they rather welcomed her. She had spoken nicely to them when they met, but Anne felt it was more than this. Could it, she wondered, be relief at being brought less directly in contact with their mistress?

At lunch she met the children, who dined with the three women of the establishment. Grinsmead did not come home in the middle of the day. There were two children, a boy and a girl. Anthony, the elder, was just turned six, while his sister, Christina, was four. Charming children, Anne thought them, but rather serious and with too grown-up a manner. Whatever love might or might not be lost between their mother and father, there was no doubt that they and their mother were passionately attached. When speaking to them Mrs Grinsmead’s whole manner changed, and Anne could not mistake the look of intense affection in her eyes. This feeling the children evidently returned. Miss Cheame they seemed merely to tolerate, though there was no sign of active dislike. Anne, who was very fond of children, determined that if she could do so without seeming to interfere, she would make friends with the pair.

That afternoon she had a walk with Edith Cheame. ‘Mrs Grinsmead likes to have the children from lunch till tea,’ the governess explained, ‘and I usually go out. Would you care to come and explore?’

Anne, who had finished her own work for the time being, was delighted. She wanted to see the country, but much more she wanted to be on intimate terms with this woman who seemed so much at home in the household.

She found it less easy than she had hoped. Edith was friendly enough, but she was reserved. She would discuss Anne’s affairs without hesitation, but not her own. Anne, however, could not object to this. She did not, indeed, care for people who were ready too easily to unburden their private affairs. Nor did the two women speak much about their employers. Only one remark the governess made which gave Anne to think.

‘I’m afraid, you know,’ she said, speaking of Mrs Grinsmead, ‘she’s rather ill. She’s certainly worse than one would imagine at first sight. I have been here over a year now, and she’s not getting any better. Indeed I’m afraid she’s worse. I think Mr Grinsmead was wise to get you, though she wasn’t very keen on it. She wants rest from every form of excitement.’

‘Then these bridge parties that I’ve heard of surely can’t be good for her? Though she did say she goes to bed before they’re over.’

‘They’re not good for her at all. She can’t sleep after them. I don’t think Mr Grinsmead likes to have them, but she herself insists on it.’

Anne hesitated, then took the plunge. ‘What is it that you think is wrong?’ she asked.

‘I don’t know exactly,’ Edith Cheame said slowly. ‘She seems to have something on her mind, but I can’t imagine what it may be. I’ve often thought that a psycho-analyst might help her, but, of course, I don’t know.’

Anne was interested, but she wondered how far the governess was giving her real opinion. Was it not that Mrs Grinsmead was simply unhappy, because she had made an unhappy marriage? This, at all events, was a theory Miss Cheame was unlikely to put forward, at least to a stranger.

‘She’s better when we’re alone,’ went on the governess. ‘We’ve had a fair number of visitors staying in the house, and they always seem to upset her. Particularly old Mrs Grinsmead; that’s Mr Grinsmead’s mother, you know. She was here for three or four days a few weeks ago. She’s not altogether easy to pull with, and she rubbed our Mrs Grinsmead up the wrong way.’

‘Very old, is she?’

‘No, she doesn’t look more than sixty, if that. And as hale and hearty as you please. A clever woman and strong-minded. She’s one of those who sees only black and white: no grays anywhere. Efficient, but heavy on one’s nerves.’

Anne knew the type. ‘Does she come here much?’ she asked.

‘Not a great deal. She’s been here twice in my time; for ten days last winter, and then this three or four days a few weeks ago. I understand she’s due again shortly.’

‘Then if they keep me on, I’ll see her,’ Anne smiled, and the talk drifted to other channels.

That second evening passed much as had the first. Anne changed early and went down to the kitchen to see that everything was right for dinner, then after dinner they had three rubbers of bridge. At about ten Mrs Grinsmead went to bed, Grinsmead disappeared to his study, and Anne was left in the drawing room with Edith Cheame. Mindful of the hint that she had received on the previous evening, Anne had provided herself with a book. But Edith did not seem anxious to read, and for an hour they chatted over the fire. Then the governess yawned and said she would turn in, and Anne, after going round the house to see that it was locked up for the night, followed her example.

Anne was surprised to find with what ease and speed she fell into the ways of the house. A week had flown before, as she put it to herself, she had well started. The more she saw of the place and the job, the more she liked it. She found the work easy. It was infinitely less of a strain than housekeeping in her father’s house had been. There the great and ever present difficulty had been money; how to live with reasonable comfort and entertain even to the limited extent that was necessary, on a ridiculously inadequate stipend. Here there was plenty of money for everything. She saw, indeed, that she would be able to maintain the Grinsmeads’ standard of living on considerably less than Mrs Grinsmead had been spending.

The end of this first week found her on increasingly good terms with the other members of the household. As she had imagined, she found the cook, Mrs Meakin, a real friend. She wondered what the woman’s history could have been. That she had a history, Anne was sure. Her husband, Anne supposed. She wondered if he were alive or dead. Mrs Meakin, however, was reticent, and Anne did not like to fish for information.

Gladys also seemed to have taken to Anne. Though she still looked sulky, she smiled when Anne spoke to her, and always did with great willingness any little thing Anne asked her. So also did Hersey. With him she had been careful to pretend to no knowledge of gardening. She had asked him to let her help him to transplant some seedlings at which she found him at work. He speedily found she did it as well as he could himself, and with uncanny readiness handed over the job to her. She smiled inwardly, but persevered till it was finished. Thereafter she found she could do what she liked. Indeed on one occasion Hersey had asked her opinion as to the best position for some new tulip beds for next season. This she justly considered a triumph.

Edith Cheame had thawed considerably and had told Anne something of her life. Her history was surprisingly like Anne’s own. As a girl she also had assisted her father, a mechanical engineer and inventor. Then it had been realised that this work would not bring her in a livelihood, and she had begun to train as a nurse. But only four months later her father had died, leaving practically nothing. Like Anne, she had a terrible struggle, and then had come this job as governess. To her it had seemed like passing into heaven. She had held it now, as she had already mentioned, for over a year, and during the whole of that time she had never had a word from either of the Grinsmeads which was not kind and pleasant. Partly because of that, though, she admitted, principally to keep her job, she had done her very best for the children, and though she feared that she had never entirely gained their confidence, they seemed to like her sufficiently well, and were growing up as their parents wished.

Of Grinsmead Anne saw but little. On two other evenings he had come to the drawing room and they had played bridge, but on other occasions he had withdrawn to his study after dinner. On the first morning at breakfast Anne had found him and Edith Cheame with newspapers propped up before their plates, and he had pointedly offered a third to Anne with a joking remark about their mutual rudeness at that time of the day. Breakfast therefore was a silent meal. Occasionally they talked a little if there was startling news, but on several mornings not a word except Good-morning had passed. Then Grinsmead went off to Ashbridge, where he practised as a solicitor, and the strings of the others’ tongues were unloosed.

But though Anne thus liked and was liked by her fellow employees, and when not ignored, appeared to be liked by the master of the house, she found she could make no progress whatever with Mrs Grinsmead. Indeed quite the reverse. The lady’s manner had got shorter and colder in spite of all that Anne could do to propitiate her. More than once Anne quickly raised her eyes to find the other’s gaze fixed on her with a kind of intent inquiry, tinged with suspicion; and when Mrs Grinsmead had found that her look was observed, her expression had turned to actual hostility. Anne could not understand it. She was quite sure she had done nothing to invoke her employer’s displeasure, and she found it intensely hurtful to be subjected to this suspicion and dislike.

Towards the end of the week, however, she made a discovery which, while it did not explain the puzzle, at least made it more tolerable for her. She found that Mrs Grinsmead comported herself in precisely the same way both to her husband and to Edith Cheame. Both she seemed to distrust, and to both at times she seemed definitely hostile. But she never said anything. To all three of them she was cold and distant, apparently continually on the defensive.

Had she not been otherwise so very normal, Anne would have suspected her mind was affected. Indeed when she remembered what Edith had said about Mrs Grinsmead’s sleeplessness and the possible advisability of psycho-analysis, she felt that this might indeed be the solution.

Another thing that Anne discovered gave her a slightly unpleasant sensation. She wanted something in her room, and chanced to follow her employer upstairs as the latter was going to bed. Anne was just approaching Mrs Grinsmead’s door when it closed. To her surprise, she heard a bolt being shot.

Many people bolt their room doors at night, but to Anne there seemed something sinister in that dull sound. Was it, she wondered, against Grinsmead that his wife bolted it, or was it merely a part of her general suspicion? Anne wondered if she had always bolted it, and if not, what had occurred to make her begin.

Next day she learned some more about it. She was talking to Gladys about Mrs Grinsmead’s early tea, and she asked the girl who unfastened the door. She wondered if Mrs Grinsmead got up to do so. Gladys explained that the bolt was an electric one, and was worked from the bed by a couple of pushes. Her mistress could therefore bolt and unbolt it without disturbing herself. Later Anne went into the room and experimented with the arrangement herself.

Rather suggestive, Anne thought, but energetically she reminded herself that it was not her business. She believed it would not be difficult to turn Mrs Grinsmead against her to such an extent that she would have to go. A little curiosity might easily do it. The less said, indeed the less seen, the soonest mended.
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Perplexity

It was on the ninth day after Anne’s arrival that an incident happened, trifling in itself, but which left an unpleasant impression on her mind.

During dinner that evening Mrs Grinsmead seemed to be labouring under a good deal of excitement, for which Anne could see no cause. However, something had evidently occurred to upset her. She was restless and nervy and quite sharp in some of her remarks. Her behaviour gave an uncomfortable air of strain to the meal and Anne was glad when it was over and they returned to the drawing room.

It was one of the evenings on which they played bridge, and after they had settled down round the table and Anne was making the first deal, the trouble came out. Mrs Grinsmead had a nasty headache. Grinsmead at once suggested that they should postpone their game till another evening and that his wife should lie down. But she said lying down would not help her, that she always felt better sitting up.

‘What about a couple of aspirins, Mrs Grinsmead?’ Edith suggested. ‘If you would care for them I could get them in a moment.’

Mrs Grinsmead looked undecided. ‘Perhaps they might do me good,’ she said doubtfully. ‘As a rule, I don’t care to take them, but they might quiet me.’

Edith rose from the table, but she had not pushed aside her chair when Grinsmead called her back.

‘Don’t trouble, Miss Cheame,’ he said. ‘It happens that I was












































































Footnote




11. Investigation

fn1. For sketch. see here.
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