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Chapter One

‘Ribbons and laces for sweet pretty faces— Oh, come to the market and buy.’

When Linda was quite a tiny child, and, as her mother, who did not understand her, or attempt to do so, would say, ‘a very naughty child,’ the only way in which to keep her quiet and prevent her from being naughty, was to allow her to sort out her grandmother’s ‘ribbon box’.

Linda’s grandmother was an old-fashioned grandmother. She wore a cap of snowy lace on her grey hair, and black silk frocks that touched the ground all round, and a gold watch chain a yard and a half long which went twice round her neck and hung down to her waist, and she still put sprigs of lavender amongst her clothes instead of the new fashionable scented sachet, and she was a firm believer in a button bag and a ribbon box.

If a garment wore out, or was about to be given away to a poor relation, or someone in the village, she first looked it carefully over to see if there were any special buttons attached to it which were worth keeping in case they should come in for another frock or coat or whatever might be in the making; and if they were, snip! Grannie’s scissors cut them neatly off, and they were carefully put away in the button bag.

The same thing applied to oddments of lace and silk, and ribbons, or bits of fancy trimming, and such things; they all found their way into the ribbon box, where, be it admitted, they generally stayed indefinitely, as the occasion never seemed to arise when their usefulness could be put into practice again.

And Linda loved that button bag and that ribbon box!

To turn the buttons out on the floor and marshal them into long, varying lines, would keep her good for hours, and her idea of complete happiness for a long time after—as her mother plaintively said, One would have expected her to have outgrown such childishness’—was to be allowed to ‘dress up’ in the contents of the ribbon box.

Priceless odd lengths of lace, yellow with age, and as silky as a cobweb, lovely soft pieces of ribbons, each either too long or too short to be of any real use; queer-shaped oddments of silk and bright-coloured satin, and strange, old-fashioned little bunches of flowers cut from Grannie’s bonnets; all these were the joy of Linda’s heart, whereas expensive toys and dolls which opened and shut their eyes, and said ‘Mamma’, left her cold and unresponsive.

‘She inherits her father’s commercial mind,’ her mother complained fretfully; she was a fretful person altogether, who never once in all the years of her married life had managed to forget that she came of an alleged blue-blooded stock, whereas plain, good-natured Thomas Dawson could only boast a line of not very respectable tradespeople as ancestors, and was proud of it.

‘I’m a self-made man,’ he would say, thumping himself on the chest. ‘I never had any education, and I’ve managed to do without it. When I die I shall be worth nearly a hundred thousand pounds.’

‘Thomas is so… coarse! ’ his wife would complain to her mother. ‘Of course we all know that without money life would be impossible—’

(She did not think it necessary to add that it was because she had found it so impossible that she had married Thomas Dawson.) ‘But surely there is no need to be always talking about it?’

‘Thomas talks about the only thing he understands,’ her mother would answer in her sweet voice. ‘And, after all, think how much worse it would be if he talked about things of which he was entirely ignorant?’

She herself lived quite happily and comfortably in the house of her daughter and son-in-law, and asked no questions.

She had a small and insufficient income of her own which Thomas generously supplemented, and at the back of her tolerant, old-fashioned mind, though she would not have admitted it for the world, she considered that Thomas had behaved very foolishly in marrying her daughter at all.

Mrs. Lovelace herself had been married to a gentlemanly blackguard, to whose glaring faults and many peccadilloes she had kept her eyes shut through fifteen years of complete unhappiness, because it was her idea of loyally keeping her marriage vows, and she had no patience with the modern wife who walked through the highways of the world screaming her misery aloud, and advertising the mistakes which she had made of her own accord.

‘You have no pride, Marion,’ she would say sedately to Thomas’s wife. ‘When I was a girl we were always taught to keep our troubles to ourselves.’

‘You never had a trouble like Thomas,’ Marion would answer bitterly. ‘And Linda is just like her father! Heaven knows what will become of her.’

Then she gave a final look at herself in the mirror over the mantelshelf, duly admired her feathered hat and expensive furs, and went out to where her latest extravagance, a grey-lined limousine, waited at the door.

Mrs. Lovelace rose from her chair and went to the window, watching till her daughter was out of sight; then she sighed, and came back to where Linda squatted happily on the floor, surrounded by her ribbons and laces.

The child looked up and smiled, her pretty face framed in a piece of old lace tied under the chin by a big blue bow.

‘Grannie,’ she said, solemnly.

‘Yes, my treasure?’

Linda scrambled to her feet, looking down at the strewn floor and the dozens of buttons with awe and respect in her eyes.

‘Grannie,’ she said again. ‘When I grow up what do you think I shall do?’

‘I don’t know, my darling. Wear pretty clothes like Mother, I suppose, and drive about in a motor-car.’

Linda screwed up her rosebud mouth.

‘Oh, no!’ she said, fervently. ‘Nothing silly like that! I’m going to keep a shop.’


Chapter Two

Linda was sixteen when the crash came that flung her life into complete disorder and brought about her father’s death.

The great firm of Dawson and Welby, silk merchants, collapsed like a house of cards, and left nothing out of the ruin.

One day to all appearances it was still a wonderful and flourishing concern, and twenty-four hours later Thomas Dawson walked into his home a broken and beaten man.

His wife was waiting for him, furious and incredulous. She had heard a great deal that was true and a great deal more that was not true, and she rushed upon the stricken man with no thought for his grief and despair, demanding explanations.

He stood quite still, leaning against the doorway of the handsome drawing-room, looking at his wife as if he had never really seen her before.

‘What does it mean?’ she demanded hysterically. ‘Why don’t you speak? Why don’t you tell me the truth?’ She clutched the lapels of his coat with her diamond-laden fingers, and poor Thomas Dawson looked down at those fingers with dull eyes before he answered.

‘It means that I’m a ruined man. I’ve lost everything.’

He made no attempt to tell her the details, and she would not have understood or been interested if he had. He might have tried to defend himself; he might have blamed the war, or a dishonest partner, but in the face of her rage and bitterness it seemed futile.

She asked one last question.

‘Does that mean that we give up everything? This house—the car? That I shall have to sell my diamonds?’

The ghost of a smile flitted across his face. So that was all she cared about; she had not one grain of pity for him who had seen his life’s work go down in the wreck, not one thought as to how she might help and comfort him.

‘It means that we’ve got nothing,’ he said.

Then the storm broke. In her fury she spoke many truths which she had been afraid to speak before. She told him that she had only married him for his money—that she had never loved him; she told him that he had always disgusted her—his manner, his voice, his way of bragging; she said that if it had not been for her mother she would have left him long ago; she said a thousand hard, cruel things which went with poor Thomas Dawson to his grave; and then, when he made his one broken appeal to her ‘Marion … and I loved you!’ she laughed in his face and went out of the room, banging the door behind her.

And in the morning she had gone, with a heartless, melodramatic note left behind her to say that she had left England and that she hoped Thomas would do the decent thing and divorce her as soon as possible.

There was no mention of her mother, or of Linda; but she had been careful to take all her diamonds with her and anything else that was of value.

Thomas and Mrs. Lovelace read the letter together, and Thomas laughed, such a dreadful, broken-hearted laugh that the old lady lifted her trembling arms and put them round the neck of this self-made man who had lost everything at one cruel blow, and said in her sweet voice, ‘Oh, my dear, my poor dear—’ and for a moment they clung together, and both cried, and then Thomas went down to the grand library, where stood rows and rows of books which had never been opened or read, and an hour later one of the servants found him lying unconscious on the floor, his wife’s letter still clasped in his locked hand.

And two days later he died without opening his eyes or speaking again, and that was the end of him.

The family lawyer came round and had a long consultation with Mrs. Lovelace, and after the perusal of many papers and documents it became apparent that, when the business was finally wound up and settled, there would be, perhaps, a hundred a year out of the ruin for Linda, and that was all.

Mrs. Lovelace lifted a lace handkerchief to her lips to hide their trembling.

‘I have about a hundred a year of my own,’ she said faintly. ‘So perhaps we can manage together—’

The lawyer shook his head; things were very expensive, he murmured in distress; living even in the humblest way it would be difficult, most difficult.

Mrs. Lovelace shook her head; she had no hope left, but she thanked him for his kindness and asked him to come and see her again; then she wiped all traces of tears away, and went upstairs to Linda.

She found the girl curled up on a wide window-seat in her grandmother’s bedroom, looking out into the garden, where rain dripped from the trees and shrubs, and lay in little puddles on the well-kept drive.

She looked pale and grave, but she roused herself when Mrs. Lovelace went to her. ‘Well, darling? What does he say?’

Mrs. Lovelace tried to smile.

‘Things are not very good, Linda.’

Linda kissed the old lady’s soft cheek, and for a moment there was silence, then: ‘Do you think my mother will come back?’ the girl asked in a strangely hard voice.

Mrs. Lovelace did not answer.

‘I hope she doesn’t,’ Linda went on, fiercely. ‘I hope I never see her again.’

‘My darling, you should not say that.’

Linda’s pale face flamed.

‘I shall say it,’ she said vehemently, ‘I never want to see her again. She killed Daddy ... if she’d only been kind to him—’ She could not go on, her voice broke, for Linda had loved her father; in spite of his braggart ways and lack of education she had loved him whole-heartedly.

Mrs. Lovelace stroked her bent head with a gentle hand, and presently
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