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			I

			One may as well be­gin with Helen’s let­ters to her sis­ter.

			
				
					“Howards End,

					“Tues­day.

					“Dearest Meg,

				
				“It isn’t go­ing to be what we ex­pec­ted. It is old and little, and al­to­geth­er de­light­ful—red brick. We can scarcely pack in as it is, and the dear knows what will hap­pen when Paul (young­er son) ar­rives to­mor­row. From hall you go right or left in­to din­ing-room or draw­ing-room. Hall it­self is prac­tic­ally a room. You open an­oth­er door in it, and there are the stairs go­ing up in a sort of tun­nel to the first floor. Three bed­rooms in a row there, and three at­tics in a row above. That isn’t all the house really, but it’s all that one no­tices—nine win­dows as you look up from the front garden.

				“Then there’s a very big wych-elm—to the left as you look up—lean­ing a little over the house, and stand­ing on the bound­ary between the garden and mead­ow. I quite love that tree already. Also or­din­ary elms, oaks—no nas­ti­er than or­din­ary oaks—pear-trees, apple-trees, and a vine. No sil­ver birches, though. How­ever, I must get on to my host and host­ess. I only wanted to show that it isn’t the least what we ex­pec­ted. Why did we settle that their house would be all gables and wiggles, and their garden all gam­boge-col­oured paths? I be­lieve simply be­cause we as­so­ci­ate them with ex­pens­ive ho­tels—Mrs. Wil­cox trail­ing in beau­ti­ful dresses down long cor­ridors, Mr. Wil­cox bul­ly­ing port­ers, etc. We fe­males are that un­just.

				“I shall be back Sat­urday; will let you know train later. They are as angry as I am that you did not come too; really Tibby is too tire­some, he starts a new mor­tal dis­ease every month. How could he have got hay fever in Lon­don? and even if he could, it seems hard that you should give up a vis­it to hear a school­boy sneeze. Tell him that Charles Wil­cox (the son who is here) has hay fever too, but he’s brave, and gets quite cross when we in­quire after it. Men like the Wil­coxes would do Tibby a power of good. But you won’t agree, and I’d bet­ter change the sub­ject.

				“This long let­ter is be­cause I’m writ­ing be­fore break­fast. Oh, the beau­ti­ful vine leaves! The house is covered with a vine. I looked out earli­er, and Mrs. Wil­cox was already in the garden. She evid­ently loves it. No won­der she some­times looks tired. She was watch­ing the large red pop­pies come out. Then she walked off the lawn to the mead­ow, whose corner to the right I can just see. Trail, trail, went her long dress over the sop­ping grass, and she came back with her hands full of the hay that was cut yes­ter­day—I sup­pose for rab­bits or some­thing, as she kept on smelling it. The air here is de­li­cious. Later on I heard the noise of cro­quet balls, and looked out again, and it was Charles Wil­cox prac­tising; they are keen on all games. Presently he star­ted sneez­ing and had to stop. Then I hear more click­et­ing, and it is Mr. Wil­cox prac­tising, and then, ‘a-tis­sue, a-tis­sue’: he has to stop too. Then Evie comes out, and does some calis­then­ic ex­er­cises on a ma­chine that is tacked on to a green­gage-tree—they put everything to use—and then she says ‘a-tis­sue,’ and in she goes. And fi­nally Mrs. Wil­cox re­appears, trail, trail, still smelling hay and look­ing at the flowers. I in­flict all this on you be­cause once you said that life is some­times life and some­times only a drama, and one must learn to dis­tin­guish toth­er from which, and up to now I have al­ways put that down as ‘Meg’s clev­er non­sense.’ But this morn­ing, it really does seem not life but a play, and it did amuse me enorm­ously to watch the W.’s. Now Mrs. Wil­cox has come in.

				“I am go­ing to wear [omis­sion]. Last night Mrs. Wil­cox wore an [omis­sion], and Evie [omis­sion]. So it isn’t ex­actly a go-as-you-please place, and if you shut your eyes it still seems the wig­gly hotel that we ex­pec­ted. Not if you open them. The dog-roses are too sweet. There is a great hedge of them over the lawn—mag­ni­fi­cently tall, so that they fall down in gar­lands, and nice and thin at the bot­tom, so that you can see ducks through it and a cow. These be­long to the farm, which is the only house near us. There goes the break­fast gong. Much love. Mod­i­fied love to Tibby. Love to Aunt Ju­ley; how good of her to come and keep you com­pany, but what a bore. Burn this. Will write again Thursday.

				
					“Helen.”

				
			

			
				
					“Howards End,

					“Fri­day

					“Dearest Meg,

				
				“I am hav­ing a glor­i­ous time. I like them all. Mrs. Wil­cox, if quieter than in Ger­many, is sweeter than ever, and I nev­er saw any­thing like her steady un­selfish­ness, and the best of it is that the oth­ers do not take ad­vant­age of her. They are the very hap­pi­est, jol­li­est fam­ily that you can ima­gine. I do really feel that we are mak­ing friends. The fun of it is that they think me a noodle, and say so—at least, Mr. Wil­cox does—and when that hap­pens, and one doesn’t mind, it’s a pretty sure test, isn’t it? He says the most hor­rid things about wo­man’s suf­frage so nicely, and when I said I be­lieved in equal­ity he just fol­ded his arms and gave me such a set­ting down as I’ve nev­er had. Meg, shall we ever learn to talk less? I nev­er felt so ashamed of my­self in my life. I couldn’t point to a time when men had been equal, nor even to a time when the wish to be equal had made them hap­pi­er in oth­er ways. I couldn’t say a word. I had just picked up the no­tion that equal­ity is good from some book—prob­ably from po­etry, or you. Any­how, it’s been knocked in­to pieces, and, like all people who are really strong, Mr. Wil­cox did it without hurt­ing me. On the oth­er hand, I laugh at them for catch­ing hay fever. We live like fight­ing-cocks, and Charles takes us out every day in the mo­tor—a tomb with trees in it, a her­mit’s house, a won­der­ful road that was made by the Kings of Mer­cia—ten­nis—a crick­et match—bridge and at night we squeeze up in this lovely house. The whole clan’s here now—it’s like a rab­bit war­ren. Evie is a dear. They want me to stop over Sunday—I sup­pose it won’t mat­ter if I do. Mar­vel­lous weath­er and the views mar­vel­lous—views west­ward to the high ground. Thank you for your let­ter. Burn this.

				
					“Your af­fec­tion­ate

					“Helen.”

				
			

			
				
					“Howards End,

					“Sunday.

				
				“Dearest, dearest Meg—I do not know what you will say: Paul and I are in love—the young­er son who only came here Wed­nes­day.”

			

		
	
		
			II

			Mar­garet glanced at her sis­ter’s note and pushed it over the break­fast-table to her aunt. There was a mo­ment’s hush, and then the floodgates opened.

			“I can tell you noth­ing, Aunt Ju­ley. I know no more than you do. We met—we only met the fath­er and moth­er abroad last spring. I know so little that I didn’t even know their son’s name. It’s all so—” She waved her hand and laughed a little.

			“In that case it is far too sud­den.”

			“Who knows, Aunt Ju­ley, who knows?”

			“But, Mar­garet, dear, I mean, we mustn’t be un­prac­tic­al now that we’ve come to facts. It is too sud­den, surely.”

			“Who knows!”

			“But, Mar­garet, dear—”

			“I’ll go for her oth­er let­ters,” said Mar­garet. “No, I won’t, I’ll fin­ish my break­fast. In fact, I haven’t them. We met the Wil­coxes on an aw­ful ex­ped­i­tion that we made from Heidel­berg to Spey­er. Helen and I had got it in­to our heads that there was a grand old cathed­ral at Spey­er—the Arch­bish­op of Spey­er was one of the sev­en elect­ors—you know—‘Spey­er, Mainz, and Köln.’ Those three sees once com­manded the Rhine Val­ley and got it the name of Priest Street.”

			“I still feel quite un­easy about this busi­ness, Mar­garet.”

			“The train crossed by a bridge of boats, and at first sight it looked quite fine. But oh, in five minutes we had seen the whole thing. The cathed­ral had been ruined, ab­so­lutely ruined, by res­tor­a­tion; not an inch left of the ori­gin­al struc­ture. We wasted a whole day, and came across the Wil­coxes as we were eat­ing our sand­wiches in the pub­lic gar­dens. They too, poor things, had been taken in—they were ac­tu­ally stop­ping at Spey­er—and they rather liked Helen’s in­sist­ing that they must fly with us to Heidel­berg. As a mat­ter of fact, they did come on next day. We all took some drives to­geth­er. They knew us well enough to ask Helen to come and see them—at least, I was asked too, but Tibby’s ill­ness pre­ven­ted me, so last Monday she went alone. That’s all. You know as much as I do now. It’s a young man out of the un­known. She was to have come back Sat­urday, but put off till Monday, per­haps on ac­count of—I don’t know.”

			She broke off, and listened to the sounds of a Lon­don morn­ing. Their house was in Wick­ham Place, and fairly quiet, for a lofty promon­tory of build­ings sep­ar­ated it from the main thor­ough­fare. One had the sense of a back­wa­ter, or rather of an es­tu­ary, whose wa­ters flowed in from the in­vis­ible sea, and ebbed in­to a pro­found si­lence while the waves without were still beat­ing. Though the promon­tory con­sisted of flats—ex­pens­ive, with cav­ernous en­trance halls, full of con­ci­erges and palms—it ful­filled its pur­pose, and gained for the older houses op­pos­ite a cer­tain meas­ure of peace.

			These, too, would be swept away in time, and an­oth­er promon­tory would arise upon their site, as hu­man­ity piled it­self high­er and high­er on the pre­cious soil of Lon­don.

			Mrs. Munt had her own meth­od of in­ter­pret­ing her nieces. She de­cided that Mar­garet was a little hys­ter­ic­al, and was try­ing to gain time by a tor­rent of talk. Feel­ing very dip­lo­mat­ic, she lamen­ted the fate of Spey­er, and de­clared that nev­er, nev­er should she be so mis­guided as to vis­it it, and ad­ded of her own ac­cord that the prin­ciples of res­tor­a­tion were ill un­der­stood in Ger­many. “The Ger­mans,” she said, “are too thor­ough, and this is all very well some­times, but at oth­er times it does not do.”

			“Ex­actly,” said Mar­garet; “Ger­mans are too thor­ough.” And her eyes began to shine.

			“Of course I re­gard you Schle­gels as Eng­lish,” said Mrs. Munt hast­ily—“Eng­lish to the back­bone.”

			Mar­garet leaned for­ward and stroked her hand.

			“And that re­minds me—Helen’s let­ter.”

			“Oh yes, Aunt Ju­ley, I am think­ing all right about Helen’s let­ter. I know—I must go down and see her. I am think­ing about her all right. I am mean­ing to go down.”

			“But go with some plan,” said Mrs. Munt, ad­mit­ting in­to her kindly voice a note of ex­as­per­a­tion. “Mar­garet, if I may in­ter­fere, don’t be taken by sur­prise. What do you think of the Wil­coxes? Are they our sort? Are they likely people? Could they ap­pre­ci­ate Helen, who is to my mind a very spe­cial sort of per­son? Do they care about Lit­er­at­ure and Art? That is most im­port­ant when you come to think of it. Lit­er­at­ure and Art. Most im­port­ant. How old would the son be? She says ‘young­er son.’ Would he be in a po­s­i­tion to marry? Is he likely to make Helen happy? Did you gath­er—”

			“I gathered noth­ing.”

			They began to talk at once.

			“Then in that case—”

			“In that case I can make no plans, don’t you see.”

			“On the con­trary—”

			“I hate plans. I hate lines of ac­tion. Helen isn’t a baby.”

			“Then in that case, my dear, why go down?”

			Mar­garet was si­lent. If her aunt could not see why she must go down, she was not go­ing to tell her. She was not go­ing to say, “I love my dear sis­ter; I must be near her at this crisis of her life.” The af­fec­tions are more reti­cent than the pas­sions, and their ex­pres­sion more subtle. If she her­self should ever fall in love with a man, she, like Helen, would pro­claim it from the house­tops, but as she loved only a sis­ter she used the voice­less lan­guage of sym­pathy.

			“I con­sider you odd girls,” con­tin­ued Mrs. Munt, “and very won­der­ful girls, and in many ways far older than your years. But—you won’t be of­fen­ded? frankly, I feel you are not up to this busi­ness. It re­quires an older per­son. Dear, I have noth­ing to call me back to Swan­age.” She spread out her plump arms. “I am all at your dis­pos­al. Let me go down to this house whose name I for­get in­stead of you.”

			“Aunt Ju­ley”—she jumped up and kissed her—“I must, must go to Howards End my­self. You don’t ex­actly un­der­stand, though I can nev­er thank you prop­erly for of­fer­ing.”

			“I do un­der­stand,” re­tor­ted Mrs. Munt, with im­mense con­fid­ence. “I go down in no spir­it of in­ter­fer­ence, but to make in­quir­ies. In­quir­ies are ne­ces­sary. Now, I am go­ing to be rude. You would say the wrong thing; to a cer­tainty you would. In your anxi­ety for Helen’s hap­pi­ness you would of­fend the whole of these Wil­coxes by ask­ing one of your im­petu­ous ques­tions—not that one minds of­fend­ing them.”

			“I shall ask no ques­tions. I have it in Helen’s writ­ing that she and a man are in love. There is no ques­tion to ask as long as she keeps to that. All the rest isn’t worth a straw. A long en­gage­ment if you like, but in­quir­ies, ques­tions, plans, lines of ac­tion—no, Aunt Ju­ley, no.”

			Away she hur­ried, not beau­ti­ful, not su­premely bril­liant, but filled with some­thing that took the place of both qual­it­ies—some­thing best de­scribed as a pro­found vi­va­city, a con­tinu­al and sin­cere re­sponse to all that she en­countered in her path through life.

			“If Helen had writ­ten the same to me about a shop as­sist­ant or a pen­ni­less clerk—”

			“Dear Mar­garet, do come in­to the lib­rary and shut the door. Your good maids are dust­ing the ban­is­ters.”

			“—or if she had wanted to marry the man who calls for Carter Pa­ter­son, I should have said the same.” Then, with one of those turns that con­vinced her aunt that she was not mad really, and con­vinced ob­serv­ers of an­oth­er type that she was not a bar­ren the­or­ist, she ad­ded: “Though in the case of Carter Pa­ter­son I should want it to be a very long en­gage­ment in­deed, I must say.”

			“I should think so,” said Mrs. Munt; “and, in­deed, I can scarcely fol­low you. Now, just ima­gine if you said any­thing of that sort to the Wil­coxes. I un­der­stand it, but most good people would think you mad. Ima­gine how dis­con­cert­ing for Helen! What is wanted is a per­son who will go slowly, slowly in this busi­ness, and see how things are and where they are likely to lead to.”

			Mar­garet was down on this.

			“But you im­plied just now that the en­gage­ment must be broken off.”

			“I think prob­ably it must; but slowly.”

			“Can you break an en­gage­ment off slowly?” Her eyes lit up. “What’s an en­gage­ment made of, do you sup­pose? I think it’s made of some hard stuff that may snap, but can’t break. It is dif­fer­ent to the oth­er ties of life. They stretch or bend. They ad­mit of de­gree. They’re dif­fer­ent.”

			“Ex­actly so. But won’t you let me just run down to Howards House, and save you all the dis­com­fort? I will really not in­ter­fere, but I do so thor­oughly un­der­stand the kind of thing you Schle­gels want that one quiet look round will be enough for me.”

			Mar­garet again thanked her, again kissed her, and then ran up­stairs to see her broth­er.

			He was not so well.

			The hay fever had wor­ried him a good deal all night. His head ached, his eyes were wet, his mu­cous mem­brane, he in­formed her, in a most un­sat­is­fact­ory con­di­tion. The only thing that made life worth liv­ing was the thought of Wal­ter Sav­age Landor, from whose Ima­gin­ary Con­ver­sa­tions she had prom­ised to read at fre­quent in­ter­vals dur­ing the day.

			It was rather dif­fi­cult. Some­thing must be done about Helen. She must be as­sured that it is not a crim­in­al of­fence to love at first sight. A tele­gram to this ef­fect would be cold and cryptic, a per­son­al vis­it seemed each mo­ment more im­possible. Now the doc­tor ar­rived, and said that Tibby was quite bad. Might it really be best to ac­cept Aunt Ju­ley’s kind of­fer, and to send her down to Howards End with a note?

			Cer­tainly Mar­garet was im­puls­ive. She did swing rap­idly from one de­cision to an­oth­er. Run­ning down­stairs in­to the lib­rary, she cried: “Yes, I have changed my mind; I do wish that you would go.”

			There was a train from King’s Cross at el­ev­en. At half-past ten Tibby, with rare self-ef­face­ment, fell asleep, and Mar­garet was able to drive her aunt to the sta­tion.

			“You will re­mem­ber, Aunt Ju­ley, not to be drawn in­to dis­cuss­ing the en­gage­ment. Give my let­ter to Helen, and say whatever you feel your­self, but do keep clear of the re­l­at­ives. We have scarcely got their names straight yet, and, be­sides, that sort of thing is so un­civ­il­ised and wrong.”

			“So un­civ­il­ised?” quer­ied Mrs. Munt, fear­ing that she was los­ing the point of some bril­liant re­mark.

			“Oh, I used an af­fected word. I only meant would you please talk the thing over only with Helen.”

			“Only with Helen.”

			“Be­cause—” But it was no mo­ment to ex­pound the per­son­al nature of love. Even Mar­garet shrank from it, and con­ten­ted her­self with strok­ing her good aunt’s hand, and with med­it­at­ing, half sens­ibly and half po­et­ic­ally, on the jour­ney that was about to be­gin from King’s Cross.

			Like many oth­ers who have lived long in a great cap­it­al, she had strong feel­ings about the vari­ous rail­way ter­mini. They are our gates to the glor­i­ous and the un­known. Through them we pass out in­to ad­ven­ture and sun­shine, to them, alas! we re­turn. In Pad­ding­ton all Corn­wall is lat­ent and the re­moter west; down the in­clines of Liv­er­pool Street lie fen­lands and the il­lim­it­able Broads; Scot­land is through the pylons of Eu­ston; Wessex be­hind the poised chaos of Wa­ter­loo. Itali­ans real­ise this, as is nat­ur­al; those of them who are so un­for­tu­nate as to serve as waiters in Ber­lin call the An­halt Bahnhof the Stazione d’Italia, be­cause by it they must re­turn to their homes. And he is a chilly Lon­don­er who does not en­dow his sta­tions with some per­son­al­ity, and ex­tend to them, how­ever shyly, the emo­tions of fear and love.

			To Mar­garet—I hope that it will not set the read­er against her—the sta­tion of King’s Cross had al­ways sug­ges­ted In­fin­ity. Its very situ­ation—with­drawn a little be­hind the fa­cile splend­ours of St. Pan­cras—im­plied a com­ment on the ma­ter­i­al­ism of life. Those two great arches, col­our­less, in­dif­fer­ent, shoul­der­ing between them an un­lovely clock, were fit portals for some etern­al ad­ven­ture, whose is­sue might be pros­per­ous, but would cer­tainly not be ex­pressed in the or­din­ary lan­guage of prosper­ity. If you think this ri­dicu­lous, re­mem­ber that it is not Mar­garet who is telling you about it; and let me hasten to add that they were in plenty of time for the train; that Mrs. Munt, though she took a second-class tick­et, was put by the guard in­to a first (only two “seconds” on the train, one smoking and the oth­er ba­bies—one can­not be ex­pec­ted to travel with ba­bies); and that Mar­garet, on her re­turn to Wick­ham Place, was con­fron­ted with the fol­low­ing tele­gram:

			
				“All over. Wish I had nev­er writ­ten. Tell no one.—Helen.”

			

			But Aunt Ju­ley was gone—gone ir­re­voc­ably, and no power on earth could stop her.

		
	
		
			III

			Most com­pla­cently did Mrs. Munt re­hearse her mis­sion. Her nieces were in­de­pend­ent young wo­men, and it was not of­ten that she was able to help them. Emily’s daugh­ters had nev­er been quite like oth­er girls. They had been left moth­er­less when Tibby was born, when Helen was five and Mar­garet her­self but thir­teen. It was be­fore the passing of the De­ceased Wife’s Sis­ter Bill, so Mrs. Munt could without im­pro­pri­ety of­fer to go and keep house at Wick­ham Place. But her broth­er-in-law, who was pe­cu­li­ar and a Ger­man, had re­ferred the ques­tion to Mar­garet, who with the crudity of youth had answered, “No, they could man­age much bet­ter alone.” Five years later Mr. Schle­gel had died too, and Mrs. Munt had re­peated her of­fer. Mar­garet, crude no longer, had been grate­ful and ex­tremely nice, but the sub­stance of her an­swer had been the same. “I must not in­ter­fere a third time,” thought Mrs. Munt. How­ever, of course she did. She learnt, to her hor­ror, that Mar­garet, now of age, was tak­ing her money out of the old safe in­vest­ments and put­ting it in­to For­eign Things, which al­ways smash. Si­lence would have been crim­in­al. Her own for­tune was in­ves­ted in Home Rails, and most ar­dently did she beg her niece to im­it­ate her. “Then we should be to­geth­er, dear.” Mar­garet, out of po­lite­ness, in­ves­ted a few hun­dreds in the Not­ting­ham and Derby Rail­way, and though the For­eign Things did ad­mir­ably and the Not­ting­ham and Derby de­clined with the steady dig­nity of which only Home Rails are cap­able, Mrs. Munt nev­er ceased to re­joice, and to say, “I did man­age that, at all events. When the smash comes poor Mar­garet will have a nest-egg to fall back upon.” This year Helen came of age, and ex­actly the same thing happened in Helen’s case; she also would shift her money out of Con­sols, but she, too, al­most without be­ing pressed, con­sec­rated a frac­tion of it to the Not­ting­ham and Derby Rail­way. So far so good, but in so­cial mat­ters their aunt had ac­com­plished noth­ing. Soon­er or later the girls would enter on the pro­cess known as throw­ing them­selves away, and if they had delayed hitherto, it was only that they might throw them­selves more vehe­mently in the fu­ture. They saw too many people at Wick­ham Place—un­shaven mu­si­cians, an act­ress even, Ger­man cous­ins (one knows what for­eign­ers are), ac­quaint­ances picked up at Con­tin­ent­al ho­tels (one knows what they are too). It was in­ter­est­ing, and down at Swan­age no one ap­pre­ci­ated cul­ture more than Mrs. Munt; but it was dan­ger­ous, and dis­aster was bound to come. How right she was, and how lucky to be on the spot when the dis­aster came!

			The train sped north­ward, un­der in­nu­mer­able tun­nels. It was only an hour’s jour­ney, but Mrs. Munt had to raise and lower the win­dow again and again. She passed through the South Wel­wyn Tun­nel, saw light for a mo­ment, and entered the North Wel­wyn Tun­nel, of tra­gic fame. She tra­versed the im­mense via­duct, whose arches span un­troubled mead­ows and the dreamy flow of Tew­in Wa­ter. She skir­ted the parks of politi­cians. At times the Great North Road ac­com­pan­ied her, more sug­gest­ive of in­fin­ity than any rail­way, awaken­ing, after a nap of a hun­dred years, to such life as is con­ferred by the stench of mo­tor­cars, and to such cul­ture as is im­plied by the ad­vert­ise­ments of an­ti­bili­ous pills. To his­tory, to tragedy, to the past, to the fu­ture, Mrs. Munt re­mained equally in­dif­fer­ent; hers but to con­cen­trate on the end of her jour­ney, and to res­cue poor Helen from this dread­ful mess.

			The sta­tion for Howards End was at Hilton, one of the large vil­lages that are strung so fre­quently along the North Road, and that owe their size to the traffic of coach­ing and pre-coach­ing days. Be­ing near Lon­don, it had not shared in the rur­al de­cay, and its long High Street had bud­ded out right and left in­to res­id­en­tial es­tates. For about a mile a series of tiled and slated houses passed be­fore Mrs. Munt’s in­at­tent­ive eyes, a series broken at one point by six Dan­ish tu­muli that stood shoulder to shoulder along the high road, tombs of sol­diers. Bey­ond these tu­muli, hab­it­a­tions thickened, and the train came to a stand­still in a tangle that was al­most a town.

			The sta­tion, like the scenery, like Helen’s let­ters, struck an in­de­term­in­ate note. In­to which coun­try will it lead, Eng­land or sub­ur­bia? It was new, it had is­land plat­forms and a sub­way, and the su­per­fi­cial com­fort ex­ac­ted by busi­ness men. But it held hints of loc­al life, per­son­al in­ter­course, as even Mrs. Munt was to dis­cov­er.

			“I want a house,” she con­fided to the tick­et boy. “Its name is Howards Lodge. Do you know where it is?”

			“Mr. Wil­cox!” the boy called.

			A young man in front of them turned around.

			“She’s want­ing Howards End.”

			There was noth­ing for it but to go for­ward, though Mrs. Munt was too much agit­ated even to stare at the stranger. But re­mem­ber­ing that there were two broth­ers, she had the sense to say to him, “Ex­cuse me ask­ing, but are you the young­er Mr. Wil­cox or the eld­er?”

			“The young­er. Can I do any­thing for you?”

			“Oh, well”—she con­trolled her­self with dif­fi­culty. “Really. Are you? I—” She moved; away from the tick­et boy and lowered her voice. “I am Miss Schle­gel’s aunt. I ought to in­tro­duce my­self, oughtn’t I? My name is Mrs. Munt.”

			She was con­scious that he raised his cap and said quite coolly, “Oh, rather; Miss Schle­gel is stop­ping with us. Did you want to see her?”

			“Pos­sibly.”

			“I’ll call you a cab. No; wait a mo—” He thought. “Our mo­tor’s here. I’ll run you up in it.”

			“That is very kind.”

			“Not at all, if you’ll just wait till they bring out a par­cel from the of­fice. This way.”

			“My niece is not with you by any chance?”

			“No; I came over with my fath­er. He has gone on north in your train. You’ll see Miss Schle­gel at lunch. You’re com­ing up to lunch, I hope?”

			“I should like to come up,” said Mrs. Munt, not com­mit­ting her­self to nour­ish­ment un­til she had stud­ied Helen’s lov­er a little more. He seemed a gen­tle­man, but had so rattled her round that her powers of ob­ser­va­tion were numbed. She glanced at him stealth­ily.

			To a fem­in­ine eye there was noth­ing amiss in the sharp de­pres­sions at the corners of his mouth, or in the rather box­like con­struc­tion of his fore­head. He was dark, clean-shaven, and seemed ac­cus­tomed to com­mand.

			“In front or be­hind? Which do you prefer? It may be windy in front.”

			“In front if I may; then we can talk.”

			“But ex­cuse me one mo­ment—I can’t think what they’re do­ing with that par­cel.” He strode in­to the book­ing-of­fice, and called with a new voice: “Hi! hi, you there! Are you go­ing to keep me wait­ing all day? Par­cel for Wil­cox, Howards End. Just look sharp!”

			Emer­ging, he said in quieter tones: “This sta­tion’s ab­om­in­ably or­gan­ised; if I had my way, the whole lot of ’em should get the sack. May I help you in?”

			“This is very good of you,” said Mrs. Munt, as she settled her­self in­to a lux­uri­ous cav­ern of red leath­er, and suffered her per­son to be pad­ded with rugs and shawls. She was more civil than she had in­ten­ded, but really this young man was very kind. Moreover, she was a little afraid of him; his self-pos­ses­sion was ex­traordin­ary. “Very good in­deed,” she re­peated, adding: “It is just what I should have wished.”

			“Very good of you to say so,” he replied, with a slight look of sur­prise, which, like most slight looks, es­caped Mrs. Munt’s at­ten­tion. “I was just tool­ing my fath­er over to catch the down train.”

			“You see, we heard from Helen this morn­ing.”

			Young Wil­cox was pour­ing in pet­rol, start­ing his en­gine, and per­form­ing oth­er ac­tions with which this story has no con­cern. The great car began to rock, and the form of Mrs. Munt, try­ing to ex­plain things, sprang agree­ably up and down among the red cush­ions. “The ma­ter will be very glad to see you,” he mumbled. “Hi! I say. Par­cel. Par­cel for Howards End. Bring it out. Hi!”

			A bearded port­er emerged with the par­cel in one hand and an entry book in the oth­er. With the gath­er­ing whir of the mo­tor these ejac­u­la­tions mingled: “Sign, must I? Why the—should I sign after all this both­er? Not even got a pen­cil on you? Re­mem­ber next time I re­port you to the sta­tion­mas­ter. My time’s of value, though yours mayn’t be. Here”—here be­ing a tip.

			“Ex­tremely sorry, Mrs. Munt.”

			“Not at all, Mr. Wil­cox.”

			“And do you ob­ject to go­ing through the vil­lage? It is rather a longer spin, but I have one or two com­mis­sions.”

			“I should love go­ing through the vil­lage. Nat­ur­ally I am very anxious to talk things over with you.”

			As she said this she felt ashamed, for she was dis­obey­ing Mar­garet’s in­struc­tions. Only dis­obey­ing them in the let­ter, surely. Mar­garet had only warned her against dis­cuss­ing the in­cid­ent with out­siders. Surely it was not “un­civ­il­ised or wrong” to dis­cuss it with the young man him­self, since chance had thrown them to­geth­er.

			A reti­cent fel­low, he made no reply. Mount­ing by her side, he put on gloves and spec­tacles, and off they drove, the bearded port­er—life is a mys­ter­i­ous busi­ness—look­ing after them with ad­mir­a­tion.

			The wind was in their faces down the sta­tion road, blow­ing the dust in­to Mrs. Munt’s eyes. But as soon as they turned in­to the Great North Road she opened fire. “You can well ima­gine,” she said, “that the news was a great shock to us.”

			“What news?”

			“Mr. Wil­cox,” she said frankly, “Mar­garet has told me everything—everything. I have seen Helen’s let­ter.”

			He could not look her in the face, as his eyes were fixed on his work; he was trav­el­ling as quickly as he dared down the High Street. But he in­clined his head in her dir­ec­tion, and said: “I beg your par­don; I didn’t catch.”

			“About Helen. Helen, of course. Helen is a very ex­cep­tion­al per­son—I am sure you will let me say this, feel­ing to­wards her as you do—in­deed, all the Schle­gels are ex­cep­tion­al. I come in no spir­it of in­ter­fer­ence, but it was a great shock.”

			They drew up op­pos­ite a draper’s. Without reply­ing, he turned round in his seat, and con­tem­plated the cloud of dust that they had raised in their pas­sage through the vil­lage. It was set­tling again, but not all in­to the road from which he had taken it. Some of it had per­col­ated through the open win­dows, some had whitened the roses and goose­ber­ries of the way­side gar­dens, while a cer­tain pro­por­tion had entered the lungs of the vil­la­gers. “I won­der when they’ll learn wis­dom and tar the roads,” was his com­ment. Then a man ran out of the draper’s with a roll of oil­cloth, and off they went again.

			“Mar­garet could not come her­self, on ac­count of poor Tibby, so I am here to rep­res­ent her and to have a good talk.”

			“I’m sorry to be so dense,” said the young man, again draw­ing up out­side a shop. “But I still haven’t quite un­der­stood.”

			“Helen, Mr. Wil­cox—my niece and you.”

			He pushed up his goggles and gazed at her, ab­so­lutely be­wildered. Hor­ror smote her to the heart, for even she began to sus­pect that they were at cross-pur­poses, and that she had com­menced her mis­sion by some hideous blun­der.

			“Miss Schle­gel and my­self?” he asked, com­press­ing his lips.

			“I trust there has been no mis­un­der­stand­ing,” quavered Mrs. Munt. “Her let­ter cer­tainly read that way.”

			“What way?”

			“That you and she—” She paused, then drooped her eye­lids.

			“I think I catch your mean­ing,” he said stick­ily. “What an ex­traordin­ary mis­take!”

			“Then you didn’t the least—” she stammered, get­ting blood-red in the face, and wish­ing she had nev­er been born.

			“Scarcely, as I am already en­gaged to an­oth­er lady.” There was a mo­ment’s si­lence, and then he caught his breath and ex­ploded with, “Oh, good God! Don’t tell me it’s some sil­li­ness of Paul’s.”

			“But you are Paul.”

			“I’m not.”

			“Then why did you say so at the sta­tion?”

			“I said noth­ing of the sort.”

			“I beg your par­don, you did.”

			“I beg your par­don, I did not. My name is Charles.”

			“Young­er” may mean son as op­posed to fath­er, or second broth­er as op­posed to first. There is much to be said for either view, and later on they said it. But they had oth­er ques­tions be­fore them now.

			“Do you mean to tell me that Paul—”

			But she did not like his voice. He soun­ded as if he was talk­ing to a port­er, and, cer­tain that he had de­ceived her at the sta­tion, she too grew angry.

			“Do you mean to tell me that Paul and your niece—”

			Mrs. Munt—such is hu­man nature—de­term­ined that she would cham­pi­on the lov­ers. She was not go­ing to be bul­lied by a severe young man. “Yes, they care for one an­oth­er very much in­deed,” she said. “I dare say they will tell you about it by-and-by. We heard this morn­ing.”

			And Charles clenched his fist and cried, “The idi­ot, the idi­ot, the little fool!”

			Mrs. Munt tried to di­vest her­self of her rugs. “If that is your at­ti­tude, Mr. Wil­cox, I prefer to walk.”

			“I beg you will do no such thing. I’ll take you up this mo­ment to the house. Let me tell you the thing’s im­possible, and must be stopped.”

			Mrs. Munt did not of­ten lose her tem­per, and when she did it was only to pro­tect those whom she loved. On this oc­ca­sion she blazed out. “I quite agree, sir. The thing is im­possible, and I will come up and stop it. My niece is a very ex­cep­tion­al per­son, and I am not in­clined to sit still while she throws her­self away on those who will not ap­pre­ci­ate her.”

			Charles worked his jaws.

			“Con­sid­er­ing she has only known your broth­er since Wed­nes­day, and only met your fath­er and moth­er at a stray hotel—”

			“Could you pos­sibly lower your voice? The shop­man will over­hear.”

			Es­prit de classe—if one may coin the phrase—was strong in Mrs. Munt. She sat quiv­er­ing while a mem­ber of the lower or­ders de­pos­ited a met­al fun­nel, a sauce­pan, and a garden squirt be­side the roll of oil­cloth.

			“Right be­hind?”

			“Yes, sir.” And the lower or­ders van­ished in a cloud of dust.

			“I warn you: Paul hasn’t a penny; it’s use­less.”

			“No need to warn us, Mr. Wil­cox, I as­sure you. The warn­ing is all the oth­er way. My niece has been very fool­ish, and I shall give her a good scold­ing and take her back to Lon­don with me.”

			“He has to make his way out in Ni­ger­ia. He couldn’t think of mar­ry­ing for years, and when he does it must be a wo­man who can stand the cli­mate, and is in oth­er ways—Why hasn’t he told us? Of course he’s ashamed. He knows he’s been a fool. And so he has—a down­right fool.”

			She grew furi­ous.

			“Where­as Miss Schle­gel has lost no time in pub­lish­ing the news.”

			“If I were a man, Mr. Wil­cox, for that last re­mark I’d box your ears. You’re not fit to clean my niece’s boots, to sit in the same room with her, and you dare—you ac­tu­ally dare—I de­cline to ar­gue with such a per­son.”

			“All I know is, she’s spread the thing and he hasn’t, and my fath­er’s away and I—”

			“And all that I know is—”

			“Might I fin­ish my sen­tence, please?”

			“No.”

			Charles clenched his teeth and sent the mo­tor swerving all over the lane.

			She screamed.

			So they played the game of Cap­ping Fam­il­ies, a round of which is al­ways played when love would unite two mem­bers of our race. But they played it with un­usu­al vigour, stat­ing in so many words that Schle­gels were bet­ter than Wil­coxes, Wil­coxes bet­ter than Schle­gels. They flung de­cency aside. The man was young, the wo­man deeply stirred; in both a vein of coarse­ness was lat­ent. Their quar­rel was no more sur­pris­ing than are most quar­rels—in­ev­it­able at the time, in­cred­ible af­ter­wards. But it was more than usu­ally fu­tile. A few minutes, and they were en­lightened. The mo­tor drew up at Howards End, and Helen, look­ing very pale, ran out to meet her aunt.

			“Aunt Ju­ley, I have just had a tele­gram from Mar­garet; I—I meant to stop your com­ing. It isn’t—it’s over.”

			The cli­max was too much for Mrs. Munt. She burst in­to tears.

			“Aunt Ju­ley dear, don’t. Don’t let them know I’ve been so silly. It wasn’t any­thing. Do bear up for my sake.”

			“Paul,” cried Charles Wil­cox, pulling his gloves off.

			“Don’t let them know. They are nev­er to know.”

			“Oh, my darling Helen—”

			“Paul! Paul!”

			A very young man came out of the house.

			“Paul, is there any truth in this?”

			“I didn’t—I don’t—”

			“Yes or no, man; plain ques­tion, plain an­swer. Did or didn’t Miss Schle­gel—”

			“Charles, dear,” said a voice from the garden. “Charles, dear Charles, one doesn’t ask plain ques­tions. There aren’t such things.”

			They were all si­lent. It was Mrs. Wil­cox.

			She ap­proached just as Helen’s let­ter had de­scribed her, trail­ing noise­lessly over the lawn, and there was ac­tu­ally a wisp of hay in her hands. She seemed to be­long not to the young people and their mo­tor, but to the house, and to the tree that over­shad­owed it. One knew that she wor­shipped the past, and that the in­stinct­ive wis­dom the past can alone be­stow had des­cen­ded upon her—that wis­dom to which we give the clumsy name of “ar­is­to­cracy.” High born she might not be. But as­suredly she cared about her an­cest­ors, and let them help her. When she saw Charles angry, Paul frightened, and Mrs. Munt in tears, she heard her an­cest­ors say, “Sep­ar­ate those hu­man be­ings who will hurt each oth­er most. The rest can wait.” So she did not ask ques­tions. Still less did she pre­tend that noth­ing had happened, as a com­pet­ent so­ci­ety host­ess would have done. She said: “Miss Schle­gel, would you take your aunt up to your room or to my room, whichever you think best. Paul, do find Evie, and tell her lunch for six, but I’m not sure wheth­er we shall all be down­stairs for it.” And when they had obeyed her, she turned to her eld­er son, who still stood in the throb­bing, stink­ing car, and smiled at him with ten­der­ness, and without say­ing a word, turned away from him to­wards her flowers.

			“Moth­er,” he called, “are you aware that Paul has been play­ing the fool again?”

			“It is all right, dear. They have broken off the en­gage­ment.”

			“En­gage­ment—!”

			“They do not love any longer, if you prefer it put that way,” said Mrs. Wil­cox, stoop­ing down to smell a rose.

		
	
		
			IV

			Helen and her aunt re­turned to Wick­ham Place in a state of col­lapse, and for a little time Mar­garet had three in­val­ids on her hands. Mrs. Munt soon re­covered. She pos­sessed to a re­mark­able de­gree the power of dis­tort­ing the past, and be­fore many days were over she had for­got­ten the part played by her own im­prudence in the cata­strophe. Even at the crisis she had cried, “Thank good­ness, poor Mar­garet is saved this!” which dur­ing the jour­ney to Lon­don evolved in­to, “It had to be gone through by someone,” which in its turn ripened in­to the per­man­ent form of “The one time I really did help Emily’s girls was over the Wil­cox busi­ness.” But Helen was a more ser­i­ous pa­tient. New ideas had burst upon her like a thun­der­clap, and by them and by their re­ver­ber­a­tions she had been stunned.

			The truth was that she had fallen in love, not with an in­di­vidu­al, but with a fam­ily.

			Be­fore Paul ar­rived she had, as it were, been tuned up in­to his key. The en­ergy of the Wil­coxes had fas­cin­ated her, had cre­ated new im­ages of beauty in her re­spons­ive mind. To be all day with them in the open air, to sleep at night un­der their roof, had seemed the su­preme joy of life, and had led to that aban­don­ment of per­son­al­ity that is a pos­sible pre­lude to love. She had liked giv­ing in to Mr. Wil­cox, or Evie, or Charles; she had liked be­ing told that her no­tions of life were sheltered or aca­dem­ic; that Equal­ity was non­sense, Votes for Wo­men non­sense, So­cial­ism non­sense, Art and Lit­er­at­ure, ex­cept when con­du­cive to strength­en­ing the char­ac­ter, non­sense. One by one the Schle­gel fet­ishes had been over­thrown, and, though pro­fess­ing to de­fend them, she had re­joiced. When Mr. Wil­cox said that one sound man of busi­ness did more good to the world than a dozen of your so­cial re­formers, she had swal­lowed the curi­ous as­ser­tion without a gasp, and had leant back lux­uri­ously among the cush­ions of his mo­tor­car. When Charles said, “Why be so po­lite to ser­vants? they don’t un­der­stand it,” she had not giv­en the Schle­gel re­tort of, “If they don’t un­der­stand it, I do.” No; she had vowed to be less po­lite to ser­vants in the fu­ture. “I am swathed in cant,” she thought, “and it is good for me to be stripped of it.” And all that she thought or did or breathed was a quiet pre­par­a­tion for Paul. Paul was in­ev­it­able. Charles was taken up with an­oth­er girl, Mr. Wil­cox was so old, Evie so young, Mrs. Wil­cox so dif­fer­ent. Round the ab­sent broth­er she began to throw the halo of Ro­mance, to ir­ra­di­ate him with all the splend­our of those happy days, to feel that in him she should draw nearest to the ro­bust ideal. He and she were about the same age, Evie said. Most people thought Paul hand­somer than his broth­er. He was cer­tainly a bet­ter shot, though not so good at golf. And when Paul ap­peared, flushed with the tri­umph of get­ting through an ex­am­in­a­tion, and ready to flirt with any pretty girl, Helen met him halfway, or more than halfway, and turned to­wards him on the Sunday even­ing.

			He had been talk­ing of his ap­proach­ing ex­ile in Ni­ger­ia, and he should have con­tin­ued to talk of it, and al­lowed their guest to re­cov­er. But the heave of her bos­om flattered him. Pas­sion was pos­sible, and he be­came pas­sion­ate. Deep down in him some­thing whispered, “This girl would let you kiss her; you might not have such a chance again.”

			That was “how it happened,” or, rather, how Helen de­scribed it to her sis­ter, us­ing words even more un­sym­path­et­ic than my own. But the po­etry of that kiss, the won­der of it, the ma­gic that there was in life for hours after it—who can de­scribe that? It is so easy for an Eng­lish­man to sneer at these chance col­li­sions of hu­man be­ings. To the in­su­lar cyn­ic and the in­su­lar mor­al­ist they of­fer an equal op­por­tun­ity. It is so easy to talk of “passing emo­tion,” and to for­get how vivid the emo­tion was ere it passed. Our im­pulse to sneer, to for­get, is at root a good one. We re­cog­nise that emo­tion is not enough, and that men and wo­men are per­son­al­it­ies cap­able of sus­tained re­la­tions, not mere op­por­tun­it­ies for an elec­tric­al dis­charge. Yet we rate the im­pulse too highly. We do not ad­mit that by col­li­sions of this trivi­al sort the doors of heav­en may be shaken open. To Helen, at all events, her life was to bring noth­ing more in­tense than the em­brace of this boy who played no part in it. He had drawn her out of the house, where there was danger of sur­prise and light; he had led her by a path he knew, un­til they stood un­der the column of the vast wych-elm. A man in the dark­ness, he had whispered “I love you” when she was de­sir­ing love. In time his slender per­son­al­ity faded, the scene that he had evoked en­dured. In all the vari­able years that fol­lowed she nev­er saw the like of it again.

			“I un­der­stand,” said Mar­garet—“at least, I un­der­stand as much as ever is un­der­stood of these things. Tell me now what happened on the Monday morn­ing.”

			“It was over at once.”

			“How, Helen?”

			“I was still happy while I dressed, but as I came down­stairs I got nervous, and when I went in­to the din­ing-room I knew it was no good. There was Evie—I can’t ex­plain—man­aging the tea-urn, and Mr. Wil­cox read­ing the Times.”

			“Was Paul there?”

			“Yes; and Charles was talk­ing to him about stocks and shares, and he looked frightened.”

			By slight in­dic­a­tions the sis­ters could con­vey much to each oth­er. Mar­garet saw hor­ror lat­ent in the scene, and Helen’s next re­mark did not sur­prise her.

			“Some­how, when that kind of man looks frightened it is too aw­ful. It is all right for us to be frightened, or for men of an­oth­er sort—fath­er, for in­stance; but for men like that! When I saw all the oth­ers so pla­cid, and Paul mad with ter­ror in case I said the wrong thing, I felt for a mo­ment that the whole Wil­cox fam­ily was a fraud, just a wall of news­pa­pers and mo­tor­cars and golf-clubs, and that if it fell I should find noth­ing be­hind it but pan­ic and empti­ness.”

			“I don’t think that. The Wil­coxes struck me as be­ing genu­ine people, par­tic­u­larly the wife.”

			“No, I don’t really think that. But Paul was so broad-shouldered; all kinds of ex­traordin­ary things made it worse, and I knew that it would nev­er do—nev­er. I said to him after break­fast, when the oth­ers were prac­tising strokes, ‘We rather lost our heads,’ and he looked bet­ter at once, though fright­fully ashamed. He began a speech about hav­ing no money to marry on, but it hurt him to make it, and I stopped him. Then he said, ‘I must beg your par­don over this, Miss Schle­gel; I can’t think what came over me last night.’ And I said, ‘Nor what over me; nev­er mind.’ And then we par­ted—at least, un­til I re­membered that I had writ­ten straight off to tell you the night be­fore, and that frightened him again. I asked him to send a tele­gram for me, for he knew you would be com­ing or some­thing; and he tried to get hold of the mo­tor, but Charles and Mr. Wil­cox wanted it to go to the sta­tion; and Charles offered to send the tele­gram for me, and then I had to say that the tele­gram was of no con­sequence, for Paul said Charles might read it, and though I wrote it out sev­er­al times, he al­ways said people would sus­pect some­thing. He took it him­self at last, pre­tend­ing that he must walk down to get cart­ridges, and, what with one thing and the oth­er, it was not handed in at the post-of­fice un­til too late. It was the most ter­rible morn­ing. Paul dis­liked me more and more, and Evie talked crick­et av­er­ages till I nearly screamed. I can­not think how I stood her all the oth­er days. At last Charles and his fath­er star­ted for the sta­tion, and then came your tele­gram warn­ing me that Aunt Ju­ley was com­ing by that train, and Paul—oh, rather hor­rible—said that I had muddled it. But Mrs. Wil­cox knew.”

			“Knew what?”

			“Everything; though we neither of us told her a word, and she had known all along, I think.”

			“Oh, she must have over­heard you.”

			“I sup­pose so, but it seemed won­der­ful. When Charles and Aunt Ju­ley drove up, call­ing each oth­er names, Mrs. Wil­cox stepped in from the garden and made everything less ter­rible. Ugh! but it has been a dis­gust­ing busi­ness. To think that—” She sighed.

			“To think that be­cause you and a young man meet for a mo­ment, there must be all these tele­grams and an­ger,” sup­plied Mar­garet.

			Helen nod­ded.

			“I’ve of­ten thought about it, Helen. It’s one of the most in­ter­est­ing things in the world. The truth is that there is a great out­er life that you and I have nev­er touched—a life in which tele­grams and an­ger count. Per­son­al re­la­tions, that we think su­preme, are not su­preme there. There love means mar­riage set­tle­ments, death, death du­ties. So far I’m clear. But here my dif­fi­culty. This out­er life, though ob­vi­ously hor­rid; of­ten seems the real one—there’s grit in it. It does breed char­ac­ter. Do per­son­al re­la­tions lead to slop­pi­ness in the end?”

			“Oh, Meg, that’s what I felt, only not so clearly, when the Wil­coxes were so com­pet­ent, and seemed to have their hands on all the ropes.”

			“Don’t you feel it now?”

			“I re­mem­ber Paul at break­fast,” said Helen quietly. “I shall nev­er for­get him. He had noth­ing to fall back upon. I know that per­son­al re­la­tions are the real life, forever and ever.”

			“Amen!”

			So the Wil­cox epis­ode fell in­to the back­ground, leav­ing be­hind it memor­ies of sweet­ness and hor­ror that mingled, and the sis­ters pur­sued the life that Helen had com­men­ded. They talked to each oth­er and to oth­er people, they filled the tall thin house at Wick­ham Place with those whom they liked or could be­friend. They even at­ten­ded pub­lic meet­ings. In their own fash­ion they cared deeply about polit­ics, though not as politi­cians would have us care; they de­sired that pub­lic life should mir­ror whatever is good in the life with­in. Tem­per­ance, tol­er­ance, and sexu­al equal­ity were in­tel­li­gible cries to them; where­as they did not fol­low our For­ward Policy in Tibet with the keen at­ten­tion that it mer­its, and would at times dis­miss the whole Brit­ish Em­pire with a puzzled, if rev­er­ent, sigh. Not out of them are the shows of his­tory erec­ted: the world would be a grey, blood­less place were it com­posed en­tirely of Miss Schle­gels. But the world be­ing what it is, per­haps they shine out in it like stars.

			A word on their ori­gin. They were not “Eng­lish to the back­bone,” as their aunt had pi­ously as­ser­ted. But, on the oth­er hand, they were not “Ger­mans of the dread­ful sort.” Their fath­er had be­longed to a type that was more prom­in­ent in Ger­many fifty years ago than now. He was not the ag­gress­ive Ger­man, so dear to the Eng­lish journ­al­ist, nor the do­mest­ic Ger­man, so dear to the Eng­lish wit. If one classed him at all it would be as the coun­try­man of Hegel and Kant, as the ideal­ist, in­clined to be dreamy, whose Im­per­i­al­ism was the Im­per­i­al­ism of the air. Not that his life had been in­act­ive. He had fought like blazes against Den­mark, Aus­tria, France. But he had fought without visu­al­ising the res­ults of vic­tory. A hint of the truth broke on him after Sedan, when he saw the dyed mous­taches of Na­po­leon go­ing grey; an­oth­er when he entered Par­is, and saw the smashed win­dows of the Tu­iler­ies. Peace came—it was all very im­mense, one had turned in­to an Em­pire—but he knew that some qual­ity had van­ished for which not all Alsace-Lor­raine could com­pensate him. Ger­many a com­mer­cial power, Ger­many a nav­al power, Ger­many with colon­ies here and a For­ward Policy there, and le­git­im­ate as­pir­a­tions in the oth­er place, might ap­peal to oth­ers, and be fitly served by them; for his own part, he ab­stained from the fruits of vic­tory, and nat­ur­al­ised him­self in Eng­land. The more earn­est mem­bers of his fam­ily nev­er for­gave him, and knew that his chil­dren, though scarcely Eng­lish of the dread­ful sort, would nev­er be Ger­man to the back­bone. He had ob­tained work in one of our pro­vin­cial uni­ver­sit­ies, and there mar­ried Poor Emily (or Die Englander­in, as the case may be), and as she had money, they pro­ceeded to Lon­don, and came to know a good many people. But his gaze was al­ways fixed bey­ond the sea. It was his hope that the clouds of ma­ter­i­al­ism ob­scur­ing the Fath­er­land would part in time, and the mild in­tel­lec­tu­al light re-emerge. “Do you im­ply that we Ger­mans are stu­pid, Uncle Ernst?” ex­claimed a haughty and mag­ni­fi­cent neph­ew. Uncle Ernst replied, “To my mind. You use the in­tel­lect, but you no longer care about it. That I call stu­pid­ity.” As the haughty neph­ew did not fol­low, he con­tin­ued, “You only care about the things that you can use, and there­fore ar­range them in the fol­low­ing or­der: Money, su­premely use­ful; in­tel­lect, rather use­ful; ima­gin­a­tion, of no use at all. No”—for the oth­er had pro­tested—“your Pan-Ger­man­ism is no more ima­gin­at­ive than is our Im­per­i­al­ism over here. It is the vice of a vul­gar mind to be thrilled by big­ness, to think that a thou­sand square miles are a thou­sand times more won­der­ful than one square mile, and that a mil­lion square miles are al­most the same as heav­en. That is not ima­gin­a­tion. No, it kills it. When their po­ets over here try to cel­eb­rate big­ness they are dead at once, and nat­ur­ally. Your po­ets too are dy­ing, your philo­soph­ers, your mu­si­cians, to whom Europe has listened for two hun­dred years. Gone. Gone with the little courts that nur­tured them—gone with Es­ter­hazy and Wei­mar. What? What’s that? Your uni­ver­sit­ies? Oh yes, you have learned men, who col­lect more facts than do the learned men of Eng­land. They col­lect facts, and facts, and em­pires of facts. But which of them will re­kindle the light with­in?”

			To all this Mar­garet listened, sit­ting on the haughty neph­ew’s knee.

			It was a unique edu­ca­tion for the little girls. The haughty neph­ew would be at Wick­ham Place one day, bring­ing with him an even haught­i­er wife, both con­vinced that Ger­many was ap­poin­ted by God to gov­ern the world. Aunt Ju­ley would come the next day, con­vinced that Great Bri­tain had been ap­poin­ted to the same post by the same au­thor­ity. Were both these loud-voiced parties right? On one oc­ca­sion they had met and Mar­garet with clasped hands had im­plored them to ar­gue the sub­ject out in her pres­ence. Where­at they blushed, and began to talk about the weath­er. “Papa,” she cried—she was a most of­fens­ive child—“why will they not dis­cuss this most clear ques­tion?” Her fath­er, sur­vey­ing the parties grimly, replied that he did not know. Put­ting her head on one side, Mar­garet then re­marked, “To me one of two things is very clear; either God does not know his own mind about Eng­land and Ger­many, or else these do not know the mind of God.” A hate­ful little girl, but at thir­teen she had grasped a di­lemma that most people travel through life without per­ceiv­ing. Her brain dar­ted up and down; it grew pli­ant and strong. Her con­clu­sion was, that any hu­man be­ing lies near­er to the un­seen than any or­gan­isa­tion, and from this she nev­er var­ied.

			Helen ad­vanced along the same lines, though with a more ir­re­spons­ible tread. In char­ac­ter she re­sembled her sis­ter, but she was pretty, and so apt to have a more amus­ing time. People gathered round her more read­ily, es­pe­cially when they were new ac­quaint­ances, and she did en­joy a little homage very much. When their fath­er died and they ruled alone at Wick­ham Place, she of­ten ab­sorbed the whole of the com­pany, while Mar­garet—both were tre­mend­ous talk­ers—fell flat. Neither sis­ter bothered about this. Helen nev­er apo­lo­gised af­ter­wards, Mar­garet did not feel the slight­est ran­cour. But looks have their in­flu­ence upon char­ac­ter. The sis­ters were alike as little girls, but at the time of the Wil­cox epis­ode their meth­ods were be­gin­ning to di­verge; the young­er was rather apt to en­tice people, and, in en­ti­cing them, to be her­self en­ticed; the eld­er went straight ahead, and ac­cep­ted an oc­ca­sion­al fail­ure as part of the game.

			Little need be premised about Tibby. He was now an in­tel­li­gent man of six­teen, but dys­peptic and dif­fi­cile.

		
	
		
			V

			It will be gen­er­ally ad­mit­ted that Beeth­oven’s Fifth Sym­phony is the most sub­lime noise that has ever pen­et­rated in­to the ear of man. All sorts and con­di­tions are sat­is­fied by it. Wheth­er you are like Mrs. Munt, and tap sur­repti­tiously when the tunes come—of course, not so as to dis­turb the oth­ers—or like Helen, who can see her­oes and ship­wrecks in the mu­sic’s flood; or like Mar­garet, who can only see the mu­sic; or like Tibby, who is pro­foundly versed in coun­ter­point, and holds the full score open on his knee; or like their cous­in, Fräulein Mose­bach, who re­mem­bers all the time that Beeth­oven is echt Deutsch; or like Fräulein Mose­bach’s young man, who can re­mem­ber noth­ing but Fräulein Mose­bach: in any case, the pas­sion of your life be­comes more vivid, and you are bound to ad­mit that such a noise is cheap at two shil­lings. It is cheap, even if you hear it in the Queen’s Hall, drear­i­est mu­sic-room in Lon­don, though not as dreary as the Free Trade Hall, Manchester; and even if you sit on the ex­treme left of that hall, so that the brass bumps at you be­fore the rest of the or­ches­tra ar­rives, it is still cheap.

			“Whom is Mar­garet talk­ing to?” said Mrs. Munt, at the con­clu­sion of the first move­ment. She was again in Lon­don on a vis­it to Wick­ham Place.

			Helen looked down the long line of their party, and said that she did not know.

			“Would it be some young man or oth­er whom she takes an in­terest in?”

			“I ex­pect so,” Helen replied. Mu­sic en­wrapped her, and she could not enter in­to the dis­tinc­tion that di­vides young men whom one takes an in­terest in from young men whom one knows.

			“You girls are so won­der­ful in al­ways hav­ing—Oh dear! one mustn’t talk.”

			For the An­dante had be­gun—very beau­ti­ful, but bear­ing a fam­ily like­ness to all the oth­er beau­ti­ful An­dantes that Beeth­oven had writ­ten, and, to Helen’s mind, rather dis­con­nect­ing the her­oes and ship­wrecks of the first move­ment from the her­oes and gob­lins of the third. She heard the tune through once, and then her at­ten­tion wandered, and she gazed at the audi­ence, or the or­gan, or the ar­chi­tec­ture. Much did she cen­sure the at­ten­u­ated Cu­pids who en­circle the ceil­ing of the Queen’s Hall, in­clin­ing each to each with vap­id ges­ture, and clad in sal­low pan­ta­loons, on which the Oc­to­ber sun­light struck. “How aw­ful to marry a man like those Cu­pids!” thought Helen. Here Beeth­oven star­ted dec­or­at­ing his tune, so she heard him through once more, and then she smiled at her Cous­in Frieda. But Frieda, listen­ing to Clas­sic­al Mu­sic, could not re­spond. Herr Liesecke, too, looked as if wild horses could not make him in­at­tent­ive; there were lines across his fore­head, his lips were par­ted, his pince-nez at right angles to his nose, and he had laid a thick, white hand on either knee. And next to her was Aunt Ju­ley, so Brit­ish, and want­ing to tap. How in­ter­est­ing that row of people was! What di­verse in­flu­ences had gone to the mak­ing! Here Beeth­oven, after hum­ming and haw­ing with great sweet­ness, said “Heigho,” and the An­dante came to an end. Ap­plause, and a round of “wun­der­schön­ing” and “prac­ht” vol­ley­ing from the Ger­man con­tin­gent. Mar­garet star­ted talk­ing to her new young man; Helen said to her aunt: “Now comes the won­der­ful move­ment: first of all the gob­lins, and then a trio of ele­phants dan­cing”; and Tibby im­plored the com­pany gen­er­ally to look out for the trans­ition­al pas­sage on the drum.

			“On the what, dear?”

			“On the drum, Aunt Ju­ley.”

			“No; look out for the part where you think you have done with the gob­lins and they come back,” breathed Helen, as the mu­sic star­ted with a gob­lin walk­ing quietly over the uni­verse, from end to end. Oth­ers fol­lowed him. They were not ag­gress­ive creatures; it was that that made them so ter­rible to Helen. They merely ob­served in passing that there was no such thing as splend­our or hero­ism in the world. After the in­ter­lude of ele­phants dan­cing, they re­turned and made the ob­ser­va­tion for the second time. Helen could not con­tra­dict them, for, once at all events, she had felt the same, and had seen the re­li­able walls of youth col­lapse. Pan­ic and empti­ness! Pan­ic and empti­ness! The gob­lins were right. Her broth­er raised his fin­ger; it was the trans­ition­al pas­sage on the drum.

			For, as if things were go­ing too far, Beeth­oven took hold of the gob­lins and made them do what he wanted. He ap­peared in per­son. He gave them a little push, and they began to walk in a ma­jor key in­stead of in a minor, and then—he blew with his mouth and they were scattered! Gusts of splend­our, gods and demi­gods con­tend­ing with vast swords, col­our and fra­grance broad­cast on the field of battle, mag­ni­fi­cent vic­tory, mag­ni­fi­cent death! Oh, it all burst be­fore the girl, and she even stretched out her gloved hands as if it was tan­gible. Any fate was ti­tan­ic; any con­test de­sir­able; con­quer­or and conquered would alike be ap­plauded by the an­gels of the ut­most stars.

			And the gob­lins—they had not really been there at all? They were only the phantoms of cow­ardice and un­be­lief? One healthy hu­man im­pulse would dis­pel them? Men like the Wil­coxes, or ex-Pres­id­ent Roosevelt, would say yes. Beeth­oven knew bet­ter. The gob­lins really had been there. They might re­turn—and they did. It was as if the splend­our of life might boil over and waste to steam and froth. In its dis­sol­u­tion one heard the ter­rible, omin­ous note, and a gob­lin, with in­creased ma­lig­nity, walked quietly over the uni­verse from end to end. Pan­ic and empti­ness! Pan­ic and empti­ness! Even the flam­ing ram­parts of the world might fall. Beeth­oven chose to make all right in the end. He built the ram­parts up. He blew with his mouth for the second time, and again the gob­lins were scattered. He brought back the gusts of splend­our, the hero­ism, the youth, the mag­ni­fi­cence of life and of death, and, amid vast roar­ings of a su­per­hu­man joy, he led his Fifth Sym­phony to its con­clu­sion. But the gob­lins were there. They could re­turn. He had said so bravely, and that is why one can trust Beeth­oven when he says oth­er things.

			Helen pushed her way out dur­ing the ap­plause. She de­sired to be alone. The mu­sic had summed up to her all that had happened or could hap­pen in her ca­reer.

			She read it as a tan­gible state­ment, which could nev­er be su­per­seded. The notes meant this and that to her, and they could have no oth­er mean­ing, and life could have no oth­er mean­ing. She pushed right out of the build­ing and walked slowly down the out­side stair­case, breath­ing the au­tum­nal air, and then she strolled home.

			“Mar­garet,” called Mrs. Munt, “is Helen all right?”

			“Oh yes.”

			“She is al­ways go­ing away in the middle of a pro­gramme,” said Tibby.

			“The mu­sic has evid­ently moved her deeply,” said Fräulein Mose­bach.

			“Ex­cuse me,” said Mar­garet’s young man, who had for some time been pre­par­ing a sen­tence, “but that lady has, quite in­ad­vert­ently, taken my um­brella.”

			“Oh, good gra­cious me!—I am so sorry. Tibby, run after Helen.”

			“I shall miss the Four Ser­i­ous Songs if I do.”

			“Tibby, love, you must go.”

			“It isn’t of any con­sequence,” said the young man, in truth a little un­easy about his um­brella.

			“But of course it is. Tibby! Tibby!”

			Tibby rose to his feet, and wil­fully caught his per­son on the backs of the chairs. By the time he had tipped up the seat and had found his hat, and had de­pos­ited his full score in safety, it was “too late” to go after Helen. The Four Ser­i­ous Songs had be­gun, and one could not move dur­ing their per­form­ance.

			“My sis­ter is so care­less,” whispered Mar­garet.

			“Not at all,” replied the young man; but his voice was dead and cold.

			“If you would give me your ad­dress—”

			“Oh, not at all, not at all;” and he wrapped his great­coat over his knees.

			Then the Four Ser­i­ous Songs rang shal­low in Mar­garet’s ears. Brahms, for all his grumbling and grizz­ling, had nev­er guessed what it felt like to be sus­pec­ted of steal­ing an um­brella. For this fool of a young man thought that she and Helen and Tibby had been play­ing the con­fid­ence trick on him, and that if he gave his ad­dress they would break in­to his rooms some mid­night or oth­er and steal his walk­ing-stick too. Most ladies would have laughed, but Mar­garet really minded, for it gave her a glimpse in­to squal­or. To trust people is a lux­ury in which only the wealthy can in­dulge; the poor can­not af­ford it. As soon as Brahms had grunted him­self out, she gave him her card and said, “That is where we live; if you pre­ferred, you could call for the um­brella after the con­cert, but I didn’t like to trouble you when it has all been our fault.”

			His face brightened a little when he saw that Wick­ham Place was W. It was sad to see him cor­roded with sus­pi­cion, and yet not dar­ing to be im­pol­ite, in case these well-dressed people were hon­est after all. She took it as a good sign that he said to her, “It’s a fine pro­gramme this af­ter­noon, is it not?” for this was the re­mark with which he had ori­gin­ally opened, be­fore the um­brella in­ter­vened.

			“The Beeth­oven’s fine,” said Mar­garet, who was not a fe­male of the en­cour­aging type. “I don’t like the Brahms, though, nor the Mendels­sohn that came first and ugh! I don’t like this El­gar that’s com­ing.”

			“What, what?” called Herr Liesecke, over­hear­ing. “The ‘Pomp and Cir­cum­stance’ will not be fine?”

			“Oh, Mar­garet, you tire­some girl!” cried her aunt. “Here have I been per­suad­ing Herr Liesecke to stop for ‘Pomp and Cir­cum­stance,’ and you are un­do­ing all my work. I am so anxious for him to hear what we are do­ing in mu­sic. Oh—you musn’t run down our Eng­lish com­posers, Mar­garet.”

			“For my part, I have heard the com­pos­i­tion at Stet­tin,” said Fräulein Mose­bach, “on two oc­ca­sions. It is dra­mat­ic, a little.”

			“Frieda, you des­pise Eng­lish mu­sic. You know you do. And Eng­lish art. And Eng­lish lit­er­at­ure, ex­cept Shakespeare, and he’s a Ger­man. Very well, Frieda, you may go.”

			The lov­ers laughed and glanced at each oth­er. Moved by a com­mon im­pulse, they rose to their feet and fled from “Pomp and Cir­cum­stance.”

			“We have this call to pay in Fins­bury Cir­cus, it is true,” said Herr Liesecke, as he edged past her and reached the gang­way just as the mu­sic star­ted.

			“Mar­garet—” loudly whispered by Aunt Ju­ley.

			“Mar­garet, Mar­garet! Fräulein Mose­bach has left her beau­ti­ful little bag be­hind her on the seat.”

			Sure enough, there was Frieda’s retic­ule, con­tain­ing her ad­dress book, her pock­et dic­tion­ary, her map of Lon­don, and her money.

			“Oh, what a both­er—what a fam­ily we are! Fr—Frieda!”

			“Hush!” said all those who thought the mu­sic fine.

			“But it’s the num­ber they want in Fins­bury Cir­cus.”

			“Might I—couldn’t I—” said the sus­pi­cious young man, and got very red.

			“Oh, I would be so grate­ful.”

			He took the bag—money clink­ing in­side it—and slipped up the gang­way with it. He was just in time to catch them at the swing-door, and he re­ceived a pretty smile from the Ger­man girl and a fine bow from her cava­lier. He re­turned to his seat up­sides with the world. The trust that they had re­posed in him was trivi­al, but he felt that it can­celled his mis­trust for them, and that prob­ably he would not be had over his um­brella. This young man had been had in the past badly, per­haps over­whelm­ingly—and now most of his en­er­gies went in de­fend­ing him­self against the un­known. But this af­ter­noon—per­haps on ac­count of mu­sic—he per­ceived that one must slack off oc­ca­sion­ally or what is the good of be­ing alive? Wick­ham Place, W., though a risk, was as safe as most things, and he would risk it.

			So when the con­cert was over and Mar­garet said, “We live quite near; I am go­ing there now. Could you walk round with me, and we’ll find your um­brella?” he said, “Thank you,” peace­ably, and fol­lowed her out of the Queen’s Hall. She wished that he was not so anxious to hand a lady down­stairs, or to carry a lady’s pro­gramme for her—his class was near enough her own for its man­ners to vex her. But she found him in­ter­est­ing on the whole—every­one in­ter­ested the Schle­gels on the whole at that time—and while her lips talked cul­ture, her heart was plan­ning to in­vite him to tea.

			“How tired one gets after mu­sic!” she began.

			“Do you find the at­mo­sphere of Queen’s Hall op­press­ive?”

			“Yes, hor­ribly.”

			“But surely the at­mo­sphere of Cov­ent Garden is even more op­press­ive.”

			“Do you go there much?”

			“When my work per­mits, I at­tend the gal­lery for the Roy­al Op­era.”

			Helen would have ex­claimed, “So do I. I love the gal­lery,” and thus have en­deared her­self to the young man. Helen could do these things. But Mar­garet had an al­most mor­bid hor­ror of “draw­ing people out,” of “mak­ing things go.” She had been to the gal­lery at Cov­ent Garden, but she did not “at­tend” it, pre­fer­ring the more ex­pens­ive seats; still less did she love it. So she made no reply.

			“This year I have been three times—to Faust, To­sca, and—” Was it “Tan­nhouser” or “Tan­nhoyser”? Bet­ter not risk the word.

			Mar­garet dis­liked To­sca and Faust. And so, for one reas­on and an­oth­er, they walked on in si­lence, chap­eroned by the voice of Mrs. Munt, who was get­ting in­to dif­fi­culties with her neph­ew.

			“I do in a way re­mem­ber the pas­sage, Tibby, but when every in­stru­ment is so beau­ti­ful, it is dif­fi­cult to pick out one thing rather than an­oth­er. I am sure that you and Helen take me to the very nicest con­certs. Not a dull note from be­gin­ning to end. I only wish that our Ger­man friends had stayed till it fin­ished.”

			“But surely you haven’t for­got­ten the drum stead­ily beat­ing on the low C, Aunt Ju­ley?” came Tibby’s voice. “No one could. It’s un­mis­tak­able.”

			“A spe­cially loud part?” haz­arded Mrs. Munt. “Of course I do not go in for be­ing mu­sic­al,” she ad­ded, the shot fail­ing. “I only care for mu­sic—a very dif­fer­ent thing. But still I will say this for my­self—I do know when I like a thing and when I don’t. Some people are the same about pic­tures. They can go in­to a pic­ture gal­lery—Miss Con­d­er can—and say straight off what they feel, all round the wall. I nev­er could do that. But mu­sic is so dif­fer­ent from pic­tures, to my mind. When it comes to mu­sic I am as safe as houses, and I as­sure you, Tibby, I am by no means pleased by everything. There was a thing—some­thing about a faun in French—which Helen went in­to ec­stas­ies over, but I thought it most tink­ling and su­per­fi­cial, and said so, and I held to my opin­ion too.”

			“Do you agree?” asked Mar­garet. “Do you think mu­sic is so dif­fer­ent from pic­tures?”

			“I—I should have thought so, kind of,” he said.

			“So should I. Now, my sis­ter de­clares they’re just the same. We have great ar­gu­ments over it. She says I’m dense; I say she’s sloppy.” Get­ting un­der way, she cried: “Now, doesn’t it seem ab­surd to you? What is the good of the Arts if they’re in­ter­change­able? What is the good of the ear if it tells you the same as the eye? Helen’s one aim is to trans­late tunes in­to the lan­guage of paint­ing, and pic­tures in­to the lan­guage of mu­sic. It’s very in­geni­ous, and she says sev­er­al pretty things in the pro­cess, but what’s gained, I’d like to know? Oh, it’s all rub­bish, rad­ic­ally false. If Mon­et’s really De­bussy, and De­bussy’s really Mon­et, neither gen­tle­man is worth his salt—that’s my opin­ion.”

			Evid­ently these sis­ters quar­relled.

			“Now, this very sym­phony that we’ve just been hav­ing—she won’t let it alone. She la­bels it with mean­ings from start to fin­ish; turns it in­to lit­er­at­ure. I won­der if the day will ever re­turn when mu­sic will be treated as mu­sic. Yet I don’t know. There’s my broth­er—be­hind us. He treats mu­sic as mu­sic, and oh, my good­ness! He makes me an­gri­er than any­one, simply furi­ous. With him I dar­en’t even ar­gue.”

			An un­happy fam­ily, if tal­en­ted.

			“But, of course, the real vil­lain is Wag­n­er. He has done more than any man in the nine­teenth cen­tury to­wards the mud­dling of the arts. I do feel that mu­sic is in a very ser­i­ous state just now, though ex­traordin­ar­ily in­ter­est­ing. Every now and then in his­tory there do come these ter­rible geni­uses, like Wag­n­er, who stir up all the wells of thought at once. For a mo­ment it’s splen­did. Such a splash as nev­er was. But af­ter­wards—such a lot of mud; and the wells—as it were, they com­mu­nic­ate with each oth­er too eas­ily now, and not one of them will run quite clear. That’s what Wag­n­er’s done.”

			Her speeches fluttered away from the young man like birds. If only he could talk like this, he would have caught the world. Oh, to ac­quire cul­ture! Oh, to pro­nounce for­eign names cor­rectly! Oh, to be well in­formed, dis­cours­ing at ease on every sub­ject that a lady star­ted! But it would take one years. With an hour at lunch and a few shattered hours in the even­ing, how was it pos­sible to catch up with leis­ured wo­men, who had been read­ing stead­ily from child­hood? His brain might be full of names, he might have even heard of Mon­et and De­bussy; the trouble was that he could not string them to­geth­er in­to a sen­tence, he could not make them “tell,” he could not quite for­get about his stolen um­brella. Yes, the um­brella was the real trouble. Be­hind Mon­et and De­bussy the um­brella per­sisted, with the steady beat of a drum. “I sup­pose my um­brella will be all right,” he was think­ing. “I don’t really mind about it. I will think about mu­sic in­stead. I sup­pose my um­brella will be all right.” Earli­er in the af­ter­noon he had wor­ried about seats. Ought he to have paid as much as two shil­lings? Earli­er still he had wondered, “Shall I try to do without a pro­gramme?” There had al­ways been some­thing to worry him ever since he could re­mem­ber, al­ways some­thing that dis­trac­ted him in the pur­suit of beauty. For he did pur­sue beauty, and, there­fore, Mar­garet’s speeches did flut­ter away from him like birds.

			Mar­garet talked ahead, oc­ca­sion­ally say­ing, “Don’t you think so? don’t you feel the same?” And once she stopped, and said, “Oh, do in­ter­rupt me!” which ter­ri­fied him. She did not at­tract him, though she filled him with awe. Her fig­ure was mea­gre, her face seemed all teeth and eyes, her ref­er­ences to her sis­ter and her broth­er were un­char­it­able. For all her clev­erness and cul­ture, she was prob­ably one of those soul­less, athe­ist­ic­al wo­men who have been so shown up by Miss Co­relli. It was sur­pris­ing (and alarm­ing) that she should sud­denly say, “I do hope that you’ll come in and have some tea. We should be so glad. I have dragged you so far out of your way.”

			They had ar­rived at Wick­ham Place. The sun had set, and the back­wa­ter, in deep shad­ow, was filling with a gentle haze. To the right the fant­ast­ic sky­line of the flats towered black against the hues of even­ing; to the left the older houses raised a square-cut, ir­reg­u­lar para­pet against the grey. Mar­garet fumbled for her latch­key. Of course she had for­got­ten it. So, grasp­ing her um­brella by its fer­rule, she leant over the area and tapped at the din­ing-room win­dow.

			“Helen! Let us in!”

			“All right,” said a voice.

			“You’ve been tak­ing this gen­tle­man’s um­brella.”

			“Taken a what?” said Helen, open­ing the door. “Oh, what’s that? Do come in! How do you do?”

			“Helen, you must not be so ram­shackly. You took this gen­tle­man’s um­brella away from Queen’s Hall, and he has had the trouble of com­ing round for it.”

			“Oh, I am so sorry!” cried Helen, all her hair fly­ing. She had pulled off her hat as soon as she re­turned, and had flung her­self in­to the big din­ing-room chair. “I do noth­ing but steal um­brel­las. I am so very sorry! Do come in and choose one. Is yours a hooky or a nobbly? Mine’s a nobbly—at least, I think it is.”

			The light was turned on, and they began to search the hall, Helen, who had ab­ruptly par­ted with the Fifth Sym­phony, com­ment­ing with shrill little cries.

			“Don’t you talk, Meg! You stole an old gen­tle­man’s silk top-hat. Yes, she did, Aunt Ju­ley. It is a pos­it­ive fact. She thought it was a muff. Oh, heav­ens! I’ve knocked the In-and-Out card down. Where’s Frieda? Tibby, why don’t you ever—No, I can’t re­mem­ber what I was go­ing to say. That wasn’t it, but do tell the maids to hurry tea up. What about this um­brella?” She opened it. “No, it’s all gone along the seams. It’s an ap­palling um­brella. It must be mine.”

			But it was not.

			He took it from her, mur­mured a few words of thanks, and then fled, with the lilt­ing step of the clerk.

			“But if you will stop—” cried Mar­garet. “Now, Helen, how stu­pid you’ve been!”

			“Whatever have I done?”

			“Don’t you see that you’ve frightened him away? I meant him to stop to tea. You oughtn’t to talk about steal­ing or holes in an um­brella. I saw his nice eyes get­ting so miser­able. No, it’s not a bit of good now.” For Helen had dar­ted out in­to the street, shout­ing, “Oh, do stop!”

			“I dare say it is all for the best,” opined Mrs. Munt. “We know noth­ing about the young man, Mar­garet, and your draw­ing-room is full of very tempt­ing little things.”

			But Helen cried: “Aunt Ju­ley, how can you! You make me more and more ashamed. I’d rather he had been a thief and taken all the apostle spoons than that I—Well, I must shut the front-door, I sup­pose. One more fail­ure for Helen.”

			“Yes, I think the apostle spoons could have gone as rent,” said Mar­garet. See­ing that her aunt did not un­der­stand, she ad­ded: “You re­mem­ber ‘rent’? It was one of fath­er’s words—Rent to the ideal, to his own faith in hu­man nature. You re­mem­ber how he would trust strangers, and if they fooled him he would say, ‘It’s bet­ter to be fooled than to be sus­pi­cious’—that the con­fid­ence trick is the work of man, but the want-of-con­fid­ence trick is the work of the dev­il.”

			“I re­mem­ber some­thing of the sort now,” said Mrs. Munt, rather tartly, for she longed to add, “It was lucky that your fath­er mar­ried a wife with money.” But this was un­kind, and she con­ten­ted her­self with, “Why, he might have stolen the little Rick­etts pic­ture as well.”

			“Bet­ter that he had,” said Helen stoutly.

			“No, I agree with Aunt Ju­ley,” said Mar­garet. “I’d rather mis­trust people than lose my little Rick­etts. There are lim­its.”

			Their broth­er, find­ing the in­cid­ent com­mon­place, had stolen up­stairs to see wheth­er there were scones for tea. He warmed the teapot—al­most too deftly—re­jec­ted the or­ange pekoe that the par­lour­maid had provided, poured in five spoon­fuls of a su­per­i­or blend, filled up with really boil­ing wa­ter, and now called to the ladies to be quick or they would lose the aroma.

			“All right, Auntie Tibby,” called Helen, while Mar­garet, thought­ful again, said: “In a way, I wish we had a real boy in the house—the kind of boy who cares for men. It would make en­ter­tain­ing so much easi­er.”

			“So do I,” said her sis­ter. “Tibby only cares for cul­tured fe­males singing Brahms.” And when they joined him she said rather sharply: “Why didn’t you make that young man wel­come, Tibby? You must do the host a little, you know. You ought to have taken his hat and coaxed him in­to stop­ping, in­stead of let­ting him be swamped by scream­ing wo­men.”

			Tibby sighed, and drew a long strand of hair over his fore­head.

			“Oh, it’s no good look­ing su­per­i­or. I mean what I say.”

			“Leave Tibby alone!” said Mar­garet, who could not bear her broth­er to be scol­ded.

			“Here’s the house a reg­u­lar hen-coop!” grumbled Helen.

			“Oh, my dear!” pro­tested Mrs. Munt. “How can you say such dread­ful things! The num­ber of men you get here has al­ways as­ton­ished me. If there is any danger it’s the oth­er way round.”

			“Yes, but it’s the wrong sort of men, Helen means.”

			“No, I don’t,” cor­rec­ted Helen. “We get the right sort of man, but the wrong side of him, and I say that’s Tibby’s fault. There ought to be a some­thing about the house—an—I don’t know what.”

			“A touch of the W.’s, per­haps?”

			Helen put out her tongue.

			“Who are the W.’s?” asked Tibby.

			“The W.’s are things I and Meg and Aunt Ju­ley know about and you don’t, so there!”

			“I sup­pose that ours is a fe­male house,” said Mar­garet, “and one must just ac­cept it. No, Aunt Ju­ley, I don’t mean that this house is full of wo­men. I am try­ing to say some­thing much more clev­er. I mean that it was ir­re­voc­ably fem­in­ine, even in fath­er’s time. Now I’m sure you un­der­stand! Well, I’ll give you an­oth­er ex­ample. It’ll shock you, but I don’t care. Sup­pose Queen Vic­tor­ia gave a din­ner-party, and that the guests had been Leighton, Mil­lais, Swin­burne, Ros­setti, Meredith, Fitzger­ald, etc. Do you sup­pose that the at­mo­sphere of that din­ner would have been artist­ic? Heav­ens, no! The very chairs on which they sat would have seen to that. So with our house—it must be fem­in­ine, and all we can do is to see that it isn’t ef­fem­in­ate. Just as an­oth­er house that I can men­tion, but won’t, soun­ded ir­re­voc­ably mas­cu­line, and all its in­mates can do is to see that it isn’t bru­tal.”

			“That house be­ing the W.’s house, I pre­sume,” said Tibby.

			“You’re not go­ing to be told about the W.’s, my child,” Helen cried, “so don’t you think it. And on the oth­er hand, I don’t the least mind if you find out, so don’t you think you’ve done any­thing clev­er, in either case. Give me a ci­gar­ette.”

			“You do what you can for the house,” said Mar­garet. “The draw­ing-room reeks of smoke.”

			“If you smoked too, the house might sud­denly turn mas­cu­line. At­mo­sphere is prob­ably a ques­tion of touch and go. Even at Queen Vic­tor­ia’s din­ner-party—if some­thing had been just a little dif­fer­ent—per­haps if she’d worn a cling­ing Liberty tea-gown in­stead of a magenta sat­in.”

			“With an In­dia shawl over her shoulders—”

			“Fastened at the bos­om with a Cairngorm-pin.”

			Bursts of dis­loy­al laughter—you must re­mem­ber that they are half Ger­man—greeted these sug­ges­tions, and Mar­garet said pens­ively, “How in­con­ceiv­able it would be if the Roy­al Fam­ily cared about Art.” And the con­ver­sa­tion drif­ted away and away, and Helen’s ci­gar­ette turned to a spot in the dark­ness, and the great flats op­pos­ite were sown with lighted win­dows which van­ished and were relit again, and van­ished in­cess­antly. Bey­ond them the thor­ough­fare roared gently—a tide that could nev­er be quiet, while in the east, in­vis­ible be­hind the smokes of Wap­ping, the moon was rising.

			“That re­minds me, Mar­garet. We might have taken that young man in­to the din­ing-room, at all events. Only the ma­jol­ica plate—and that is so firmly set in the wall. I am really dis­tressed that he had no tea.”

			For that little in­cid­ent had im­pressed the three wo­men more than might be sup­posed. It re­mained as a gob­lin foot­fall, as a hint that all is not for the best in the best of all pos­sible worlds, and that be­neath these su­per­struc­tures of wealth and art there wanders an ill-fed boy, who has re­covered his um­brella in­deed, but who has left no ad­dress be­hind him, and no name.

		
	
		
			VI

			We are not con­cerned with the very poor. They are un­think­able and only to be ap­proached by the stat­ist­i­cian or the poet. This story deals with gen­tle­folk, or with those who are ob­liged to pre­tend that they are gen­tle­folk.

			The boy, Le­onard Bast, stood at the ex­treme verge of gen­til­ity. He was not in the abyss, but he could see it, and at times people whom he knew had dropped in, and coun­ted no more. He knew that he was poor, and would ad­mit it; he would have died soon­er than con­fess any in­feri­or­ity to the rich. This may be splen­did of him. But he was in­feri­or to most rich people, there is not the least doubt of it. He was not as cour­teous as the av­er­age rich man, nor as in­tel­li­gent, nor as healthy, nor as lov­able. His mind and his body had been alike un­der­fed, be­cause he was poor, and be­cause he was mod­ern they were al­ways crav­ing bet­ter food. Had he lived some cen­tur­ies ago, in the brightly col­oured civil­isa­tions of the past, he would have had a def­in­ite status, his rank and his in­come would have cor­res­pon­ded. But in his day the an­gel of Demo­cracy had aris­en, en­shad­ow­ing the classes with leath­ern wings, and pro­claim­ing, “All men are equal—all men, that is to say, who pos­sess um­brel­las,” and so he was ob­liged to as­sert gen­til­ity, lest he slip in­to the abyss where noth­ing counts, and the state­ments of Demo­cracy are in­aud­ible.

			As he walked away from Wick­ham Place, his first care was to prove that he was as good as the Miss Schle­gels. Ob­scurely wounded in his pride, he tried to wound them in re­turn. They were prob­ably not ladies. Would real ladies have asked him to tea? They were cer­tainly ill-natured and cold. At each step his feel­ing of su­peri­or­ity in­creased. Would a real lady have talked about steal­ing an um­brella? Per­haps they were thieves after all, and if he had gone in­to the house they would have clapped a chlo­ro­formed handker­chief over his face. He walked on com­pla­cently as far as the Houses of Par­lia­ment. There an empty stom­ach as­ser­ted it­self, and told him that he was a fool.

			“Even­ing, Mr. Bast.”

			“Even­ing, Mr. Dealtry.”

			“Nice even­ing.”

			“Even­ing.”

			Mr. Dealtry, a fel­low clerk, passed on, and Le­onard stood won­der­ing wheth­er he would take the tram as far as a penny would take him, or wheth­er he would walk. He de­cided to walk—it is no good giv­ing in, and he had spent money enough at Queen’s Hall—and he walked over West­min­ster Bridge, in front of St. Thomas’s Hos­pit­al, and through the im­mense tun­nel that passes un­der the South-West­ern main line at Vaux­hall. In the tun­nel he paused and listened to the roar of the trains. A sharp pain dar­ted through his head, and he was con­scious of the ex­act form of his eye sock­ets. He pushed on for an­oth­er mile, and did not slack­en speed un­til he stood at the en­trance of a road called Camelia Road which was at present his home.

			Here he stopped again, and glanced sus­pi­ciously to right and left, like a rab­bit that is go­ing to bolt in­to its hole. A block of flats, con­struc­ted with ex­treme cheapness, towered on either hand. Farther down the road two more blocks were be­ing built, and bey­ond these an old house was be­ing de­mol­ished to ac­com­mod­ate an­oth­er pair. It was the kind of scene that may be ob­served all over Lon­don, whatever the loc­al­ity—bricks and mor­tar rising and fall­ing with the rest­less­ness of the wa­ter in a foun­tain as the city re­ceives more and more men upon her soil. Camelia Road would soon stand out like a fort­ress, and com­mand, for a little, an ex­tens­ive view. Only for a little. Plans were out for the erec­tion of flats in Magno­lia Road also. And again a few years, and all the flats in either road might be pulled down, and new build­ings, of a vast­ness at present un­ima­gin­able, might arise where they had fallen.

			“Even­ing, Mr. Bast.”

			“Even­ing, Mr. Cun­ning­ham.”

			“Very ser­i­ous thing this de­cline of the birthrate in Manchester.”

			“I beg your par­don?”

			“Very ser­i­ous thing this de­cline of the birthrate in Manchester,” re­peated Mr. Cun­ning­ham, tap­ping the Sunday pa­per, in which the calam­ity in ques­tion had just been an­nounced to him.

			“Ah, yes,” said Le­onard, who was not go­ing to let on that he had not bought a Sunday pa­per.

			“If this kind of thing goes on the pop­u­la­tion of Eng­land will be sta­tion­ary in 1960.”

			“You don’t say so.”

			“I call it a very ser­i­ous thing, eh?”

			“Good even­ing, Mr. Cun­ning­ham.”

			“Good even­ing, Mr. Bast.”

			Then Le­onard entered Block B of the flats, and turned, not up­stairs, but down, in­to what is known to house agents as a semi-base­ment, and to oth­er men as a cel­lar. He opened the door, and cried, “Hullo!” with the pseudo gen­i­al­ity of the Cock­ney. There was no reply. “Hullo!” he re­peated. The sit­ting-room was empty, though the elec­tric light had been left burn­ing. A look of re­lief came over his face, and he flung him­self in­to the arm­chair.

			The sit­ting-room con­tained, be­sides the arm­chair, two oth­er chairs, a pi­ano, a three-legged table, and a cosy corner. Of the walls, one was oc­cu­pied by the win­dow, the oth­er by a draped man­tel­shelf brist­ling with Cu­pids. Op­pos­ite the win­dow was the door, and be­side the door a book­case, while over the pi­ano there ex­ten­ded one of the mas­ter­pieces of Maud Good­man. It was an amor­ous and not un­pleas­ant little hole when the cur­tains were drawn, and the lights turned on, and the gas-stove un­lit. But it struck that shal­low make­shift note that is so of­ten heard in the dwell­ing-place. It had been too eas­ily gained, and could be re­lin­quished too eas­ily.

			As Le­onard was kick­ing off his boots he jarred the three-legged table, and a pho­to­graph frame, hon­our­ably poised upon it, slid side­ways, fell off in­to the fire­place, and smashed. He swore in a col­our­less sort of way, and picked the pho­to­graph up. It rep­res­en­ted a young lady called Jacky, and had been taken at the time when young ladies called Jacky were of­ten pho­to­graphed with their mouths open. Teeth of dazzling white­ness ex­ten­ded along either of Jacky’s jaws, and pos­it­ively weighed her head side­ways, so large were they and so nu­mer­ous. Take my word for it, that smile was simply stun­ning, and it is only you and I who will be fas­ti­di­ous, and com­plain that true joy be­gins in the eyes, and that the eyes of Jacky did not ac­cord with her smile, but were anxious and hungry.

			Le­onard tried to pull out the frag­ments of glass, and cut his fin­gers and swore again. A drop of blood fell on the frame, an­oth­er fol­lowed, spill­ing over on to the ex­posed pho­to­graph. He swore more vig­or­ously, and dashed in­to the kit­chen, where he bathed his hands. The kit­chen was the same size as the sit­ting-room; bey­ond it was a bed­room. This com­pleted his home. He was rent­ing the flat fur­nished; of all the ob­jects that en­cumbered it none were his own ex­cept the pho­to­graph frame, the Cu­pids, and the books.

			“Damn, damn, dam­na­tion!” he mur­mured, to­geth­er with such oth­er words as he had learnt from older men. Then he raised his hand to his fore­head and said, “Oh, damn it all—” which meant some­thing dif­fer­ent. He pulled him­self to­geth­er. He drank a little tea, black and si­lent, that still sur­vived upon an up­per shelf. He swal­lowed some dusty crumbs of a cake. Then he went back to the sit­ting-room, settled him­self anew, and began to read a volume of Ruskin.

			“Sev­en miles to the north of Venice—”

			How per­fectly the fam­ous chapter opens! How su­preme its com­mand of ad­mon­i­tion and of po­etry! The rich man is speak­ing to us from his gon­dola.

			“Sev­en miles to the north of Venice the banks of sand which near­er the city rise little above low-wa­ter mark at­tain by de­grees a high­er level, and knit them­selves at last in­to fields of salt mor­ass, raised here and there in­to shape­less mounds, and in­ter­cep­ted by nar­row creeks of sea.”

			Le­onard was try­ing to form his style on Ruskin; he un­der­stood him to be the greatest mas­ter of Eng­lish Prose. He read for­ward stead­ily, oc­ca­sion­ally mak­ing a few notes.

			“Let us con­sider a little each of these char­ac­ters in suc­ces­sion, and first (for of the shafts enough has been said already), what is very pe­cu­li­ar to this church—its lu­min­ous­ness.”

			Was there any­thing to be learnt from this fine sen­tence? Could he ad­apt it to the needs of daily life? Could he in­tro­duce it, with modi­fic­a­tions, when he next wrote a let­ter to his broth­er, the lay-read­er? For ex­ample:

			“Let us con­sider a little each of these char­ac­ters in suc­ces­sion, and first (for of the ab­sence of vent­il­a­tion enough has been said already), what is very pe­cu­li­ar to this flat—its ob­scur­ity.”

			Some­thing told him that the modi­fic­a­tions would not do; and that some­thing, had he known it, was the spir­it of Eng­lish Prose. “My flat is dark as well as stuffy.” Those were the words for him.

			And the voice in the gon­dola rolled on, pip­ing me­lodi­ously of Ef­fort and Self-Sac­ri­fice, full of high pur­pose, full of beauty, full even of sym­pathy and the love of men, yet some­how elud­ing all that was ac­tu­al and in­sist­ent in Le­onard’s life. For it was the voice of one who had nev­er been dirty or hungry, and had not guessed suc­cess­fully what dirt and hun­ger are.

			Le­onard listened to it with rev­er­ence. He felt that he was be­ing done good to, and that if he kept on with Ruskin, and the Queen’s Hall Con­certs, and some pic­tures by Watts, he would one day push his head out of the grey wa­ters and see the uni­verse. He be­lieved in sud­den con­ver­sion, a be­lief which may be right, but which is pe­cu­li­arly at­tract­ive to a half-baked mind. It is the basis of much pop­u­lar re­li­gion; in the do­main of busi­ness it dom­in­ates the Stock Ex­change, and be­comes that “bit of luck” by which all suc­cesses and fail­ures are ex­plained. “If only I had a bit of luck, the whole thing would come straight … He’s got a most mag­ni­fi­cent place down at Streath­am and a 20 hp Fi­at, but then, mind you, he’s had luck … I’m sorry the wife’s so late, but she nev­er has any luck over catch­ing trains.” Le­onard was su­per­i­or to these people; he did be­lieve in ef­fort and in a steady pre­par­a­tion for the change that he de­sired. But of a her­it­age that may ex­pand gradu­ally, he had no con­cep­tion; he hoped to come to Cul­ture sud­denly, much as the Re­viv­al­ist hopes to come to Je­sus. Those Miss Schle­gels had come to it; they had done the trick; their hands were upon the ropes, once and for all. And mean­while, his flat was dark, as well as stuffy.

			Presently there was a noise on the stair­case. He shut up Mar­garet’s card in the pages of Ruskin, and opened the door. A wo­man entered, of whom it is simplest to say that she was not re­spect­able. Her ap­pear­ance was awe­some. She seemed all strings and bell-pulls—rib­bons, chains, bead neck­laces that clinked and caught and a boa of azure feath­ers hung round her neck, with the ends un­even. Her throat was bare, wound with a double row of pearls, her arms were bare to the el­bows, and might again be de­tec­ted at the shoulder, through cheap lace. Her hat, which was flowery, re­sembled those pun­nets, covered with flan­nel, which we sowed with mus­tard and cress in our child­hood, and which ger­min­ated here yes, and there no. She wore it on the back of her head. As for her hair, or rather hairs, they are too com­plic­ated to de­scribe, but one sys­tem went down her back, ly­ing in a thick pad there, while an­oth­er, cre­ated for a light­er des­tiny, rippled around her fore­head. The face—the face does not sig­ni­fy. It was the face of the pho­to­graph, but older, and the teeth were not so nu­mer­ous as the pho­to­graph­er had sug­ges­ted, and cer­tainly not so white. Yes, Jacky was past her prime, whatever that prime may have been. She was des­cend­ing quick­er than most wo­men in­to the col­our­less years, and the look in her eyes con­fessed it.

			“What ho!” said Le­onard, greet­ing the ap­par­i­tion with much spir­it, and help­ing it off with its boa.

			Jacky, in husky tones, replied, “What ho!”

			“Been out?” he asked. The ques­tion sounds su­per­flu­ous, but it can­not have been really, for the lady answered, “No,” adding, “Oh, I am so tired.”

			“You tired?”

			“Eh?”

			“I’m tired,” said he, hanging the boa up.

			“Oh, Len, I am so tired.”

			“I’ve been to that clas­sic­al con­cert I told you about,” said Le­onard.

			“What’s that?”

			“I came back as soon as it was over.”

			“Any­one been round to our place?” asked Jacky.

			“Not that I’ve seen. I met Mr. Cun­ning­ham out­side, and we passed a few re­marks.”

			“What, not Mr. Cun­ning­ham?”

			“Yes.”

			“Oh, you mean Mr. Cun­ning­ham.”

			“Yes. Mr. Cun­ning­ham.”

			“I’ve been out to tea at a lady friend’s.”

			Her secret be­ing at last giv­en—to the world, and the name of the lady friend be­ing even ad­um­brated, Jacky made no fur­ther ex­per­i­ments in the dif­fi­cult and tir­ing art of con­ver­sa­tion. She nev­er had been a great talk­er. Even in her pho­to­graph­ic days she had re­lied upon her smile and her fig­ure to at­tract, and now that she was

			
				
					“On the shelf,
					

					On the shelf,
					

					Boys, boys, I’m on the shelf,”
				

			

			she was not likely to find her tongue. Oc­ca­sion­al bursts of song (of which the above is an ex­ample) still is­sued from her lips, but the spoken word was rare.

			She sat down on Le­onard’s knee, and began to fondle him. She was now a massive wo­man of thirty-three, and her weight hurt him, but he could not very well say any­thing. Then she said, “Is that a book you’re read­ing?” and he said, “That’s a book,” and drew it from her un­re­luct­ant grasp. Mar­garet’s card fell out of it. It fell face down­wards, and he mur­mured, “Book­mark­er.”

			“Len—”

			“What is it?” he asked, a little wear­ily, for she only had one top­ic of con­ver­sa­tion when she sat upon his knee.

			“You do love me?”

			“Jacky, you know that I do. How can you ask such ques­tions!”

			“But you do love me, Len, don’t you?”

			“Of course I do.”

			A pause. The oth­er re­mark was still due.

			“Len—”

			“Well? What is it?”

			“Len, you will make it all right?”

			“I can’t have you ask me that again,” said the boy, flar­ing up in­to a sud­den pas­sion. “I’ve prom­ised to marry you when I’m of age, and that’s enough. My word’s my word. I’ve prom­ised to marry you as soon as ever I’m twenty-one, and I can’t keep on be­ing wor­ried. I’ve wor­ries enough. It isn’t likely I’d throw you over, let alone my word, when I’ve spent all this money. Be­sides, I’m an Eng­lish­man, and I nev­er go back on my word. Jacky, do be reas­on­able. Of course I’ll marry you. Only do stop badger­ing me.”

			“When’s your birth­day, Len?”

			“I’ve told you again and again, the el­ev­enth of Novem­ber next. Now get off my knee a bit; someone must get sup­per, I sup­pose.”

			Jacky went through to the bed­room, and began to see to her hat. This meant blow­ing at it with short sharp puffs. Le­onard ti­died up the sit­ting-room, and began to pre­pare their even­ing meal. He put a penny in­to the slot of the gas-meter, and soon the flat was reek­ing with metal­lic fumes. Some­how he could not re­cov­er his tem­per, and all the time he was cook­ing he con­tin­ued to com­plain bit­terly.

			“It really is too bad when a fel­low isn’t trus­ted. It makes one feel so wild, when I’ve pre­ten­ded to the people here that you’re my wife—all right, all right, you shall be my wife—and I’ve bought you the ring to wear, and I’ve taken this flat fur­nished, and it’s far more than I can af­ford, and yet you aren’t con­tent, and I’ve also not told the truth when I’ve writ­ten home.” He lowered his voice. “He’d stop it.” In a tone of hor­ror, that was a little lux­uri­ous, he re­peated: “My broth­er’d stop it. I’m go­ing against the whole world, Jacky.

			“That’s what I am, Jacky. I don’t take any heed of what any­one says. I just go straight for­ward, I do. That’s al­ways been my way. I’m not one of your weak knock-kneed chaps. If a wo­man’s in trouble, I don’t leave her in the lurch. That’s not my street. No, thank you.

			“I’ll tell you an­oth­er thing too. I care a good deal about im­prov­ing my­self by means of Lit­er­at­ure and Art, and so get­ting a wider out­look. For in­stance, when you came in I was read­ing Ruskin’s Stones of Venice. I don’t say this to boast, but just to show you the kind of man I am. I can tell you, I en­joyed that clas­sic­al con­cert this af­ter­noon.”

			To all his moods Jacky re­mained equally in­dif­fer­ent. When sup­per was ready—and not be­fore—she emerged from the bed­room, say­ing: “But you do love me, don’t you?”

			They began with a soup square, which Le­onard had just dis­solved in some hot wa­ter. It was fol­lowed by the tongue—a freckled cyl­in­der of meat, with a little jelly at the top, and a great deal of yel­low fat at the bot­tom—end­ing with an­oth­er square dis­solved in wa­ter (jelly: pine­apple), which Le­onard had pre­pared earli­er in the day. Jacky ate con­ten­tedly enough, oc­ca­sion­ally look­ing at her man with those anxious eyes, to which noth­ing else in her ap­pear­ance cor­res­pon­ded, and which yet seemed to mir­ror her soul. And Le­onard man­aged to con­vince his stom­ach that it was hav­ing a nour­ish­ing meal.

			After sup­per they smoked ci­gar­ettes and ex­changed a few state­ments. She ob­served that her “like­ness” had been broken. He found oc­ca­sion to re­mark, for the second time, that he had come straight back home after the con­cert at Queen’s Hall. Presently she sat upon his knee. The in­hab­it­ants of Camelia Road tramped to and fro out­side the win­dow, just on a level with their heads, and the fam­ily in the flat on the ground-floor began to sing, “Hark, my soul, it is the Lord.”

			“That tune fairly gives me the hump,” said Le­onard.

			Jacky fol­lowed this, and said that, for her part, she thought it a lovely tune.

			“No; I’ll play you some­thing lovely. Get up, dear, for a minute.”

			He went to the pi­ano and jingled out a little Grieg. He played badly and vul­garly, but the per­form­ance was not without its ef­fect, for Jacky said she thought she’d be go­ing to bed. As she re­ceded, a new set of in­terests pos­sessed the boy, and he began to think of what had been said about mu­sic by that odd Miss Schle­gel—the one that twis­ted her face about so when she spoke. Then the thoughts grew sad and en­vi­ous. There was the girl named Helen, who had pinched his um­brella, and the Ger­man girl who had smiled at him pleas­antly, and Herr someone, and Aunt someone, and the broth­er—all, all with their hands on the ropes. They had all passed up that nar­row, rich stair­case at Wick­ham Place to some ample room, whith­er he could nev­er fol­low them, not if he read for ten hours a day. Oh, it was no good, this con­tinu­al as­pir­a­tion. Some are born cul­tured; the rest had bet­ter go in for whatever comes easy. To see life stead­ily and to see it whole was not for the likes of him.

			From the dark­ness bey­ond the kit­chen a voice called, “Len?”

			“You in bed?” he asked, his fore­head twitch­ing.

			“All right.”

			Presently she called him again.

			“I must clean my boots ready for the morn­ing,” he answered.

			Presently she called him again.

			“I rather want to get this chapter done.”

			“What?”

			He closed his ears against her.

			“What’s that?”

			“All right, Jacky, noth­ing; I’m read­ing a book.”

			“What?”

			“What?” he answered, catch­ing her de­graded deaf­ness.

			Presently she called him again.

			Ruskin had vis­ited Tor­cello by this time, and was or­der­ing his gon­do­liers to take him to Mur­ano. It oc­curred to him, as he glided over the whis­per­ing la­goons, that the power of Nature could not be shortened by the folly, nor her beauty al­to­geth­er saddened by the misery of such as Le­onard.

		
	
		
			VII

			“Oh, Mar­garet,” cried her aunt next morn­ing, “such a most un­for­tu­nate thing has happened. I could not get you alone.”

			The most un­for­tu­nate thing was not very ser­i­ous. One of the flats in the or­nate block op­pos­ite had been taken fur­nished by the Wil­cox fam­ily, “com­ing up, no doubt, in the hope of get­ting in­to Lon­don so­ci­ety.” That Mrs. Munt should be the first to dis­cov­er the mis­for­tune was not re­mark­able, for she was so in­ter­ested in the flats, that she watched their every muta­tion with un­weary­ing care. In the­ory she des­pised them—they took away that old-world look—they cut off the sun—flats house a flashy type of per­son. But if the truth had been known, she found her vis­its to Wick­ham Place twice as amus­ing since Wick­ham Man­sions had aris­en, and would in a couple of days learn more about them than her nieces in a couple of months, or her neph­ew in a couple of years. She would stroll across and make friends with the port­ers, and in­quire what the rents were, ex­claim­ing for ex­ample: “What! a hun­dred and twenty for a base­ment? You’ll nev­er get it!” And they would an­swer: “One can but try, madam.” The pas­sen­ger lifts, the ar­range­ment for coals (a great tempta­tion for a dis­hon­est port­er), were all fa­mil­i­ar mat­ters to her, and per­haps a re­lief from the politico-eco­nom­ic­al-es­thet­ic at­mo­sphere that reigned at the Schle­gels.

			Mar­garet re­ceived the in­form­a­tion calmly, and did not agree that it would throw a cloud over poor Helen’s life.

			“Oh, but Helen isn’t a girl with no in­terests,” she ex­plained. “She has plenty of oth­er things and oth­er people to think about. She made a false start with the Wil­coxes, and she’ll be as will­ing as we are to have noth­ing more to do with them.”

			“For a clev­er girl, dear, how very oddly you do talk. Helen’ll have to have some­thing more to do with them, now that they’re all op­pos­ite. She may meet that Paul in the street. She can­not very well not bow.”

			“Of course she must bow. But look here; let’s do the flowers. I was go­ing to say, the will to be in­ter­ested in him has died, and what else mat­ters? I look on that dis­astrous epis­ode (over which you were so kind) as the killing of a nerve in Helen. It’s dead, and she’ll nev­er be troubled with it again. The only things that mat­ter are the things that in­terest one. Bow­ing, even call­ing and leav­ing cards, even a din­ner-party—we can do all those things to the Wil­coxes, if they find it agree­able; but the oth­er thing, the one im­port­ant thing—nev­er again. Don’t you see?”

			Mrs. Munt did not see, and in­deed Mar­garet was mak­ing a most ques­tion­able state­ment—that any emo­tion, any in­terest once vividly aroused, can wholly die.

			“I also have the hon­our to in­form you that the Wil­coxes are bored with us. I didn’t tell you at the time—it might have made you angry, and you had enough to worry you—but I wrote a let­ter to Mrs. W., and apo­lo­gised for the trouble that Helen had giv­en them. She didn’t an­swer it.”

			“How very rude!”

			“I won­der. Or was it sens­ible?”

			“No, Mar­garet, most rude.”

			“In either case one can class it as re­as­sur­ing.”

			Mrs. Munt sighed. She was go­ing back to Swan­age on the mor­row, just as her nieces were want­ing her most. Oth­er re­grets crowded upon her: for in­stance, how mag­ni­fi­cently she would have cut Charles if she had met him face to face. She had already seen him, giv­ing an or­der to the port­er—and very com­mon he looked in a tall hat. But un­for­tu­nately his back was turned to her, and though she had cut his back, she could not re­gard this as a telling snub.

			“But you will be care­ful, won’t you?” she ex­hor­ted.

			“Oh, cer­tainly. Fiendishly care­ful.”

			“And Helen must be care­ful, too.”

			“Care­ful over what?” cried Helen, at that mo­ment com­ing in­to the room with her cous­in.

			“Noth­ing” said Mar­garet, seized with a mo­ment­ary awk­ward­ness.

			“Care­ful over what, Aunt Ju­ley?”

			Mrs. Munt as­sumed a cryptic air. “It is only that a cer­tain fam­ily, whom we know by name but do not men­tion, as you said your­self last night after the con­cert, have taken the flat op­pos­ite from the Math­esons—where the plants are in the bal­cony.”

			Helen began some laugh­ing reply, and then dis­con­cer­ted them all by blush­ing. Mrs. Munt was so dis­con­cer­ted that she ex­claimed, “What, Helen, you don’t mind them com­ing, do you?” and deepened the blush to crim­son.

			“Of course I don’t mind,” said Helen a little crossly. “It is that you and Meg are both so ab­surdly grave about it, when there’s noth­ing to be grave about at all.”

			“I’m not grave,” pro­tested Mar­garet, a little cross in her turn.

			“Well, you look grave; doesn’t she, Frieda?”

			“I don’t feel grave, that’s all I can say; you’re go­ing quite on the wrong tack.”

			“No, she does not feel grave,” echoed Mrs. Munt. “I can bear wit­ness to that. She dis­agrees—”

			“Hark!” in­ter­rup­ted Fräulein Mose­bach. “I hear Bruno en­ter­ing the hall.”

			For Herr Liesecke was due at Wick­ham Place to call for the two young­er girls. He was not en­ter­ing the hall—in fact, he did not enter it for quite five minutes. But Frieda de­tec­ted a del­ic­ate situ­ation, and said that she and Helen had much bet­ter wait for Bruno down be­low, and leave Mar­garet and Mrs. Munt to fin­ish ar­ran­ging the flowers. Helen ac­qui­esced. But, as if to prove that the situ­ation was not del­ic­ate really, she stopped in the door­way and said:

			“Did you say the Math­esons’ flat, Aunt Ju­ley? How won­der­ful you are! I nev­er knew that the name of the wo­man who laced too tightly was Math­eson.”

			“Come, Helen,” said her cous­in.

			“Go, Helen,” said her aunt; and con­tin­ued to Mar­garet al­most in the same breath: “Helen can­not de­ceive me. She does mind.”

			“Oh, hush!” breathed Mar­garet. “Frieda’ll hear you, and she can be so tire­some.”

			“She minds,” per­sisted Mrs. Munt, mov­ing thought­fully about the room, and pulling the dead chrys­an­them­ums out of the vases. “I knew she’d mind—and I’m sure a girl ought to! Such an ex­per­i­ence! Such aw­ful coarse-grained people! I know more about them than you do, which you for­get, and if Charles had taken you that mo­tor drive—well, you’d have reached the house a per­fect wreck. Oh, Mar­garet, you don’t know what you are in for! They’re all bottled up against the draw­ing-room win­dow. There’s Mrs. Wil­cox—I’ve seen her. There’s Paul. There’s Evie, who is a minx. There’s Charles—I saw him to start with. And who would an eld­erly man with a mous­tache and a cop­per-col­oured face be?”

			“Mr. Wil­cox, pos­sibly.”

			“I knew it. And there’s Mr. Wil­cox.”

			“It’s a shame to call his face cop­per col­our,” com­plained Mar­garet. “He has a re­mark­ably good com­plex­ion for a man of his age.”

			Mrs. Munt, tri­umphant else­where, could af­ford to con­cede Mr. Wil­cox his com­plex­ion. She passed on from it to the plan of cam­paign that her nieces should pur­sue in the fu­ture. Mar­garet tried to stop her.

			“Helen did not take the news quite as I ex­pec­ted, but the Wil­cox nerve is dead in her really, so there’s no need for plans.”

			“It’s as well to be pre­pared.”

			“No—it’s as well not to be pre­pared.”

			“Why?”

			“Be­cause—”

			Her thought drew be­ing from the ob­scure bor­der­land. She could not ex­plain in so many words, but she felt that those who pre­pare for all the emer­gen­cies of life be­fore­hand may equip them­selves at the ex­pense of joy. It is ne­ces­sary to pre­pare for an ex­am­in­a­tion, or a din­ner-party, or a pos­sible fall in the price of stock: those who at­tempt hu­man re­la­tions must ad­opt an­oth­er meth­od, or fail. “Be­cause I’d soon­er risk it,” was her lame con­clu­sion.

			“But ima­gine the even­ings,” ex­claimed her aunt, point­ing to the Man­sions with the spout of the wa­ter­ing can. “Turn the elec­tric light on here or there, and it’s al­most the same room. One even­ing they may for­get to draw their blinds down, and you’ll see them; and the next, you yours, and they’ll see you. Im­possible to sit out on the bal­conies. Im­possible to wa­ter the plants, or even speak. Ima­gine go­ing out of the front-door, and they come out op­pos­ite at the same mo­ment. And yet you tell me that plans are un­ne­ces­sary, and you’d rather risk it.”

			“I hope to risk things all my life.”

			“Oh, Mar­garet, most dan­ger­ous.”

			“But after all,” she con­tin­ued with a smile, “there’s nev­er any great risk as long as you have money.”

			“Oh, shame! What a shock­ing speech!”

			“Money pads the edges of things,” said Miss Schle­gel. “God help those who have none.”

			“But this is some­thing quite new!” said Mrs. Munt, who col­lec­ted new ideas as a squir­rel col­lects nuts, and was es­pe­cially at­trac­ted by those that are port­able.

			“New for me; sens­ible people have ac­know­ledged it for years. You and I and the Wil­coxes stand upon money as upon is­lands. It is so firm be­neath our feet that we for­get its very ex­ist­ence. It’s only when we see someone near us tot­ter­ing that we real­ise all that an in­de­pend­ent in­come means. Last night, when we were talk­ing up here round the fire, I began to think that the very soul of the world is eco­nom­ic, and that the low­est abyss is not the ab­sence of love, but the ab­sence of coin.”

			“I call that rather cyn­ic­al.”

			“So do I. But Helen and I, we ought to re­mem­ber, when we are temp­ted to cri­ti­cise oth­ers, that we are stand­ing on these is­lands, and that most of the oth­ers are down be­low the sur­face of the sea. The poor can­not al­ways reach those whom they want to love, and they can hardly ever es­cape from those whom they love no longer. We rich can. Ima­gine the tragedy last June, if Helen and Paul Wil­cox had been poor people, and couldn’t in­voke rail­ways and mo­tor­cars to part them.”

			“That’s more like So­cial­ism,” said Mrs. Munt sus­pi­ciously.

			“Call it what you like. I call it go­ing through life with one’s hand spread open on the table. I’m tired of these rich people who pre­tend to be poor, and think it shows a nice mind to ig­nore the piles of money that keep their feet above the waves. I stand each year upon six hun­dred pounds, and Helen upon the same, and Tibby will stand upon eight, and as fast as our pounds crumble away in­to the sea they are re­newed—from the sea, yes, from the sea. And all our thoughts are the thoughts of six-hun­dred-pound­ers, and all our speeches; and be­cause we don’t want to steal um­brel­las ourselves, we for­get that be­low the sea people do want to steal them and do steal them some­times, and that what’s a joke up here is down there real­ity.”

			“There they go—there goes Fräulein Mose­bach. Really, for a Ger­man she does dress charm­ingly. Oh!—”

			“What is it?”

			“Helen was look­ing up at the Wil­coxes’ flat.”

			“Why shouldn’t she?”

			“I beg your par­don, I in­ter­rup­ted you. What was it you were say­ing about real­ity?”

			“I had worked round to my­self, as usu­al,” answered Mar­garet in tones that were sud­denly pre­oc­cu­pied.

			“Do tell me this, at all events. Are you for the rich or for the poor?”

			“Too dif­fi­cult. Ask me an­oth­er. Am I for poverty or for riches? For riches. Hur­rah for riches!”

			“For riches!” echoed Mrs. Munt, hav­ing, as it were, at last se­cured her nut.

			“Yes. For riches. Money forever!”

			“So am I, and so, I am afraid, are most of my ac­quaint­ances at Swan­age, but I am sur­prised that you agree with us.”

			“Thank you so much, Aunt Ju­ley. While I have talked the­or­ies, you have done the flowers.”

			“Not at all, dear. I wish you would let me help you in more im­port­ant things.”

			“Well, would you be very kind? Would you come round with me to the re­gistry of­fice? There’s a house­maid who won’t say yes but doesn’t say no.”

			On their way thith­er they too looked up at the Wil­coxes’ flat. Evie was in the bal­cony, “star­ing most rudely,” ac­cord­ing to Mrs. Munt. Oh yes, it was a nuis­ance, there was no doubt of it. Helen was proof against a passing en­counter, but—Mar­garet began to lose con­fid­ence. Might it reawake the dy­ing nerve if the fam­ily were liv­ing close against her eyes? And Frieda Mose­bach was stop­ping with them for an­oth­er fort­night, and Frieda was sharp, ab­om­in­ably sharp, and quite cap­able of re­mark­ing, “You love one of the young gen­tle­men op­pos­ite, yes?” The re­mark would be un­true, but of the kind which, if stated of­ten enough, may be­come true; just as the re­mark, “Eng­land and Ger­many are bound to fight,” renders war a little more likely each time that it is made, and is there­fore made the more read­ily by the gut­ter press of either na­tion. Have the private emo­tions also their gut­ter press? Mar­garet thought so, and feared that good Aunt Ju­ley and Frieda were typ­ic­al spe­ci­mens of it. They might, by con­tinu­al chat­ter, lead Helen in­to a re­pe­ti­tion of the de­sires of June. In­to a re­pe­ti­tion—they could not do more; they could not lead her in­to last­ing love. They were—she saw it clearly—Journ­al­ism; her fath­er, with all his de­fects and wrong-headed­ness, had been Lit­er­at­ure, and had he lived, he would have per­suaded his daugh­ter rightly.

			The re­gistry of­fice was hold­ing its morn­ing re­cep­tion. A string of car­riages filled the street. Miss Schle­gel waited her turn, and fi­nally had to be con­tent with an in­si­di­ous “tem­por­ary,” be­ing re­jec­ted by genu­ine house­maids on the ground of her nu­mer­ous stairs. Her fail­ure de­pressed her, and though she for­got the fail­ure, the de­pres­sion re­mained. On her way home she again glanced up at the Wil­coxes’ flat, and took the rather mat­ronly step of speak­ing about the mat­ter to Helen.

			“Helen, you must tell me wheth­er this thing wor­ries you.”

			“If what?” said Helen, who was wash­ing her hands for lunch.

			“The W.’s com­ing.”

			“No, of course not.”

			“Really?”

			“Really.” Then she ad­mit­ted that she was a little wor­ried on Mrs. Wil­cox’s ac­count; she im­plied that Mrs. Wil­cox might reach back­ward in­to deep feel­ings, and be pained by things that nev­er touched the oth­er mem­bers of that clan. “I shan’t mind if Paul points at our house and says, ‘There lives the girl who tried to catch me.’ But she might.”

			“If even that wor­ries you, we could ar­range some­thing. There’s no reas­on we should be near people who dis­please us or whom we dis­please, thanks to our money. We might even go away for a little.”

			“Well, I am go­ing away. Frieda’s just asked me to Stet­tin, and I shan’t be back till after the New Year. Will that do? Or must I fly the coun­try al­to­geth­er? Really, Meg, what has come over you to make such a fuss?”

			“Oh, I’m get­ting an old maid, I sup­pose. I thought I minded noth­ing, but really I—I should be bored if you fell in love with the same man twice and”—she cleared her throat—“you did go red, you know, when Aunt Ju­ley at­tacked you this morn­ing. I shouldn’t have re­ferred to it oth­er­wise.”

			But Helen’s laugh rang true, as she raised a soapy hand to heav­en and swore that nev­er, nowhere and no­how, would she again fall in love with any of the Wil­cox fam­ily, down to its re­motest col­lat­er­als.

		
	
		
			VIII

			The friend­ship between Mar­garet and Mrs. Wil­cox, which was to de­vel­op so quickly and with such strange res­ults, may per­haps have had its be­gin­nings at Spey­er, in the spring. Per­haps the eld­er lady, as she gazed at the vul­gar, ruddy cathed­ral, and listened to the talk of her hus­band and Helen, may have de­tec­ted in the oth­er and less charm­ing of the sis­ters a deep­er sym­pathy, a sounder judg­ment. She was cap­able of de­tect­ing such things. Per­haps it was she who had de­sired the Miss Schle­gels to be in­vited to Howards End, and Mar­garet whose pres­ence she had par­tic­u­larly de­sired. All this is spec­u­la­tion; Mrs. Wil­cox has left few clear in­dic­a­tions be­hind her. It is cer­tain that she came to call at Wick­ham Place a fort­night later, the very day that Helen was go­ing with her cous­in to Stet­tin.

			“Helen!” cried Fräulein Mose­bach in awe­struck tones (she was now in her cous­in’s con­fid­ence)—“his moth­er has for­giv­en you!” And then, re­mem­ber­ing that in Eng­land the new­comer ought not to call be­fore she is called upon, she changed her tone from awe to dis­ap­prov­al, and opined that Mrs. Wil­cox was keine Dame.

			“Both­er the whole fam­ily!” snapped Mar­garet. “Helen, stop gig­gling and pi­rou­et­ting, and go and fin­ish your pack­ing. Why can’t the wo­man leave us alone?”

			“I don’t know what I shall do with Meg,” Helen re­tor­ted, col­lapsing upon the stairs. “She’s got Wil­cox and Box upon the brain. Meg, Meg, I don’t love the young gen­tle­man; I don’t love the young gen­tle­man, Meg, Meg. Can a body speak plain­er?”

			“Most cer­tainly her love has died,” as­ser­ted Fräulein Mose­bach.

			“Most cer­tainly it has, Frieda, but that will not pre­vent me from be­ing bored with the Wil­coxes if I re­turn the call.”

			Then Helen sim­u­lated tears, and Fräulein Mose­bach, who thought her ex­tremely amus­ing, did the same. “Oh, boo hoo! boo hoo hoo! Meg’s go­ing to re­turn the call, and I can’t. ’Cos why? ’Cos I’m go­ing to Ger­man-eye.”

			“If you are go­ing to Ger­many, go and pack; if you aren’t, go and call on the Wil­coxes in­stead of me.”

			“But, Meg, Meg, I don’t love the young gen­tle­man; I don’t love the young—O lud, who’s that com­ing down the stairs? I vow ’tis my broth­er. O crimini!”

			A male—even such a male as Tibby—was enough to stop the fool­ery. The bar­ri­er of sex, though de­creas­ing among the civ­il­ised, is still high, and high­er on the side of wo­men. Helen could tell her sis­ter all, and her cous­in much about Paul; she told her broth­er noth­ing. It was not prudish­ness, for she now spoke of “the Wil­cox ideal” with laughter, and even with a grow­ing bru­tal­ity. Nor was it pre­cau­tion, for Tibby sel­dom re­peated any news that did not con­cern him­self. It was rather the feel­ing that she be­trayed a secret in­to the camp of men, and that, how­ever trivi­al it was on this side of the bar­ri­er, it would be­come im­port­ant on that. So she stopped, or rather began to fool on oth­er sub­jects, un­til her long-suf­fer­ing re­l­at­ives drove her up­stairs. Fräulein Mose­bach fol­lowed her, but lingered to say heav­ily over the ban­is­ters to Mar­garet, “It is all right—she does not love the young man—he has not been worthy of her.”

			“Yes, I know; thanks very much.”

			“I thought I did right to tell you.”

			“Ever so many thanks.”

			“What’s that?” asked Tibby. No one told him, and he pro­ceeded in­to the din­ing-room, to eat plums.

			That even­ing Mar­garet took de­cis­ive ac­tion. The house was very quiet, and the fog—we are in Novem­ber now—pressed against the win­dows like an ex­cluded ghost. Frieda and Helen and all their lug­gages had gone. Tibby, who was not feel­ing well, lay stretched on a sofa by the fire. Mar­garet sat by him, think­ing. Her mind dar­ted from im­pulse to im­pulse, and fi­nally mar­shalled them all in re­view. The prac­tic­al per­son, who knows what he wants at once, and gen­er­ally knows noth­ing else, will ac­cuse her of in­de­cision. But this was the way her mind worked. And when she did act, no one could ac­cuse her of in­de­cision then. She hit out as lust­ily as if she had not con­sidered the mat­ter at all. The let­ter that she wrote Mrs. Wil­cox glowed with the nat­ive hue of res­ol­u­tion. The pale cast of thought was with her a breath rather than a tar­nish, a breath that leaves the col­ours all the more vivid when it has been wiped away.

			
				“Dear Mrs. Wil­cox,

				“I have to write some­thing dis­cour­teous. It would be bet­ter if we did not meet. Both my sis­ter and my aunt have giv­en dis­pleas­ure to your fam­ily, and, in my sis­ter’s case, the grounds for dis­pleas­ure might re­cur. So far as I know she no longer oc­cu­pies her thoughts with your son. But it would not be fair, either to her or to you, if they met, and it is there­fore right that our ac­quaint­ance, which began so pleas­antly, should end.

				“I fear that you will not agree with this; in­deed, I know that you will not, since you have been good enough to call on us. It is only an in­stinct on my part, and no doubt the in­stinct is wrong. My sis­ter would, un­doubtedly, say that it is wrong. I write without her know­ledge, and I hope that you will not as­so­ci­ate her with my dis­cour­tesy.

				
					“Be­lieve me,

					“Yours truly,

					“M. J. Schle­gel.”

				
			

			Mar­garet sent this let­ter round by the post. Next morn­ing she re­ceived the fol­low­ing reply by hand:

			
				“Dear Miss Schle­gel,

				“You should not have writ­ten me such a let­ter. I called to tell you that Paul has gone abroad.

				
					“Ruth Wil­cox.”

				
			

			Mar­garet’s cheeks burnt. She could not fin­ish her break­fast. She was on fire with shame. Helen had told her that the youth was leav­ing Eng­land, but oth­er things had seemed more im­port­ant, and she had for­got­ten. All her ab­surd anxi­et­ies fell to the ground, and in their place arose the cer­tainty that she had been rude to Mrs. Wil­cox. Rude­ness af­fected Mar­garet like a bit­ter taste in the mouth. It poisoned life. At times it is ne­ces­sary, but woe to those who em­ploy it without due need. She flung on a hat and shawl, just like a poor wo­man, and plunged in­to the fog, which still con­tin­ued. Her lips were com­pressed, the let­ter re­mained in her hand, and in this state she crossed the street, entered the marble ves­ti­bule of the flats, eluded the con­ci­erges, and ran up the stairs till she reached the second floor. She sent in her name, and to her sur­prise was shown straight in­to Mrs. Wil­cox’s bed­room.

			“Oh, Mrs. Wil­cox, I have made the bad­dest blun­der. I am more, more ashamed and sorry than I can say.”

			Mrs. Wil­cox bowed gravely. She was of­fen­ded, and did not pre­tend to the con­trary. She was sit­ting up in bed, writ­ing let­ters on an in­val­id table that spanned her knees. A break­fast tray was on an­oth­er table be­side her. The light of the fire, the light from the win­dow, and the light of a candle-lamp, which threw a quiv­er­ing halo round her hands com­bined to cre­ate a strange at­mo­sphere of dis­sol­u­tion.

			“I knew he was go­ing to In­dia in Novem­ber, but I for­got.”

			“He sailed on the 17th for Ni­ger­ia, in Africa.”

			“I knew—I know. I have been too ab­surd all through. I am very much ashamed.”

			Mrs. Wil­cox did not an­swer.

			“I am more sorry than I can say, and I hope that you will for­give me.”

			“It doesn’t mat­ter, Miss Schle­gel. It is good of you to have come round so promptly.”

			“It does mat­ter,” cried Mar­garet. “I have been rude to you; and my sis­ter is not even at home, so there was not even that ex­cuse.”

			“In­deed?”

			“She has just gone to Ger­many.”

			“She gone as well,” mur­mured the oth­er. “Yes, cer­tainly, it is quite safe—safe, ab­so­lutely, now.”

			“You’ve been wor­ry­ing too!” ex­claimed Mar­garet, get­ting more and more ex­cited, and tak­ing a chair without in­vit­a­tion. “How per­fectly ex­traordin­ary! I can see that you have. You felt as I do; Helen mustn’t meet him again.”

			“I did think it best.”

			“Now why?”

			“That’s a most dif­fi­cult ques­tion,” said Mrs. Wil­cox, smil­ing, and a little los­ing her ex­pres­sion of an­noy­ance. “I think you put it best in your let­ter—it was an in­stinct, which may be wrong.”

			“It wasn’t that your son still—”

			“Oh no; he of­ten—my Paul is very young, you see.”

			“Then what was it?”

			She re­peated: “An in­stinct which may be wrong.”

			“In oth­er words, they be­long to types that can fall in love, but couldn’t live to­geth­er. That’s dread­fully prob­able. I’m afraid that in nine cases out of ten Nature pulls one way and hu­man nature an­oth­er.”

			“These are in­deed ‘oth­er words,’ ” said Mrs. Wil­cox. “I had noth­ing so co­her­ent in my head. I was merely alarmed when I knew that my boy cared for your sis­ter.”

			“Ah, I have al­ways been want­ing to ask you. How did you know? Helen was so sur­prised when our aunt drove up, and you stepped for­ward and ar­ranged things. Did Paul tell you?”

			“There is noth­ing to be gained by dis­cuss­ing that,” said Mrs. Wil­cox after a mo­ment’s pause.

			“Mrs. Wil­cox, were you very angry with us last June? I wrote you a let­ter and you didn’t an­swer it.”

			“I was cer­tainly against tak­ing Mrs. Math­eson’s flat. I knew it was op­pos­ite your house.”

			“But it’s all right now?”

			“I think so.”

			“You only think? You aren’t sure? I do love these little muddles ti­died up?”

			“Oh yes, I’m sure,” said Mrs. Wil­cox, mov­ing with un­eas­i­ness be­neath the clothes. “I al­ways sound un­cer­tain over things. It is my way of speak­ing.”

			“That’s all right, and I’m sure, too.”

			Here the maid came in to re­move the break­fast-tray. They were in­ter­rup­ted, and when they re­sumed con­ver­sa­tion it was on more nor­mal lines.

			“I must say good­bye now—you will be get­ting up.”

			“No—please stop a little longer—I am tak­ing a day in bed. Now and then I do.”

			“I thought of you as one of the early risers.”

			“At Howards End—yes; there is noth­ing to get up for in Lon­don.”

			“Noth­ing to get up for?” cried the scan­dal­ised Mar­garet. “When there are all the au­tumn ex­hib­i­tions, and Ysaye play­ing in the af­ter­noon! Not to men­tion people.”

			“The truth is, I am a little tired. First came the wed­ding, and then Paul went off, and, in­stead of rest­ing yes­ter­day, I paid a round of calls.”

			“A wed­ding?”

			“Yes; Charles, my eld­er son, is mar­ried.”

			“In­deed!”

			“We took the flat chiefly on that ac­count, and also that Paul could get his Afric­an out­fit. The flat be­longs to a cous­in of my hus­band’s, and she most kindly offered it to us. So be­fore the day came we were able to make the ac­quaint­ance of Dolly’s people, which we had not yet done.”

			Mar­garet asked who Dolly’s people were.

			“Fus­sell. The fath­er is in the In­di­an army—re­tired; the broth­er is in the army. The moth­er is dead.”

			So per­haps these were the “chin­less sun­burnt men” whom Helen had es­pied one af­ter­noon through the win­dow. Mar­garet felt mildly in­ter­ested in the for­tunes of the Wil­cox fam­ily. She had ac­quired the habit on Helen’s ac­count, and it still clung to her. She asked for more in­form­a­tion about Miss Dolly Fus­sell that was, and was giv­en it in even, un­emo­tion­al tones. Mrs. Wil­cox’s voice, though sweet and com­pel­ling, had little range of ex­pres­sion. It sug­ges­ted that pic­tures, con­certs, and people are all of small and equal value. Only once had it quickened—when speak­ing of Howards End.

			“Charles and Al­bert Fus­sell have known one an­oth­er some time. They be­long to the same club, and are both de­voted to golf. Dolly plays golf too, though I be­lieve not so well; and they first met in a mixed four­some. We all like her, and are very much pleased. They were mar­ried on the 11th, a few days be­fore Paul sailed. Charles was very anxious to have his broth­er as best man, so he made a great point of hav­ing it on the 11th. The Fus­sells would have pre­ferred it after Christ­mas, but they were very nice about it. There is Dolly’s pho­to­graph—in that double frame.”

			“Are you quite cer­tain that I’m not in­ter­rupt­ing, Mrs. Wil­cox?”

			“Yes, quite.”

			“Then I will stay. I’m en­joy­ing this.”

			Dolly’s pho­to­graph was now ex­amined. It was signed “For dear Mims,” which Mrs. Wil­cox in­ter­preted as “the name she and Charles had settled that she should call me.” Dolly looked silly, and had one of those tri­an­gu­lar faces that so of­ten prove at­tract­ive to a ro­bust man. She was very pretty. From her Mar­garet passed to Charles, whose fea­tures pre­vailed op­pos­ite. She spec­u­lated on the forces that had drawn the two to­geth­er till God par­ted them. She found time to hope that they would be happy.

			“They have gone to Naples for their hon­ey­moon.”

			“Lucky people!”

			“I can hardly ima­gine Charles in Italy.”

			“Doesn’t he care for trav­el­ling?”

			“He likes travel, but he does see through for­eign­ers so. What he en­joys most is a mo­tor tour in Eng­land, and I think that would have car­ried the day if the weath­er had not been so ab­om­in­able. His fath­er gave him a car for a wed­ding present, which for the present is be­ing stored at Howards End.”

			“I sup­pose you have a gar­age there?”

			“Yes. My hus­band built a little one only last month, to the west of the house, not far from the wych-elm, in what used to be the pad­dock for the pony.”

			The last words had an in­des­crib­able ring about them.

			“Where’s the pony gone?” asked Mar­garet after a pause.

			“The pony? Oh, dead, ever so long ago.”

			“The wych-elm I re­mem­ber. Helen spoke of it as a very splen­did tree.”

			“It is the finest wych-elm in Hert­ford­shire. Did your sis­ter tell you about the teeth?”

			“No.”

			“Oh, it might in­terest you. There are pigs’ teeth stuck in­to the trunk, about four feet from the ground. The coun­try people put them in long ago, and they think that if they chew a piece of the bark, it will cure the toothache. The teeth are al­most grown over now, and no one comes to the tree.”

			“I should. I love folk­lore and all fes­ter­ing su­per­sti­tions.”

			“Do you think that the tree really did cure toothache, if one be­lieved in it?”

			“Of course it did. It would cure any­thing—once.”

			“Cer­tainly I re­mem­ber cases—you see I lived at Howards End long, long be­fore Mr. Wil­cox knew it. I was born there.”

			The con­ver­sa­tion again shif­ted. At the time it seemed little more than aim­less chat­ter. She was in­ter­ested when her host­ess ex­plained that Howards End was her own prop­erty. She was bored when too minute an ac­count was giv­en of the Fus­sell fam­ily, of the anxi­et­ies of Charles con­cern­ing Naples, of the move­ments of Mr. Wil­cox and Evie, who were mo­tor­ing in York­shire. Mar­garet could not bear be­ing bored. She grew in­at­tent­ive, played with the pho­to­graph frame, dropped it, smashed Dolly’s glass, apo­lo­gised, was pardoned, cut her fin­ger there­on, was pit­ied, and fi­nally said she must be go­ing—there was all the house­keep­ing to do, and she had to in­ter­view Tibby’s rid­ing-mas­ter.

			Then the curi­ous note was struck again.

			“Good­bye, Miss Schle­gel, good­bye. Thank you for com­ing. You have cheered me up.”

			“I’m so glad!”

			“I—I won­der wheth­er you ever think about your­self?”

			“I think of noth­ing else,” said Mar­garet, blush­ing, but let­ting her hand re­main in that of the in­val­id.

			“I won­der. I wondered at Heidel­berg.”

			“I’m sure!”

			“I al­most think—”

			“Yes?” asked Mar­garet, for there was a long pause—a pause that was some­how akin to the flick­er of the fire, the quiver of the read­ing-lamp upon their hands, the white blur from the win­dow; a pause of shift­ing and etern­al shad­ows.

			“I al­most think you for­get you’re a girl.”

			Mar­garet was startled and a little an­noyed. “I’m twenty-nine,” she re­marked. “That’s not so wildly girl­ish.”

			Mrs. Wil­cox smiled.

			“What makes you say that? Do you mean that I have been gauche and rude?”

			A shake of the head. “I only meant that I am fifty-one, and that to me both of you—Read it all in some book or oth­er; I can­not put things clearly.”

			“Oh, I’ve got it—in­ex­per­i­ence. I’m no bet­ter than Helen, you mean, and yet I pre­sume to ad­vise her.”

			“Yes. You have got it. In­ex­per­i­ence is the word.”

			“In­ex­per­i­ence,” re­peated Mar­garet, in ser­i­ous yet buoy­ant tones.

			“Of course, I have everything to learn—ab­so­lutely everything—just as much as Helen. Life’s very dif­fi­cult and full of sur­prises. At all events, I’ve got as far as that. To be humble and kind, to go straight ahead, to love people rather than pity them, to re­mem­ber the sub­merged—well, one can’t do all these things at once, worse luck, be­cause they’re so con­tra­dict­ory. It’s then that pro­por­tion comes in—to live by pro­por­tion. Don’t be­gin with pro­por­tion. Only prigs do that. Let pro­por­tion come in as a last re­source, when the bet­ter things have failed, and a dead­lock—Gra­cious me, I’ve star­ted preach­ing!”

			“In­deed, you put the dif­fi­culties of life splen­didly,” said Mrs. Wil­cox, with­draw­ing her hand in­to the deep­er shad­ows. “It is just what I should have liked to say about them my­self.”

		
	
		
			IX

			Mrs. Wil­cox can­not be ac­cused of giv­ing Mar­garet much in­form­a­tion about life. And Mar­garet, on the oth­er hand, has made a fair show of mod­esty, and has pre­ten­ded to an in­ex­per­i­ence that she cer­tainly did not feel. She had kept house for over ten years; she had en­ter­tained, al­most with dis­tinc­tion; she had brought up a charm­ing sis­ter, and was bring­ing up a broth­er. Surely, if ex­per­i­ence is at­tain­able, she had at­tained it. Yet the little lunch­eon-party that she gave in Mrs. Wil­cox’s hon­our was not a suc­cess. The new friend did not blend with the “one or two de­light­ful people” who had been asked to meet her, and the at­mo­sphere was one of po­lite be­wil­der­ment. Her tastes were simple, her know­ledge of cul­ture slight, and she was not in­ter­ested in the New Eng­lish Art Club, nor in the di­vid­ing-line between Journ­al­ism and Lit­er­at­ure, which was star­ted as a con­ver­sa­tion­al hare. The de­light­ful people dar­ted after it with cries of joy, Mar­garet lead­ing them, and not till the meal was half over did they real­ise that the prin­cip­al guest had taken no part in the chase. There was no com­mon top­ic. Mrs. Wil­cox, whose life had been spent in the ser­vice of hus­band and sons, had little to say to strangers who had nev­er shared it, and whose age was half her own. Clev­er talk alarmed her, and withered her del­ic­ate ima­gin­ings; it was the so­cial coun­ter­part of a mo­tor­car, all jerks, and she was a wisp of hay, a flower. Twice she de­plored the weath­er, twice cri­ti­cised the train ser­vice on the Great North­ern Rail­way. They vig­or­ously as­sen­ted, and rushed on, and when she in­quired wheth­er there was any news of Helen, her host­ess was too much oc­cu­pied in pla­cing Rothen­stein to an­swer. The ques­tion was re­peated: “I hope that your sis­ter is safe in Ger­many by now.” Mar­garet checked her­self and said, “Yes, thank you; I heard on Tues­day.” But the de­mon of vo­ci­fer­a­tion was in her, and the next mo­ment she was off again.

			“Only on Tues­day, for they live right away at Stet­tin. Did you ever know any­one liv­ing at Stet­tin?”

			“Nev­er,” said Mrs. Wil­cox gravely, while her neigh­bour, a young man low down in the Edu­ca­tion Of­fice, began to dis­cuss what people who lived at Stet­tin ought to look like. Was there such a thing as Stet­tinin­ity? Mar­garet swept on.

			“People at Stet­tin drop things in­to boats out of over­hanging ware­houses. At least, our cous­ins do, but aren’t par­tic­u­larly rich. The town isn’t in­ter­est­ing, ex­cept for a clock that rolls its eyes, and the view of the Oder, which truly is some­thing spe­cial. Oh, Mrs. Wil­cox, you would love the Oder! The river, or rather rivers—there seem to be dozens of them—are in­tense blue, and the plain they run through an in­tensest green.”

			“In­deed! That sounds like a most beau­ti­ful view, Miss Schle­gel.”

			“So I say, but Helen, who will muddle things, says no, it’s like mu­sic. The course of the Oder is to be like mu­sic. It’s ob­liged to re­mind her of a sym­phon­ic poem. The part by the land­ing-stage is in B minor, if I re­mem­ber rightly, but lower down things get ex­tremely mixed. There is a slodgy theme in sev­er­al keys at once, mean­ing mud-banks, and an­oth­er for the nav­ig­able canal, and the exit in­to the Balt­ic is in C sharp ma­jor, pi­an­is­simo.”

			“What do the over­hanging ware­houses make of that?” asked the man, laugh­ing.

			“They make a great deal of it,” replied Mar­garet, un­ex­pec­tedly rush­ing off on a new track. “I think it’s af­fect­a­tion to com­pare the Oder to mu­sic, and so do you, but the over­hanging ware­houses of Stet­tin take beauty ser­i­ously, which we don’t, and the av­er­age Eng­lish­man doesn’t, and des­pises all who do. Now don’t say ‘Ger­mans have no taste,’ or I shall scream. They haven’t. But—but—such a tre­mend­ous but!—they take po­etry ser­i­ously. They do take po­etry ser­i­ously.”

			“Is any­thing gained by that?”

			“Yes, yes. The Ger­man is al­ways on the lookout for beauty. He may miss it through stu­pid­ity, or mis­in­ter­pret it, but he is al­ways ask­ing beauty to enter his life, and I be­lieve that in the end it will come. At Heidel­berg I met a fat veter­in­ary sur­geon whose voice broke with sobs as he re­peated some mawk­ish po­etry. So easy for me to laugh—I, who nev­er re­peat po­etry, good or bad, and can­not re­mem­ber one frag­ment of verse to thrill my­self with. My blood boils—well, I’m half Ger­man, so put it down to pat­ri­ot­ism—when I listen to the taste­ful con­tempt of the av­er­age is­lander for things Teuton­ic, wheth­er they’re Böck­lin or my veter­in­ary sur­geon. ‘Oh, Böck­lin,’ they say; ‘he strains after beauty, he peoples Nature with gods too con­sciously.’ Of course Böck­lin strains, be­cause he wants some­thing—beauty and all the oth­er in­tan­gible gifts that are float­ing about the world. So his land­scapes don’t come off, and Lead­er’s do.”

			“I am not sure that I agree. Do you?” said he, turn­ing to Mrs. Wil­cox.

			She replied: “I think Miss Schle­gel puts everything splen­didly;” and a chill fell on the con­ver­sa­tion.

			“Oh, Mrs. Wil­cox, say some­thing nicer than that. It’s such a snub to be told you put things splen­didly.”

			“I do not mean it as a snub. Your last speech in­ter­ested me so much. Gen­er­ally people do not seem quite to like Ger­many. I have long wanted to hear what is said on the oth­er side.”

			“The oth­er side? Then you do dis­agree. Oh, good! Give us your side.”

			“I have no side. But my hus­band”—her voice softened, the chill in­creased—“has very little faith in the Con­tin­ent, and our chil­dren have all taken after him.”

			“On what grounds? Do they feel that the Con­tin­ent is in bad form?”

			Mrs. Wil­cox had no idea; she paid little at­ten­tion to grounds. She was not in­tel­lec­tu­al, nor even alert, and it was odd that, all the same, she should give the idea of great­ness. Mar­garet, zig­zag­ging with her friends over Thought and Art, was con­scious of a per­son­al­ity that tran­scen­ded their own and dwarfed their activ­it­ies. There was no bit­ter­ness in Mrs. Wil­cox; there was not even cri­ti­cism; she was lov­able, and no un­gra­cious or un­char­it­able word had passed her lips. Yet she and daily life were out of fo­cus; one or the oth­er must show blurred. And at lunch she seemed more out of fo­cus than usu­al, and near­er the line that di­vides daily life from a life that may be of great­er im­port­ance.

			“You will ad­mit, though, that the Con­tin­ent—it seems silly to speak of ‘the Con­tin­ent,’ but really it is all more like it­self than any part of it is like Eng­land. Eng­land is unique. Do have an­oth­er jelly first. I was go­ing to say that the Con­tin­ent, for good or for evil, is in­ter­ested in ideas. Its Lit­er­at­ure and Art have what one might call the kink of the un­seen about them, and this per­sists even through dec­ad­ence and af­fect­a­tion. There is more liberty of ac­tion in Eng­land, but for liberty of thought go to bur­eau­crat­ic Prus­sia. People will there dis­cuss with hu­mil­ity vi­tal ques­tions that we here think ourselves too good to touch with tongs.”

			“I do not want to go to Prus­sia,” said Mrs. Wil­cox “not even to see that in­ter­est­ing view that you were de­scrib­ing. And for dis­cuss­ing with hu­mil­ity I am too old. We nev­er dis­cuss any­thing at Howards End.”

			“Then you ought to!” said Mar­garet. “Dis­cus­sion keeps a house alive. It can­not stand by bricks and mor­tar alone.”

			“It can­not stand without them,” said Mrs. Wil­cox, un­ex­pec­tedly catch­ing on to the thought, and rous­ing, for the first and last time, a faint hope in the breasts of the de­light­ful people. “It can­not stand without them, and I some­times think—But I can­not ex­pect your gen­er­a­tion to agree, for even my daugh­ter dis­agrees with me here.”

			“Nev­er mind us or her. Do say!”

			“I some­times think that it is wiser to leave ac­tion and dis­cus­sion to men.”

			There was a little si­lence.

			“One ad­mits that the ar­gu­ments against the suf­frage are ex­traordin­ar­ily strong,” said a girl op­pos­ite, lean­ing for­ward and crum­bling her bread.

			“Are they? I nev­er fol­low any ar­gu­ments. I am only too thank­ful not to have a vote my­self.”

			“We didn’t mean the vote, though, did we?” sup­plied Mar­garet. “Aren’t we dif­fer­ing on some­thing much wider, Mrs. Wil­cox? Wheth­er wo­men are to re­main what they have been since the dawn of his­tory; or wheth­er, since men have moved for­ward so far, they too may move for­ward a little now. I say they may. I would even ad­mit a bio­lo­gic­al change.”

			“I don’t know, I don’t know.”

			“I must be get­ting back to my over­hanging ware­house,” said the man. “They’ve turned dis­grace­fully strict.”

			Mrs. Wil­cox also rose.

			“Oh, but come up­stairs for a little. Miss Ques­ted plays. Do you like Mac­Dow­ell? Do you mind his only hav­ing two noises? If you must really go, I’ll see you out. Won’t you even have cof­fee?”

			They left the din­ing-room clos­ing the door be­hind them, and as Mrs. Wil­cox buttoned up her jack­et, she said: “What an in­ter­est­ing life you all lead in Lon­don!”

			“No, we don’t,” said Mar­garet, with a sud­den re­vul­sion. “We lead the lives of gib­ber­ing mon­keys. Mrs. Wil­cox—really—We have some­thing quiet and stable at the bot­tom. We really have. All my friends have. Don’t pre­tend you en­joyed lunch, for you loathed it, but for­give me by com­ing again, alone, or by ask­ing me to you.”

			“I am used to young people,” said Mrs. Wil­cox, and with each word she spoke the out­lines of known things grew dim. “I hear a great deal of chat­ter at home, for we, like you, en­ter­tain a great deal. With us it is more sport and polit­ics, but—I en­joyed my lunch very much, Miss Schle­gel, dear, and am not pre­tend­ing, and only wish I could have joined in more. For one thing, I’m not par­tic­u­larly well just today. For an­oth­er, you young­er people move so quickly that it dazes me. Charles is the same, Dolly the same. But we are all in the same boat, old and young. I nev­er for­get that.”

			They were si­lent for a mo­ment. Then, with a new­born emo­tion, they shook hands. The con­ver­sa­tion ceased sud­denly when Mar­garet re-entered the din­ing-room; her friends had been talk­ing over her new friend, and had dis­missed her as un­in­ter­est­ing.

		
	
		
			X

			Sev­er­al days passed.

			Was Mrs. Wil­cox one of the un­sat­is­fact­ory people—there are many of them—who dangle in­tim­acy and then with­draw it? They evoke our in­terests and af­fec­tions, and keep the life of the spir­it dawdling round them. Then they with­draw. When phys­ic­al pas­sion is in­volved, there is a def­in­ite name for such be­ha­viour—flirt­ing—and if car­ried far enough it is pun­ish­able by law. But no law—not pub­lic opin­ion even—pun­ishes those who coquette with friend­ship, though the dull ache that they in­flict, the sense of mis­dir­ec­ted ef­fort and ex­haus­tion, may be as in­tol­er­able. Was she one of these?

			Mar­garet feared so at first, for, with a Lon­don­er’s im­pa­tience, she wanted everything to be settled up im­me­di­ately. She mis­trus­ted the peri­ods of quiet that are es­sen­tial to true growth. De­sir­ing to book Mrs. Wil­cox as a friend, she pressed on the ce­re­mony, pen­cil, as it were, in hand, press­ing the more be­cause the rest of the fam­ily were away, and the op­por­tun­ity seemed fa­vour­able. But the eld­er wo­man would not be hur­ried. She re­fused to fit in with the Wick­ham Place set, or to re­open dis­cus­sion of Helen and Paul, whom Mar­garet would have util­ised as a short­cut. She took her time, or per­haps let time take her, and when the crisis did come all was ready.

			The crisis opened with a mes­sage: Would Miss Schle­gel come shop­ping? Christ­mas was near­ing, and Mrs. Wil­cox felt be­hind­hand with the presents. She had taken some more days in bed, and must make up for lost time. Mar­garet ac­cep­ted, and at el­ev­en o’clock one cheer­less morn­ing they star­ted out in a brougham.

			“First of all,” began Mar­garet, “we must make a list and tick off the people’s names. My aunt al­ways does, and this fog may thick­en up any mo­ment. Have you any ideas?”

			“I thought we would go to Har­rods or the Hay­mar­ket Stores,” said Mrs. Wil­cox rather hope­lessly. “Everything is sure to be there. I am not a good shop­per. The din is so con­fus­ing, and your aunt is quite right—one ought to make a list. Take my note­book, then, and write your own name at the top of the page.”

			“Oh, hoo­ray!” said Mar­garet, writ­ing it. “How very kind of you to start with me!” But she did not want to re­ceive any­thing ex­pens­ive. Their ac­quaint­ance was sin­gu­lar rather than in­tim­ate, and she di­vined that the Wil­cox clan would re­sent any ex­pendit­ure on out­siders; the more com­pact fam­il­ies do. She did not want to be thought a second Helen, who would snatch presents since she could not snatch young men, nor to be ex­posed like a second Aunt Ju­ley, to the in­sults of Charles. A cer­tain aus­ter­ity of de­mean­our was best, and she ad­ded: “I don’t really want a Yu­letide gift, though. In fact, I’d rather not.”

			“Why?”

			“Be­cause I’ve odd ideas about Christ­mas. Be­cause I have all that money can buy. I want more people, but no more things.”

			“I should like to give you some­thing worth your ac­quaint­ance, Miss Schle­gel, in memory of your kind­ness to me dur­ing my lonely fort­night. It has so happened that I have been left alone, and you have stopped me from brood­ing. I am too apt to brood.”

			“If that is so,” said Mar­garet, “if I have happened to be of use to you, which I didn’t know, you can­not pay me back with any­thing tan­gible.”

			“I sup­pose not, but one would like to. Per­haps I shall think of some­thing as we go about.”

			Her name re­mained at the head of the list, but noth­ing was writ­ten op­pos­ite it. They drove from shop to shop. The air was white, and when they alighted it tasted like cold pen­nies. At times they passed through a clot of grey. Mrs. Wil­cox’s vi­tal­ity was low that morn­ing, and it was Mar­garet who de­cided on a horse for this little girl, a gol­li­wog for that, for the rect­or’s wife a cop­per warm­ing-tray. “We al­ways give the ser­vants money.” “Yes, do you, yes, much easi­er,” replied Mar­garet but felt the grot­esque im­pact of the un­seen upon the seen, and saw is­su­ing from a for­got­ten manger at Beth­le­hem this tor­rent of coins and toys. Vul­gar­ity reigned. Pub­lic-houses, be­sides their usu­al ex­horta­tion against tem­per­ance re­form, in­vited men to “Join our Christ­mas goose club”—one bottle of gin, etc., or two, ac­cord­ing to sub­scrip­tion. A poster of a wo­man in tights her­al­ded the Christ­mas pan­to­mime, and little red dev­ils, who had come in again that year, were pre­val­ent upon the Christ­mas-cards. Mar­garet was no mor­bid ideal­ist. She did not wish this spate of busi­ness and self-ad­vert­ise­ment checked. It was only the oc­ca­sion of it that struck her with amazement an­nu­ally. How many of these va­cil­lat­ing shop­pers and tired shop-as­sist­ants real­ised that it was a di­vine event that drew them to­geth­er? She real­ised it, though stand­ing out­side in the mat­ter. She was not a Chris­ti­an in the ac­cep­ted sense; she did not be­lieve that God had ever worked among us as a young ar­tis­an. These people, or most of them, be­lieved it, and if pressed, would af­firm it in words. But the vis­ible signs of their be­lief were Re­gent Street or Drury Lane, a little mud dis­placed, a little money spent, a little food cooked, eaten, and for­got­ten. In­ad­equate. But in pub­lic who shall ex­press the un­seen ad­equately? It is private life that holds out the mir­ror to in­fin­ity; per­son­al in­ter­course, and that alone, that ever hints at a per­son­al­ity bey­ond our daily vis­ion.

			“No, I do like Christ­mas on the whole,” she an­nounced. “In its clumsy way, it does ap­proach Peace and Good­will. But oh, it is clum­si­er every year.”

			“Is it? I am only used to coun­try Christ­mases.”

			“We are usu­ally in Lon­don, and play the game with vigour—car­ols at the Ab­bey, clumsy mid­day meal, clumsy din­ner for the maids, fol­lowed by Christ­mas-tree and dan­cing of poor chil­dren, with songs from Helen. The draw­ing-room does very well for that. We put the tree in the powder-closet, and draw a cur­tain when the candles are lighted, and with the look­ing-glass be­hind it looks quite pretty. I wish we might have a powder-closet in our next house. Of course, the tree has to be very small, and the presents don’t hang on it. No; the presents reside in a sort of rocky land­scape made of crumpled brown pa­per.”

			“You spoke of your ‘next house,’ Miss Schle­gel. Then are you leav­ing Wick­ham Place?”

			“Yes, in two or three years, when the lease ex­pires. We must.”

			“Have you been there long?”

			“All our lives.”

			“You will be very sorry to leave it.”

			“I sup­pose so. We scarcely real­ise it yet. My fath­er—” She broke off, for they had reached the sta­tion­ery de­part­ment of the Hay­mar­ket Stores, and Mrs. Wil­cox wanted to or­der some private greet­ing cards.

			“If pos­sible, some­thing dis­tinct­ive,” she sighed. At the counter she found a friend, bent on the same er­rand, and con­versed with her in­sip­idly, wast­ing much time. “My hus­band and our daugh­ter are mo­tor­ing.”

			“Ber­tha, too? Oh, fancy, what a co­in­cid­ence!”

			Mar­garet, though not prac­tic­al, could shine in such com­pany as this. While they talked, she went through a volume of spe­ci­men cards, and sub­mit­ted one for Mrs. Wil­cox’s in­spec­tion. Mrs. Wil­cox was de­lighted—so ori­gin­al, words so sweet; she would or­der a hun­dred like that, and could nev­er be suf­fi­ciently grate­ful. Then, just as the as­sist­ant was book­ing the or­der, she said: “Do you know, I’ll wait. On second thoughts, I’ll wait. There’s plenty of time still, isn’t there, and I shall be able to get Evie’s opin­ion.”

			They re­turned to the car­riage by de­vi­ous paths; when they were in, she said, “But couldn’t you get it re­newed?”

			“I beg your par­don?” asked Mar­garet.

			“The lease, I mean.”

			“Oh, the lease! Have you been think­ing of that all the time? How very kind of you!”

			“Surely some­thing could be done.”

			“No; val­ues have ris­en too enorm­ously. They mean to pull down Wick­ham Place, and build flats like yours.”

			“But how hor­rible!”

			“Land­lords are hor­rible.”

			Then she said vehe­mently: “It is mon­strous, Miss Schle­gel; it isn’t right. I had no idea that this was hanging over you. I do pity you from the bot­tom of my heart. To be par­ted from your house, your fath­er’s house—it oughtn’t to be al­lowed. It is worse than dy­ing. I would rather die than—Oh, poor girls! Can what they call civil­isa­tion be right, if people mayn’t die in the room where they were born? My dear, I am so sorry.”

			Mar­garet did not know what to say. Mrs. Wil­cox had been over­tired by the shop­ping, and was in­clined to hys­teria.

			“Howards End was nearly pulled down once. It would have killed me.”

			“I—Howards End must be a very dif­fer­ent house to ours. We are fond of ours, but there is noth­ing dis­tinct­ive about it. As you saw, it is an or­din­ary Lon­don house. We shall eas­ily find an­oth­er.”

			“So you think.”

			“Again my lack of ex­per­i­ence, I sup­pose!” said Mar­garet, eas­ing away from the sub­ject. “I can’t say any­thing when you take up that line, Mrs. Wil­cox. I wish I could see my­self as you see me—fore­shortened in­to a back­fisch. Quite the in­genue. Very charm­ing—won­der­fully well read for my age, but in­cap­able—”

			Mrs. Wil­cox would not be de­terred. “Come down with me to Howards End now,” she said, more vehe­mently than ever. “I want you to see it. You have nev­er seen it. I want to hear what you say about it, for you do put things so won­der­fully.”

			Mar­garet glanced at the piti­less air and then at the tired face of her com­pan­ion. “Later on I should love it,” she con­tin­ued, “but it’s hardly the weath­er for such an ex­ped­i­tion, and we ought to start when we’re fresh. Isn’t the house shut up, too?”

			She re­ceived no an­swer. Mrs. Wil­cox ap­peared to be an­noyed.

			“Might I come some oth­er day?”

			Mrs. Wil­cox bent for­ward and tapped the glass. “Back to Wick­ham Place, please!” was her or­der to the coach­man. Mar­garet had been snubbed.

			“A thou­sand thanks, Miss Schle­gel, for all your help.”

			“Not at all.”

			“It is such a com­fort to get the presents off my mind—the Christ­mas-cards es­pe­cially. I do ad­mire your choice.”

			It was her turn to re­ceive no an­swer. In her turn Mar­garet be­came an­noyed.

			“My hus­band and Evie will be back the day after to­mor­row. That is why I dragged you out shop­ping today. I stayed in town chiefly to shop, but got through noth­ing, and now he writes that they must cut their tour short, the weath­er is so bad, and the po­lice-traps have been so bad—nearly as bad as in Sur­rey. Ours is such a care­ful chauf­feur, and my hus­band feels it par­tic­u­larly hard that they should be treated like road-hogs.”

			“Why?”

			“Well, nat­ur­ally he—he isn’t a road-hog.”

			“He was ex­ceed­ing the speed-lim­it, I con­clude. He must ex­pect to suf­fer with the lower an­im­als.”

			Mrs. Wil­cox was si­lenced. In grow­ing dis­com­fort they drove home­wards. The city seemed Satan­ic, the nar­row­er streets op­press­ing like the gal­ler­ies of a mine.

			No harm was done by the fog to trade, for it lay high, and the lighted win­dows of the shops were thronged with cus­tom­ers. It was rather a dark­en­ing of the spir­it which fell back upon it­self, to find a more griev­ous dark­ness with­in. Mar­garet nearly spoke a dozen times, but some­thing throttled her. She felt petty and awk­ward, and her med­it­a­tions on Christ­mas grew more cyn­ic­al. Peace? It may bring oth­er gifts, but is there a single Lon­don­er to whom Christ­mas is peace­ful? The crav­ing for ex­cite­ment and for elab­or­a­tion has ruined that bless­ing. Good­will? Had she seen any ex­ample of it in the hordes of pur­chasers? Or in her­self? She had failed to re­spond to this in­vit­a­tion merely be­cause it was a little queer and ima­gin­at­ive—she, whose birth­right it was to nour­ish ima­gin­a­tion! Bet­ter to have ac­cep­ted, to have tired them­selves a little by the jour­ney, than coldly to reply, “Might I come some oth­er day?” Her cyn­icism left her. There would be no oth­er day. This shad­owy wo­man would nev­er ask her again.

			They par­ted at the Man­sions. Mrs. Wil­cox went in after due ci­vil­it­ies, and Mar­garet watched the tall, lonely fig­ure sweep up the hall to the lift. As the glass doors closed on it she had the sense of an im­pris­on­ment. The beau­ti­ful head dis­ap­peared first, still bur­ied in the muff; the long trail­ing skirt fol­lowed. A wo­man of un­defin­able rar­ity was go­ing up heav­en­ward, like a spe­ci­men in a bottle. And in­to what a heav­en—a vault as of hell, sooty black, from which soot des­cen­ded!

			At lunch her broth­er, see­ing her in­clined for si­lence, in­sisted on talk­ing. Tibby was not ill-natured, but from baby­hood some­thing drove him to do the un­wel­come and the un­ex­pec­ted. Now he gave her a long ac­count of the day-school that he some­times pat­ron­ised. The ac­count was in­ter­est­ing, and she had of­ten pressed him for it be­fore, but she could not at­tend now, for her mind was fo­cused on the in­vis­ible. She dis­cerned that Mrs. Wil­cox, though a lov­ing wife and moth­er, had only one pas­sion in life—her house—and that the mo­ment was sol­emn when she in­vited a friend to share this pas­sion with her. To an­swer “an­oth­er day” was to an­swer as a fool. “An­oth­er day” will do for brick and mor­tar, but not for the Holy of Hol­ies in­to which Howards End had been trans­figured. Her own curi­os­ity was slight. She had heard more than enough about it in the sum­mer. The nine win­dows, the vine, and the wych-elm had no pleas­ant con­nec­tions for her, and she would have pre­ferred to spend the af­ter­noon at a con­cert. But ima­gin­a­tion tri­umphed. While her broth­er held forth she de­term­ined to go, at whatever cost, and to com­pel Mrs. Wil­cox to go, too. When lunch was over she stepped over to the flats.

			Mrs. Wil­cox had just gone away for the night.

			Mar­garet said that it was of no con­sequence, hur­ried down­stairs, and took a hansom to King’s Cross. She was con­vinced that the es­capade was im­port­ant, though it would have puzzled her to say why. There was ques­tion of im­pris­on­ment and es­cape, and though she did not know the time of the train, she strained her eyes for St. Pan­cras’s clock.

			Then the clock of King’s Cross swung in­to sight, a second moon in that in­fernal sky, and her cab drew up at the sta­tion. There was a train for Hilton in five minutes. She took a tick­et, ask­ing in her agit­a­tion for a single. As she did so, a grave and happy voice sa­luted her and thanked her.

			“I will come if I still may,” said Mar­garet, laugh­ing nervously.

			“You are com­ing to sleep, dear, too. It is in the morn­ing that my house is most beau­ti­ful. You are com­ing to stop. I can­not show you my mead­ow prop­erly ex­cept at sun­rise. These fogs”—she poin­ted at the sta­tion roof—“nev­er spread far. I dare say they are sit­ting in the sun in Hert­ford­shire, and you will nev­er re­pent join­ing them.”

			“I shall nev­er re­pent join­ing you.”

			“It is the same.”

			They began the walk up the long plat­form. Far at its end stood the train, breast­ing the dark­ness without. They nev­er reached it. Be­fore ima­gin­a­tion could tri­umph, there were cries of “Moth­er! moth­er!” and a heavy-browed girl dar­ted out of the cloak­room and seized Mrs. Wil­cox by the arm.

			“Evie!” she gasped—“Evie, my pet—”

			The girl called, “Fath­er! I say! look who’s here.”

			“Evie, dearest girl, why aren’t you in York­shire?”

			“No—mo­tor smash—changed plans—fath­er’s com­ing.”

			“Why, Ruth!” cried Mr. Wil­cox, join­ing them, “what in the name of all that’s won­der­ful are you do­ing here, Ruth?”

			Mrs. Wil­cox had re­covered her­self.

			“Oh, Henry dear!—here’s a lovely sur­prise—but let me in­tro­duce—but I think you know Miss Schle­gel.”

			“Oh yes,” he replied, not greatly in­ter­ested. “But how’s your­self, Ruth?”

			“Fit as a fiddle,” she answered gaily.

			“So are we, and so was our car, which ran A1 as far as Ri­pon, but there a wretched horse and cart which a fool of a driver—”

			“Miss Schle­gel, our little out­ing must be for an­oth­er day.”

			“I was say­ing that this fool of a driver, as the po­lice­man him­self ad­mits.”

			“An­oth­er day, Mrs. Wil­cox. Of course.”

			“—But as we’ve in­sured against third party risks, it won’t so much mat­ter—”

			“—Cart and car be­ing prac­tic­ally at right angles—”

			The voices of the happy fam­ily rose high. Mar­garet was left alone. No one wanted her. Mrs. Wil­cox walked out of King’s Cross between her hus­band and her daugh­ter, listen­ing to both of them.

		
	
		
			XI

			The fu­ner­al was over. The car­riages had rolled away through the soft mud, and only the poor re­mained. They ap­proached to the newly-dug shaft and looked their last at the coffin, now al­most hid­den be­neath the spade­fuls of clay. It was their mo­ment. Most of them were wo­men from the dead wo­man’s dis­trict, to whom black gar­ments had been served out by Mr. Wil­cox’s or­ders. Pure curi­os­ity had brought oth­ers. They thrilled with the ex­cite­ment of a death, and of a rap­id death, and stood in groups or moved between the graves, like drops of ink. The son of one of them, a wood­cut­ter, was perched high above their heads, pol­lard­ing one of the church­yard elms. From where he sat he could see the vil­lage of Hilton, strung upon the North Road, with its ac­cret­ing sub­urbs; the sun­set bey­ond, scar­let and or­ange, wink­ing at him be­neath brows of grey; the church; the plant­a­tions; and be­hind him an un­spoilt coun­try of fields and farms. But he, too, was rolling the event lux­uri­ously in his mouth. He tried to tell his moth­er down be­low all that he had felt when he saw the coffin ap­proach­ing: how he could not leave his work, and yet did not like to go on with it; how he had al­most slipped out of the tree, he was so up­set; the rooks had cawed, and no won­der—it was as if rooks knew too. His moth­er claimed the proph­et­ic power her­self—she had seen a strange look about Mrs. Wil­cox for some time. Lon­don had done the mis­chief, said oth­ers. She had been a kind lady; her grand­moth­er had been kind, too—a plain­er per­son, but very kind. Ah, the old sort was dy­ing out! Mr. Wil­cox, he was a kind gen­tle­man. They ad­vanced to the top­ic again and again, dully, but with ex­al­ta­tion. The fu­ner­al of a rich per­son was to them what the fu­ner­al of Al­cestis or Ophelia is to the edu­cated. It was Art; though re­mote from life, it en­hanced life’s val­ues, and they wit­nessed it avidly.

			The gravedig­gers, who had kept up an un­der­cur­rent of dis­ap­prov­al—they dis­liked Charles; it was not a mo­ment to speak of such things, but they did not like Charles Wil­cox—the gravedig­gers fin­ished their work and piled up the wreaths and crosses above it. The sun set over Hilton; the grey brows of the even­ing flushed a little, and were cleft with one scar­let frown. Chat­ter­ing sadly to each oth­er, the mourn­ers passed through the lychg­ate and tra­versed the chest­nut av­en­ues that led down to the vil­lage. The young wood­cut­ter stayed a little longer, poised above the si­lence and sway­ing rhyth­mic­ally. At last the bough fell be­neath his saw. With a grunt, he des­cen­ded, his thoughts dwell­ing no longer on death, but on love, for he was mat­ing. He stopped as he passed the new grave; a sheaf of tawny chrys­an­them­ums had caught his eye. “They didn’t ought to have col­oured flowers at bury­ings,” he re­flec­ted. Trudging on a few steps, he stopped again, looked furt­ively at the dusk, turned back, wrenched a chrys­an­them­um from the sheaf, and hid it in his pock­et.

			After him came si­lence ab­so­lute. The cot­tage that abut­ted on the church­yard was empty, and no oth­er house stood near. Hour after hour the scene of the in­ter­ment re­mained without an eye to wit­ness it. Clouds drif­ted over it from the west; or the church may have been a ship, high-prowed, steer­ing with all its com­pany to­wards in­fin­ity. To­wards morn­ing the air grew colder, the sky clear­er, the sur­face of the earth hard and spark­ling above the pros­trate dead. The wood­cut­ter, re­turn­ing after a night of joy, re­flec­ted: “They lilies, they chrysants; it’s a pity I didn’t take them all.”

			Up at Howards End they were at­tempt­ing break­fast. Charles and Evie sat in the din­ing-room, with Mrs. Charles. Their fath­er, who could not bear to see a face, break­fas­ted up­stairs. He suffered acutely. Pain came over him in spasms, as if it was phys­ic­al, and even while he was about to eat, his eyes would fill with tears, and he would lay down the morsel un­tasted.

			He re­membered his wife’s even good­ness dur­ing thirty years. Not any­thing in de­tail—not court­ship or early rap­tures—but just the un­vary­ing vir­tue, that seemed to him a wo­man’s noblest qual­ity. So many wo­men are ca­pri­cious, break­ing in­to odd flaws of pas­sion or frivolity. Not so his wife. Year after year, sum­mer and winter, as bride and moth­er, she had been the same, he had al­ways trus­ted her. Her ten­der­ness! Her in­no­cence! The won­der­ful in­no­cence that was hers by the gift of God. Ruth knew no more of worldly wicked­ness and wis­dom than did the flowers in her garden, or the grass in her field. Her idea of busi­ness—“Henry, why do people who have enough money try to get more money?” Her idea of polit­ics—“I am sure that if the moth­ers of vari­ous na­tions could meet, there would be no more wars,” Her idea of re­li­gion—ah, this had been a cloud, but a cloud that passed. She came of Quaker stock, and he and his fam­ily, formerly Dis­sent­ers, were now mem­bers of the Church of Eng­land. The rect­or’s ser­mons had at first re­pelled her, and she had ex­pressed a de­sire for “a more in­ward light,” adding, “not so much for my­self as for baby” (Charles). In­ward light must have been gran­ted, for he heard no com­plaints in later years. They brought up their three chil­dren without dis­pute. They had nev­er dis­puted.

			She lay un­der the earth now. She had gone, and as if to make her go­ing the more bit­ter, had gone with a touch of mys­tery that was all un­like her. “Why didn’t you tell me you knew of it?” he had moaned, and her faint voice had answered: “I didn’t want to, Henry—I might have been wrong—and every­one hates ill­nesses.” He had been told of the hor­ror by a strange doc­tor, whom she had con­sul­ted dur­ing his ab­sence from town. Was this al­to­geth­er just? Without fully ex­plain­ing, she had died. It was a fault on her part, and—tears rushed in­to his eyes—what a little fault! It was the only time she had de­ceived him in those thirty years.

			He rose to his feet and looked out of the win­dow, for Evie had come in with the let­ters, and he could meet no one’s eye. Ah yes—she had been a good wo­man—she had been steady. He chose the word de­lib­er­ately. To him stead­i­ness in­cluded all praise. He him­self, gaz­ing at the wintry garden, is in ap­pear­ance a steady man. His face was not as square as his son’s, and, in­deed, the chin, though firm enough in out­line, re­treated a little, and the lips, am­bigu­ous, were cur­tained by a mous­tache. But there was no ex­tern­al hint of weak­ness. The eyes, if cap­able of kind­ness and good-fel­low­ship, if ruddy for the mo­ment with tears, were the eyes of one who could not be driv­en. The fore­head, too, was like Charles’s. High and straight, brown and pol­ished, mer­ging ab­ruptly in­to temples and skull, it had the ef­fect of a bas­tion that pro­tec­ted his head from the world. At times it had the ef­fect of a blank wall. He had dwelt be­hind it, in­tact and happy, for fifty years. “The post’s come, fath­er,” said Evie awk­wardly.

			“Thanks. Put it down.”

			“Has the break­fast been all right?”

			“Yes, thanks.”

			The girl glanced at him and at it with con­straint. She did not know what to do.

			“Charles says do you want the Times?”

			“No, I’ll read it later.”

			“Ring if you want any­thing, fath­er, won’t you?”

			“I’ve all I want.”

			Hav­ing sor­ted the let­ters from the cir­cu­lars, she went back to the din­ing-room.

			“Fath­er’s eaten noth­ing,” she an­nounced, sit­ting down with wrinkled brows be­hind the tea-urn.

			Charles did not an­swer, but after a mo­ment he ran quickly up­stairs, opened the door, and said “Look here fath­er, you must eat, you know;” and hav­ing paused for a reply that did not come, stole down again. “He’s go­ing to read his let­ters first, I think,” he said evas­ively; “I dare say he will go on with his break­fast af­ter­wards.” Then he took up the Times, and for some time there was no sound ex­cept the clink of cup against sau­cer and of knife on plate.

			Poor Mrs. Charles sat between her si­lent com­pan­ions ter­ri­fied at the course of events, and a little bored. She was a rub­bishy little creature, and she knew it. A tele­gram had dragged her from Naples to the deathbed of a wo­man whom she had scarcely known. A word from her hus­band had plunged her in­to mourn­ing. She de­sired to mourn in­wardly as well, but she wished that Mrs. Wil­cox, since fated to die, could have died be­fore the mar­riage, for then less would have been ex­pec­ted of her. Crum­bling her toast, and too nervous to ask for the but­ter, she re­mained al­most mo­tion­less, thank­ful only for this, that her fath­er-in-law was hav­ing his break­fast up­stairs.

			At last Charles spoke. “They had no busi­ness to be pol­lard­ing those elms yes­ter­day,” he said to his sis­ter.

			“No, in­deed.”

			“I must make a note of that,” he con­tin­ued. “I am sur­prised that the rect­or al­lowed it.”

			“Per­haps it may not be the rect­or’s af­fair.”

			“Whose else could it be?”

			“The lord of the man­or.”

			“Im­possible.”

			“But­ter, Dolly?”

			“Thank you, Evie dear. Charles—”

			“Yes, dear?”

			“I didn’t know one could pol­lard elms. I thought one only pol­lar­ded wil­lows.”

			“Oh no, one can pol­lard elms.”

			“Then why oughtn’t the elms in the church­yard to be pol­lar­ded?” Charles frowned a little, and turned again to his sis­ter.

			“An­oth­er point. I must speak to Chalke­ley.”

			“Yes, rather; you must com­plain to Chalke­ley.”

			“It’s no good his say­ing he is not re­spons­ible for those men. He is re­spons­ible.”

			“Yes, rather.”

			Broth­er and sis­ter were not cal­lous. They spoke thus, partly be­cause they de­sired to keep Chalke­ley up to the mark—a healthy de­sire in its way—partly be­cause they avoided the per­son­al note in life. All Wil­coxes did. It did not seem to them of su­preme im­port­ance. Or it may be as Helen sup­posed: they real­ised its im­port­ance, but were afraid of it. Pan­ic and empti­ness, could one glance be­hind. They were not cal­lous, and they left the break­fast-table with aching hearts. Their moth­er nev­er had come in to break­fast. It was in the oth­er rooms, and es­pe­cially in the garden, that they felt her loss most. As Charles went out to the gar­age, he was re­minded at every step of the wo­man who had loved him and whom he could nev­er re­place. What battles he had fought against her gentle con­ser­vat­ism! How she had dis­liked im­prove­ments, yet how loy­ally she had ac­cep­ted them when made! He and his fath­er—what trouble they had had to get this very gar­age! With what dif­fi­culty had they per­suaded her to yield them the pad­dock for it—the pad­dock that she loved more dearly than the garden it­self! The vine—she had got her way about the vine. It still en­cumbered the south wall with its un­pro­duct­ive branches. And so with Evie, as she stood talk­ing to the cook. Though she could take up her moth­er’s work in­side the house, just as the man could take it up without, she felt that some­thing unique had fallen out of her life. Their grief, though less poignant than their fath­er’s, grew from deep­er roots, for a wife may be re­placed; a moth­er nev­er. Charles would go back to the of­fice. There was little at Howards End. The con­tents of his moth­er’s will had long been known to them. There were no legacies, no an­nu­it­ies, none of the posthum­ous bustle with which some of the dead pro­long their activ­it­ies. Trust­ing her hus­band, she had left him everything without re­serve. She was quite a poor wo­man—the house had been all her dowry, and the house would come to Charles in time. Her wa­ter­col­ours Mr. Wil­cox in­ten­ded to re­serve for Paul, while Evie would take the jew­ellery and lace. How eas­ily she slipped out of life! Charles thought the habit laud­able, though he did not in­tend to ad­opt it him­self, where­as Mar­garet would have seen in it an al­most culp­able in­dif­fer­ence to earthly fame. Cyn­icism—not the su­per­fi­cial cyn­icism that snarls and sneers, but the cyn­icism that can go with cour­tesy and ten­der­ness—that was the note of Mrs. Wil­cox’s will. She wanted not to vex people. That ac­com­plished, the earth might freeze over her forever.

			No, there was noth­ing for Charles to wait for. He could not go on with his hon­ey­moon, so he would go up to Lon­don and work—he felt too miser­able hanging about. He and Dolly would have the fur­nished flat while his fath­er res­ted quietly in the coun­try with Evie. He could also keep an eye on his own little house, which was be­ing painted and dec­or­ated for him in one of the Sur­rey sub­urbs, and in which he hoped to in­stall him­self soon after Christ­mas. Yes, he would go up after lunch in his new mo­tor, and the town ser­vants, who had come down for the fu­ner­al, would go up by train.

			He found his fath­er’s chauf­feur in the gar­age, said “Morn­ing” without look­ing at the man’s face, and bend­ing over the car, con­tin­ued: “Hullo! my new car’s been driv­en!”

			“Has it, sir?”

			“Yes,” said Charles, get­ting rather red; “and who­ever’s driv­en it hasn’t cleaned it prop­erly, for there’s mud on the axle. Take it off.”

			The man went for the cloths without a word. He was a chauf­feur as ugly as sin—not that this did him dis­ser­vice with Charles, who thought charm in a man rather rot, and had soon got rid of the little Itali­an beast with whom they had star­ted.

			“Charles—” His bride was trip­ping after him over the hoar­frost, a dainty black column, her little face and elab­or­ate mourn­ing hat form­ing the cap­it­al there­of.

			“One minute, I’m busy. Well, Crane, who’s been driv­ing it, do you sup­pose?”

			“Don’t know, I’m sure, sir. No one’s driv­en it since I’ve been back, but, of course, there’s the fort­night I’ve been away with the oth­er car in York­shire.”

			The mud came off eas­ily.

			“Charles, your fath­er’s down. Some­thing’s happened. He wants you in the house at once. Oh, Charles!”

			“Wait, dear, wait a minute. Who had the key of the gar­age while you were away, Crane?”

			“The garden­er, sir.”

			“Do you mean to tell me that old Penny can drive a mo­tor?”

			“No, sir; no one’s had the mo­tor out, sir.”

			“Then how do you ac­count for the mud on the axle?”

			“I can’t, of course, say for the time I’ve been in York­shire. No more mud now, sir.”

			Charles was vexed. The man was treat­ing him as a fool, and if his heart had not been so heavy he would have re­por­ted him to his fath­er. But it was not a morn­ing for com­plaints. Or­der­ing the mo­tor to be round after lunch, he joined his wife, who had all the while been pour­ing out some in­co­her­ent story about a let­ter and a Miss Schle­gel.

			“Now, Dolly, I can at­tend to you. Miss Schle­gel? What does she want?”

			When people wrote a let­ter Charles al­ways asked what they wanted. Want was to him the only cause of ac­tion. And the ques­tion in this case was cor­rect, for his wife replied, “She wants Howards End.”

			“Howards End? Now, Crane, just don’t for­get to put on the Stepney wheel.”

			“No, sir.”

			“Now, mind you don’t for­get, for I—Come, little wo­man.” When they were out of the chauf­feur’s sight he put his arm round her waist and pressed her against him. All his af­fec­tion and half his at­ten­tion—it was what he gran­ted her through­out their happy mar­ried life.

			“But you haven’t listened, Charles.”

			“What’s wrong?”

			“I keep on telling you—Howards End. Miss Schle­gel’s got it.”

			“Got what?” said Charles, un­clasp­ing her. “What the dick­ens are you talk­ing about?”

			“Now, Charles, you prom­ised not to say those naughty—”

			“Look here, I’m in no mood for fool­ery. It’s no morn­ing for it either.”

			“I tell you—I keep on telling you—Miss Schle­gel—she’s got it—your moth­er’s left it to her—and you’ve all got to move out!”

			“Howards End?”

			“Howards End!” she screamed, mim­ick­ing him, and as she did so Evie came dash­ing out of the shrub­bery.

			“Dolly, go back at once! My fath­er’s much an­noyed with you. Charles”—she hit her­self wildly—“come in at once to fath­er. He’s had a let­ter that’s too aw­ful.”

			Charles began to run, but checked him­self, and stepped heav­ily across the gravel path. There the house was with the nine win­dows, the un­pro­lif­ic vine. He ex­claimed, “Schle­gels again!” and as if to com­plete chaos, Dolly said, “Oh no, the mat­ron of the nurs­ing home has writ­ten in­stead of her.”

			“Come in, all three of you!” cried his fath­er, no longer in­ert.

			“Dolly, why have you dis­obeyed me?”

			“Oh, Mr. Wil­cox—”

			“I told you not to go out to the gar­age. I’ve heard you all shout­ing in the garden. I won’t have it. Come in.”

			He stood in the porch, trans­formed, let­ters in his hand.

			“In­to the din­ing-room, every one of you. We can’t dis­cuss private mat­ters in the middle of all the ser­vants. Here, Charles, here; read these. See what you make.”

			Charles took two let­ters, and read them as he fol­lowed the pro­ces­sion. The first was a cov­er­ing note from the mat­ron. Mrs. Wil­cox had de­sired her, when the fu­ner­al should be over, to for­ward the en­closed. The en­closed—it was from his moth­er her­self. She had writ­ten: “To my hus­band: I should like Miss Schle­gel (Mar­garet) to have Howards End.”

			“I sup­pose we’re go­ing to have a talk about this?” he re­marked, omin­ously calm.

			“Cer­tainly. I was com­ing out to you when Dolly—”

			“Well, let’s sit down.”

			“Come, Evie, don’t waste time, sit—down.”

			In si­lence they drew up to the break­fast-table. The events of yes­ter­day—in­deed, of this morn­ing sud­denly re­ceded in­to a past so re­mote that they seemed scarcely to have lived in it. Heavy breath­ings were heard. They were calm­ing them­selves. Charles, to steady them fur­ther, read the en­clos­ure out loud: “A note in my moth­er’s hand­writ­ing, in an en­vel­ope ad­dressed to my fath­er, sealed. In­side: ‘I should like Miss Schle­gel (Mar­garet) to have Howards End.’ No date, no sig­na­ture. For­war­ded through the mat­ron of that nurs­ing home. Now, the ques­tion is—”

			Dolly in­ter­rup­ted him. “But I say that note isn’t leg­al. Houses ought to be done by a law­yer, Charles, surely.”

			Her hus­band worked his jaw severely. Little lumps ap­peared in front of either ear—a symp­tom that she had not yet learnt to re­spect, and she asked wheth­er she might see the note. Charles looked at his fath­er for per­mis­sion, who said ab­strac­tedly, “Give it her.” She seized it, and at once ex­claimed: “Why, it’s only in pen­cil! I said so. Pen­cil nev­er counts.”

			“We know that it is not leg­ally bind­ing, Dolly,” said Mr. Wil­cox, speak­ing from out of his fort­ress. “We are aware of that. Leg­ally, I should be jus­ti­fied in tear­ing it up and throw­ing it in­to the fire. Of course, my dear, we con­sider you as one of the fam­ily, but it will be bet­ter if you do not in­ter­fere with what you do not un­der­stand.”

			Charles, vexed both with his fath­er and his wife, then re­peated: “The ques­tion is—” He had cleared a space of the break­fast-table from plates and knives, so that he could draw pat­terns on the table­cloth. “The ques­tion is wheth­er Miss Schle­gel, dur­ing the fort­night we were all away, wheth­er she un­duly—” He stopped.

			“I don’t think that,” said his fath­er, whose nature was no­bler than his son’s.

			“Don’t think what?”

			“That she would have—that it is a case of un­due in­flu­ence. No, to my mind the ques­tion is the—the in­val­id’s con­di­tion at the time she wrote.”

			“My dear fath­er, con­sult an ex­pert if you like, but I don’t ad­mit it is my moth­er’s writ­ing.”

			“Why, you just said it was!” cried Dolly.

			“Nev­er mind if I did,” he blazed out; “and hold your tongue.”

			The poor little wife col­oured at this, and, draw­ing her handker­chief from her pock­et, shed a few tears. No one no­ticed her. Evie was scowl­ing like an angry boy. The two men were gradu­ally as­sum­ing the man­ner of the com­mit­tee-room. They were both at their best when serving on com­mit­tees. They did not make the mis­take of hand­ling hu­man af­fairs in the bulk, but dis­posed of them item by item, sharply. Ca­li­graphy was the item be­fore them now, and on it they turned their well-trained brains. Charles, after a little de­mur, ac­cep­ted the writ­ing as genu­ine, and they passed on to the next point. It is the best—per­haps the only—way of dodging emo­tion. They were the av­er­age hu­man art­icle, and had they con­sidered the note as a whole it would have driv­en them miser­able or mad. Con­sidered item by item, the emo­tion­al con­tent was min­im­ised, and all went for­ward smoothly. The clock ticked, the coals blazed high­er, and con­ten­ded with the white ra­di­ance that poured in through the win­dows. Un­noticed, the sun oc­cu­pied his sky, and the shad­ows of the tree stems, ex­traordin­ar­ily sol­id, fell like trenches of purple across the fros­ted lawn. It was a glor­i­ous winter morn­ing. Evie’s fox ter­ri­er, who had passed for white, was only a dirty grey dog now, so in­tense was the pur­ity that sur­roun­ded him. He was dis­cred­ited, but the black­birds that he was chas­ing glowed with Ar­a­bi­an dark­ness, for all the con­ven­tion­al col­our­ing of life had been altered. In­side, the clock struck ten with a rich and con­fid­ent note. Oth­er clocks con­firmed it, and the dis­cus­sion moved to­wards its close.

			To fol­low it is un­ne­ces­sary. It is rather a mo­ment when the com­ment­at­or should step for­ward. Ought the Wil­coxes to have offered their home to Mar­garet? I think not. The ap­peal was too flimsy. It was not leg­al; it had been writ­ten in ill­ness, and un­der the spell of a sud­den friend­ship; it was con­trary to the dead wo­man’s in­ten­tions in the past, con­trary to her very nature, so far as that nature was un­der­stood by them. To them Howards End was a house: they could not know that to her it had been a spir­it, for which she sought a spir­itu­al heir. And—push­ing one step farther in these mists—may they not have de­cided even bet­ter than they sup­posed? Is it cred­ible that the pos­ses­sions of the spir­it can be be­queathed at all? Has the soul off­spring? A wych-elm tree, a vine, a wisp of hay with dew on it—can pas­sion for such things be trans­mit­ted where there is no bond of blood? No; the Wil­coxes are not to be blamed. The prob­lem is too ter­rif­ic, and they could not even per­ceive a prob­lem. No; it is nat­ur­al and fit­ting that after due de­bate they should tear the note up and throw it on to their din­ing-room fire. The prac­tic­al mor­al­ist may ac­quit them ab­so­lutely. He who strives to look deep­er may ac­quit them—al­most. For one hard fact re­mains. They did neg­lect a per­son­al ap­peal. The wo­man who had died did say to them, “Do this,” and they answered, “We will not.”

			The in­cid­ent made a most pain­ful im­pres­sion on them. Grief moun­ted in­to the brain and worked there dis­quiet­ingly. Yes­ter­day they had lamen­ted: “She was a dear moth­er, a true wife; in our ab­sence she neg­lected her health and died.” Today they thought: “She was not as true, as dear, as we sup­posed.” The de­sire for a more in­ward light had found ex­pres­sion at last, the un­seen had im­pacted on the seen, and all that they could say was “Treach­ery.” Mrs. Wil­cox had been treach­er­ous to the fam­ily, to the laws of prop­erty, to her own writ­ten word. How did she ex­pect Howards End to be con­veyed to Miss Schle­gel? Was her hus­band, to whom it leg­ally be­longed, to make it over to her as a free gift? Was the said Miss Schle­gel to have a life in­terest in it, or to own it ab­so­lutely? Was there to be no com­pens­a­tion for the gar­age and oth­er im­prove­ments that they had made un­der the as­sump­tion that all would be theirs some day? Treach­er­ous! treach­er­ous and ab­surd! When we think the dead both treach­er­ous and ab­surd, we have gone far to­wards re­con­cil­ing ourselves to their de­par­ture. That note, scribbled in pen­cil, sent through the mat­ron, was un­busi­ness­like as well as cruel, and de­creased at once the value of the wo­man who had writ­ten it.

			“Ah, well!” said Mr. Wil­cox, rising from the table. “I shouldn’t have thought it pos­sible.”

			“Moth­er couldn’t have meant it,” said Evie, still frown­ing.

			“No, my girl, of course not.”

			“Moth­er be­lieved so in an­cest­ors too—it isn’t like her to leave any­thing to an out­sider, who’d nev­er ap­pre­ci­ate.”

			“The whole thing is un­like her,” he an­nounced. “If Miss Schle­gel had been poor, if she had wanted a house, I could un­der­stand it a little. But she has a house of her own. Why should she want an­oth­er? She wouldn’t have any use for Howards End.”

			“That time may prove,” mur­mured Charles.

			“How?” asked his sis­ter.

			“Pre­sum­ably she knows—moth­er will have told her. She got twice or three times in­to the nurs­ing home. Pre­sum­ably she is await­ing de­vel­op­ments.”

			“What a hor­rid wo­man!” And Dolly, who had re­covered, cried, “Why, she may be com­ing down to turn us out now!”

			Charles put her right. “I wish she would,” he said omin­ously. “I could then deal with her.”

			“So could I,” echoed his fath­er, who was feel­ing rather in the cold. Charles had been kind in un­der­tak­ing the fu­ner­al ar­range­ments and in telling him to eat his break­fast, but the boy as he grew up was a little dic­tat­ori­al, and as­sumed the post of chair­man too read­ily. “I could deal with her, if she comes, but she won’t come. You’re all a bit hard on Miss Schle­gel.”

			“That Paul busi­ness was pretty scan­dal­ous, though.”

			“I want no more of the Paul busi­ness, Charles, as I said at the time, and be­sides, it is quite apart from this busi­ness. Mar­garet Schle­gel has been of­fi­cious and tire­some dur­ing this ter­rible week, and we have all suffered un­der her, but upon my soul she’s hon­est. She’s not in col­lu­sion with the mat­ron. I’m ab­so­lutely cer­tain of it. Nor was she with the doc­tor, I’m equally cer­tain of that. She did not hide any­thing from us, for up to that very af­ter­noon she was as ig­nor­ant as we are. She, like ourselves, was a dupe—” He stopped for a mo­ment. “You see, Charles, in her ter­rible pain your moth­er put us all in false po­s­i­tions. Paul would not have left Eng­land, you would not have gone to Italy, nor Evie and I in­to York­shire, if only we had known. Well, Miss Schle­gel’s po­s­i­tion has been equally false. Take all in all, she has not come out of it badly.”

			Evie said: “But those chrys­an­them­ums—”

			“Or com­ing down to the fu­ner­al at all—” echoed Dolly.

			“Why shouldn’t she come down? She had the right to, and she stood far back among the Hilton wo­men. The flowers—cer­tainly we should not have sent such flowers, but they may have seemed the right thing to her, Evie, and for all you know they may be the cus­tom in Ger­many.”

			“Oh, I for­get she isn’t really Eng­lish,” cried Evie. “That would ex­plain a lot.”

			“She’s a cos­mo­pol­it­an,” said Charles, look­ing at his watch. “I ad­mit I’m rather down on cos­mo­pol­it­ans. My fault, doubt­less. I can­not stand them, and a Ger­man cos­mo­pol­it­an is the lim­it. I think that’s about all, isn’t it? I want to run down and see Chalke­ley. A bi­cycle will do. And, by the way, I wish you’d speak to Crane some time. I’m cer­tain he’s had my new car out.”

			“Has he done it any harm?”

			“No.”

			“In that case I shall let it pass. It’s not worth while hav­ing a row.”

			Charles and his fath­er some­times dis­agreed. But they al­ways par­ted with an in­creased re­gard for one an­oth­er, and each de­sired no dought­i­er com­rade when it was ne­ces­sary to voy­age for a little past the emo­tions. So the sail­ors of Ulysses voy­aged past the Sirens, hav­ing first stopped one an­oth­er’s ears with wool.

		
	
		
			XII

			Charles need not have been anxious. Miss Schle­gel had nev­er heard of his moth­er’s strange re­quest. She was to hear of it in after years, when she had built up her life dif­fer­ently, and it was to fit in­to po­s­i­tion as the head­stone of the corner. Her mind was bent on oth­er ques­tions now, and by her also it would have been re­jec­ted as the fantasy of an in­val­id.

			She was part­ing from these Wil­coxes for the second time. Paul and his moth­er, ripple and great wave, had flowed in­to her life and ebbed out of it forever. The ripple had left no traces be­hind; the wave had strewn at her feet frag­ments torn from the un­known. A curi­ous seeker, she stood for a while at the verge of the sea that tells so little, but tells a little, and watched the out­go­ing of this last tre­mend­ous tide. Her friend had van­ished in agony, but not, she be­lieved, in de­grad­a­tion. Her with­draw­al had hin­ted at oth­er things be­sides dis­ease and pain. Some leave our life with tears, oth­ers with an in­sane fri­gid­ity; Mrs. Wil­cox had taken the middle course, which only rarer natures can pur­sue. She had kept pro­por­tion. She had told a little of her grim secret to her friends, but not too much; she had shut up her heart—al­most, but not en­tirely. It is thus, if there is any rule, that we ought to die—neither as vic­tim nor as fan­at­ic, but as the sea­farer who can greet with an equal eye the deep that he is en­ter­ing, and the shore that he must leave.

			The last word—whatever it would be—had cer­tainly not been said in Hilton church­yard. She had not died there. A fu­ner­al is not death, any more than bap­tism is birth or mar­riage uni­on. All three are the clumsy devices, com­ing now too late, now too early, by which So­ci­ety would re­gister the quick mo­tions of man. In Mar­garet’s eyes Mrs. Wil­cox had es­caped re­gis­tra­tion. She had gone out of life vividly, her own way, and no dust was so truly dust as the con­tents of that heavy coffin, lowered with ce­re­mo­ni­al un­til it res­ted on the dust of the earth, no flowers so ut­terly wasted as the chrys­an­them­ums that the frost must have withered be­fore morn­ing. Mar­garet had once said she “loved su­per­sti­tion.” It was not true. Few wo­men had tried more earn­estly to pierce the ac­cre­tions in which body and soul are en­wrapped. The death of Mrs. Wil­cox had helped her in her work. She saw a little more clearly than hitherto what a hu­man be­ing is, and to what he may as­pire. Truer re­la­tion­ships gleamed. Per­haps the last word would be hope—hope even on this side of the grave.

			Mean­while, she could take an in­terest in the sur­viv­ors. In spite of her Christ­mas du­ties, in spite of her broth­er, the Wil­coxes con­tin­ued to play a con­sid­er­able part in her thoughts. She had seen so much of them in the fi­nal week. They were not “her sort,” they were of­ten sus­pi­cious and stu­pid, and de­fi­cient where she ex­celled; but col­li­sion with them stim­u­lated her, and she felt an in­terest that verged in­to lik­ing, even for Charles. She de­sired to pro­tect them, and of­ten felt that they could pro­tect her, ex­cel­ling where she was de­fi­cient. Once past the rocks of emo­tion, they knew so well what to do, whom to send for; their hands were on all the ropes, they had grit as well as grit­ti­ness and she val­ued grit enorm­ously. They led a life that she could not at­tain to—the out­er life of “tele­grams and an­ger,” which had det­on­ated when Helen and Paul had touched in June, and had det­on­ated again the oth­er week. To Mar­garet this life was to re­main a real force. She could not des­pise it, as Helen and Tibby af­fected to do. It fostered such vir­tues as neat­ness, de­cision, and obed­i­ence, vir­tues of the second rank, no doubt, but they have formed our civil­isa­tion. They form char­ac­ter, too; Mar­garet could not doubt it; they keep the soul from be­com­ing sloppy. How dare Schle­gels des­pise Wil­coxes, when it takes all sorts to make a world?

			“Don’t brood too much,” she wrote to Helen, “on the su­peri­or­ity of the un­seen to the seen. It’s true, but to brood on it is me­di­ev­al. Our busi­ness is not to con­trast the two, but to re­con­cile them.”

			Helen replied that she had no in­ten­tion of brood­ing on such a dull sub­ject. What did her sis­ter take her for? The weath­er was mag­ni­fi­cent. She and the Mose­bachs had gone to­bog­gan­ing on the only hill that Pom­er­a­nia boas­ted. It was fun, but over­crowded, for the rest of Pom­er­a­nia had gone there too. Helen loved the coun­try, and her let­ter glowed with phys­ic­al ex­er­cise and po­etry. She spoke of the scenery, quiet, yet au­gust; of the snow-clad fields, with their scam­per­ing herds of deer; of the river and its quaint en­trance in­to the Balt­ic Sea; of the Oder­berge, only three hun­dred feet high, from which one slid all too quickly back in­to the Pom­er­a­ni­an plains, and yet these Oder­berge were real moun­tains, with pine-forests, streams, and views com­plete. “It isn’t size that counts so much as the way things are ar­ranged.” In an­oth­er para­graph she re­ferred to Mrs. Wil­cox sym­path­et­ic­ally, but the news had not bit­ten in­to her. She had not real­ised the ac­cessor­ies of death, which are in a sense more mem­or­able than death it­self. The at­mo­sphere of pre­cau­tions and re­crim­in­a­tions, and in the midst a hu­man body grow­ing more vivid be­cause it was in pain; the end of that body in Hilton church­yard; the sur­viv­al of some­thing that sug­ges­ted hope, vivid in its turn against life’s work­aday cheer­ful­ness;—all these were lost to Helen, who only felt that a pleas­ant lady could now be pleas­ant no longer. She re­turned to Wick­ham Place full of her own af­fairs—she had had an­oth­er pro­pos­al—and Mar­garet, after a mo­ment’s hes­it­a­tion, was con­tent that this should be so.

			The pro­pos­al had not been a ser­i­ous mat­ter. It was the work of Fräulein Mose­bach, who had con­ceived the large and pat­ri­ot­ic no­tion of win­ning back her cous­ins to the Fath­er­land by mat­ri­mony. Eng­land had played Paul Wil­cox, and lost; Ger­many played Herr För­st­meister someone—Helen could not re­mem­ber his name. Herr För­st­meister lived in a wood, and, stand­ing on the sum­mit of the Oder­berge, he had poin­ted out his house to Helen, or rather, had poin­ted out the wedge of pines in which it lay. She had ex­claimed, “Oh, how lovely! That’s the place for me!” and in the even­ing Frieda ap­peared in her bed­room. “I have a mes­sage, dear Helen,” etc., and so she had, but had been very nice when Helen laughed; quite un­der­stood—a forest too sol­it­ary and damp—quite agreed, but Herr För­st­meister be­lieved he had as­sur­ance to the con­trary. Ger­many had lost, but with good-hu­mour; hold­ing the man­hood of the world, she felt bound to win. “And there will even be someone for Tibby,” con­cluded Helen. “There now, Tibby, think of that; Frieda is sav­ing up a little girl for you, in pig­tails and white worsted stock­ings but the feet of the stock­ings are pink as if the little girl had trod­den in straw­ber­ries. I’ve talked too much. My head aches. Now you talk.”

			Tibby con­sen­ted to talk. He too was full of his own af­fairs, for he had just been up to try for a schol­ar­ship at Ox­ford. The men were down, and the can­did­ates had been housed in vari­ous col­leges, and had dined in hall. Tibby was sens­it­ive to beauty, the ex­per­i­ence was new, and he gave a de­scrip­tion of his vis­it that was al­most glow­ing. The au­gust and mel­low Uni­ver­sity, soaked with the rich­ness of the west­ern counties that it has served for a thou­sand years, ap­pealed at once to the boy’s taste; it was the kind of thing he could un­der­stand, and he un­der­stood it all the bet­ter be­cause it was empty. Ox­ford is—Ox­ford; not a mere re­cept­acle for youth, like Cam­bridge. Per­haps it wants its in­mates to love it rather than to love one an­oth­er; such at all events was to be its ef­fect on Tibby. His sis­ters sent him there that he might make friends, for they knew that his edu­ca­tion had been cranky, and had severed him from oth­er boys and men. He made no friends. His Ox­ford re­mained Ox­ford empty, and he took in­to life with him, not the memory of a ra­di­ance, but the memory of a col­our scheme.

			It pleased Mar­garet to hear her broth­er and sis­ter talk­ing. They did not get on over­well as a rule. For a few mo­ments she listened to them, feel­ing eld­erly and be­nign.

			Then some­thing oc­curred to her, and she in­ter­rup­ted.

			“Helen, I told you about poor Mrs. Wil­cox; that sad busi­ness?”

			“Yes.”

			“I have had a cor­res­pond­ence with her son. He was wind­ing up the es­tate, and wrote to ask me wheth­er his moth­er had wanted me to have any­thing. I thought it good of him, con­sid­er­ing I knew her so little. I said that she had once spoken of giv­ing me a Christ­mas present, but we both for­got about it af­ter­wards.”

			“I hope Charles took the hint.”

			“Yes—that is to say, her hus­band wrote later on, and thanked me for be­ing a little kind to her, and ac­tu­ally gave me her sil­ver vinai­grette. Don’t you think that is ex­traordin­ar­ily gen­er­ous? It has made me like him very much. He hopes that this will not be the end of our ac­quaint­ance, but that you and I will go and stop with Evie some time in the fu­ture. I like Mr. Wil­cox. He is tak­ing up his work—rub­ber—it is a big busi­ness. I gath­er he is launch­ing out rather. Charles is in it, too. Charles is mar­ried—a pretty little creature, but she doesn’t seem wise. They took on the flat, but now they have gone off to a house of their own.”

			Helen, after a de­cent pause, con­tin­ued her ac­count of Stet­tin. How quickly a situ­ation changes! In June she had been in a crisis; even in Novem­ber she could blush and be un­nat­ur­al; now it was Janu­ary and the whole af­fair lay for­got­ten. Look­ing back on the past six months, Mar­garet real­ised the chaot­ic nature of our daily life, and its dif­fer­ence from the or­derly se­quence that has been fab­ric­ated by his­tor­i­ans. Ac­tu­al life is full of false clues and sign­posts that lead nowhere. With in­fin­ite ef­fort we nerve ourselves for a crisis that nev­er comes. The most suc­cess­ful ca­reer must show a waste of strength that might have re­moved moun­tains, and the most un­suc­cess­ful is not that of the man who is taken un­pre­pared, but of him who has pre­pared and is nev­er taken. On a tragedy of that kind our na­tion­al mor­al­ity is duly si­lent. It as­sumes that pre­par­a­tion against danger is in it­self a good, and that men, like na­tions, are the bet­ter for stag­ger­ing through life fully armed. The tragedy of pre­pared­ness has scarcely been handled, save by the Greeks. Life is in­deed dan­ger­ous, but not in the way mor­al­ity would have us be­lieve. It is in­deed un­man­age­able, but the es­sence of it is not a battle. It is un­man­age­able be­cause it is a ro­mance, and its es­sence is ro­mantic beauty. Mar­garet hoped that for the fu­ture she would be less cau­tious, not more cau­tious, than she had been in the past.

		
	
		
			XIII

			Over two years passed, and the Schle­gel house­hold con­tin­ued to lead its life of cul­tured, but not ig­noble, ease, still swim­ming grace­fully on the grey tides of Lon­don. Con­certs and plays swept past them, money had been spent and re­newed, repu­ta­tions won and lost, and the city her­self, em­blem­at­ic of their lives, rose and fell in a con­tinu­al flux, while her shal­lows washed more widely against the hills of Sur­rey and over the fields of Hert­ford­shire. This fam­ous build­ing had aris­en, that was doomed. Today White­hall had been trans­formed; it would be the turn of Re­gent Street to­mor­row. And month by month the roads smelt more strongly of pet­rol, and were more dif­fi­cult to cross, and hu­man be­ings heard each oth­er speak with great­er dif­fi­culty, breathed less of the air, and saw less of the sky. Nature with­drew; the leaves were fall­ing by mid­sum­mer; the sun shone through dirt with an ad­mired ob­scur­ity.

			To speak against Lon­don is no longer fash­ion­able. The Earth as an artist­ic cult has had its day, and the lit­er­at­ure of the near fu­ture will prob­ably ig­nore the coun­try and seek in­spir­a­tion from the town. One can un­der­stand the re­ac­tion. Of Pan and the ele­ment­al forces, the pub­lic has heard a little too much—they seem Vic­tori­an, while Lon­don is Geor­gi­an—and those who care for the earth with sin­cer­ity may wait long ere the pen­du­lum swings back to her again. Cer­tainly Lon­don fas­cin­ates. One visu­al­ises it as a tract of quiv­er­ing grey, in­tel­li­gent without pur­pose, and ex­cit­able without love; as a spir­it that has altered be­fore it can be chron­icled; as a heart that cer­tainly beats, but with no pulsa­tion of hu­man­ity. It lies bey­ond everything; Nature, with all her cruelty, comes near­er to us than do these crowds of men. A friend ex­plains him­self; the earth is ex­plic­able—from her we came, and we must re­turn to her. But who can ex­plain West­min­ster Bridge Road or Liv­er­pool Street in the morn­ing—the city in­hal­ing—or the same thor­ough­fares in the even­ing—the city ex­hal­ing her ex­hausted air? We reach in des­per­a­tion bey­ond the fog, bey­ond the very stars, the voids of the uni­verse are ran­sacked to jus­ti­fy the mon­ster, and stamped with a hu­man face. Lon­don is re­li­gion’s op­por­tun­ity—not the dec­or­ous re­li­gion of theo­lo­gians, but an­thro­po­morph­ic, crude. Yes, the con­tinu­ous flow would be tol­er­able if a man of our own sort—not any­one pom­pous or tear­ful—were caring for us up in the sky.

			The Lon­don­er sel­dom un­der­stands his city un­til it sweeps him, too, away from his moor­ings, and Mar­garet’s eyes were not opened un­til the lease of Wick­ham Place ex­pired. She had al­ways known that it must ex­pire, but the know­ledge only be­came vivid about nine months be­fore the event. Then the house was sud­denly ringed with pathos. It had seen so much hap­pi­ness. Why had it to be swept away? In the streets of the city she noted for the first time the ar­chi­tec­ture of hurry and heard the lan­guage of hurry on the mouths of its in­hab­it­ants—clipped words, form­less sen­tences, pot­ted ex­pres­sions of ap­prov­al or dis­gust. Month by month things were step­ping live­li­er, but to what goal? The pop­u­la­tion still rose, but what was the qual­ity of the men born? The par­tic­u­lar mil­lion­aire who owned the free­hold of Wick­ham Place, and de­sired to erect Baby­lo­ni­an flats upon it—what right had he to stir so large a por­tion of the quiv­er­ing jelly? He was not a fool—she had heard him ex­pose So­cial­ism—but true in­sight began just where his in­tel­li­gence ended, and one gathered that this was the case with most mil­lion­aires. What right had such men—But Mar­garet checked her­self. That way lies mad­ness. Thank good­ness, she, too, had some money, and could pur­chase a new home.

			Tibby, now in his second year at Ox­ford, was down for the East­er va­ca­tion, and Mar­garet took the op­por­tun­ity of hav­ing a ser­i­ous talk with him. Did he at all know where he wanted to live? Tibby didn’t know that he did know. Did he at all know what he wanted to do? He was equally un­cer­tain, but when pressed re­marked that he should prefer to be quite free of any pro­fes­sion. Mar­garet was not shocked, but went on sew­ing for a few minutes be­fore she replied:

			“I was think­ing of Mr. Vyse. He nev­er strikes me as par­tic­u­larly happy.”

			“Ye-es,” said Tibby, and then held his mouth open in a curi­ous quiver, as if he, too, had thought of Mr. Vyse, had seen round, through, over, and bey­ond Mr. Vyse, had weighed Mr. Vyse, grouped him, and fi­nally dis­missed him as hav­ing no pos­sible bear­ing on the sub­ject un­der dis­cus­sion. That bleat of Tibby’s in­furi­ated Helen. But Helen was now down in the din­ing room pre­par­ing a speech about polit­ic­al eco­nomy. At times her voice could be heard de­claim­ing through the floor.

			“But Mr. Vyse is rather a wretched, weedy man, don’t you think? Then there’s Guy. That was a pi­ti­ful busi­ness. Be­sides”—shift­ing to the gen­er­al—“every­one is the bet­ter for some reg­u­lar work.”

			Groans.

			“I shall stick to it,” she con­tin­ued, smil­ing. “I am not say­ing it to edu­cate you; it is what I really think. I be­lieve that in the last cen­tury men have de­veloped the de­sire for work, and they must not starve it. It’s a new de­sire. It goes with a great deal that’s bad, but in it­self it’s good, and I hope that for wo­men, too, ‘not to work’ will soon be­come as shock­ing as ‘not to be mar­ried’ was a hun­dred years ago.”

			“I have no ex­per­i­ence of this pro­found de­sire to which you al­lude,” enun­ci­ated Tibby.

			“Then we’ll leave the sub­ject till you do. I’m not go­ing to rattle you round. Take your time. Only do think over the lives of the men you like most, and see how they’ve ar­ranged them.”

			“I like Guy and Mr. Vyse most,” said Tibby faintly, and leant so far back in his chair that he ex­ten­ded in a ho­ri­zont­al line from knees to throat.

			“And don’t think I’m not ser­i­ous be­cause I don’t use the tra­di­tion­al ar­gu­ments—mak­ing money, a sphere await­ing you, and so on—all of which are, for vari­ous reas­ons, cant.” She sewed on. “I’m only your sis­ter. I haven’t any au­thor­ity over you, and I don’t want to have any. Just to put be­fore you what I think the Truth. You see”—she shook off the pince-nez to which she had re­cently taken—“in a few years we shall be the same age prac­tic­ally, and I shall want you to help me. Men are so much nicer than wo­men.”

			“La­bour­ing un­der such a de­lu­sion, why do you not marry?”

			“I some­times jolly well think I would if I got the chance.”

			“Has nobody arst you?”

			“Only nin­nies.”

			“Do people ask Helen?”

			“Plen­ti­fully.”

			“Tell me about them.”

			“No.”

			“Tell me about your nin­nies, then.”

			“They were men who had noth­ing bet­ter to do,” said his sis­ter, feel­ing that she was en­titled to score this point. “So take warn­ing; you must work, or else you must pre­tend to work, which is what I do. Work, work, work if you’d save your soul and your body. It is hon­estly a ne­ces­sity, dear boy. Look at the Wil­coxes, look at Mr. Pem­broke. With all their de­fects of tem­per and un­der­stand­ing, such men give me more pleas­ure than many who are bet­ter equipped, and I think it is be­cause they have worked reg­u­larly and hon­estly.”

			“Spare me the Wil­coxes,” he moaned.

			“I shall not. They are the right sort.”

			“Oh, good­ness me, Meg—!” he pro­tested, sud­denly sit­ting up, alert and angry. Tibby, for all his de­fects, had a genu­ine per­son­al­ity.

			“Well, they’re as near the right sort as you can ima­gine.”

			“No, no—oh, no!”

			“I was think­ing of the young­er son, whom I once classed as a ninny, but who came back so ill from Ni­ger­ia. He’s gone out there again, Evie Wil­cox tells me—out to his duty.”

			“Duty” al­ways eli­cited a groan.

			“He doesn’t want the money, it is work he wants, though it is beastly work—dull coun­try, dis­hon­est nat­ives, an etern­al fid­get over fresh wa­ter and food … A na­tion that can pro­duce men of that sort may well be proud. No won­der Eng­land has be­come an em­pire.”

			“Em­pire!”

			“I can’t both­er over res­ults,” said Mar­garet, a little sadly. “They are too dif­fi­cult for me. I can only look at the men. An Em­pire bores me, so far, but I can ap­pre­ci­ate the hero­ism that builds it up. Lon­don bores me, but what thou­sands of splen­did people are la­bour­ing to make Lon­don—”

			“What it is,” he sneered.

			“What it is, worse luck. I want activ­ity without civil­isa­tion. How para­dox­ic­al! Yet I ex­pect that is what we shall find in heav­en.”

			“And I,” said Tibby, “want civil­isa­tion without activ­ity, which, I ex­pect, is what we shall find in the oth­er place.”

			“You needn’t go as far as the oth­er place, Tib­bikins, if you want that. You can find it at Ox­ford.”

			“Stu­pid—”

			“If I’m stu­pid, get me back to the house-hunt­ing. I’ll even live in Ox­ford if you like—North Ox­ford. I’ll live any­where ex­cept Bournemouth, Torquay, and Chel­ten­ham. Oh yes, or Il­fra­combe and Swan­age and Tun­bridge Wells and Sur­bit­on and Bed­ford. There on no ac­count.”

			“Lon­don, then.”

			“I agree, but Helen rather wants to get away from Lon­don. How­ever, there’s no reas­on we shouldn’t have a house in the coun­try and also a flat in town, provided we all stick to­geth­er and con­trib­ute. Though of course—Oh, how one does maun­der on and to think, to think of the people who are really poor. How do they live? Not to move about the world would kill me.”

			As she spoke, the door was flung open, and Helen burst in in a state of ex­treme ex­cite­ment.

			“Oh, my dears, what do you think? You’ll nev­er guess. A wo­man’s been here ask­ing me for her hus­band. Her what?” (Helen was fond of sup­ply­ing her own sur­prise.) “Yes, for her hus­band, and it really is so.”

			“Not any­thing to do with Brack­nell?” cried Mar­garet, who had lately taken on an un­em­ployed of that name to clean the knives and boots.

			“I offered Brack­nell, and he was re­jec­ted. So was Tibby. (Cheer up, Tibby!) It’s no one we know. I said, ‘Hunt, my good wo­man; have a good look round, hunt un­der the tables, poke up the chim­ney, shake out the an­ti­macas­sars. Hus­band? hus­band?’ Oh, and she so mag­ni­fi­cently dressed and tink­ling like a chan­delier.”

			“Now, Helen, what did really hap­pen?”

			“What I say. I was, as it were, orat­ing my speech. An­nie opens the door like a fool, and shows a fe­male straight in on me, with my mouth open. Then we began—very civilly. ‘I want my hus­band, what I have reas­on to be­lieve is here.’ No—how un­just one is. She said ‘whom,’ not ‘what.’ She got it per­fectly. So I said, ‘Name, please?’ and she said, ‘Lan, Miss,’ and there we were.”

			“Lan?”

			“Lan or Len. We were not nice about our vow­els. Lan­oline.”

			“But what an ex­traordin­ary—”

			“I said, ‘My good Mrs. Lan­oline, we have some grave mis­un­der­stand­ing here. Beau­ti­ful as I am, my mod­esty is even more re­mark­able than my beauty, and nev­er, nev­er has Mr. Lan­oline res­ted his eyes on mine.’ ”

			“I hope you were pleased,” said Tibby.

			“Of course,” Helen squeaked. “A per­fectly de­light­ful ex­per­i­ence. Oh, Mrs. Lan­oline’s a dear—she asked for a hus­band as if he were an um­brella. She mis­laid him Sat­urday af­ter­noon—and for a long time suffered no in­con­veni­ence. But all night, and all this morn­ing her ap­pre­hen­sions grew. Break­fast didn’t seem the same—no, no more did lunch, and so she strolled up to 2 Wick­ham Place as be­ing the most likely place for the miss­ing art­icle.”

			“But how on earth—”

			“Don’t be­gin how-on-earth­ing. ‘I know what I know,’ she kept re­peat­ing, not un­civilly, but with ex­treme gloom. In vain I asked her what she did know. Some knew what oth­ers knew, and oth­ers didn’t, and then oth­ers again had bet­ter be care­ful. Oh dear, she was in­com­pet­ent! She had a face like a silk­worm, and the din­ing-room reeks of or­ris-root. We chat­ted pleas­antly a little about hus­bands, and I wondered where hers was too, and ad­vised her to go to the po­lice. She thanked me. We agreed that Mr. Lan­oline’s a notty, notty man, and hasn’t no busi­ness to go on the lardy-da. But I think she sus­pec­ted me up to the last. Bags I writ­ing to Aunt Ju­ley about this. Now, Meg, re­mem­ber—bags I.”

			“Bag it by all means,” mur­mured Mar­garet, put­ting down her work. “I’m not sure that this is so funny, Helen. It means some hor­rible vol­cano smoking some­where, doesn’t it?”

			“I don’t think so—she doesn’t really mind. The ad­mir­able creature isn’t cap­able of tragedy.”

			“Her hus­band may be, though,” said Mar­garet, mov­ing to the win­dow.

			“Oh no, not likely. No one cap­able of tragedy could have mar­ried Mrs. Lan­oline.”

			“Was she pretty?”

			“Her fig­ure may have been good once.”

			The flats, their only out­look, hung like an or­nate cur­tain between Mar­garet and the wel­ter of Lon­don. Her thoughts turned sadly to house-hunt­ing. Wick­ham Place had been so safe. She feared, fant­ast­ic­ally, that her own little flock might be mov­ing in­to tur­moil and squal­or, in­to near­er con­tact with such epis­odes as these.

			“Tibby and I have again been won­der­ing where we’ll live next Septem­ber,” she said at last.

			“Tibby had bet­ter first won­der what he’ll do,” re­tor­ted Helen; and that top­ic was re­sumed, but with ac­ri­mony. Then tea came, and after tea Helen went on pre­par­ing her speech, and Mar­garet pre­pared one, too, for they were go­ing out to a dis­cus­sion so­ci­ety on the mor­row. But her thoughts were poisoned. Mrs. Lan­oline had ris­en out of the abyss, like a faint smell, a gob­lin foot­ball, telling of a life where love and hatred had both de­cayed.

		
	
		
			XIV

			The mys­tery, like so many mys­ter­ies, was ex­plained. Next day, just as they were dressed to go out to din­ner, a Mr. Bast called. He was a clerk in the em­ploy­ment of the Por­phyri­on Fire In­sur­ance Com­pany. Thus much from his card. He had come “about the lady yes­ter­day.” Thus much from An­nie, who had shown him in­to the din­ing-room.

			“Cheers, chil­dren!” cried Helen. “It’s Mrs. Lan­oline.”

			Tibby was in­ter­ested. The three hur­ried down­stairs, to find, not the gay dog they ex­pec­ted, but a young man, col­our­less, tone­less, who had already the mourn­ful eyes above a droop­ing mous­tache that are so com­mon in Lon­don, and that haunt some streets of the city like ac­cus­ing pres­ences. One guessed him as the third gen­er­a­tion, grand­son to the shep­herd or plough­boy whom civil­isa­tion had sucked in­to the town; as one of the thou­sands who have lost the life of the body and failed to reach the life of the spir­it. Hints of ro­bust­ness sur­vived in him, more than a hint of prim­it­ive good looks, and Mar­garet, not­ing the spine that might have been straight, and the chest that might have broadened, wondered wheth­er it paid to give up the glory of the an­im­al for a tail coat and a couple of ideas. Cul­ture had worked in her own case, but dur­ing the last few weeks she had doubted wheth­er it hu­man­ised the ma­jor­ity, so wide and so widen­ing is the gulf that stretches between the nat­ur­al and the philo­soph­ic man, so many the good chaps who are wrecked in try­ing to cross it. She knew this type very well—the vague as­pir­a­tions, the men­tal dis­hon­esty, the fa­mili­ar­ity with the out­sides of books. She knew the very tones in which he would ad­dress her. She was only un­pre­pared for an ex­ample of her own vis­it­ing-card.

			“You wouldn’t re­mem­ber giv­ing me this, Miss Schle­gel?” said he, un­eas­ily fa­mil­i­ar.

			“No; I can’t say I do.”

			“Well, that was how it happened, you see.”

			“Where did we meet, Mr. Bast? For the minute I don’t re­mem­ber.”

			“It was a con­cert at the Queen’s Hall. I think you will re­col­lect,” he ad­ded pre­ten­tiously, “when I tell you that it in­cluded a per­form­ance of the Fifth Sym­phony of Beeth­oven.”

			“We hear the Fifth prac­tic­ally every time it’s done, so I’m not sure—do you re­mem­ber, Helen?”

			“Was it the time the sandy cat walked round the bal­us­trade?”

			He thought not.

			“Then I don’t re­mem­ber. That’s the only Beeth­oven I ever re­mem­ber spe­cially.”

			“And you, if I may say so, took away my um­brella, in­ad­vert­ently of course.”

			“Likely enough,” Helen laughed, “for I steal um­brel­las even of­ten­er than I hear Beeth­oven. Did you get it back?”

			“Yes, thank you, Miss Schle­gel.”

			“The mis­take arose out of my card, did it?” in­ter­posed Mar­garet.

			“Yes, the mis­take arose—it was a mis­take.”

			“The lady who called here yes­ter­day thought that you were call­ing too, and that she could find you?” she con­tin­ued, push­ing him for­ward, for, though he had prom­ised an ex­plan­a­tion, he seemed un­able to give one.

			“That’s so, call­ing too—a mis­take.”

			“Then why—?” began Helen, but Mar­garet laid a hand on her arm.

			“I said to my wife,” he con­tin­ued more rap­idly—“I said to Mrs. Bast, ‘I have to pay a call on some friends,’ and Mrs. Bast said to me, ‘Do go.’ While I was gone, how­ever, she wanted me on im­port­ant busi­ness, and thought I had come here, ow­ing to the card, and so came after me, and I beg to tender my apo­lo­gies, and hers as well, for any in­con­veni­ence we may have in­ad­vert­ently caused you.”

			“No in­con­veni­ence,” said Helen; “but I still don’t un­der­stand.”

			An air of eva­sion char­ac­ter­ised Mr. Bast. He ex­plained again, but was ob­vi­ously ly­ing, and Helen didn’t see why he should get off. She had the cruelty of youth. Neg­lect­ing her sis­ter’s pres­sure, she said, “I still don’t un­der­stand. When did you say you paid this call?”

			“Call? What call?” said he, star­ing as if her ques­tion had been a fool­ish one, a fa­vour­ite device of those in mid­stream.

			“This af­ter­noon call.”

			“In the af­ter­noon, of course!” he replied, and looked at Tibby to see how the re­partee went. But Tibby was un­sym­path­et­ic, and said, “Sat­urday af­ter­noon or Sunday af­ter­noon?”

			“S—Sat­urday.”

			“Really!” said Helen; “and you were still call­ing on Sunday, when your wife came here. A long vis­it.”

			“I don’t call that fair,” said Mr. Bast, go­ing scar­let and hand­some. There was fight in his eyes. “I know what you mean, and it isn’t so.”

			“Oh, don’t let us mind,” said Mar­garet, dis­tressed again by odours from the abyss.

			“It was some­thing else,” he as­ser­ted, his elab­or­ate man­ner break­ing down. “I was some­where else to what you think, so there!”

			“It was good of you to come and ex­plain,” she said. “The rest is nat­ur­ally no con­cern of ours.”

			“Yes, but I want—I wanted—have you ever read The Or­deal of Richard Fever­el?”

			Mar­garet nod­ded.

			“It’s a beau­ti­ful book. I wanted to get back to the earth, don’t you see, like Richard does in the end. Or have you ever read Steven­son’s Prince Otto?”

			Helen and Tibby groaned gently.

			“That’s an­oth­er beau­ti­ful book. You get back to the earth in that. I wanted—” He mouthed af­fectedly. Then through the mists of his cul­ture came a hard fact, hard as a pebble. “I walked all the Sat­urday night,” said Le­onard. “I walked.” A thrill of ap­prov­al ran through the sis­ters. But cul­ture closed in again. He asked wheth­er they had ever read E. V. Lu­cas’s Open Road.

			Said Helen, “No doubt it’s an­oth­er beau­ti­ful book, but I’d rather hear about your road.”

			“Oh, I walked.”

			“How far?”

			“I don’t know, nor for how long. It got too dark to see my watch.”

			“Were you walk­ing alone, may I ask?”

			“Yes,” he said, straight­en­ing him­self; “but we’d been talk­ing it over at the of­fice. There’s been a lot of talk at the of­fice lately about these things. The fel­lows there said one steers by the Pole Star, and I looked it up in the ce­les­ti­al at­las, but once out of doors everything gets so mixed.”

			“Don’t talk to me about the Pole Star,” in­ter­rup­ted Helen, who was be­com­ing in­ter­ested. “I know its little ways. It goes round and round, and you go round after it.”

			“Well, I lost it en­tirely. First of all the street lamps, then the trees, and to­wards morn­ing it got cloudy.”

			Tibby, who pre­ferred his com­edy un­di­luted, slipped from the room. He knew that this fel­low would nev­er at­tain to po­etry, and did not want to hear him try­ing.

			Mar­garet and Helen re­mained. Their broth­er in­flu­enced them more than they knew; in his ab­sence they were stirred to en­thu­si­asm more eas­ily.

			“Where did you start from?” cried Mar­garet. “Do tell us more.”

			“I took the Un­der­ground to Wimble­don. As I came out of the of­fice I said to my­self, ‘I must have a walk once in a way. If I don’t take this walk now, I shall nev­er take it.’ I had a bit of din­ner at Wimble­don, and then—”

			“But not good coun­try there, is it?”

			“It was gas-lamps for hours. Still, I had all the night, and be­ing out was the great thing. I did get in­to woods, too, presently.”

			“Yes, go on,” said Helen.

			“You’ve no idea how dif­fi­cult un­even ground is when it’s dark.”

			“Did you ac­tu­ally go off the roads?”

			“Oh yes. I al­ways meant to go off the roads, but the worst of it is that it’s more dif­fi­cult to find one’s way.”

			“Mr. Bast, you’re a born ad­ven­turer,” laughed Mar­garet. “No pro­fes­sion­al ath­lete would have at­temp­ted what you’ve done. It’s a won­der your walk didn’t end in a broken neck. Whatever did your wife say?”

			“Pro­fes­sion­al ath­letes nev­er move without lan­terns and com­passes,” said Helen. “Be­sides, they can’t walk. It tires them. Go on.”

			“I felt like R. L. S. You prob­ably re­mem­ber how in Vir­ginibus—”

			“Yes, but the wood. This ’ere wood. How did you get out of it?”

			“I man­aged one wood, and found a road the oth­er side which went a good bit up­hill. I rather fancy it was those North Downs, for the road went off in­to grass, and I got in­to an­oth­er wood. That was aw­ful, with gorse bushes. I did wish I’d nev­er come, but sud­denly it got light—just while I seemed go­ing un­der one tree. Then I found a road down to a sta­tion, and took the first train I could back to Lon­don.”

			“But was the dawn won­der­ful?” asked Helen.

			With un­for­get­table sin­cer­ity he replied, “No.” The word flew again like a pebble from the sling. Down toppled all that had seemed ig­noble or lit­er­ary in his talk, down toppled tire­some R. L. S. and the “love of the earth” and his silk top-hat. In the pres­ence of these wo­men Le­onard had ar­rived, and he spoke with a flow, an ex­ulta­tion, that he had sel­dom known.

			“The dawn was only grey, it was noth­ing to men­tion.”

			“Just a grey even­ing turned up­side down. I know.”

			“—and I was too tired to lift up my head to look at it, and so cold too. I’m glad I did it, and yet at the time it bored me more than I can say. And be­sides—you can be­lieve me or not as you choose—I was very hungry. That din­ner at Wimble­don—I meant it to last me all night like oth­er din­ners. I nev­er thought that walk­ing would make such a dif­fer­ence. Why, when you’re walk­ing you want, as it were, a break­fast and lunch­eon and tea dur­ing the night as well, and I’d noth­ing but a pack­et of Wood­bines. Lord, I did feel bad! Look­ing back, it wasn’t what you may call en­joy­ment. It was more a case of stick­ing to it. I did stick. I—I was de­term­ined. Oh, hang it all! what’s the good—I mean, the good of liv­ing in a room forever? There one goes on day after day, same old game, same up and down to town, un­til you for­get there is any oth­er game. You ought to see once in a way what’s go­ing on out­side, if it’s only noth­ing par­tic­u­lar after all.”

			“I should just think you ought,” said Helen, sit­ting on the edge of the table.

			The sound of a lady’s voice re­called him from sin­cer­ity, and he said: “Curi­ous it should all come about from read­ing some­thing of Richard Jef­fer­ies.”

			“Ex­cuse me, Mr. Bast, but you’re wrong there. It didn’t. It came from some­thing far great­er.”

			But she could not stop him. Bor­row was im­min­ent after Jef­fer­ies—Bor­row, Thor­eau, and sor­row. R. L. S. brought up the rear, and the out­burst ended in a swamp of books. No dis­respect to these great names. The fault is ours, not theirs. They mean us to use them for sign­posts, and are not to blame if, in our weak­ness, we mis­take the sign­post for the des­tin­a­tion. And Le­onard had reached the des­tin­a­tion. He had vis­ited the county of Sur­rey when dark­ness covered its amen­it­ies, and its cosy vil­las had re-entered an­cient night. Every twelve hours this mir­acle hap­pens, but he had troubled to go and see for him­self. With­in his cramped little mind dwelt some­thing that was great­er than Jef­fer­ies’ books—the spir­it that led Jef­fer­ies to write them; and his dawn, though re­veal­ing noth­ing but mono­tones, was part of the etern­al sun­rise that shows George Bor­row Stone­henge.

			“Then you don’t think I was fool­ish?” he asked be­com­ing again the na­ive and sweet-tempered boy for whom Nature in­ten­ded him.

			“Heav­ens, no!” replied Mar­garet.

			“Heav­en help us if we do!” replied Helen.

			“I’m very glad you say that. Now, my wife would nev­er un­der­stand—not if I ex­plained for days.”

			“No, it wasn’t fool­ish!” cried Helen, her eyes aflame. “You’ve pushed back the bound­ar­ies; I think it splen­did of you.”

			“You’ve not been con­tent to dream as we have—”

			“Though we have walked, too—”

			“I must show you a pic­ture up­stairs—”

			Here the door­bell rang. The hansom had come to take them to their even­ing party.

			“Oh, both­er, not to say dash—I had for­got­ten we were din­ing out; but do, do, come round again and have a talk.”

			“Yes, you must—do,” echoed Mar­garet.

			Le­onard, with ex­treme sen­ti­ment, replied: “No, I shall not. It’s bet­ter like this.”

			“Why bet­ter?” asked Mar­garet.

			“No, it is bet­ter not to risk a second in­ter­view. I shall al­ways look back on this talk with you as one of the finest things in my life. Really. I mean this. We can nev­er re­peat. It has done me real good, and there we had bet­ter leave it.”

			“That’s rather a sad view of life, surely.”

			“Things so of­ten get spoiled.”

			“I know,” flashed Helen, “but people don’t.”

			He could not un­der­stand this. He con­tin­ued in a vein which mingled true ima­gin­a­tion and false. What he said wasn’t wrong, but it wasn’t right, and a false note jarred. One little twist, they felt, and the in­stru­ment might be in tune. One little strain, and it might be si­lent forever. He thanked the ladies very much, but he would not call again. There was a mo­ment’s awk­ward­ness, and then Helen said: “Go, then; per­haps you know best; but nev­er for­get you’re bet­ter than Jef­fer­ies.” And he went. Their hansom caught him up at the corner, passed with a wav­ing of hands, and van­ished with its ac­com­plished load in­to the even­ing.

			Lon­don was be­gin­ning to il­lu­min­ate her­self against the night. Elec­tric lights sizzled and jagged in the main thor­ough­fares, gas-lamps in the side streets glimmered a ca­nary gold or green. The sky was a crim­son bat­tle­field of spring, but Lon­don was not afraid. Her smoke mit­ig­ated the splend­our, and the clouds down Ox­ford Street were a del­ic­ately painted ceil­ing, which ad­orned while it did not dis­tract. She had nev­er known the clear-cut armies of the purer air. Le­onard hur­ried through her tin­ted won­ders, very much part of the pic­ture. His was a grey life, and to bright­en it he had ruled off a few corners for ro­mance. The Miss Schle­gels—or, to speak more ac­cur­ately, his in­ter­view with them—were to fill such a corner, nor was it by any means the first time that he had talked in­tim­ately to strangers. The habit was ana­log­ous to a de­bauch, an out­let, though the worst of out­lets, for in­stincts that would not be denied. Ter­ri­fy­ing him, it would beat down his sus­pi­cions and prudence un­til he was con­fid­ing secrets to people whom he had scarcely seen. It brought him many fears and some pleas­ant memor­ies. Per­haps the keen­est hap­pi­ness he had ever known was dur­ing a rail­way jour­ney to Cam­bridge, where a de­cent-mannered un­der­gradu­ate had spoken to him. They had got in­to con­ver­sa­tion, and gradu­ally Le­onard flung reti­cence aside, told some of his do­mest­ic troubles and hin­ted at the rest. The un­der­gradu­ate, sup­pos­ing they could start a friend­ship, asked him to “cof­fee after hall,” which he ac­cep­ted, but af­ter­wards grew shy, and took care not to stir from the com­mer­cial hotel where he lodged. He did not want Ro­mance to col­lide with the Por­phyri­on, still less with Jacky, and people with fuller, hap­pi­er lives are slow to un­der­stand this. To the Schle­gels, as to the un­der­gradu­ate, he was an in­ter­est­ing creature, of whom they wanted to see more. But they to him were den­iz­ens of Ro­mance, who must keep to the corner he had as­signed them, pic­tures that must not walk out of their frames.

			His be­ha­viour over Mar­garet’s vis­it­ing-card had been typ­ic­al. His had scarcely been a tra­gic mar­riage. Where there is no money and no in­clin­a­tion to vi­ol­ence tragedy can­not be gen­er­ated. He could not leave his wife, and he did not want to hit her. Petu­lance and squal­or were enough. Here “that card” had come in. Le­onard, though furt­ive, was un­tidy, and left it ly­ing about. Jacky found it, and then began, “What’s that card, eh?” “Yes, don’t you wish you knew what that card was?” “Len, who’s Miss Schle­gel?” etc. Months passed, and the card, now as a joke, now as a griev­ance, was handed about, get­ting dirti­er and dirti­er. It fol­lowed them when they moved from Camelia Road to Tulse Hill. It was sub­mit­ted to third parties. A few inches of paste­board, it be­came the bat­tle­field on which the souls of Le­onard and his wife con­ten­ded. Why did he not say, “A lady took my um­brella, an­oth­er gave me this that I might call for my um­brella”? Be­cause Jacky would have dis­be­lieved him? Partly, but chiefly be­cause he was sen­ti­ment­al. No af­fec­tion gathered round the card, but it sym­bol­ised the life of cul­ture, that Jacky should nev­er spoil. At night he would say to him­self, “Well, at all events, she doesn’t know about that card. Yah! done her there!”

			Poor Jacky! she was not a bad sort, and had a great deal to bear. She drew her own con­clu­sion—she was only cap­able of draw­ing one con­clu­sion—and in the full­ness of time she ac­ted upon it. All the Fri­day Le­onard had re­fused to speak to her, and had spent the even­ing ob­serving the stars. On the Sat­urday he went up, as usu­al, to town, but he came not back Sat­urday night, nor Sunday morn­ing, nor Sunday af­ter­noon. The in­con­veni­ence grew in­tol­er­able, and though she was now of a re­tir­ing habit, and shy of wo­men, she went up to Wick­ham Place. Le­onard re­turned in her ab­sence. The card, the fatal card, was gone from the pages of Ruskin, and he guessed what had happened.

			“Well?” he had ex­claimed, greet­ing her with peals of laughter. “I know where you’ve been, but you don’t know where I’ve been.”

			Jacky sighed, said, “Len, I do think you might ex­plain,” and re­sumed do­mest­icity.

			Ex­plan­a­tions were dif­fi­cult at this stage, and Le­onard was too silly—or it is tempt­ing to write, too sound a chap to at­tempt them. His reti­cence was not en­tirely the shoddy art­icle that a busi­ness life pro­motes, the reti­cence that pre­tends that noth­ing is some­thing, and hides be­hind the Daily Tele­graph. The ad­ven­turer, also, is reti­cent, and it is an ad­ven­ture for a clerk to walk for a few hours in dark­ness. You may laugh at him, you who have slept nights out on the veldt, with your rifle be­side you and all the at­mo­sphere of ad­ven­ture pat. And you also may laugh who think ad­ven­tures silly. But do not be sur­prised if Le­onard is shy whenev­er he meets you, and if the Schle­gels rather than Jacky hear about the dawn.

			That the Schle­gels had not thought him fool­ish be­came a per­man­ent joy. He was at his best when he thought of them. It buoyed him as he jour­neyed home be­neath fad­ing heav­ens. Some­how the bar­ri­ers of wealth had fallen, and there had been—he could not phrase it—a gen­er­al as­ser­tion of the won­der of the world. “My con­vic­tion,” says the mys­tic, “gains in­fin­itely the mo­ment an­oth­er soul will be­lieve in it,” and they had agreed that there was some­thing bey­ond life’s daily grey. He took off his top-hat and smoothed it thought­fully. He had hitherto sup­posed the un­known to be books, lit­er­at­ure, clev­er con­ver­sa­tion, cul­ture. One raised one­self by study, and got up­sides with the world. But in that quick in­ter­change a new light dawned. Was that “some­thing” walk­ing in the dark among the sub­urb­an hills?

			He dis­covered that he was go­ing bare­headed down Re­gent Street. Lon­don came back with a rush. Few were about at this hour, but all whom he passed looked at him with a hos­til­ity that was the more im­press­ive be­cause it was un­con­scious. He put his hat on. It was too big; his head dis­ap­peared like a pud­ding in­to a basin, the ears bend­ing out­wards at the touch of the curly brim. He wore it a little back­wards, and its ef­fect was greatly to elong­ate the face and to bring out the dis­tance between the eyes and the mous­tache. Thus equipped, he es­caped cri­ti­cism. No one felt un­easy as he titupped along the pave­ments, the heart of a man tick­ing fast in his chest.

		
	
		
			XV

			The sis­ters went out to din­ner full of their ad­ven­ture, and when they were both full of the same sub­ject, there were few din­ner-parties that could stand up against them. This par­tic­u­lar one, which was all ladies, had more kick in it than most, but suc­cumbed after a struggle. Helen at one part of the table, Mar­garet at the oth­er, would talk of Mr. Bast and of no one else, and some­where about the en­trée their mono­logues col­lided, fell ru­in­ing, and be­came com­mon prop­erty. Nor was this all. The din­ner-party was really an in­form­al dis­cus­sion club; there was a pa­per after it, read amid cof­fee-cups and laughter in the draw­ing-room, but deal­ing more or less thought­fully with some top­ic of gen­er­al in­terest. After the pa­per came a de­bate, and in this de­bate Mr. Bast also figured, ap­pear­ing now as a bright spot in civil­isa­tion, now as a dark spot, ac­cord­ing to the tem­pera­ment of the speak­er. The sub­ject of the pa­per had been, “How ought I to dis­pose of my money?” the read­er pro­fess­ing to be a mil­lion­aire on the point of death, in­clined to be­queath her for­tune for the found­a­tion of loc­al art gal­ler­ies, but open to con­vic­tion from oth­er sources. The vari­ous parts had been as­signed be­fore­hand, and some of the speeches were amus­ing. The host­ess as­sumed the un­grate­ful role of “the mil­lion­aire’s eld­est son,” and im­plored her ex­pir­ing par­ent not to dis­lo­cate So­ci­ety by al­low­ing such vast sums to pass out of the fam­ily. Money was the fruit of self-deni­al, and the second gen­er­a­tion had a right to profit by the self-deni­al of the first. What right had “Mr. Bast” to profit? The Na­tion­al Gal­lery was good enough for the likes of him. After prop­erty had had its say—a say­ing that is ne­ces­sar­ily un­gra­cious—the vari­ous phil­an­throp­ists stepped for­ward. Some­thing must be done for “Mr. Bast”; his con­di­tions must be im­proved without im­pair­ing his in­de­pend­ence; he must have a free lib­rary, or free ten­nis-courts; his rent must be paid in such a way that he did not know it was be­ing paid; it must be made worth his while to join the Ter­rit­ori­als; he must be for­cibly par­ted from his un­in­spir­ing wife, the money go­ing to her as com­pens­a­tion; he must be as­signed a Twin Star, some mem­ber of the leis­ured classes who would watch over him cease­lessly (groans from Helen); he must be giv­en food but no clothes, clothes but no food, a third-re­turn tick­et to Venice, without either food or clothes when he ar­rived there. In short, he might be giv­en any­thing and everything so long as it was not the money it­self.

			And here Mar­garet in­ter­rup­ted.

			“Or­der, or­der, Miss Schle­gel!” said the read­er of the pa­per. “You are here, I un­der­stand, to ad­vise me in the in­terests of the So­ci­ety for the Pre­ser­va­tion of Places of His­tor­ic In­terest or Nat­ur­al Beauty. I can­not have you speak­ing out of your role. It makes my poor head go round, and I think you for­get that I am very ill.”

			“Your head won’t go round if only you’ll listen to my ar­gu­ment,” said Mar­garet. “Why not give him the money it­self? You’re sup­posed to have about thirty thou­sand a year.”

			“Have I? I thought I had a mil­lion.”

			“Wasn’t a mil­lion your cap­it­al? Dear me! we ought to have settled that. Still, it doesn’t mat­ter. Whatever you’ve got, I or­der you to give as many poor men as you can three hun­dred a year each.”

			“But that would be pau­per­ising them,” said an earn­est girl, who liked the Schle­gels, but thought them a little un­spir­itu­al at times.

			“Not if you gave them so much. A big wind­fall would not pau­per­ise a man. It is these little drib­lets, dis­trib­uted among too many, that do the harm. Money’s edu­ca­tion­al. It’s far more edu­ca­tion­al than the things it buys.” There was a protest. “In a sense,” ad­ded Mar­garet, but the protest con­tin­ued. “Well, isn’t the most civ­il­ized thing go­ing, the man who has learnt to wear his in­come prop­erly?”

			“Ex­actly what your Mr. Basts won’t do.”

			“Give them a chance. Give them money. Don’t dole them out po­etry-books and rail­way-tick­ets like ba­bies. Give them the where­with­al to buy these things. When your So­cial­ism comes it may be dif­fer­ent, and we may think in terms of com­mod­it­ies in­stead of cash. Till it comes give people cash, for it is the warp of civil­isa­tion, whatever the woof may be. The ima­gin­a­tion ought to play upon money and real­ise it vividly, for it’s the—the second most im­port­ant thing in the world. It is so slurred over and hushed up, there is so little clear think­ing—oh, polit­ic­al eco­nomy, of course, but so few of us think clearly about our own private in­comes, and ad­mit that in­de­pend­ent thoughts are in nine cases out of ten the res­ult of in­de­pend­ent means. Money: give Mr. Bast money, and don’t both­er about his ideals. He’ll pick up those for him­self.”

			She leant back while the more earn­est mem­bers of the club began to mis­con­strue her. The fe­male mind, though cruelly prac­tic­al in daily life, can­not bear to hear ideals be­littled in con­ver­sa­tion, and Miss Schle­gel was asked how­ever she could say such dread­ful things, and what it would profit Mr. Bast if he gained the whole world and lost his own soul. She answered, “Noth­ing, but he would not gain his soul un­til he had gained a little of the world.” Then they said, “No, we do not be­lieve it,” and she ad­mit­ted that an over­worked clerk may save his soul in the su­perter­restri­al sense, where the ef­fort will be taken for the deed, but she denied that he will ever ex­plore the spir­itu­al re­sources of this world, will ever know the rarer joys of the body, or at­tain to clear and pas­sion­ate in­ter­course with his fel­lows. Oth­ers had at­tacked the fab­ric of So­ci­ety—Prop­erty, In­terest, etc.; she only fixed her eyes on a few hu­man be­ings, to see how, un­der present con­di­tions, they could be made hap­pi­er. Do­ing good to hu­man­ity was use­less: the many-col­oured ef­forts thereto spread­ing over the vast area like films and res­ult­ing in an uni­ver­sal grey. To do good to one, or, as in this case, to a few, was the ut­most she dare hope for.

			Between the ideal­ists, and the polit­ic­al eco­nom­ists, Mar­garet had a bad time. Dis­agree­ing else­where, they agreed in dis­own­ing her, and in keep­ing the ad­min­is­tra­tion of the mil­lion­aire’s money in their own hands. The earn­est girl brought for­ward a scheme of “per­son­al su­per­vi­sion and mu­tu­al help,” the ef­fect of which was to al­ter poor people un­til they be­came ex­actly like people who were not so poor. The host­ess per­tin­ently re­marked that she, as eld­est son, might surely rank among the mil­lion­aire’s leg­atees. Mar­garet weakly ad­mit­ted the claim, and an­oth­er claim was at once set up by Helen, who de­clared that she had been the mil­lion­aire’s house­maid for over forty years, overfed and un­der­paid; was noth­ing to be done for her, so cor­pu­lent and poor? The mil­lion­aire then read out her last will and test­a­ment, in which she left the whole of her for­tune to the Chan­cel­lor of the Ex­chequer. Then she died. The ser­i­ous parts of the dis­cus­sion had been of high­er mer­it than the play­ful—in a men’s de­bate is the re­verse more gen­er­al?—but the meet­ing broke up hil­ari­ously enough, and a dozen happy ladies dis­persed to their homes.

			Helen and Mar­garet walked with the earn­est girl as far as Bat­ter­sea Bridge Sta­tion, ar­guing co­pi­ously all the way. When she had gone they were con­scious of an al­le­vi­ation, and of the great beauty of the even­ing. They turned back to­wards Oakley Street. The lamps and the plane-trees, fol­low­ing the line of the em­bank­ment, struck a note of dig­nity that is rare in Eng­lish cit­ies. The seats, al­most deser­ted, were here and there oc­cu­pied by gen­tle­folk in even­ing dress, who had strolled out from the houses be­hind to en­joy fresh air and the whis­per of the rising tide. There is some­thing con­tin­ent­al about Chelsea Em­bank­ment. It is an open space used rightly, a bless­ing more fre­quent in Ger­many than here. As Mar­garet and Helen sat down, the city be­hind them seemed to be a vast theatre, an op­era-house in which some end­less tri­logy was per­form­ing, and they them­selves a pair of sat­is­fied sub­scribers, who did not mind los­ing a little of the second act.

			“Cold?”

			“No.”

			“Tired?”

			“Doesn’t mat­ter.”

			The earn­est girl’s train rumbled away over the bridge.

			“I say, Helen—”

			“Well?”

			“Are we really go­ing to fol­low up Mr. Bast?”

			“I don’t know.”

			“I think we won’t.”

			“As you like.”

			“It’s no good, I think, un­less you really mean to know people. The dis­cus­sion brought that home to me. We got on well enough with him in a spir­it of ex­cite­ment, but think of ra­tion­al in­ter­course. We mustn’t play at friend­ship. No, it’s no good.”

			“There’s Mrs. Lan­oline, too,” Helen yawned. “So dull.”

			“Just so, and pos­sibly worse than dull.”

			“I should like to know how he got hold of your card.”

			“But he said—some­thing about a con­cert and an um­brella.”

			“Then did the card see the wife—”

			“Helen, come to bed.”

			“No, just a little longer, it is so beau­ti­ful. Tell me; oh yes; did you say money is the warp of the world?”

			“Yes.”

			“Then what’s the woof?”

			“Very much what one chooses,” said Mar­garet. “It’s some­thing that isn’t money—one can’t say more.”

			“Walk­ing at night?”

			“Prob­ably.”

			“For Tibby, Ox­ford?”

			“It seems so.”

			“For you?”

			“Now that we have to leave Wick­ham Place, I be­gin to think it’s that. For Mrs. Wil­cox it was cer­tainly Howards End.”

			One’s own name will carry im­mense dis­tances. Mr. Wil­cox, who was sit­ting with friends many seats away, heard this, rose to his feet, and strolled along to­wards the speak­ers.

			“It is sad to sup­pose that places may ever be more im­port­ant than people,” con­tin­ued Mar­garet.

			“Why, Meg? They’re so much nicer gen­er­ally. I’d rather think of that for­est­er’s house in Pom­er­a­nia than of the fat Herr För­st­meister who lived in it.”

			“I be­lieve we shall come to care about people less and less, Helen. The more people one knows the easi­er it be­comes to re­place them. It’s one of the curses of Lon­don. I quite ex­pect to end my life caring most for a place.”

			Here Mr. Wil­cox reached them. It was sev­er­al weeks since they had met.

			“How do you do?” he cried. “I thought I re­cog­nised your voices. Whatever are you both do­ing down here?”

			His tones were pro­tect­ive. He im­plied that one ought not to sit out on Chelsea Em­bank­ment without a male es­cort. Helen re­sen­ted this, but Mar­garet ac­cep­ted it as part of the good man’s equip­ment.

			“What an age it is since I’ve seen you, Mr. Wil­cox. I met Evie in the Tube, though, lately. I hope you have good news of your son.”

			“Paul?” said Mr. Wil­cox, ex­tin­guish­ing his ci­gar­ette, and sit­ting down between them. “Oh, Paul’s all right. We had a line from Madeira. He’ll be at work again by now.”

			“Ugh—” said Helen, shud­der­ing from com­plex causes.

			“I beg your par­don?”

			“Isn’t the cli­mate of Ni­ger­ia too hor­rible?”

			“Someone’s got to go,” he said simply. “Eng­land will nev­er keep her trade over­seas un­less she is pre­pared to make sac­ri­fices. Un­less we get firm in West Africa, Ger—un­told com­plic­a­tions may fol­low. Now tell me all your news.”

			“Oh, we’ve had a splen­did even­ing,” cried Helen, who al­ways woke up at the ad­vent of a vis­it­or. “We be­long to a kind of club that reads pa­pers, Mar­garet and I—all wo­men, but there is a dis­cus­sion after. This even­ing it was on how one ought to leave one’s money—wheth­er to one’s fam­ily, or to the poor, and if so how—oh, most in­ter­est­ing.”

			The man of busi­ness smiled. Since his wife’s death he had al­most doubled his in­come. He was an im­port­ant fig­ure at last, a re­as­sur­ing name on com­pany pro­spect­uses, and life had treated him very well. The world seemed in his grasp as he listened to the River Thames, which still flowed in­land from the sea. So won­der­ful to the girls, it held no mys­ter­ies for him. He had helped to shorten its long tid­al trough by tak­ing shares in the lock at Ted­ding­ton, and if he and oth­er cap­it­al­ists thought good, some day it could be shortened again. With a good din­ner in­side him and an ami­able but aca­dem­ic wo­man on either flank, he felt that his hands were on all the ropes of life, and that what he did not know could not be worth know­ing.

			“Sounds a most ori­gin­al en­ter­tain­ment!” he ex­claimed, and laughed in his pleas­ant way. “I wish Evie would go to that sort of thing. But she hasn’t the time. She’s taken to breed­ing Ab­er­deen ter­ri­ers—jolly little dogs.”

			“I ex­pect we’d bet­ter be do­ing the same, really.”

			“We pre­tend we’re im­prov­ing ourselves, you see,” said Helen a little sharply, for the Wil­cox glam­our is not of the kind that re­turns, and she had bit­ter memor­ies of the days when a speech such as he had just made would have im­pressed her fa­vour­ably. “We sup­pose it a good thing to waste an even­ing once a fort­night over a de­bate, but, as my sis­ter says, it may be bet­ter to breed dogs.”

			“Not at all. I don’t agree with your sis­ter. There’s noth­ing like a de­bate to teach one quick­ness. I of­ten wish I had gone in for them when I was a young­ster. It would have helped me no end.”

			“Quick­ness—?”

			“Yes. Quick­ness in ar­gu­ment. Time after time I’ve missed scor­ing a point be­cause the oth­er man has had the gift of the gab and I haven’t. Oh, I be­lieve in these dis­cus­sions.”

			The pat­ron­ising tone, thought Mar­garet, came well enough from a man who was old enough to be their fath­er. She had al­ways main­tained that Mr. Wil­cox had a charm. In times of sor­row or emo­tion his in­ad­equacy had pained her, but it was pleas­ant to listen to him now, and to watch his thick brown mous­tache and high fore­head con­front­ing the stars. But Helen was nettled. The aim of their de­bates she im­plied was Truth.

			“Oh yes, it doesn’t much mat­ter what sub­ject you take,” said he.

			Mar­garet laughed and said, “But this is go­ing to be far bet­ter than the de­bate it­self.” Helen re­covered her­self and laughed too. “No, I won’t go on,” she de­clared. “I’ll just put our spe­cial case to Mr. Wil­cox.”

			“About Mr. Bast? Yes, do. He’ll be more le­ni­ent to a spe­cial case.”

			“But, Mr. Wil­cox, do first light an­oth­er ci­gar­ette. It’s this. We’ve just come across a young fel­low, who’s evid­ently very poor, and who seems in­terest—”

			“What’s his pro­fes­sion?”

			“Clerk.”

			“What in?”

			“Do you re­mem­ber, Mar­garet?”

			“Por­phyri­on Fire In­sur­ance Com­pany.”

			“Oh yes; the nice people who gave Aunt Ju­ley a new hearth rug. He seems in­ter­est­ing, in some ways very, and one wishes one could help him. He is mar­ried to a wife whom he doesn’t seem to care for much. He likes books, and what one may roughly call ad­ven­ture, and if he had a chance—But he is so poor. He lives a life where all the money is apt to go on non­sense and clothes. One is so afraid that cir­cum­stances will be too strong for him and that he will sink. Well, he got mixed up in our de­bate. He wasn’t the sub­ject of it, but it seemed to bear on his point. Sup­pose a mil­lion­aire died, and de­sired to leave money to help such a man. How should he be helped? Should he be giv­en three hun­dred pounds a year dir­ect, which was Mar­garet’s plan? Most of them thought this would pau­per­ise him. Should he and those like him be giv­en free lib­rar­ies? I said ‘No!’ He doesn’t want more books to read, but to read books rightly. My sug­ges­tion was he should be giv­en some­thing every year to­wards a sum­mer hol­i­day, but then there is his wife, and they said she would have to go too. Noth­ing seemed quite right! Now what do you think? Ima­gine that you were a mil­lion­aire, and wanted to help the poor. What would you do?”

			Mr. Wil­cox, whose for­tune was not so very far be­low the stand­ard in­dic­ated, laughed ex­uber­antly. “My dear Miss Schle­gel, I will not rush in where your sex has been un­able to tread. I will not add an­oth­er plan to the nu­mer­ous ex­cel­lent ones that have been already sug­ges­ted. My only con­tri­bu­tion is this: let your young friend clear out of the Por­phyri­on Fire In­sur­ance Com­pany with all pos­sible speed.”

			“Why?” said Mar­garet.

			He lowered his voice. “This is between friends. It’ll be in the Re­ceiv­er’s hands be­fore Christ­mas. It’ll smash,” he ad­ded, think­ing that she had not un­der­stood.

			“Dear me, Helen, listen to that. And he’ll have to get an­oth­er place!”

			“Will have? Let him leave the ship be­fore it sinks. Let him get one now.”

			“Rather than wait, to make sure?”

			“De­cidedly.”

			“Why’s that?”

			Again the Olympi­an laugh, and the lowered voice. “Nat­ur­ally the man who’s in a situ­ation when he ap­plies stands a bet­ter chance, is in a stronger po­s­i­tion, than the man who isn’t. It looks as if he’s worth some­thing. I know by my­self—(this is let­ting you in­to the State secrets)—it af­fects an em­ploy­er greatly. Hu­man nature, I’m afraid.”

			“I hadn’t thought of that,” mur­mured Mar­garet, while Helen said, “Our hu­man nature ap­pears to be the oth­er way round. We em­ploy people be­cause they’re un­em­ployed. The boot man, for in­stance.”

			“And how does he clean the boots?”

			“Not well,” con­fessed Mar­garet.

			“There you are!”

			“Then do you really ad­vise us to tell this youth—?”

			“I ad­vise noth­ing,” he in­ter­rup­ted, glan­cing up and down the Em­bank­ment, in case his in­dis­cre­tion had been over­heard. “I oughtn’t to have spoken—but I hap­pen to know, be­ing more or less be­hind the scenes. The Por­phyri­on’s a bad, bad con­cern—Now, don’t say I said so. It’s out­side the Tar­iff Ring.”

			“Cer­tainly I won’t say. In fact, I don’t know what that means.”

			“I thought an in­sur­ance com­pany nev­er smashed,” was Helen’s con­tri­bu­tion. “Don’t the oth­ers al­ways run in and save them?”

			“You’re think­ing of re­in­sur­ance,” said Mr. Wil­cox mildly. “It is ex­actly there that the Por­phyri­on is weak. It has tried to un­der­cut, has been badly hit by a long series of small fires, and it hasn’t been able to re­in­sure. I’m afraid that pub­lic com­pan­ies don’t save one an­oth­er for love.”

			“ ‘Hu­man nature,’ I sup­pose,” quoted Helen, and he laughed and agreed that it was. When Mar­garet said that she sup­posed that clerks, like every­one else, found it ex­tremely dif­fi­cult to get situ­ations in these days, he replied, “Yes, ex­tremely,” and rose to re­join his friends. He knew by his own of­fice—sel­dom a va­cant post, and hun­dreds of ap­plic­ants for it; at present no va­cant post.

			“And how’s Howards End look­ing?” said Mar­garet, wish­ing to change the sub­ject be­fore they par­ted. Mr. Wil­cox was a little apt to think one wanted to get some­thing out of him.

			“It’s let.”

			“Really. And you wan­der­ing home­less in long­haired Chelsea? How strange are the ways of Fate!”

			“No; it’s let un­fur­nished. We’ve moved.”

			“Why, I thought of you both as anchored there forever. Evie nev­er told me.”

			“I dare say when you met Evie the thing wasn’t settled. We only moved a week ago. Paul has rather a feel­ing for the old place, and we held on for him to have his hol­i­day there; but, really, it is im­possibly small. End­less draw­backs. I for­get wheth­er you’ve been up to it?”

			“As far as the house, nev­er.”

			“Well, Howards End is one of those con­ver­ted farms. They don’t really do, spend what you will on them. We messed away with a gar­age all among the wych-elm roots, and last year we en­closed a bit of the mead­ow and at­temp­ted a rock­ery. Evie got rather keen on Alpine plants. But it didn’t do—no, it didn’t do. You re­mem­ber, your sis­ter will re­mem­ber, the farm with those ab­om­in­able guinea-fowls, and the hedge that the old wo­man nev­er would cut prop­erly, so that it all went thin at the bot­tom. And, in­side the house, the beams—and the stair­case through a door—pic­tur­esque enough, but not a place to live in.” He glanced over the para­pet cheer­fully. “Full tide. And the po­s­i­tion wasn’t right either. The neigh­bour­hood’s get­ting sub­urb­an. Either be in Lon­don or out of it, I say; so we’ve taken a house in Ducie Street, close to Sloane Street, and a place right down in Shrop­shire—Oniton Grange. Ever heard of Oniton? Do come and see us—right away from every­where, up to­wards Wales.”

			“What a change!” said Mar­garet. But the change was in her own voice, which had be­come most sad. “I can’t ima­gine Howards End or Hilton without you.”

			“Hilton isn’t without us,” he replied. “Charles is there still.”

			“Still?” said Mar­garet, who had not kept up with the Charles’s. “But I thought he was still at Ep­som. They were fur­nish­ing that Christ­mas—one Christ­mas. How everything al­ters! I used to ad­mire Mrs. Charles from our win­dows very of­ten. Wasn’t it Ep­som?”

			“Yes, but they moved eight­een months ago. Charles, the good chap”—his voice dropped—“thought I should be lonely. I didn’t want him to move, but he would, and took a house at the oth­er end of Hilton, down by the Six Hills. He had a mo­tor, too. There they all are, a very jolly party—he and she and the two grand­chil­dren.”

			“I man­age oth­er people’s af­fairs so much bet­ter than they man­age them them­selves,” said Mar­garet as they shook hands. “When you moved out of Howards End, I should have moved Mr. Charles Wil­cox in­to it. I should have kept so re­mark­able a place in the fam­ily.”

			“So it is,” he replied. “I haven’t sold it, and don’t mean to.”

			“No; but none of you are there.”

			“Oh, we’ve got a splen­did ten­ant—Hamar Bryce, an in­val­id. If Charles ever wanted it—but he won’t. Dolly is so de­pend­ent on mod­ern con­veni­ences. No, we have all de­cided against Howards End. We like it in a way, but now we feel that it is neither one thing nor the oth­er. One must have one thing or the oth­er.”

			“And some people are lucky enough to have both. You’re do­ing your­self proud, Mr. Wil­cox. My con­grat­u­la­tions.”

			“And mine,” said Helen.

			“Do re­mind Evie to come and see us—2 Wick­ham Place. We shan’t be there very long, either.”

			“You, too, on the move?”

			“Next Septem­ber,” Mar­garet sighed.

			“Every­one mov­ing! Good­bye.”

			The tide had be­gun to ebb. Mar­garet leant over the para­pet and watched it sadly. Mr. Wil­cox had for­got­ten his wife, Helen her lov­er; she her­self was prob­ably for­get­ting. Every­one mov­ing. Is it worth while at­tempt­ing the past when there is this con­tinu­al flux even in the hearts of men?

			Helen roused her by say­ing: “What a pros­per­ous vul­gari­an Mr. Wil­cox has grown! I have very little use for him in these days. How­ever, he did tell us about the Por­phyri­on. Let us write to Mr. Bast as soon as ever we get home, and tell him to clear out of it at once.”

			“Do; yes, that’s worth do­ing. Let us.”

		
	
		
			XVI

			Le­onard ac­cep­ted the in­vit­a­tion to tea next Sat­urday. But he was right; the vis­it proved a con­spicu­ous fail­ure.

			“Sug­ar?” said Mar­garet.

			“Cake?” said Helen. “The big cake or the little dead­lies? I’m afraid you thought my let­ter rather odd, but we’ll ex­plain—we aren’t odd, really—nor af­fected, really. We’re over-ex­press­ive—that’s all.”

			As a lady’s lap­dog Le­onard did not ex­cel. He was not an Itali­an, still less a French­man, in whose blood there runs the very spir­it of per­si­flage and of gra­cious re­partee. His wit was the Cock­ney’s; it opened no doors in­to ima­gin­a­tion, and Helen was drawn up short by “The more a lady has to say, the bet­ter,” ad­min­istered wag­gishly.

			“Oh yes,” she said.

			“Ladies bright­en—”

			“Yes, I know. The darlings are reg­u­lar sun­beams. Let me give you a plate.”

			“How do you like your work?” in­ter­posed Mar­garet.

			He, too, was drawn up short. He would not have these wo­men pry­ing in­to his work. They were Ro­mance, and so was the room to which he had at last pen­et­rated, with the queer sketches of people bathing upon its walls, and so were the very tea­cups, with their del­ic­ate bor­ders of wild straw­ber­ries. But he would not let ro­mance in­ter­fere with his life. There is the dev­il to pay then.

			“Oh, well enough,” he answered.

			“Your com­pany is the Por­phyri­on, isn’t it?”

			“Yes, that’s so.”—be­com­ing rather of­fen­ded. “It’s funny how things get round.”

			“Why funny?” asked Helen, who did not fol­low the work­ings of his mind. “It was writ­ten as large as life on your card, and con­sid­er­ing we wrote to you there, and that you replied on the stamped pa­per—”

			“Would you call the Por­phyri­on one of the big In­sur­ance Com­pan­ies?” pur­sued Mar­garet.

			“It de­pends on what you call big.”

			“I mean by big, a sol­id, well-es­tab­lished con­cern, that of­fers a reas­on­ably good ca­reer to its em­ploy­ees.”

			“I couldn’t say—some would tell you one thing and oth­ers an­oth­er,” said the em­ploy­ee un­eas­ily. “For my own part”—he shook his head—“I only be­lieve half I hear. Not that even; it’s safer. Those clev­er ones come to the worse grief, I’ve of­ten no­ticed. Ah, you can’t be too care­ful.”

			He drank, and wiped his mous­tache, which was go­ing to be one of those mous­taches that al­ways droop in­to tea­cups—more both­er than they’re worth, surely, and not fash­ion­able either.

			“I quite agree, and that’s why I was curi­ous to know; is it a sol­id, well-es­tab­lished con­cern?”

			Le­onard had no idea. He un­der­stood his own corner of the ma­chine, but noth­ing bey­ond it. He de­sired to con­fess neither know­ledge nor ig­nor­ance, and un­der these cir­cum­stances, an­oth­er mo­tion of the head seemed safest. To him, as to the Brit­ish pub­lic, the Por­phyri­on was the Por­phyri­on of the ad­vert­ise­ment—a gi­ant, in the clas­sic­al style, but draped suf­fi­ciently, who held in one hand a burn­ing torch, and poin­ted with the oth­er to St. Paul’s and Wind­sor Castle. A large sum of money was in­scribed be­low, and you drew your own con­clu­sions. This gi­ant caused Le­onard to do arith­met­ic and write let­ters, to ex­plain the reg­u­la­tions to new cli­ents, and re-ex­plain them to old ones. A gi­ant was of an im­puls­ive mor­al­ity—one knew that much. He would pay for Mrs. Munt’s hearth­rug with os­ten­ta­tious haste, a large claim he would re­pu­di­ate quietly, and fight court by court. But his true fight­ing weight, his ante­cedents, his amours with oth­er mem­bers of the com­mer­cial Pan­theon—all these were as un­cer­tain to or­din­ary mor­tals as were the es­capades of Zeus. While the gods are power­ful, we learn little about them. It is only in the days of their dec­ad­ence that a strong light beats in­to heav­en.

			“We were told the Por­phyri­on’s no go,” blur­ted Helen. “We wanted to tell you; that’s why we wrote.”

			“A friend of ours did think that it is in­suf­fi­ciently re­in­sured,” said Mar­garet.

			Now Le­onard had his clue.

			He must praise the Por­phyri­on. “You can tell your friend,” he said, “that he’s quite wrong.”

			“Oh, good!”

			The young man col­oured a little. In his circle to be wrong was fatal. The Miss Schle­gels did not mind be­ing wrong. They were genu­inely glad that they had been mis­in­formed. To them noth­ing was fatal but evil.

			“Wrong, so to speak,” he ad­ded.

			“How ‘so to speak’?”

			“I mean I wouldn’t say he’s right al­to­geth­er.”

			But this was a blun­der. “Then he is right partly,” said the eld­er wo­man, quick as light­ning.

			Le­onard replied that every­one was right partly, if it came to that.

			“Mr. Bast, I don’t un­der­stand busi­ness, and I dare say my ques­tions are stu­pid, but can you tell me what makes a con­cern ‘right’ or ‘wrong’?”

			Le­onard sat back with a sigh.

			“Our friend, who is also a busi­ness man, was so pos­it­ive. He said be­fore Christ­mas—”

			“And ad­vised you to clear out of it,” con­cluded Helen. “But I don’t see why he should know bet­ter than you do.”

			Le­onard rubbed his hands. He was temp­ted to say that he knew noth­ing about the thing at all. But a com­mer­cial train­ing was too strong for him. Nor could he say it was a bad thing, for this would be giv­ing it away; nor yet that it was good, for this would be giv­ing it away equally. He at­temp­ted to sug­gest that it was some­thing between the two, with vast pos­sib­il­it­ies in either dir­ec­tion, but broke down un­der the gaze of four sin­cere eyes. And yet he scarcely dis­tin­guished between the two sis­ters. One was more beau­ti­ful and more lively, but “the Miss Schle­gels” still re­mained a com­pos­ite In­di­an god, whose wav­ing arms and con­tra­dict­ory speeches were the product of a single mind.

			“One can but see,” he re­marked, adding, “as Ib­sen says, ‘things hap­pen.’ ” He was itch­ing to talk about books and make the most of his ro­mantic hour. Minute after minute slipped away, while the ladies, with im­per­fect skill, dis­cussed the sub­ject of re­in­sur­ance or praised their an­onym­ous friend. Le­onard grew an­noyed—per­haps rightly. He made vague re­marks about not be­ing one of those who minded their af­fairs be­ing talked over by oth­ers, but they did not take the hint. Men might have shown more tact. Wo­men, how­ever tact­ful else­where, are heavy-handed here. They can­not see why we should shroud our in­comes and our pro­spects in a veil. “How much ex­actly have you, and how much do you ex­pect to have next June?” And these were wo­men with a the­ory, who held that reti­cence about money mat­ters is ab­surd, and that life would be truer if each would state the ex­act size of the golden is­land upon which he stands, the ex­act stretch of warp over which he throws the woof that is not money. How can we do justice to the pat­tern oth­er­wise?

			And the pre­cious minutes slipped away, and Jacky and squal­or came near­er. At last he could bear it no longer, and broke in, re­cit­ing the names of books fe­ver­ishly. There was a mo­ment of pier­cing joy when Mar­garet said, “So you like Carlyle,” and then the door opened, and “Mr. Wil­cox, Miss Wil­cox” entered, pre­ceded by two pran­cing pup­pies.

			“Oh, the dears! Oh, Evie, how too im­possibly sweet!” screamed Helen, fall­ing on her hands and knees.

			“We brought the little fel­lows round,” said Mr. Wil­cox.

			“I bred ’em my­self.”

			“Oh, really! Mr. Bast, come and play with pup­pies.”

			“I’ve got to be go­ing now,” said Le­onard sourly.

			“But play with pup­pies a little first.”

			“This is Ahab, that’s Jezebel,” said Evie, who was one of those who name an­im­als after the less suc­cess­ful char­ac­ters of Old Test­a­ment his­tory.

			“I’ve got to be go­ing.”

			Helen was too much oc­cu­pied with pup­pies to no­tice him.

			“Mr. Wil­cox, Mr. Ba—Must you be really? Good­bye!”

			“Come again,” said Helen from the floor.

			Then Le­onard’s gorge arose. Why should he come again? What was the good of it? He said roundly: “No, I shan’t; I knew it would be a fail­ure.”

			Most people would have let him go. “A little mis­take. We tried know­ing an­oth­er class—im­possible.”

			But the Schle­gels had nev­er played with life. They had at­temp­ted friend­ship, and they would take the con­sequences. Helen re­tor­ted, “I call that a very rude re­mark. What do you want to turn on me like that for?” and sud­denly the draw­ing-room reechoed to a vul­gar row.

			“You ask me why I turn on you?”

			“Yes.”

			“What do you want to have me here for?”

			“To help you, you silly boy!” cried Helen. “And don’t shout.”

			“I don’t want your pat­ron­age. I don’t want your tea. I was quite happy. What do you want to un­settle me for?” He turned to Mr. Wil­cox. “I put it to this gen­tle­man. I ask you, sir, am I to have my brain picked?”

			Mr. Wil­cox turned to Mar­garet with the air of hu­mor­ous strength that he could so well com­mand. “Are we in­trud­ing, Miss Schle­gel? Can we be of any use, or shall we go?”

			But Mar­garet ig­nored him.

			“I’m con­nec­ted with a lead­ing in­sur­ance com­pany, sir. I re­ceive what I take to be an in­vit­a­tion from these—ladies” (he drawled the word). “I come, and it’s to have my brain picked. I ask you, is it fair?”

			“Highly un­fair,” said Mr. Wil­cox, draw­ing a gasp from Evie, who knew that her fath­er was be­com­ing dan­ger­ous.

			“There, you hear that? Most un­fair, the gen­tle­man says. There! Not con­tent with”—point­ing at Mar­garet—“you can’t deny it.” His voice rose; he was fall­ing in­to the rhythm of a scene with Jacky. “But as soon as I’m use­ful it’s a very dif­fer­ent thing. ‘Oh yes, send for him. Cross-ques­tion him. Pick his brains.’ Oh yes. Now, take me on the whole, I’m a quiet fel­low: I’m law-abid­ing, I don’t wish any un­pleas­ant­ness; but I—I—”

			“You,” said Mar­garet—“you—you—”

			Laughter from Evie as at a re­partee.

			“You are the man who tried to walk by the Pole Star.”

			More laughter.

			“You saw the sun­rise.”

			Laughter.

			“You tried to get away from the fogs that are stifling us all—away past books and houses to the truth. You were look­ing for a real home.”

			“I fail to see the con­nec­tion,” said Le­onard, hot with stu­pid an­ger.

			“So do I.” There was a pause. “You were that last Sunday—you are this today. Mr. Bast! I and my sis­ter have talked you over. We wanted to help you; we also sup­posed you might help us. We did not have you here out of char­ity—which bores us—but be­cause we hoped there would be a con­nec­tion between last Sunday and oth­er days. What is the good of your stars and trees, your sun­rise and the wind, if they do not enter in­to our daily lives? They have nev­er entered in­to mine, but in­to yours, we thought—Haven’t we all to struggle against life’s daily grey­ness, against pet­ti­ness, against mech­an­ic­al cheer­ful­ness, against sus­pi­cion? I struggle by re­mem­ber­ing my friends; oth­ers I have known by re­mem­ber­ing some place—some be­loved place or tree—we thought you one of these.”

			“Of course, if there’s been any mis­un­der­stand­ing,” mumbled Le­onard, “all I can do is to go. But I beg to state—” He paused. Ahab and Jezebel danced at his boots and made him look ri­dicu­lous. “You were pick­ing my brain for of­fi­cial in­form­a­tion—I can prove it—I—” He blew his nose and left them.

			“Can I help you now?” said Mr. Wil­cox, turn­ing to Mar­garet. “May I have one quiet word with him in the hall?”

			“Helen, go after him—do any­thing—any­thing—to make the noodle un­der­stand.”

			Helen hes­it­ated.

			“But really—” said their vis­it­or. “Ought she to?”

			At once she went.

			He re­sumed. “I would have chimed in, but I felt that you could pol­ish him off for yourselves—I didn’t in­ter­fere. You were splen­did, Miss Schle­gel—ab­so­lutely splen­did. You can take my word for it, but there are very few wo­men who could have man­aged him.”

			“Oh yes,” said Mar­garet dis­trac­tedly.

			“Bowl­ing him over with those long sen­tences was what fetched me,” cried Evie.

			“Yes, in­deed,” chuckled her fath­er; “all that part about ‘mech­an­ic­al cheer­ful­ness’—oh, fine!”

			“I’m very sorry,” said Mar­garet, col­lect­ing her­self. “He’s a nice creature really. I can­not think what set him off. It has been most un­pleas­ant for you.”

			“Oh, I didn’t mind.” Then he changed his mood. He asked if he might speak as an old friend, and, per­mis­sion giv­en, said: “Oughtn’t you really to be more care­ful?”

			Mar­garet laughed, though her thoughts still strayed after Helen. “Do you real­ise that it’s all your fault?” she said. “You’re re­spons­ible.”

			“I?”

			“This is the young man whom we were to warn against the Por­phyri­on. We warn him, and—look!”

			Mr. Wil­cox was an­noyed. “I hardly con­sider that a fair de­duc­tion,” he said.

			“Ob­vi­ously un­fair,” said Mar­garet. “I was only think­ing how tangled things are. It’s our fault mostly—neither yours nor his.”

			“Not his?”

			“No.”

			“Miss Schle­gel, you are too kind.”

			“Yes, in­deed,” nod­ded Evie, a little con­temp­tu­ously.

			“You be­have much too well to people, and then they im­pose on you. I know the world and that type of man, and as soon as I entered the room I saw you had not been treat­ing him prop­erly. You must keep that type at a dis­tance. Oth­er­wise they for­get them­selves. Sad, but true. They aren’t our sort, and one must face the fact.”

			“Ye—es.”

			“Do ad­mit that we should nev­er have had the out­burst if he was a gen­tle­man.”

			“I ad­mit it will­ingly,” said Mar­garet, who was pa­cing up and down the room. “A gen­tle­man would have kept his sus­pi­cions to him­self.”

			Mr. Wil­cox watched her with a vague un­eas­i­ness.

			“What did he sus­pect you of?”

			“Of want­ing to make money out of him.”

			“In­tol­er­able brute! But how were you to be­ne­fit?”

			“Ex­actly. How in­deed! Just hor­rible, cor­rod­ing sus­pi­cion. One touch of thought or of good­will would have brushed it away. Just the sense­less fear that does make men in­tol­er­able brutes.”

			“I come back to my ori­gin­al point. You ought to be more care­ful, Miss Schle­gel. Your ser­vants ought to have or­ders not to let such people in.”

			She turned to him frankly. “Let me ex­plain ex­actly why we like this man, and want to see him again.”

			“That’s your clev­er way of talk­ing. I shall nev­er be­lieve you like him.”

			“I do. Firstly, be­cause he cares for phys­ic­al ad­ven­ture, just as you do. Yes, you go mo­tor­ing and shoot­ing; he would like to go camp­ing out. Secondly, he cares for some­thing spe­cial in ad­ven­ture. It is quick­est to call that spe­cial some­thing po­etry—”

			“Oh, he’s one of that writer sort.”

			“No—oh no! I mean he may be, but it would be loath­some stuff. His brain is filled with the husks of books, cul­ture—hor­rible; we want him to wash out his brain and go to the real thing. We want to show him how he may get up­sides with life. As I said, either friends or the coun­try, some”—she hes­it­ated—“either some very dear per­son or some very dear place seems ne­ces­sary to re­lieve life’s daily grey, and to show that it is grey. If pos­sible, one should have both.”

			Some of her words ran past Mr. Wil­cox. He let them run past. Oth­ers he caught and cri­ti­cised with ad­mir­able lu­cid­ity.

			“Your mis­take is this, and it is a very com­mon mis­take. This young bounder has a life of his own. What right have you to con­clude it is an un­suc­cess­ful life, or, as you call it, ‘grey’?”

			“Be­cause—”

			“One minute. You know noth­ing about him. He prob­ably has his own joys and in­terests—wife, chil­dren, snug little home. That’s where we prac­tic­al fel­lows”—he smiled—“are more tol­er­ant than you in­tel­lec­tu­als. We live and let live, and as­sume that things are jog­ging on fairly well else­where, and that the or­din­ary plain man may be trus­ted to look after his own af­fairs. I quite grant—I look at the faces of the clerks in my own of­fice, and ob­serve them to be dull, but I don’t know what’s go­ing on be­neath. So, by the way, with Lon­don. I have heard you rail against Lon­don, Miss Schle­gel, and it seems a funny thing to say but I was very angry with you. What do you know about Lon­don? You only see civil­isa­tion from the out­side. I don’t say in your case, but in too many cases that at­ti­tude leads to mor­bid­ity, dis­con­tent, and So­cial­ism.”

			She ad­mit­ted the strength of his po­s­i­tion, though it un­der­mined ima­gin­a­tion. As he spoke, some out­posts of po­etry and per­haps of sym­pathy fell ru­in­ing, and she re­treated to what she called her “second line”—to the spe­cial facts of the case.

			“His wife is an old bore,” she said simply. “He nev­er came home last Sat­urday night be­cause he wanted to be alone, and she thought he was with us.”

			“With you?”

			“Yes.” Evie tittered. “He hasn’t got the cosy home that you as­sumed. He needs out­side in­terests.”

			“Naughty young man!” cried the girl.

			“Naughty?” said Mar­garet, who hated naugh­ti­ness more than sin. “When you’re mar­ried Miss Wil­cox, won’t you want out­side in­terests?”

			“He has ap­par­ently got them,” put in Mr. Wil­cox slyly.

			“Yes, in­deed, fath­er.”

			“He was tramp­ing in Sur­rey, if you mean that,” said Mar­garet, pa­cing away rather crossly.

			“Oh, I dare say!”

			“Miss Wil­cox, he was!”

			“M—m—m—m!” from Mr. Wil­cox, who thought the epis­ode amus­ing, if risqué. With most ladies he would not have dis­cussed it, but he was trad­ing on Mar­garet’s repu­ta­tion as an eman­cip­ated wo­man.

			“He said so, and about such a thing he wouldn’t lie.”

			They both began to laugh.

			“That’s where I dif­fer from you. Men lie about their po­s­i­tions and pro­spects, but not about a thing of that sort.”

			He shook his head. “Miss Schle­gel, ex­cuse me, but I know the type.”

			“I said be­fore—he isn’t a type. He cares about ad­ven­tures rightly. He’s cer­tain that our smug ex­ist­ence isn’t all. He’s vul­gar and hys­ter­ic­al and book­ish, but don’t think that sums him up. There’s man­hood in him as well. Yes, that’s what I’m try­ing to say. He’s a real man.”

			As she spoke their eyes met, and it was as if Mr. Wil­cox’s de­fences fell. She saw back to the real man in him. Un­wit­tingly she had touched his emo­tions.

			A wo­man and two men—they had formed the ma­gic tri­angle of sex, and the male was thrilled to jeal­ousy, in case the fe­male was at­trac­ted by an­oth­er male. Love, say the as­cet­ics, re­veals our shame­ful kin­ship with the beasts. Be it so: one can bear that; jeal­ousy is the real shame. It is jeal­ousy, not love, that con­nects us with the farm­yard in­tol­er­ably, and calls up vis­ions of two angry cocks and a com­pla­cent hen. Mar­garet crushed com­pla­cency down be­cause she was civ­il­ised. Mr. Wil­cox, un­civ­il­ised, con­tin­ued to feel an­ger long after he had re­built his de­fences, and was again present­ing a bas­tion to the world.

			“Miss Schle­gel, you’re a pair of dear creatures, but you really must be care­ful in this un­char­it­able world. What does your broth­er say?”

			“I for­get.”

			“Surely he has some opin­ion?”

			“He laughs, if I re­mem­ber cor­rectly.”

			“He’s very clev­er, isn’t he?” said Evie, who had met and de­tested Tibby at Ox­ford.

			“Yes, pretty well—but I won­der what Helen’s do­ing.”

			“She is very young to un­der­take this sort of thing,” said Mr. Wil­cox.

			Mar­garet went out to the land­ing. She heard no sound, and Mr. Bast’s top­per was miss­ing from the hall.

			“Helen!” she called.

			“Yes!” replied a voice from the lib­rary.

			“You in there?”

			“Yes—he’s gone some time.”

			Mar­garet went to her. “Why, you’re all alone,” she said.

			“Yes—it’s all right, Meg. Poor, poor creature—”

			“Come back to the Wil­coxes and tell me later—Mr. W. much con­cerned, and slightly tit­il­lated.”

			“Oh, I’ve no pa­tience with him. I hate him. Poor dear Mr. Bast! he wanted to talk lit­er­at­ure, and we would talk busi­ness. Such a muddle of a man, and yet so worth pulling through. I like him ex­traordin­ar­ily.”

			“Well done,” said Mar­garet, kiss­ing her, “but come in­to the draw­ing-room now, and don’t talk about him to the Wil­coxes. Make light of the whole thing.”

			Helen came and be­haved with a cheer­ful­ness that re­as­sured their vis­it­or—this hen at all events was fancy-free.

			“He’s gone with my bless­ing,” she cried, “and now for pup­pies.”

			As they drove away, Mr. Wil­cox said to his daugh­ter:

			“I am really con­cerned at the way those girls go on. They are as clev­er as you make ’em, but un­prac­tic­al—God bless me! One of these days they’ll go too far. Girls like that oughtn’t to live alone in Lon­don. Un­til they marry, they ought to have someone to look after them. We must look in more of­ten—we’re bet­ter than no one. You like them, don’t you, Evie?”

			Evie replied: “Helen’s right enough, but I can’t stand the toothy one. And I shouldn’t have called either of them girls.”

			Evie had grown up hand­some. Dark-eyed, with the glow of youth un­der sun­burn, built firmly and firm-lipped, she was the best the Wil­coxes could do in the way of fem­in­ine beauty. For the present, pup­pies and her fath­er were the only things she loved, but the net of mat­ri­mony was be­ing pre­pared for her, and a few days later she was at­trac­ted to a Mr. Percy Cahill, an uncle of Mrs. Charles’s, and he was at­trac­ted to her.

		
	
		
			XVII

			The Age of Prop­erty holds bit­ter mo­ments even for a pro­pri­et­or. When a move is im­min­ent, fur­niture be­comes ri­dicu­lous, and Mar­garet now lay awake at nights won­der­ing where, where on earth they and all their be­long­ings would be de­pos­ited in Septem­ber next. Chairs, tables, pic­tures, books, that had rumbled down to them through the gen­er­a­tions, must rumble for­ward again like a slide of rub­bish to which she longed to give the fi­nal push, and send top­pling in­to the sea. But there were all their fath­er’s books—they nev­er read them, but they were their fath­er’s, and must be kept. There was the marble-topped chif­fonier—their moth­er had set store by it, they could not re­mem­ber why. Round every knob and cush­ion in the house gathered a sen­ti­ment that was at times per­son­al, but more of­ten a faint piety to the dead, a pro­long­a­tion of rites that might have ended at the grave.

			It was ab­surd, if you came to think of it; Helen and Tibby came to think of it; Mar­garet was too busy with the house-agents. The feud­al own­er­ship of land did bring dig­nity, where­as the mod­ern own­er­ship of mov­ables is re­du­cing us again to a no­mad­ic horde. We are re­vert­ing to the civil­isa­tion of lug­gage, and his­tor­i­ans of the fu­ture will note how the middle classes ac­creted pos­ses­sions without tak­ing root in the earth, and may find in this the secret of their ima­gin­at­ive poverty. The Schle­gels were cer­tainly the poorer for the loss of Wick­ham Place. It had helped to bal­ance their lives, and al­most to coun­sel them. Nor is their ground-land­lord spir­itu­ally the rich­er. He has built flats on its site, his mo­tor­cars grow swifter, his ex­pos­ures of So­cial­ism more trenchant. But he has spilt the pre­cious dis­til­la­tion of the years, and no chem­istry of his can give it back to so­ci­ety again.

			Mar­garet grew de­pressed; she was anxious to settle on a house be­fore they left town to pay their an­nu­al vis­it to Mrs. Munt. She en­joyed this vis­it, and wanted to have her mind at ease for it. Swan­age, though dull, was stable, and this year she longed more than usu­al for its fresh air and for the mag­ni­fi­cent downs that guard it on the north. But Lon­don thwarted her; in its at­mo­sphere she could not con­cen­trate. Lon­don only stim­u­lates, it can­not sus­tain; and Mar­garet, hur­ry­ing over its sur­face for a house without know­ing what sort of a house she wanted, was pay­ing for many a thrill­ing sen­sa­tion in the past. She could not even break loose from cul­ture, and her time was wasted by con­certs which it would be a sin to miss, and in­vit­a­tions which it would nev­er do to re­fuse. At last she grew des­per­ate; she re­solved that she would go nowhere and be at home to no one un­til she found a house, and broke the res­ol­u­tion in half an hour.

			Once she had hu­mor­ously lamen­ted that she had nev­er been to Simpson’s res­taur­ant in the Strand. Now a note ar­rived from Miss Wil­cox, ask­ing her to lunch there. Mr. Cahill was com­ing and the three would have such a jolly chat, and per­haps end up at the Hip­po­drome. Mar­garet had no strong re­gard for Evie, and no de­sire to meet her fiancé, and she was sur­prised that Helen, who had been far fun­ni­er about Simpson’s, had not been asked in­stead. But the in­vit­a­tion touched her by its in­tim­ate tone. She must know Evie Wil­cox bet­ter than she sup­posed, and de­clar­ing that she “simply must,” she ac­cep­ted.

			But when she saw Evie at the en­trance of the res­taur­ant, star­ing fiercely at noth­ing after the fash­ion of ath­let­ic wo­men, her heart failed her anew. Miss Wil­cox had changed per­cept­ibly since her en­gage­ment. Her voice was gruffer, her man­ner more down­right, and she was in­clined to pat­ron­ise the more fool­ish vir­gin. Mar­garet was silly enough to be pained at this. De­pressed at her isol­a­tion, she saw not only houses and fur­niture, but the ves­sel of life it­self slip­ping past her, with people like Evie and Mr. Cahill on board.

			There are mo­ments when vir­tue and wis­dom fail us, and one of them came to her at Simpson’s in the Strand. As she trod the stair­case, nar­row, but car­peted thickly, as she entered the eat­ing-room, where saddles of mut­ton were be­ing trundled up to ex­pect­ant cler­gy­men, she had a strong, if er­ro­neous, con­vic­tion of her own fu­til­ity, and wished she had nev­er come out of her back­wa­ter, where noth­ing happened ex­cept art and lit­er­at­ure, and where no one ever got mar­ried or suc­ceeded in re­main­ing en­gaged. Then came a little sur­prise. “Fath­er might be of the party—yes, fath­er was.” With a smile of pleas­ure she moved for­ward to greet him, and her feel­ing of loneli­ness van­ished.

			“I thought I’d get round if I could,” said he. “Evie told me of her little plan, so I just slipped in and se­cured a table. Al­ways se­cure a table first. Evie, don’t pre­tend you want to sit by your old fath­er, be­cause you don’t. Miss Schle­gel, come in my side, out of pity. My good­ness, but you look tired! Been wor­ry­ing round after your young clerks?”

			“No, after houses,” said Mar­garet, edging past him in­to the box. “I’m hungry, not tired; I want to eat heaps.”

			“That’s good. What’ll you have?”

			“Fish pie,” said she, with a glance at the menu.

			“Fish pie! Fancy com­ing for fish pie to Simpson’s. It’s not a bit the thing to go for here.”

			“Go for some­thing for me, then,” said Mar­garet, pulling off her gloves. Her spir­its were rising, and his ref­er­ence to Le­onard Bast had warmed her curi­ously.

			“Saddle of mut­ton,” said he after pro­found re­flec­tion; “and cider to drink. That’s the type of thing. I like this place, for a joke, once in a way. It is so thor­oughly Old Eng­lish. Don’t you agree?”

			“Yes,” said Mar­garet, who didn’t. The or­der was giv­en, the joint rolled up, and the carv­er, un­der Mr. Wil­cox’s dir­ec­tion, cut the meat where it was suc­cu­lent, and piled their plates high. Mr. Cahill in­sisted on sir­loin, but ad­mit­ted that he had made a mis­take later on. He and Evie soon fell in­to a con­ver­sa­tion of the “No, I didn’t; yes, you did” type—con­ver­sa­tion which, though fas­cin­at­ing to those who are en­gaged in it, neither de­sires nor de­serves the at­ten­tion of oth­ers.

			“It’s a golden rule to tip the carv­er. Tip every­where’s my motto.”

			“Per­haps it does make life more hu­man.”

			“Then the fel­lows know one again. Es­pe­cially in the East, if you tip, they re­mem­ber you from year’s end to year’s end.”

			“Have you been in the East?”

			“Oh, Greece and the Le­vant. I used to go out for sport and busi­ness to Cyprus; some mil­it­ary so­ci­ety of a sort there. A few pi­astres, prop­erly dis­trib­uted, help to keep one’s memory green. But you, of course, think this shock­ingly cyn­ic­al. How’s your dis­cus­sion so­ci­ety get­ting on? Any new Uto­pi­as lately?”

			“No, I’m house-hunt­ing, Mr. Wil­cox, as I’ve already told you once. Do you know of any houses?”

			“Afraid I don’t.”

			“Well, what’s the point of be­ing prac­tic­al if you can’t find two dis­tressed fe­males a house? We merely want a small house with large rooms, and plenty of them.”

			“Evie, I like that! Miss Schle­gel ex­pects me to turn house-agent for her!”

			“What’s that, fath­er?”

			“I want a new home in Septem­ber, and someone must find it. I can’t.”

			“Percy, do you know of any­thing?”

			“I can’t say I do,” said Mr. Cahill.

			“How like you! You’re nev­er any good.”

			“Nev­er any good. Just listen to her! Nev­er any good. Oh, come!”

			“Well, you aren’t. Miss Schle­gel, is he?”

			The tor­rent of their love, hav­ing splashed these drops at Mar­garet, swept away on its ha­bitu­al course. She sym­path­ised with it now, for a little com­fort had re­stored her gen­i­al­ity. Speech and si­lence pleased her equally, and while Mr. Wil­cox made some pre­lim­in­ary in­quir­ies about cheese, her eyes sur­veyed the res­taur­ant, and ad­mired its well-cal­cu­lated trib­utes to the solid­ity of our past. Though no more Old Eng­lish than the works of Kip­ling, it had se­lec­ted its re­min­is­cences so adroitly that her cri­ti­cism was lulled, and the guests whom it was nour­ish­ing for im­per­i­al pur­poses bore the out­er semb­lance of Par­son Adams or Tom Jones. Scraps of their talk jarred oddly on the ear. “Right you are! I’ll cable out to Uganda this even­ing,” came from the table be­hind. “Their Em­per­or wants war; well, let him have it,” was the opin­ion of a cler­gy­man. She smiled at such in­con­gru­it­ies. “Next time,” she said to Mr. Wil­cox, “you shall come to lunch with me at Mr. Eu­stace Miles’s.”

			“With pleas­ure.”

			“No, you’d hate it,” she said, push­ing her glass to­wards him for some more cider. “It’s all pro­teids and body-build­ings, and people come up to you and beg your par­don, but you have such a beau­ti­ful aura.”

			“A what?”

			“Nev­er heard of an aura? Oh, happy, happy man! I scrub at mine for hours. Nor of an as­tral plane?”

			He had heard of as­tral planes, and cen­sured them.

			“Just so. Luck­ily it was Helen’s aura, not mine, and she had to chap­er­one it and do the po­lite­nesses. I just sat with my handker­chief in my mouth till the man went.”

			“Funny ex­per­i­ences seem to come to you two girls. No one’s ever asked me about my—what d’ye call it? Per­haps I’ve not got one.”

			“You’re bound to have one, but it may be such a ter­rible col­our that no one dares men­tion it.”

			“Tell me, though, Miss Schle­gel, do you really be­lieve in the su­per­nat­ur­al and all that?”

			“Too dif­fi­cult a ques­tion.”

			“Why’s that? Gruyère or Stilton?”

			“Gruyère, please.”

			“Bet­ter have Stilton.”

			“Stilton. Be­cause, though I don’t be­lieve in aur­as, and think Theo­sophy’s only a halfway-house—”

			“—Yet there may be some­thing in it all the same,” he con­cluded, with a frown.

			“Not even that. It may be halfway in the wrong dir­ec­tion. I can’t ex­plain. I don’t be­lieve in all these fads, and yet I don’t like say­ing that I don’t be­lieve in them.”

			He seemed un­sat­is­fied, and said: “So you wouldn’t give me your word that you don’t hold with as­tral bod­ies and all the rest of it?”

			“I could,” said Mar­garet, sur­prised that the point was of any im­port­ance to him. “In­deed, I will. When I talked about scrub­bing my aura, I was only try­ing to be funny. But why do you want this settled?”

			“I don’t know.”

			“Now, Mr. Wil­cox, you do know.”

			“Yes, I am,” “No, you’re not,” burst from the lov­ers op­pos­ite. Mar­garet was si­lent for a mo­ment, and then changed the sub­ject.

			“How’s your house?”

			“Much the same as when you hon­oured it last week.”

			“I don’t mean Ducie Street. Howards End, of course.”

			“Why ‘of course’?”

			“Can’t you turn out your ten­ant and let it to us? We’re nearly de­men­ted.”

			“Let me think. I wish I could help you. But I thought you wanted to be in town. One bit of ad­vice: fix your dis­trict, then fix your price, and then don’t budge. That’s how I got both Ducie Street and Oniton. I said to my­self, ‘I mean to be ex­actly here,’ and I was, and Oniton’s a place in a thou­sand.”

			“But I do budge. Gen­tle­men seem to mes­mer­ise houses—cow them with an eye, and up they come, trem­bling. Ladies can’t. It’s the houses that are mes­mer­ising me. I’ve no con­trol over the saucy things. Houses are alive. No?”

			“I’m out of my depth,” he said, and ad­ded: “Didn’t you talk rather like that to your of­fice boy?”

			“Did I?—I mean I did, more or less. I talk the same way to every­one—or try to.”

			“Yes, I know. And how much of it do you sup­pose he un­der­stood?”

			“That’s his lookout. I don’t be­lieve in suit­ing my con­ver­sa­tion to my com­pany. One can doubt­less hit upon some me­di­um of ex­change that seems to do well enough, but it’s no more like the real thing than money is like food. There’s no nour­ish­ment in it. You pass it to the lower classes, and they pass it back to you, and this you call ‘so­cial in­ter­course’ or ‘mu­tu­al en­deav­our,’ when it’s mu­tu­al prig­gish­ness if it’s any­thing. Our friends at Chelsea don’t see this. They say one ought to be at all costs in­tel­li­gible, and sac­ri­fice—”

			“Lower classes,” in­ter­rup­ted Mr. Wil­cox, as it were thrust­ing his hand in­to her speech. “Well, you do ad­mit that there are rich and poor. That’s some­thing.”

			Mar­garet could not reply. Was he in­cred­ibly stu­pid, or did he un­der­stand her bet­ter than she un­der­stood her­self?

			“You do ad­mit that, if wealth was di­vided up equally, in a few years there would be rich and poor again just the same. The hard­work­ing man would come to the top, the wastrel sink to the bot­tom.”

			“Every­one ad­mits that.”

			“Your So­cial­ists don’t.”

			“My So­cial­ists do. Yours mayn’t; but I strongly sus­pect yours of be­ing not So­cial­ists, but nine­pins, which you have con­struc­ted for your own amuse­ment. I can’t ima­gine any liv­ing creature who would bowl over quite so eas­ily.”

			He would have re­sen­ted this had she not been a wo­man. But wo­men may say any­thing—it was one of his holi­est be­liefs—and he only re­tor­ted, with a gay smile: “I don’t care. You’ve made two dam­aging ad­mis­sions, and I’m heart­ily with you in both.”

			In time they fin­ished lunch, and Mar­garet, who had ex­cused her­self from the Hip­po­drome, took her leave. Evie had scarcely ad­dressed her, and she sus­pec­ted that the en­ter­tain­ment had been planned by the fath­er. He and she were ad­van­cing out of their re­spect­ive fam­il­ies to­wards a more in­tim­ate ac­quaint­ance. It had be­gun long ago. She had been his wife’s friend and, as such, he had giv­en her that sil­ver vinai­grette as a memento. It was pretty of him to have giv­en that vinai­grette, and he had al­ways pre­ferred her to Helen—un­like most men. But the ad­vance had been as­ton­ish­ing lately. They had done more in a week than in two years, and were really be­gin­ning to know each oth­er.

			She did not for­get his prom­ise to sample Eu­stace Miles, and asked him as soon as she could se­cure Tibby as his chap­er­on. He came, and par­took of body-build­ing dishes with hu­mil­ity.

			Next morn­ing the Schle­gels left for Swan­age. They had not suc­ceeded in find­ing a new home.

		
	
		
			XVIII

			As they were seated at Aunt Ju­ley’s break­fast-table at The Bays, par­ry­ing her ex­cess­ive hos­pit­al­ity and en­joy­ing the view of the bay, a let­ter came for Mar­garet and threw her in­to per­turb­a­tion. It was from Mr. Wil­cox. It an­nounced an “im­port­ant change” in his plans. Ow­ing to Evie’s mar­riage, he had de­cided to give up his house in Ducie Street, and was will­ing to let it on a yearly ten­ancy. It was a busi­ness­like let­ter, and stated frankly what he would do for them and what he would not do. Also the rent. If they ap­proved, Mar­garet was to come up at once—the words were un­der­lined, as is ne­ces­sary when deal­ing with wo­men—and to go over the house with him. If they dis­ap­proved, a wire would ob­lige, as he should put it in­to the hands of an agent.

			The let­ter per­turbed, be­cause she was not sure what it meant. If he liked her, if he had man­oeuvred to get her to Simpson’s, might this be a man­oeuvre to get her to Lon­don, and res­ult in an of­fer of mar­riage? She put it to her­self as in­del­ic­ately as pos­sible, in the hope that her brain would cry, “Rub­bish, you’re a self-con­scious fool!” But her brain only tingled a little and was si­lent, and for a time she sat gaz­ing at the min­cing waves, and won­der­ing wheth­er the news would seem strange to the oth­ers.

			As soon as she began speak­ing, the sound of her own voice re­as­sured her. There could be noth­ing in it. The replies also were typ­ic­al, and in the burr of con­ver­sa­tion her fears van­ished.

			“You needn’t go though—” began her host­ess.

			“I needn’t, but hadn’t I bet­ter? It’s really get­ting rather ser­i­ous. We let chance after chance slip, and the end of it is we shall be bundled out bag and bag­gage in­to the street. We don’t know what we want, that’s the mis­chief with us—”

			“No, we have no real ties,” said Helen, help­ing her­self to toast.

			“Shan’t I go up to town today, take the house if it’s the least pos­sible, and then come down by the af­ter­noon train to­mor­row, and start en­joy­ing my­self. I shall be no fun to my­self or to oth­ers un­til this busi­ness is off my mind.”

			“But you won’t do any­thing rash, Mar­garet?”

			“There’s noth­ing rash to do.”

			“Who are the Wil­coxes?” said Tibby, a ques­tion that sounds silly, but was really ex­tremely subtle, as his aunt found to her cost when she tried to an­swer it. “I don’t man­age the Wil­coxes; I don’t see where they come in.”

			“No more do I,” agreed Helen. “It’s funny that we just don’t lose sight of them. Out of all our hotel ac­quaint­ances, Mr. Wil­cox is the only one who has stuck. It is now over three years, and we have drif­ted away from far more in­ter­est­ing people in that time.”

			“In­ter­est­ing people don’t get one houses.”

			“Meg, if you start in your hon­est-Eng­lish vein, I shall throw the treacle at you.”

			“It’s a bet­ter vein than the cos­mo­pol­it­an,” said Mar­garet, get­ting up. “Now, chil­dren, which is it to be? You know the Ducie Street house. Shall I say yes or shall I say no? Tibby love—which? I’m spe­cially anxious to pin you both.”

			“It all de­pends on what mean­ing you at­tach to the word ‘pos­sible.’ ”

			“It de­pends on noth­ing of the sort. Say ‘yes.’ ”

			“Say ‘no.’ ”

			Then Mar­garet spoke rather ser­i­ously. “I think,” she said, “that our race is de­gen­er­at­ing. We can­not settle even this little thing; what will it be like when we have to settle a big one?”

			“It will be as easy as eat­ing,” re­turned Helen.

			“I was think­ing of fath­er. How could he settle to leave Ger­many as he did, when he had fought for it as a young man, and all his feel­ings and friends were Prus­si­an? How could he break loose with Pat­ri­ot­ism and be­gin aim­ing at some­thing else? It would have killed me. When he was nearly forty he could change coun­tries and ideals—and we, at our age, can’t change houses. It’s hu­mi­li­at­ing.”

			“Your fath­er may have been able to change coun­tries,” said Mrs. Munt with as­per­ity, “and that may or may not be a good thing. But he could change houses no bet­ter than you can, in fact, much worse. Nev­er shall I for­get what poor Emily suffered in the move from Manchester.”

			“I knew it,” cried Helen. “I told you so. It is the little things one bungles at. The big, real ones are noth­ing when they come.”

			“Bungle, my dear! You are too little to re­col­lect—in fact, you wer­en’t there. But the fur­niture was ac­tu­ally in the vans and on the move be­fore the lease for Wick­ham Place was signed, and Emily took train with baby—who was Mar­garet then—and the smal­ler lug­gage for Lon­don, without so much as know­ing where her new home would be. Get­ting away from that house may be hard, but it is noth­ing to the misery that we all went through get­ting you in­to it.”

			Helen, with her mouth full, cried:

			“And that’s the man who beat the Aus­tri­ans, and the Danes, and the French, and who beat the Ger­mans that were in­side him­self. And we’re like him.”

			“Speak for your­self,” said Tibby. “Re­mem­ber that I am cos­mo­pol­it­an, please.”

			“Helen may be right.”

			“Of course she’s right,” said Helen.

			Helen might be right, but she did not go up to Lon­don. Mar­garet did that. An in­ter­rup­ted hol­i­day is the worst of the minor wor­ries, and one may be pardoned for feel­ing mor­bid when a busi­ness let­ter snatches one away from the sea and friends. She could not be­lieve that her fath­er had ever felt the same. Her eyes had been troub­ling her lately, so that she could not read in the train and it bored her to look at the land­scape, which she had seen but yes­ter­day. At Southamp­ton she waved to Frieda; Frieda was on her way down to join them at Swan­age, and Mrs. Munt had cal­cu­lated that their trains would cross. But Frieda was look­ing the oth­er way, and Mar­garet trav­elled on to town feel­ing sol­it­ary and old-maid­ish. How like an old maid to fancy that Mr. Wil­cox was court­ing her! She had once vis­ited a spin­ster—poor, silly, and un­at­tract­ive—whose mania it was that every man who ap­proached her fell in love. How Mar­garet’s heart had bled for the de­luded thing! How she had lec­tured, reasoned, and in des­pair ac­qui­esced! “I may have been de­ceived by the cur­ate, my dear, but the young fel­low who brings the mid­day post really is fond of me, and has, as a mat­ter of fact—” It had al­ways seemed to her the most hideous corner of old age, yet she might be driv­en in­to it her­self by the mere pres­sure of vir­gin­ity.

			Mr. Wil­cox met her at Wa­ter­loo him­self. She felt cer­tain that he was not the same as usu­al; for one thing, he took of­fence at everything she said.

			“This is aw­fully kind of you,” she began, “but I’m afraid it’s not go­ing to do. The house has not been built that suits the Schle­gel fam­ily.”

			“What! Have you come up de­term­ined not to deal?”

			“Not ex­actly.”

			“Not ex­actly? In that case let’s be start­ing.”

			She lingered to ad­mire the mo­tor, which was new, and a fairer creature than the ver­mil­ion gi­ant that had borne Aunt Ju­ley to her doom three years be­fore.

			“Pre­sum­ably it’s very beau­ti­ful,” she said. “How do you like it, Crane?”

			“Come, let’s be start­ing,” re­peated her host. “How on earth did you know that my chauf­feur was called Crane?”

			“Why, I know Crane; I’ve been for a drive with Evie once. I know that you’ve got a par­lour­maid called Milton. I know all sorts of things.”

			“Evie!” he echoed in in­jured tones. “You won’t see her. She’s gone out with Cahill. It’s no fun, I can tell you, be­ing left so much alone. I’ve got my work all day—in­deed, a great deal too much of it—but when I come home in the even­ing, I tell you, I can’t stand the house.”

			“In my ab­surd way, I’m lonely too,” Mar­garet replied. “It’s heart­break­ing to leave one’s old home. I scarcely re­mem­ber any­thing be­fore Wick­ham Place, and Helen and Tibby were born there. Helen says—”

			“You, too, feel lonely?”

			“Hor­ribly. Hullo, Par­lia­ment’s back!”

			Mr. Wil­cox glanced at Par­lia­ment con­temp­tu­ously. The more im­port­ant ropes of life lay else­where. “Yes, they are talk­ing again,” said he. “But you were go­ing to say—”

			“Only some rub­bish about fur­niture. Helen says it alone en­dures while men and houses per­ish, and that in the end the world will be a desert of chairs and so­fas—just ima­gine it!—rolling through in­fin­ity with no one to sit upon them.”

			“Your sis­ter al­ways likes her little joke.”

			“She says ‘Yes,’ my broth­er says ‘No,’ to Ducie Street. It’s no fun help­ing us, Mr. Wil­cox, I as­sure you.”

			“You are not as un­prac­tic­al as you pre­tend. I shall nev­er be­lieve it.”

			Mar­garet laughed. But she was—quite as un­prac­tic­al. She could not con­cen­trate on de­tails. Par­lia­ment, the Thames, the ir­re­spons­ive chauf­feur, would flash in­to the field of house-hunt­ing, and all de­mand some com­ment or re­sponse. It is im­possible to see mod­ern life stead­ily and see it whole, and she had chosen to see it whole. Mr. Wil­cox saw stead­ily. He nev­er bothered over the mys­ter­i­ous or the private. The Thames might run in­land from the sea, the chauf­feur might con­ceal all pas­sion and philo­sophy be­neath his un­healthy skin. They knew their own busi­ness, and he knew his.

			Yet she liked be­ing with him. He was not a re­buke, but a stim­u­lus, and ban­ished mor­bid­ity. Some twenty years her seni­or, he pre­served a gift that she sup­posed her­self to have already lost—not youth’s cre­at­ive power, but its self-con­fid­ence and op­tim­ism. He was so sure that it was a very pleas­ant world. His com­plex­ion was ro­bust, his hair had re­ceded but not thinned, the thick mous­tache and the eyes that Helen had com­pared to brandy-balls had an agree­able men­ace in them, wheth­er they were turned to­wards the slums or to­wards the stars. Some day—in the mil­len­ni­um—there may be no need for his type. At present, homage is due to it from those who think them­selves su­per­i­or, and who pos­sibly are.

			“At all events you re­spon­ded to my tele­gram promptly,” he re­marked.

			“Oh, even I know a good thing when I see it.”

			“I’m glad you don’t des­pise the goods of this world.”

			“Heav­ens, no! Only idi­ots and prigs do that.”

			“I am glad, very glad,” he re­peated, sud­denly soften­ing and turn­ing to her, as if the re­mark had pleased him. “There is so much cant talked in would-be in­tel­lec­tu­al circles. I am glad you don’t share it. Self-deni­al is all very well as a means of strength­en­ing the char­ac­ter. But I can’t stand those people who run down com­forts. They have usu­ally some axe to grind. Can you?”

			“Com­forts are of two kinds,” said Mar­garet, who was keep­ing her­self in hand—“those we can share with oth­ers, like fire, weath­er, or mu­sic; and those we can’t—food, for in­stance. It de­pends.”

			“I mean reas­on­able com­forts, of course. I shouldn’t like to think that you—” He bent near­er; the sen­tence died un­fin­ished. Mar­garet’s head turned very stu­pid, and the in­side of it seemed to re­volve like the beacon in a light­house. He did not kiss her, for the hour was half-past twelve, and the car was passing by the stables of Buck­ing­ham Palace. But the at­mo­sphere was so charged with emo­tion that people only seemed to ex­ist on her ac­count, and she was sur­prised that Crane did not real­ise this, and turn round. Idi­ot though she might be, surely Mr. Wil­cox was more—how should one put it?—more psy­cho­lo­gic­al than usu­al. Al­ways a good judge of char­ac­ter for busi­ness pur­poses, he seemed this af­ter­noon to en­large his field, and to note qual­it­ies out­side neat­ness, obed­i­ence, and de­cision.

			“I want to go over the whole house,” she an­nounced when they ar­rived. “As soon as I get back to Swan­age, which will be to­mor­row af­ter­noon, I’ll talk it over once more with Helen and Tibby, and wire you ‘yes’ or ‘no.’ ”

			“Right. The din­ing-room.” And they began their sur­vey.

			The din­ing-room was big, but over-fur­nished. Chelsea would have moaned aloud. Mr. Wil­cox had es­chewed those dec­or­at­ive schemes that wince, and re­lent, and re­frain, and achieve beauty by sac­ri­fi­cing com­fort and pluck. After so much self-col­our and self-deni­al, Mar­garet viewed with re­lief the sump­tu­ous dado, the frieze, the gil­ded wall­pa­per, amid whose fo­liage par­rots sang. It would nev­er do with her own fur­niture, but those heavy chairs, that im­mense side­board loaded with present­a­tion plate, stood up against its pres­sure like men. The room sug­ges­ted men, and Mar­garet, keen to de­rive the mod­ern cap­it­al­ist from the war­ri­ors and hunters of the past, saw it as an an­cient guest-hall, where the lord sat at meat among his thanes. Even the Bible—the Dutch Bible that Charles had brought back from the Bo­er War—fell in­to po­s­i­tion. Such a room ad­mit­ted loot.

			“Now the en­trance-hall.”

			The en­trance-hall was paved.

			“Here we fel­lows smoke.”

			We fel­lows smoked in chairs of ma­roon leath­er. It was as if a mo­tor­car had spawned. “Oh, jolly!” said Mar­garet, sink­ing in­to one of them.

			“You do like it?” he said, fix­ing his eyes on her up­turned face, and surely be­tray­ing an al­most in­tim­ate note. “It’s all rub­bish not mak­ing one­self com­fort­able. Isn’t it?”

			“Ye—es. Semi-rub­bish. Are those Cruikshanks?”

			“Gillrays. Shall we go on up­stairs?”

			“Does all this fur­niture come from Howards End?”

			“The Howards End fur­niture has all gone to Oniton.”

			“Does—How­ever, I’m con­cerned with the house, not the fur­niture. How big is this smoking-room?”

			“Thirty by fif­teen. No, wait a minute. Fif­teen and a half.”

			“Ah, well. Mr. Wil­cox, aren’t you ever amused at the solem­nity with which we middle classes ap­proach the sub­ject of houses?”

			They pro­ceeded to the draw­ing-room. Chelsea man­aged bet­ter here. It was sal­low and in­ef­fect­ive. One could visu­al­ise the ladies with­draw­ing to it, while their lords dis­cussed life’s real­it­ies be­low, to the ac­com­pani­ment of ci­gars. Had Mrs. Wil­cox’s draw­ing-room at Howards End looked thus? Just as this thought entered Mar­garet’s brain, Mr. Wil­cox did ask her to be his wife, and the know­ledge that she had been right so over­came her that she nearly fain­ted.

			But the pro­pos­al was not to rank among the world’s great love scenes.

			“Miss Schle­gel”—his voice was firm—“I have had you up on false pre­tences. I want to speak about a much more ser­i­ous mat­ter than a house.”

			Mar­garet al­most answered: “I know—”

			“Could you be in­duced to share my—is it prob­able—”

			“Oh, Mr. Wil­cox!” she in­ter­rup­ted, tak­ing hold of the pi­ano and avert­ing her eyes. “I see, I see. I will write to you af­ter­wards if I may.”

			He began to stam­mer. “Miss Schle­gel—Mar­garet—you don’t un­der­stand.”

			“Oh yes! In­deed, yes!” said Mar­garet.

			“I am ask­ing you to be my wife.”

			So deep already was her sym­pathy, that when he said, “I am ask­ing you to be my wife,” she made her­self give a little start. She must show sur­prise if he ex­pec­ted it. An im­mense joy came over her. It was in­des­crib­able. It had noth­ing to do with hu­man­ity, and most re­sembled the all-per­vad­ing hap­pi­ness of fine weath­er. Fine weath­er is due to the sun, but Mar­garet could think of no cent­ral ra­di­ance here. She stood in his draw­ing-room happy, and long­ing to give hap­pi­ness. On leav­ing him she real­ised that the cent­ral ra­di­ance had been love.

			“You aren’t of­fen­ded, Miss Schle­gel?”

			“How could I be of­fen­ded?”

			There was a mo­ment’s pause. He was anxious to get rid of her, and she knew it. She had too much in­tu­ition to look at him as he struggled for pos­ses­sions that money can­not buy. He de­sired com­rade­ship and af­fec­tion, but he feared them, and she, who had taught her­self only to de­sire, and could have clothed the struggle with beauty, held back, and hes­it­ated with him.

			“Good­bye,” she con­tin­ued. “You will have a let­ter from me—I am go­ing back to Swan­age to­mor­row.”

			“Thank you.”

			“Good­bye, and it’s you I thank.”

			“I may or­der the mo­tor round, mayn’t I?”

			“That would be most kind.”

			“I wish I had writ­ten. Ought I to have writ­ten?”

			“Not at all.”

			“There’s just one ques­tion—”

			She shook her head. He looked a little be­wildered as they par­ted.

			They par­ted without shak­ing hands; she had kept the in­ter­view, for his sake, in tints of the quietest grey. She thrilled with hap­pi­ness ere she reached her house. Oth­ers had loved her in the past, if one ap­ply to their brief de­sires so grave a word, but the oth­ers had been nin­nies—young men who had noth­ing to do, old men who could find nobody bet­ter. And she had of­ten “loved,” too, but only so far as the facts of sex de­man­ded: mere yearn­ings for the mas­cu­line sex to be dis­missed for what they were worth, with a sigh. Nev­er be­fore had her per­son­al­ity been touched. She was not young or very rich, and it amazed her that a man of any stand­ing should take her ser­i­ously. As she sat, try­ing to do ac­counts in her empty house, amidst beau­ti­ful pic­tures and noble books, waves of emo­tion broke, as if a tide of pas­sion was flow­ing through the night air. She shook her head, tried to con­cen­trate her at­ten­tion, and failed. In vain did she re­peat: “But I’ve been through this sort of thing be­fore.” She had nev­er been through it; the big ma­chinery, as op­posed to the little, had been set in mo­tion, and the idea that Mr. Wil­cox loved, ob­sessed her be­fore she came to love him in re­turn.

			She would come to no de­cision yet. “Oh, sir, this is so sud­den”—that prudish phrase ex­actly ex­pressed her when her time came. Pre­mon­i­tions are not pre­par­a­tion. She must ex­am­ine more closely her own nature and his; she must talk it over ju­di­cially with Helen. It had been a strange love-scene—the cent­ral ra­di­ance un­ac­know­ledged from first to last. She, in his place, would have said Ich liebe dich, but per­haps it was not his habit to open the heart. He might have done it if she had pressed him—as a mat­ter of duty, per­haps; Eng­land ex­pects every man to open his heart once; but the ef­fort would have jarred him, and nev­er, if she could avoid it, should he lose those de­fences that he had chosen to raise against the world. He must nev­er be bothered with emo­tion­al talk, or with a dis­play of sym­pathy. He was an eld­erly man now, and it would be fu­tile and im­pudent to cor­rect him.

			Mrs. Wil­cox strayed in and out, ever a wel­come ghost; sur­vey­ing the scene, thought Mar­garet, without one hint of bit­ter­ness.

		
	
		
			XIX

			If one wanted to show a for­eign­er Eng­land, per­haps the wisest course would be to take him to the fi­nal sec­tion of the Pur­be­ck Hills, and stand him on their sum­mit, a few miles to the east of Corfe. Then sys­tem after sys­tem of our is­land would roll to­geth­er un­der his feet. Be­neath him is the val­ley of the Frome, and all the wild lands that come toss­ing down from Dorchester, black and gold, to mir­ror their gorse in the ex­panses of Poole. The val­ley of the Stour is bey­ond, un­ac­count­able stream, dirty at Bland­ford, pure at Wim­borne—the Stour, slid­ing out of fat fields, to marry the Avon be­neath the tower of Christ church. The val­ley of the Avon—in­vis­ible, but far to the north the trained eye may see Clear­bury Ring that guards it, and the ima­gin­a­tion may leap bey­ond that on to Salis­bury Plain it­self, and bey­ond the Plain to all the glor­i­ous downs of Cent­ral Eng­land. Nor is sub­ur­bia ab­sent. Bournemouth’s ig­noble coast cowers to the right, her­ald­ing the pine-trees that mean, for all their beauty, red houses, and the Stock Ex­change, and ex­tend to the gates of Lon­don it­self. So tre­mend­ous is the City’s trail! But the cliffs of Fresh­wa­ter it shall nev­er touch, and the is­land will guard the Is­land’s pur­ity till the end of time. Seen from the west the Wight is beau­ti­ful bey­ond all laws of beauty. It is as if a frag­ment of Eng­land floated for­ward to greet the for­eign­er—chalk of our chalk, turf of our turf, epi­tome of what will fol­low. And be­hind the frag­ment lies Southamp­ton, host­ess to the na­tions, and Ports­mouth, a lat­ent fire, and all around it, with double and treble col­li­sion of tides, swirls the sea. How many vil­lages ap­pear in this view! How many castles! How many churches, van­ished or tri­umphant! How many ships, rail­ways, and roads! What in­cred­ible vari­ety of men work­ing be­neath that lu­cent sky to what fi­nal end! The reas­on fails, like a wave on the Swan­age beach; the ima­gin­a­tion swells, spreads, and deep­ens, un­til it be­comes geo­graph­ic and en­circles Eng­land.

			So Frieda Mose­bach, now Frau Ar­chi­tect Liesecke, and moth­er to her hus­band’s baby, was brought up to these heights to be im­pressed, and, after a pro­longed gaze, she said that the hills were more swell­ing here than in Pom­er­a­nia, which was true, but did not seem to Mrs. Munt ap­pos­ite. Poole Har­bour was dry, which led her to praise the ab­sence of muddy fore­shore at Friedrich Wil­helms Bad, Rü­gen, where beech-trees hang over the tide­less Balt­ic, and cows may con­tem­plate the brine. Rather un­healthy Mrs. Munt thought this would be, wa­ter be­ing safer when it moved about.

			“And your Eng­lish lakes—Vin­dermere, Grasmere—are they, then, un­healthy?”

			“No, Frau Liesecke; but that is be­cause they are fresh wa­ter, and dif­fer­ent. Salt wa­ter ought to have tides, and go up and down a great deal, or else it smells. Look, for in­stance, at an aquar­i­um.”

			“An aquar­i­um! Oh, Mees­is Munt, you mean to tell me that fresh aquar­i­ums stink less than salt? Why, then Vic­tor, my broth­er-in-law, col­lec­ted many tad­poles—” “You are not to say ‘stink,’ ” in­ter­rup­ted Helen; “at least, you may say it, but you must pre­tend you are be­ing funny while you say it.”

			“Then ‘smell.’ And the mud of your Pool down there—does it not smell, or may I say ‘stink,’ ha, ha?”

			“There al­ways has been mud in Poole Har­bour,” said Mrs. Munt, with a slight frown. “The rivers bring it down, and a most valu­able oyster-fish­ery de­pends upon it.”

			“Yes, that is so,” con­ceded Frieda; and an­oth­er in­ter­na­tion­al in­cid­ent was closed.

			“ ‘Bournemouth is,’ ” re­sumed their host­ess, quot­ing a loc­al rhyme to which she was much at­tached—“ ‘Bournemouth is, Poole was, and Swan­age is to be the most im­port­ant town of all and biggest of the three.’ Now, Frau Liesecke, I have shown you Bournemouth, and I have shown you Poole, so let us walk back­ward a little, and look down again at Swan­age.”

			“Aunt Ju­ley, wouldn’t that be Meg’s train?”

			A tiny puff of smoke had been circ­ling the har­bour, and now was bear­ing south­wards to­wards them over the black and the gold.

			“Oh, dearest Mar­garet, I do hope she won’t be over­tired.”

			“Oh, I do won­der—I do won­der wheth­er she’s taken the house.”

			“I hope she hasn’t been hasty.”

			“So do I—oh, so do I.”

			“Will it be as beau­ti­ful as Wick­ham Place?” Frieda asked.

			“I should think it would. Trust Mr. Wil­cox for do­ing him­self proud. All those Ducie Street houses are beau­ti­ful in their mod­ern way, and I can’t think why he doesn’t keep on with it. But it’s really for Evie that he went there, and now that Evie’s go­ing to be mar­ried—”

			“Ah!”

			“You’ve nev­er seen Miss Wil­cox, Frieda. How ab­surdly mat­ri­mo­ni­al you are!”

			“But sis­ter to that Paul?”

			“Yes.”

			“And to that Charles,” said Mrs. Munt with feel­ing. “Oh, Helen, Helen, what a time that was!”

			Helen laughed. “Meg and I haven’t got such tender hearts. If there’s a chance of a cheap house, we go for it.”

			“Now look, Frau Liesecke, at my niece’s train. You see, it is com­ing to­wards us—com­ing, com­ing; and, when it gets to Corfe, it will ac­tu­ally go through the downs, on which we are stand­ing, so that, if we walk over, as I sug­ges­ted, and look down on Swan­age, we shall see it com­ing on the oth­er side. Shall we?”

			Frieda as­sen­ted, and in a few minutes they had crossed the ridge and ex­changed the great­er view for the less­er. Rather a dull val­ley lay be­low, backed by the slope of the coast­ward downs. They were look­ing across the Isle of Pur­be­ck and on to Swan­age, soon to be the most im­port­ant town of all, and ugli­est of the three. Mar­garet’s train re­appeared as prom­ised, and was greeted with ap­prov­al by her aunt. It came to a stand­still in the middle dis­tance, and there it had been planned that Tibby should meet her, and drive her, and a tea-bas­ket, up to join them.

			“You see,” con­tin­ued Helen to her cous­in, “the Wil­coxes col­lect houses as your Vic­tor col­lects tad­poles. They have, one, Ducie Street; two, Howards End, where my great rum­pus was; three, a coun­try seat in Shrop­shire; four, Charles has a house in Hilton; and five, an­oth­er near Ep­som; and six, Evie will have a house when she mar­ries, and prob­ably a pied-à-terre in the coun­try—which makes sev­en. Oh yes, and Paul a hut in Africa makes eight. I wish we could get Howards End. That was some­thing like a dear little house! Didn’t you think so, Aunt Ju­ley?”

			“I had too much to do, dear, to look at it,” said Mrs. Munt, with a gra­cious dig­nity. “I had everything to settle and ex­plain, and Charles Wil­cox to keep in his place be­sides. It isn’t likely I should re­mem­ber much. I just re­mem­ber hav­ing lunch in your bed­room.”

			“Yes, so do I. But, oh dear, dear, how dread­ful it all seems! And in the au­tumn there began that anti-Pau­line move­ment—you, and Frieda, and Meg, and Mrs. Wil­cox, all ob­sessed with the idea that I might yet marry Paul.”

			“You yet may,” said Frieda des­pond­ently.

			Helen shook her head. “The Great Wil­cox Per­il will nev­er re­turn. If I’m cer­tain of any­thing it’s of that.”

			“One is cer­tain of noth­ing but the truth of one’s own emo­tions.”

			The re­mark fell damply on the con­ver­sa­tion. But Helen slipped her arm round her cous­in, some­how lik­ing her the bet­ter for mak­ing it. It was not an ori­gin­al re­mark, nor had Frieda ap­pro­pri­ated it pas­sion­ately, for she had a pat­ri­ot­ic rather than a philo­soph­ic mind. Yet it be­trayed that in­terest in the uni­ver­sal which the av­er­age Teuton pos­sesses and the av­er­age Eng­lish­man does not. It was, how­ever il­lo­gic­ally, the good, the beau­ti­ful, the true, as op­posed to the re­spect­able, the pretty, the ad­equate. It was a land­scape of Böck­lin’s be­side a land­scape of Lead­er’s, strident and ill-con­sidered, but quiv­er­ing in­to su­per­nat­ur­al life. It sharpened ideal­ism, stirred the soul. It may have been a bad pre­par­a­tion for what fol­lowed.

			“Look!” cried Aunt Ju­ley, hur­ry­ing away from gen­er­al­it­ies over the nar­row sum­mit of the down. “Stand where I stand, and you will see the pony-cart com­ing. I see the pony-cart com­ing.”

			They stood and saw the pony-cart com­ing. Mar­garet and Tibby were presently seen com­ing in it. Leav­ing the out­skirts of Swan­age, it drove for a little through the bud­ding lanes, and then began the as­cent.

			“Have you got the house?” they shouted, long be­fore she could pos­sibly hear.

			Helen ran down to meet her. The high road passed over a saddle, and a track went thence at right angles alone the ridge of the down.

			“Have you got the house?”

			Mar­garet shook her head.

			“Oh, what a nuis­ance! So we’re as we were?”

			“Not ex­actly.”

			She got out, look­ing tired.

			“Some mys­tery,” said Tibby. “We are to be en­lightened presently.”

			Mar­garet came close up to her and whispered that she had had a pro­pos­al of mar­riage from Mr. Wil­cox.

			Helen was amused. She opened the gate on to the downs so that her broth­er might lead the pony through. “It’s just like a wid­ower,” she re­marked. “They’ve cheek enough for any­thing, and in­vari­ably se­lect one of their first wife’s friends.”

			Mar­garet’s face flashed des­pair.

			“That type—” She broke off with a cry. “Meg, not any­thing wrong with you?”

			“Wait one minute,” said Mar­garet, whis­per­ing al­ways.

			“But you’ve nev­er con­ceiv­ably—you’ve nev­er—” She pulled her­self to­geth­er. “Tibby, hurry up through; I can’t hold this gate in­def­in­itely. Aunt Ju­ley! I say, Aunt Ju­ley, make the tea, will you, and Frieda; we’ve got to talk houses, and will come on af­ter­wards.” And then, turn­ing her face to her sis­ter’s, she burst in­to tears.

			Mar­garet was stu­pefied. She heard her­self say­ing, “Oh, really—” She felt her­self touched with a hand that trembled.

			“Don’t,” sobbed Helen, “don’t, don’t, Meg, don’t!” She seemed in­cap­able of say­ing any oth­er word. Mar­garet, trem­bling her­self, led her for­ward up the road, till they strayed through an­oth­er gate on to the down.

			“Don’t, don’t do such a thing! I tell you not to—don’t! I know—don’t!”

			“What do you know?”

			“Pan­ic and empti­ness,” sobbed Helen. “Don’t!”

			Then Mar­garet thought, “Helen is a little selfish. I have nev­er be­haved like this when there has seemed a chance of her mar­ry­ing.” She said: “But we would still see each oth­er very—of­ten, and you—”

			“It’s not a thing like that,” sobbed Helen. And she broke right away and wandered dis­trac­tedly up­wards, stretch­ing her hands to­wards the view and cry­ing.

			“What’s happened to you?” called Mar­garet, fol­low­ing through the wind that gath­ers at sun­down on the north­ern slopes of hills. “But it’s stu­pid!” And sud­denly stu­pid­ity seized her, and the im­mense land­scape was blurred. But Helen turned back.

			“I don’t know what’s happened to either of us,” said Mar­garet, wip­ing her eyes. “We must both have gone mad.” Then Helen wiped hers, and they even laughed a little.

			“Look here, sit down.”

			“All right; I’ll sit down if you’ll sit down.”

			“There. (One kiss.) Now, whatever, whatever is the mat­ter?”

			“I do mean what I said. Don’t; it wouldn’t do.”

			“Oh, Helen, stop say­ing ‘don’t’! It’s ig­nor­ant. It’s as if your head wasn’t out of the slime. ‘Don’t’ is prob­ably what Mrs. Bast says all the day to Mr. Bast.”

			Helen was si­lent.

			“Well?”

			“Tell me about it first, and mean­while per­haps I’ll have got my head out of the slime.”

			“That’s bet­ter. Well, where shall I be­gin? When I ar­rived at Wa­ter­loo—no, I’ll go back be­fore that, be­cause I’m anxious you should know everything from the first. The ‘first’ was about ten days ago. It was the day Mr. Bast came to tea and lost his tem­per. I was de­fend­ing him, and Mr. Wil­cox be­came jeal­ous about me, how­ever slightly. I thought it was the in­vol­un­tary thing, which men can’t help any more than we can. You know—at least, I know in my own case—when a man has said to me, ‘So-and-so’s a pretty girl,’ I am seized with a mo­ment­ary sour­ness against So-and-so, and long to tweak her ear. It’s a tire­some feel­ing, but not an im­port­ant one, and one eas­ily man­ages it. But it wasn’t only this in Mr. Wil­cox’s case, I gath­er now.”

			“Then you love him?”

			Mar­garet con­sidered. “It is won­der­ful know­ing that a real man cares for you,” she said. “The mere fact of that grows more tre­mend­ous. Re­mem­ber, I’ve known and liked him stead­ily for nearly three years.”

			“But loved him?”

			Mar­garet peered in­to her past. It is pleas­ant to ana­lyse feel­ings while they are still only feel­ings, and un­em­bod­ied in the so­cial fab­ric. With her arm round Helen, and her eyes shift­ing over the view, as if this coun­try or that could re­veal the secret of her own heart, she med­it­ated hon­estly, and said, “No.”

			“But you will?”

			“Yes,” said Mar­garet, “of that I’m pretty sure. In­deed, I began the mo­ment he spoke to me.”

			“And have settled to marry him?”

			“I had, but am want­ing a long talk about it now. What is it against him, Helen? You must try and say.”

			Helen, in her turn, looked out­wards. “It is ever since Paul,” she said fi­nally.

			“But what has Mr. Wil­cox to do with Paul?”

			“But he was there, they were all there that morn­ing when I came down to break­fast, and saw that Paul was frightened—the man who loved me frightened and all his paraphernalia fallen, so that I knew it was im­possible, be­cause per­son­al re­la­tions are the im­port­ant thing forever and ever, and not this out­er life of tele­grams and an­ger.”

			She poured the sen­tence forth in one breath, but her sis­ter un­der­stood it, be­cause it touched on thoughts that were fa­mil­i­ar between them.

			“That’s fool­ish. In the first place, I dis­agree about the out­er life. Well, we’ve of­ten ar­gued that. The real point is that there is the widest gulf between my love­mak­ing and yours. Yours was ro­mance; mine will be prose. I’m not run­ning it down—a very good kind of prose, but well con­sidered, well thought out. For in­stance, I know all Mr. Wil­cox’s faults. He’s afraid of emo­tion. He cares too much about suc­cess, too little about the past. His sym­pathy lacks po­etry, and so isn’t sym­pathy really. I’d even say”—she looked at the shin­ing la­goons—“that, spir­itu­ally, he’s not as hon­est as I am. Doesn’t that sat­is­fy you?”

			“No, it doesn’t,” said Helen. “It makes me feel worse and worse. You must be mad.”

			Mar­garet made a move­ment of ir­rit­a­tion.

			“I don’t in­tend him, or any man or any wo­man, to be all my life—good heav­ens, no! There are heaps of things in me that he doesn’t, and shall nev­er, un­der­stand.”

			Thus she spoke be­fore the wed­ding ce­re­mony and the phys­ic­al uni­on, be­fore the as­ton­ish­ing glass shade had fallen that in­ter­poses between mar­ried couples and the world. She was to keep her in­de­pend­ence more than do most wo­men as yet. Mar­riage was to al­ter her for­tunes rather than her char­ac­ter, and she was not far wrong in boast­ing that she un­der­stood her fu­ture hus­band. Yet he did al­ter her char­ac­ter—a little. There was an un­fore­seen sur­prise, a ces­sa­tion of the winds and odours of life, a so­cial pres­sure that would have her think con­jugally.

			“So with him,” she con­tin­ued. “There are heaps of things in him—more es­pe­cially things that he does that will al­ways be hid­den from me. He has all those pub­lic qual­it­ies which you so des­pise and which en­able all this—” She waved her hand at the land­scape, which con­firmed any­thing. “If Wil­coxes hadn’t worked and died in Eng­land for thou­sands of years, you and I couldn’t sit here without hav­ing our throats cut. There would be no trains, no ships to carry us lit­er­ary people about in, no fields even. Just sav­agery. No—per­haps not even that. Without their spir­it life might nev­er have moved out of pro­to­plasm. More and more do I re­fuse to draw my in­come and sneer at those who guar­an­tee it. There are times when it seems to me—”

			“And to me, and to all wo­men. So one kissed Paul.”

			“That’s bru­tal,” said Mar­garet. “Mine is an ab­so­lutely dif­fer­ent case. I’ve thought things out.”

			“It makes no dif­fer­ence think­ing things out. They come to the same.”

			“Rub­bish!”

			There was a long si­lence, dur­ing which the tide re­turned in­to Poole Har­bour. “One would lose some­thing,” mur­mured Helen, ap­par­ently to her­self. The wa­ter crept over the mud-flats to­wards the gorse and the blackened heath­er. Brank­sea Is­land lost its im­mense fore­shores, and be­came a sombre epis­ode of trees. Frome was forced in­ward to­wards Dorchester, Stour against Wim­borne, Avon to­wards Salis­bury, and over the im­mense dis­place­ment the sun presided, lead­ing it to tri­umph ere he sank to rest. Eng­land was alive, throb­bing through all her es­tu­ar­ies, cry­ing for joy through the mouths of all her gulls, and the north wind, with con­trary mo­tion, blew stronger against her rising seas. What did it mean? For what end are her fair com­plex­it­ies, her changes of soil, her sinu­ous coast? Does she be­long to those who have moul­ded her and made her feared by oth­er lands, or to those who have ad­ded noth­ing to her power, but have some­how seen her, seen the whole is­land at once, ly­ing as a jew­el in a sil­ver sea, sail­ing as a ship of souls, with all the brave world’s fleet ac­com­pa­ny­ing her to­wards etern­ity?

		
	
		
			XX

			Mar­garet had of­ten wondered at the dis­turb­ance that takes place in the world’s wa­ters, when Love, who seems so tiny a pebble, slips in. Whom does Love con­cern bey­ond the be­loved and the lov­er? Yet his im­pact de­luges a hun­dred shores. No doubt the dis­turb­ance is really the spir­it of the gen­er­a­tions, wel­com­ing the new gen­er­a­tion, and chaf­ing against the ul­ti­mate Fate, who holds all the seas in the palm of her hand. But Love can­not un­der­stand this. He can­not com­pre­hend an­oth­er’s in­fin­ity; he is con­scious only of his own—fly­ing sun­beam, fall­ing rose, pebble that asks for one quiet plunge be­low the fret­ting in­ter­play of space and time. He knows that he will sur­vive at the end of things, and be gathered by Fate as a jew­el from the slime, and be handed with ad­mir­a­tion round the as­sembly of the gods. “Men did pro­duce this” they will say, and, say­ing, they will give men im­mor­tal­ity. But mean­while—what agit­a­tions mean­while! The found­a­tions of Prop­erty and Pro­pri­ety are laid bare, twin rocks; Fam­ily Pride flounders to the sur­face, puff­ing and blow­ing and re­fus­ing to be com­for­ted; Theo­logy, vaguely as­cet­ic, gets up a nasty ground swell. Then the law­yers are aroused—cold brood—and creep out of their holes. They do what they can; they tidy up Prop­erty and Pro­pri­ety, re­as­sure Theo­logy and Fam­ily Pride. Half-guineas are poured on the troubled wa­ters, the law­yers creep back, and, if all has gone well, Love joins one man and wo­man to­geth­er in Mat­ri­mony.

			Mar­garet had ex­pec­ted the dis­turb­ance, and was not ir­rit­ated by it. For a sens­it­ive wo­man she had steady nerves, and could bear with the in­con­gru­ous and the grot­esque; and, be­sides, there was noth­ing ex­cess­ive about her love-af­fair. Good-hu­mour was the dom­in­ant note of her re­la­tions with Mr. Wil­cox, or, as I must now call him, Henry. Henry did not en­cour­age ro­mance, and she was no girl to fid­get for it. An ac­quaint­ance had be­come a lov­er, might be­come a hus­band, but would re­tain all that she had noted in the ac­quaint­ance; and love must con­firm an old re­la­tion rather than re­veal a new one.

			In this spir­it she prom­ised to marry him.

			He was in Swan­age on the mor­row bear­ing the en­gage­ment ring.

			They greeted one an­oth­er with a hearty cor­di­al­ity that im­pressed Aunt Ju­ley. Henry dined at The Bays, but had en­gaged a bed­room in the prin­cip­al hotel; he was one of those men who know the prin­cip­al hotel by in­stinct. After din­ner he asked Mar­garet if she wouldn’t care for a turn on the Parade. She ac­cep­ted, and could not repress a little tremor; it would be her first real love scene. But as she put on her hat she burst out laugh­ing. Love was so un­like the art­icle served up in books; the joy, though genu­ine, was dif­fer­ent; the mys­tery an un­ex­pec­ted mys­tery. For one thing, Mr. Wil­cox still seemed a stranger.

			For a time they talked about the ring; then she said: “Do you re­mem­ber the Em­bank­ment at Chelsea? It can’t be ten days ago.”

			“Yes,” he said, laugh­ing. “And you and your sis­ter were head and ears deep in some quix­ot­ic scheme. Ah well!”

			“I little thought then, cer­tainly. Did you?”

			“I don’t know about that; I shouldn’t like to say.”

			“Why, was it earli­er?” she cried. “Did you think of me this way earli­er! How ex­traordin­ar­ily in­ter­est­ing, Henry! Tell me.”

			But Henry had no in­ten­tion of telling. Per­haps he could not have told, for his men­tal states be­came ob­scure as soon as he had passed through them. He mis­liked the very word “in­ter­est­ing,” con­not­ing it with wasted en­ergy and even with mor­bid­ity. Hard facts were enough for him.

			“I didn’t think of it,” she pur­sued. “No; when you spoke to me in the draw­ing-room, that was prac­tic­ally the first. It was all so dif­fer­ent from what it’s sup­posed to be. On the stage, or in books, a pro­pos­al is—how shall I put it?—a full-blown af­fair, a kind of bou­quet; it loses its lit­er­al mean­ing. But in life a pro­pos­al really is a pro­pos­al—”

			“By the way—”

			“—a sug­ges­tion, a seed,” she con­cluded; and the thought flew away in­to dark­ness.

			“I was think­ing, if you didn’t mind, that we ought to spend this even­ing in a busi­ness talk; there will be so much to settle.”

			“I think so too. Tell me, in the first place, how did you get on with Tibby?”

			“With your broth­er?”

			“Yes, dur­ing ci­gar­ettes.”

			“Oh, very well.”

			“I am so glad,” she answered, a little sur­prised. “What did you talk about? Me, pre­sum­ably.”

			“About Greece too.”

			“Greece was a very good card, Henry. Tibby’s only a boy still, and one has to pick and choose sub­jects a little. Well done.”

			“I was telling him I have shares in a cur­rant-farm near Cala­mata.”

			“What a de­light­ful thing to have shares in! Can’t we go there for our hon­ey­moon?”

			“What to do?”

			“To eat the cur­rants. And isn’t there mar­vel­lous scenery?”

			“Mod­er­ately, but it’s not the kind of place one could pos­sibly go to with a lady.”

			“Why not?”

			“No ho­tels.”

			“Some ladies do without ho­tels. Are you aware that Helen and I have walked alone over the Apen­nines, with our lug­gage on our backs?”

			“I wasn’t aware, and, if I can man­age it, you will nev­er do such a thing again.”

			She said more gravely: “You haven’t found time for a talk with Helen yet, I sup­pose?”

			“No.”

			“Do, be­fore you go. I am so anxious you two should be friends.”

			“Your sis­ter and I have al­ways hit it off,” he said neg­li­gently. “But we’re drift­ing away from our busi­ness. Let me be­gin at the be­gin­ning. You know that Evie is go­ing to marry Percy Cahill.”

			“Dolly’s uncle.”

			“Ex­actly. The girl’s madly in love with him. A very good sort of fel­low, but he de­mands—and rightly—a suit­able pro­vi­sion with her. And in the second place you will nat­ur­ally un­der­stand, there is Charles. Be­fore leav­ing town, I wrote Charles a very care­ful let­ter. You see, he has an in­creas­ing fam­ily and in­creas­ing ex­penses, and the I. and W.A. is noth­ing par­tic­u­lar just now, though cap­able of de­vel­op­ment.”

			“Poor fel­low!” mur­mured Mar­garet, look­ing out to sea, and not un­der­stand­ing.

			“Charles be­ing the eld­er son, some day Charles will have Howards End; but I am anxious, in my own hap­pi­ness, not to be un­just to oth­ers.”

			“Of course not,” she began, and then gave a little cry. “You mean money. How stu­pid I am! Of course not!”

			Oddly enough, he winced a little at the word. “Yes. Money, since you put it so frankly. I am de­term­ined to be just to all—just to you, just to them. I am de­term­ined that my chil­dren shall have me.”

			“Be gen­er­ous to them,” she said sharply. “Both­er justice!”

			“I am de­term­ined—and have already writ­ten to Charles to that ef­fect—”

			“But how much have you got?”

			“What?”

			“How much have you a year? I’ve six hun­dred.”

			“My in­come?”

			“Yes. We must be­gin with how much you have, be­fore we can settle how much you can give Charles. Justice, and even gen­er­os­ity, de­pend on that.”

			“I must say you’re a down­right young wo­man,” he ob­served, pat­ting her arm and laugh­ing a little. “What a ques­tion to spring on a fel­low!”

			“Don’t you know your in­come? Or don’t you want to tell it me?”

			“I—”

			“That’s all right”—now she pat­ted him—“don’t tell me. I don’t want to know. I can do the sum just as well by pro­por­tion. Di­vide your in­come in­to ten parts. How many parts would you give to Evie, how many to Charles, how many to Paul?”

			“The fact is, my dear, I hadn’t any in­ten­tion of both­er­ing you with de­tails. I only wanted to let you know that—well, that some­thing must be done for the oth­ers, and you’ve un­der­stood me per­fectly, so let’s pass on to the next point.”

			“Yes, we’ve settled that,” said Mar­garet, un­dis­turbed by his stra­tegic blun­der­ings. “Go ahead; give away all you can, bear­ing in mind that I’ve a clear six hun­dred. What a mercy it is to have all this money about one.”

			“We’ve none too much, I as­sure you; you’re mar­ry­ing a poor man.”

			“Helen wouldn’t agree with me here,” she con­tin­ued. “Helen dar­en’t slang the rich, be­ing rich her­self, but she would like to. There’s an odd no­tion, that I haven’t yet got hold of, run­ning about at the back of her brain, that poverty is some­how ‘real.’ She dis­likes all or­gan­isa­tion, and prob­ably con­fuses wealth with the tech­nique of wealth. Sov­er­eigns in a stock­ing wouldn’t both­er her; cheques do. Helen is too re­lent­less. One can’t deal in her high-handed man­ner with the world.”

			“There’s this oth­er point, and then I must go back to my hotel and write some let­ters. What’s to be done now about the house in Ducie Street?”

			“Keep it on—at least, it de­pends. When do you want to marry me?”

			She raised her voice, as too of­ten, and some youths, who were also tak­ing the even­ing air, over­heard her. “Get­ting a bit hot, eh?” said one. Mr. Wil­cox turned on them, and said sharply, “I say!” There was si­lence. “Take care I don’t re­port you to the po­lice.” They moved away quietly enough, but were only bid­ing their time, and the rest of the con­ver­sa­tion was punc­tu­ated by peals of un­gov­ern­able laughter.

			Lower­ing his voice and in­fus­ing a hint of re­proof in­to it, he said: “Evie will prob­ably be mar­ried in Septem­ber. We could scarcely think of any­thing be­fore then.”

			“The earli­er the nicer, Henry. Fe­males are not sup­posed to say such things, but the earli­er the nicer.”

			“How about Septem­ber for us too?” he asked, rather dryly.

			“Right. Shall we go in­to Ducie Street ourselves in Septem­ber? Or shall we try to bounce Helen and Tibby in­to it? That’s rather an idea. They are so un­busi­ness­like, we could make them do any­thing by ju­di­cious man­age­ment. Look here—yes. We’ll do that. And we ourselves could live at Howards End or Shrop­shire.”

			He blew out his cheeks. “Heav­ens! how you wo­men do fly round! My head’s in a whirl. Point by point, Mar­garet. Howards End’s im­possible. I let it to Hamar Bryce on a three years’ agree­ment last March. Don’t you re­mem­ber? Oniton. Well, that is much, much too far away to rely on en­tirely. You will be able to be down there en­ter­tain­ing a cer­tain amount, but we must have a house with­in easy reach of town. Only Ducie Street has huge draw­backs. There’s a mews be­hind.”

			Mar­garet could not help laugh­ing. It was the first she had heard of the mews be­hind Ducie Street. When she was a pos­sible ten­ant it had sup­pressed it­self, not con­sciously, but auto­mat­ic­ally. The breezy Wil­cox man­ner, though genu­ine, lacked the clear­ness of vis­ion that is im­per­at­ive for truth. When Henry lived in Ducie Street he re­membered the mews; when he tried to let he for­got it; and if any­one had re­marked that the mews must be either there or not, he would have felt an­noyed, and af­ter­wards have found some op­por­tun­ity of stig­mat­ising the speak­er as aca­dem­ic. So does my gro­cer stig­mat­ise me when I com­plain of the qual­ity of his sul­tanas, and he an­swers in one breath that they are the best sul­tanas, and how can I ex­pect the best sul­tanas at that price? It is a flaw in­her­ent in the busi­ness mind, and Mar­garet may do well to be tender to it, con­sid­er­ing all that the busi­ness mind has done for Eng­land.

			“Yes, in sum­mer es­pe­cially, the mews is a ser­i­ous nuis­ance. The smoking-room, too, is an ab­om­in­able little den. The house op­pos­ite has been taken by op­er­at­ic people. Ducie Street’s go­ing down, it’s my private opin­ion.”

			“How sad! It’s only a few years since they built those pretty houses.”

			“Shows things are mov­ing. Good for trade.”

			“I hate this con­tinu­al flux of Lon­don. It is an epi­tome of us at our worst—etern­al form­less­ness; all the qual­it­ies, good, bad, and in­dif­fer­ent, stream­ing away—stream­ing, stream­ing forever. That’s why I dread it so. I mis­trust rivers, even in scenery. Now, the sea—”

			“High tide, yes.”

			“Hoy toid”—from the prom­en­ad­ing youths.

			“And these are the men to whom we give the vote,” ob­served Mr. Wil­cox, omit­ting to add that they were also the men to whom he gave work as clerks—work that scarcely en­cour­aged them to grow in­to oth­er men. “How­ever, they have their own lives and in­terests. Let’s get on.”

			He turned as he spoke, and pre­pared to see her back to The Bays. The busi­ness was over. His hotel was in the op­pos­ite dir­ec­tion, and if he ac­com­pan­ied her his let­ters would be late for the post. She im­plored him not to come, but he was ob­dur­ate.

			“A nice be­gin­ning, if your aunt saw you slip in alone!”

			“But I al­ways do go about alone. Con­sid­er­ing I’ve walked over the Apen­nines, it’s com­mon sense. You will make me so angry. I don’t the least take it as a com­pli­ment.”

			He laughed, and lit a ci­gar. “It isn’t meant as a com­pli­ment, my dear. I just won’t have you go­ing about in the dark. Such people about too! It’s dan­ger­ous.”

			“Can’t I look after my­self? I do wish—”

			“Come along, Mar­garet; no wheed­ling.”

			A young­er wo­man might have re­sen­ted his mas­terly ways, but Mar­garet had too firm a grip of life to make a fuss. She was, in her own way, as mas­terly. If he was a fort­ress she was a moun­tain peak, whom all might tread, but whom the snows made nightly vir­gin­al. Dis­dain­ing the hero­ic out­fit, ex­cit­able in her meth­ods, gar­rulous, epis­od­ic­al, shrill, she misled her lov­er much as she had misled her aunt. He mis­took her fer­til­ity for weak­ness. He sup­posed her “as clev­er as they make them,” but no more, not real­ising that she was pen­et­rat­ing to the depths of his soul, and ap­prov­ing of what she found there.

			And if in­sight were suf­fi­cient, if the in­ner life were the whole of life, their hap­pi­ness had been as­sured.

			They walked ahead briskly. The parade and the road after it were well lighted, but it was dark­er in Aunt Ju­ley’s garden. As they were go­ing up by the side-paths, through some rhodo­den­drons, Mr. Wil­cox, who was in front, said “Mar­garet” rather husk­ily, turned, dropped his ci­gar, and took her in his arms.

			She was startled, and nearly screamed, but re­covered her­self at once, and kissed with genu­ine love the lips that were pressed against her own. It was their first kiss, and when it was over he saw her safely to the door and rang the bell for her but dis­ap­peared in­to the night be­fore the maid answered it. On look­ing back, the in­cid­ent dis­pleased her. It was so isol­ated. Noth­ing in their pre­vi­ous con­ver­sa­tion had her­al­ded it, and, worse still, no ten­der­ness had en­sued. If a man can­not lead up to pas­sion he can at all events lead down from it, and she had hoped, after her com­plais­ance, for some in­ter­change of gentle words. But he had hur­ried away as if ashamed, and for an in­stant she was re­minded of Helen and Paul.

		
	
		
			XXI

			Charles had just been scold­ing his Dolly. She de­served the scold­ing, and had bent be­fore it, but her head, though bloody, was un­sub­dued and her chir­rup­ings began to mingle with his re­treat­ing thun­der.

			“You’ve waked the baby. I knew you would. (Rum-ti-foo, Rack­ety-tack­ety-Tomp­kin!) I’m not re­spons­ible for what Uncle Percy does, nor for any­body else or any­thing, so there!”

			“Who asked him while I was away? Who asked my sis­ter down to meet him? Who sent them out in the mo­tor day after day?”

			“Charles, that re­minds me of some poem.”

			“Does it in­deed? We shall all be dan­cing to a very dif­fer­ent mu­sic presently. Miss Schle­gel has fairly got us on toast.”

			“I could simply scratch that wo­man’s eyes out, and to say it’s my fault is most un­fair.”

			“It’s your fault, and five months ago you ad­mit­ted it.”

			“I didn’t.”

			“You did.”

			“Tootle, tootle, play­ing on the pootle!” ex­claimed Dolly, sud­denly de­vot­ing her­self to the child.

			“It’s all very well to turn the con­ver­sa­tion, but fath­er would nev­er have dreamt of mar­ry­ing as long as Evie was there to make him com­fort­able. But you must needs start match­mak­ing. Be­sides, Cahill’s too old.”

			“Of course, if you’re go­ing to be rude to Uncle Percy.”

			“Miss Schle­gel al­ways meant to get hold of Howards End, and, thanks to you, she’s got it.”

			“I call the way you twist things round and make them hang to­geth­er most un­fair. You couldn’t have been nas­ti­er if you’d caught me flirt­ing. Could he, did­dums?”

			“We’re in a bad hole, and must make the best of it. I shall an­swer the pa­ter’s let­ter civilly. He’s evid­ently anxious to do the de­cent thing. But I do not in­tend to for­get these Schle­gels in a hurry. As long as they’re on their best be­ha­viour—Dolly, are you listen­ing?—we’ll be­have, too. But if I find them giv­ing them­selves airs or mono­pol­ising my fath­er, or at all ill-treat­ing him, or wor­ry­ing him with their artist­ic beast­li­ness, I in­tend to put my foot down, yes, firmly. Tak­ing my moth­er’s place! Heav­en knows what poor old Paul will say when the news reaches him.”

			The in­ter­lude closes. It has taken place in Charles’s garden at Hilton. He and Dolly are sit­ting in deck­chairs, and their mo­tor is re­gard­ing them pla­cidly from its gar­age across the lawn. A short-frocked edi­tion of Charles also re­gards them pla­cidly; a per­am­bu­lat­or edi­tion is squeak­ing; a third edi­tion is ex­pec­ted shortly. Nature is turn­ing out Wil­coxes in this peace­ful abode, so that they may in­her­it the earth.

		
	
		
			XXII

			Mar­garet greeted her lord with pe­cu­li­ar ten­der­ness on the mor­row. Ma­ture as he was, she might yet be able to help him to the build­ing of the rain­bow bridge that should con­nect the prose in us with the pas­sion. Without it we are mean­ing­less frag­ments, half monks, half beasts, un­con­nec­ted arches that have nev­er joined in­to a man. With it love is born, and alights on the highest curve, glow­ing against the grey, sober against the fire. Happy the man who sees from either as­pect the glory of these out­spread wings. The roads of his soul lie clear, and he and his friends shall find easy go­ing.

			It was hard go­ing in the roads of Mr. Wil­cox’s soul. From boy­hood he had neg­lected them. “I am not a fel­low who both­ers about my own in­side.” Out­wardly he was cheer­ful, re­li­able, and brave; but with­in, all had re­ver­ted to chaos, ruled, so far as it was ruled at all, by an in­com­plete as­ceti­cism. Wheth­er as boy, hus­band, or wid­ower, he had al­ways the sneak­ing be­lief that bod­ily pas­sion is bad, a be­lief that is de­sir­able only when held pas­sion­ately. Re­li­gion had con­firmed him. The words that were read aloud on Sunday to him and to oth­er re­spect­able men were the words that had once kindled the souls of St. Cath­er­ine and St. Fran­cis in­to a white-hot hatred of the car­nal. He could not be as the saints and love the In­fin­ite with a ser­aph­ic ar­dour, but he could be a little ashamed of lov­ing a wife. Amabat, am­are timebat. And it was here that Mar­garet hoped to help him.

			It did not seem so dif­fi­cult. She need trouble him with no gift of her own. She would only point out the sal­va­tion that was lat­ent in his own soul, and in the soul of every man. Only con­nect! That was the whole of her ser­mon. Only con­nect the prose and the pas­sion, and both will be ex­al­ted, and hu­man love will be seen at its height. Live in frag­ments no longer. Only con­nect and the beast and the monk, robbed of the isol­a­tion that is life to either, will die.

			Nor was the mes­sage dif­fi­cult to give. It need not take the form of a good “talk­ing.” By quiet in­dic­a­tions the bridge would be built and span their lives with beauty.

			But she failed. For there was one qual­ity in Henry for which she was nev­er pre­pared, how­ever much she re­minded her­self of it: his ob­tuse­ness. He simply did not no­tice things, and there was no more to be said. He nev­er no­ticed that Helen and Frieda were hos­tile, or that Tibby was not in­ter­ested in cur­rant plant­a­tions; he nev­er no­ticed the lights and shades that ex­ist in the grey­est con­ver­sa­tion, the fin­ger-posts, the mile­stones, the col­li­sions, the il­lim­it­able views. Once—on an­oth­er oc­ca­sion—she scol­ded him about it. He was puzzled, but replied with a laugh: “My motto is ‘Con­cen­trate.’ I’ve no in­ten­tion of frit­ter­ing away my strength on that sort of thing.” “It isn’t frit­ter­ing away the strength,” she pro­tested. “It’s en­lar­ging the space in which you may be strong.” He answered: “You’re a clev­er little wo­man, but my motto’s ‘Con­cen­trate.’ ” And this morn­ing he con­cen­trated with a ven­geance.

			They met in the rhodo­den­drons of yes­ter­day. In the day­light the bushes were in­con­sid­er­able and the path was bright in the morn­ing sun. She was with Helen, who had been omin­ously quiet since the af­fair was settled. “Here we all are!” she cried, and took him by one hand, re­tain­ing her sis­ter’s in the oth­er.

			“Here we are. Good morn­ing, Helen.”

			Helen replied, “Good morn­ing, Mr. Wil­cox.”

			“Henry, she has had such a nice let­ter from the queer, cross boy. Do you re­mem­ber him? He had a sad mous­tache, but the back of his head was young.”

			“I have had a let­ter too. Not a nice one—I want to talk it over with you”; for Le­onard Bast was noth­ing to him now that she had giv­en him her word; the tri­angle of sex was broken forever.

			“Thanks to your hint, he’s clear­ing out of the Por­phyri­on.”

			“Not a bad busi­ness that Por­phyri­on,” he said ab­sently, as he took his own let­ter out of his pock­et.

			“Not a bad—” she ex­claimed, drop­ping his hand. “Surely, on Chelsea Em­bank­ment—”

			“Here’s our host­ess. Good morn­ing, Mrs. Munt. Fine rhodo­den­drons. Good morn­ing, Frau Liesecke; we man­age to grow flowers in Eng­land, don’t we?”

			“Not a bad busi­ness?”

			“No. My let­ter’s about Howards End. Bryce has been ordered abroad, and wants to sub­let it—I am far from sure that I shall give him per­mis­sion. There was no clause in the agree­ment. In my opin­ion, sub­let­ting is a mis­take. If he can find me an­oth­er ten­ant, whom I con­sider suit­able, I may can­cel the agree­ment. Morn­ing, Schle­gel. Don’t you think that’s bet­ter than sub­let­ting?”

			Helen had dropped her hand now, and he had steered her past the whole party to the sea­ward side of the house. Be­neath them was the bour­geois little bay, which must have yearned all through the cen­tur­ies for just such a wa­ter­ing-place as Swan­age to be built on its mar­gin.

			The waves were col­our­less, and the Bournemouth steam­er gave a fur­ther touch of in­sip­id­ity, drawn up against the pier and hoot­ing wildly for ex­cur­sion­ists.

			“When there is a sub­let I find that dam­age—”

			“Do ex­cuse me, but about the Por­phyri­on. I don’t feel easy—might I just both­er you, Henry?”

			Her man­ner was so ser­i­ous that he stopped, and asked her a little sharply what she wanted.

			“You said on Chelsea Em­bank­ment, surely, that it was a bad con­cern, so we ad­vised this clerk to clear out. He writes this morn­ing that he’s taken our ad­vice, and now you say it’s not a bad con­cern.”

			“A clerk who clears out of any con­cern, good or bad, without se­cur­ing a berth some­where else first, is a fool, and I’ve no pity for him.”

			“He has not done that. He’s go­ing in­to a bank in Cam­den Town, he says. The salary’s much lower, but he hopes to man­age—a branch of De­mp­ster’s Bank. Is that all right?”

			“De­mp­ster! Why good­ness me, yes.”

			“More right than the Por­phyri­on?”

			“Yes, yes, yes; safe as houses—safer.”

			“Very many thanks. I’m sorry—if you sub­let—?”

			“If he sub­lets, I shan’t have the same con­trol. In the­ory there should be no more dam­age done at Howards End; in prac­tice there will be. Things may be done for which no money can com­pensate. For in­stance, I shouldn’t want that fine wych-elm spoilt. It hangs—Mar­garet, we must go and see the old place some time. It’s pretty in its way. We’ll mo­tor down and have lunch with Charles.”

			“I should en­joy that,” said Mar­garet bravely.

			“What about next Wed­nes­day?”

			“Wed­nes­day? No, I couldn’t well do that. Aunt Ju­ley ex­pects us to stop here an­oth­er week at least.”

			“But you can give that up now.”

			“Er—no,” said Mar­garet, after a mo­ment’s thought.

			“Oh, that’ll be all right. I’ll speak to her.”

			“This vis­it is a high solem­nity. My aunt counts on it year after year. She turns the house up­side down for us; she in­vites our spe­cial friends—she scarcely knows Frieda, and we can’t leave her on her hands. I missed one day, and she would be so hurt if I didn’t stay the full ten.”

			“But I’ll say a word to her. Don’t you both­er.”

			“Henry, I won’t go. Don’t bully me.”

			“You want to see the house, though?”

			“Very much—I’ve heard so much about it, one way or the oth­er. Aren’t there pigs’ teeth in the wych-elm?”

			“Pigs’ teeth?”

			“And you chew the bark for toothache.”

			“What a rum no­tion! Of course not!”

			“Per­haps I have con­fused it with some oth­er tree. There are still a great num­ber of sac­red trees in Eng­land, it seems.”

			But he left her to in­ter­cept Mrs. Munt, whose voice could be heard in the dis­tance; to be in­ter­cep­ted him­self by Helen.

			“Oh. Mr. Wil­cox, about the Por­phyri­on—” she began and went scar­let all over her face.

			“It’s all right,” called Mar­garet, catch­ing them up. “De­mp­ster’s Bank’s bet­ter.”

			“But I think you told us the Por­phyri­on was bad, and would smash be­fore Christ­mas.”

			“Did I? It was still out­side the Tar­iff Ring, and had to take rot­ten policies. Lately it came in—safe as houses now.”

			“In oth­er words, Mr. Bast need nev­er have left it.”

			“No, the fel­low needn’t.”

			“—and needn’t have star­ted life else­where at a greatly re­duced salary.”

			“He only says ‘re­duced,’ ” cor­rec­ted Mar­garet, see­ing trouble ahead.

			“With a man so poor, every re­duc­tion must be great. I con­sider it a de­plor­able mis­for­tune.”

			Mr. Wil­cox, in­tent on his busi­ness with Mrs. Munt, was go­ing stead­ily on, but the last re­mark made him say: “What? What’s that? Do you mean that I’m re­spons­ible?”

			“You’re ri­dicu­lous, Helen.”

			“You seem to think—” He looked at his watch. “Let me ex­plain the point to you. It is like this. You seem to as­sume, when a busi­ness con­cern is con­duct­ing a del­ic­ate ne­go­ti­ation, it ought to keep the pub­lic in­formed stage by stage. The Por­phyri­on, ac­cord­ing to you, was bound to say, ‘I am try­ing all I can to get in­to the Tar­iff Ring. I am not sure that I shall suc­ceed, but it is the only thing that will save me from in­solv­ency, and I am try­ing.’ My dear Helen—”

			“Is that your point? A man who had little money has less—that’s mine.”

			“I am grieved for your clerk. But it is all in the day’s work. It’s part of the battle of life.”

			“A man who had little money—” she re­peated, “has less, ow­ing to us. Un­der these cir­cum­stances I con­sider ‘the battle of life’ a happy ex­pres­sion.”

			“Oh come, come!” he pro­tested pleas­antly, “you’re not to blame. No one’s to blame.”

			“Is no one to blame for any­thing?”

			“I wouldn’t say that, but you’re tak­ing it far too ser­i­ously. Who is this fel­low?”

			“We have told you about the fel­low twice already,” said Helen. “You have even met the fel­low. He is very poor and his wife is an ex­tra­vag­ant im­be­cile. He is cap­able of bet­ter things. We—we, the up­per classes—thought we would help him from the height of our su­per­i­or know­ledge—and here’s the res­ult!”

			He raised his fin­ger. “Now, a word of ad­vice.”

			“I re­quire no more ad­vice.”

			“A word of ad­vice. Don’t take up that sen­ti­ment­al at­ti­tude over the poor. See that she doesn’t, Mar­garet. The poor are poor, and one’s sorry for them, but there it is. As civil­isa­tion moves for­ward, the shoe is bound to pinch in places, and it’s ab­surd to pre­tend that any­one is re­spons­ible per­son­ally. Neither you, nor I, nor my in­form­ant, nor the man who in­formed him, nor the dir­ect­ors of the Por­phyri­on, are to blame for this clerk’s loss of salary. It’s just the shoe pinch­ing—no one can help it; and it might eas­ily have been worse.”

			Helen quivered with in­dig­na­tion.

			“By all means sub­scribe to char­it­ies—sub­scribe to them largely—but don’t get car­ried away by ab­surd schemes of So­cial Re­form. I see a good deal be­hind the scenes, and you can take it from me that there is no So­cial Ques­tion—ex­cept for a few journ­al­ists who try to get a liv­ing out of the phrase. There are just rich and poor, as there al­ways have been and al­ways will be. Point me out a time when men have been equal—”

			“I didn’t say—”

			“Point me out a time when de­sire for equal­ity has made them hap­pi­er. No, no. You can’t. There al­ways have been rich and poor. I’m no fa­tal­ist. Heav­en for­bid! But our civil­isa­tion is moul­ded by great im­per­son­al forces” (his voice grew com­pla­cent; it al­ways did when he elim­in­ated the per­son­al), “and there al­ways will be rich and poor. You can’t deny it” (and now it was a re­spect­ful voice)—“and you can’t deny that, in spite of all, the tend­ency of civil­isa­tion has on the whole been up­ward.”

			“Ow­ing to God, I sup­pose,” flashed Helen.

			He stared at her.

			“You grab the dol­lars. God does the rest.”

			It was no good in­struct­ing the girl if she was go­ing to talk about God in that neur­ot­ic mod­ern way. Fraternal to the last, he left her for the quieter com­pany of Mrs. Munt. He thought, “She rather re­minds me of Dolly.”

			Helen looked out at the sea.

			“Don’t ever dis­cuss polit­ic­al eco­nomy with Henry,” ad­vised her sis­ter. “It’ll only end in a cry.”

			“But he must be one of those men who have re­con­ciled sci­ence with re­li­gion,” said Helen slowly. “I don’t like those men. They are sci­entif­ic them­selves, and talk of the sur­viv­al of the fit­test, and cut down the salar­ies of their clerks, and stunt the in­de­pend­ence of all who may men­ace their com­fort, but yet they be­lieve that some­how good—it is al­ways that sloppy ‘some­how’—will be the out­come, and that in some mys­tic­al way the Mr. Basts of the fu­ture will be­ne­fit be­cause the Mr. Brits of today are in pain.”

			“He is such a man in the­ory. But oh, Helen, in the­ory!”

			“But oh, Meg, what a the­ory!”

			“Why should you put things so bit­terly, dear­ie?”

			“Be­cause I’m an old maid,” said Helen, bit­ing her lip. “I can’t think why I go on like this my­self.” She shook off her sis­ter’s hand and went in­to the house. Mar­garet, dis­tressed at the day’s be­gin­ning, fol­lowed the Bournemouth steam­er with her eyes. She saw that Helen’s nerves were ex­as­per­ated by the un­lucky Bast busi­ness bey­ond the bounds of po­lite­ness. There might at any minute be a real ex­plo­sion, which even Henry would no­tice. Henry must be re­moved.

			“Mar­garet!” her aunt called. “Magsy! It isn’t true, surely, what Mr. Wil­cox says, that you want to go away early next week?”

			“Not ‘want,’ ” was Mar­garet’s prompt reply; “but there is so much to be settled, and I do want to see the Charles’s.”

			“But go­ing away without tak­ing the Wey­mouth trip, or even the Lul­worth?” said Mrs. Munt, com­ing near­er. “Without go­ing once more up Nine Bar­rows Down?”

			“I’m afraid so.”

			Mr. Wil­cox re­joined her with, “Good! I did the break­ing of the ice.”

			A wave of ten­der­ness came over her. She put a hand on either shoulder, and looked deeply in­to the black, bright eyes. What was be­hind their com­pet­ent stare? She knew, but was not dis­quieted.

		
	
		
			XXIII

			Mar­garet had no in­ten­tion of let­ting things slide, and the even­ing be­fore she left Swan­age she gave her sis­ter a thor­ough scold­ing. She cen­sured her, not for dis­ap­prov­ing of the en­gage­ment, but for throw­ing over her dis­ap­prov­al a veil of mys­tery. Helen was equally frank. “Yes,” she said, with the air of one look­ing in­wards, “there is a mys­tery. I can’t help it. It’s not my fault. It’s the way life has been made.” Helen in those days was over-in­ter­ested in the sub­con­scious self. She ex­ag­ger­ated the Punch and Judy as­pect of life, and spoke of man­kind as pup­pets, whom an in­vis­ible show­man twitches in­to love and war. Mar­garet poin­ted out that if she dwelt on this she, too, would elim­in­ate the per­son­al. Helen was si­lent for a minute, and then burst in­to a queer speech, which cleared the air. “Go on and marry him. I think you’re splen­did; and if any­one can pull it off, you will.” Mar­garet denied that there was any­thing to “pull off,” but she con­tin­ued: “Yes, there is, and I wasn’t up to it with Paul. I can do only what’s easy. I can only en­tice and be en­ticed. I can’t, and won’t, at­tempt dif­fi­cult re­la­tions. If I marry, it will either be a man who’s strong enough to boss me or whom I’m strong enough to boss. So I shan’t ever marry, for there aren’t such men. And Heav­en help any­one whom I do marry, for I shall cer­tainly run away from him be­fore you can say ‘Jack Robin­son.’ There! Be­cause I’m un­educated. But you, you’re dif­fer­ent; you’re a heroine.”

			“Oh, Helen! Am I? Will it be as dread­ful for poor Henry as all that?”

			“You mean to keep pro­por­tion, and that’s hero­ic, it’s Greek, and I don’t see why it shouldn’t suc­ceed with you. Go on and fight with him and help him. Don’t ask me for help, or even for sym­pathy. Hence­for­ward I’m go­ing my own way. I mean to be thor­ough, be­cause thor­ough­ness is easy. I mean to dis­like your hus­band, and to tell him so. I mean to make no con­ces­sions to Tibby. If Tibby wants to live with me, he must lump me. I mean to love you more than ever. Yes, I do. You and I have built up some­thing real, be­cause it is purely spir­itu­al. There’s no veil of mys­tery over us. Un­real­ity and mys­tery be­gin as soon as one touches the body. The pop­u­lar view is, as usu­al, ex­actly the wrong one. Our both­ers are over tan­gible things—money, hus­bands, house-hunt­ing. But Heav­en will work of it­self.”

			Mar­garet was grate­ful for this ex­pres­sion of af­fec­tion, and answered, “Per­haps.” All vis­tas close in the un­seen—no one doubts it—but Helen closed them rather too quickly for her taste. At every turn of speech one was con­fron­ted with real­ity and the ab­so­lute. Per­haps Mar­garet grew too old for meta­phys­ics, per­haps Henry was wean­ing her from them, but she felt that there was some­thing a little un­bal­anced in the mind that so read­ily shreds the vis­ible. The busi­ness man who as­sumes that this life is everything, and the mys­tic who as­serts that it is noth­ing, fail, on this side and on that, to hit the truth. “Yes, I see, dear; it’s about halfway between,” Aunt Ju­ley had haz­arded in earli­er years. No; truth, be­ing alive, was not halfway between any­thing. It was only to be found by con­tinu­ous ex­cur­sions in­to either realm, and though pro­por­tion is the fi­nal secret, to es­pouse it at the out­set is to in­sure ster­il­ity.

			Helen, agree­ing here, dis­agree­ing there, would have talked till mid­night, but Mar­garet, with her pack­ing to do, fo­cused the con­ver­sa­tion on Henry. She might ab­use Henry be­hind his back, but please would she al­ways be civil to him in com­pany? “I def­in­itely dis­like him, but I’ll do what I can,” prom­ised Helen. “Do what you can with my friends in re­turn.”

			This con­ver­sa­tion made Mar­garet easi­er. Their in­ner life was so safe that they could bar­gain over ex­tern­als in a way that would have been in­cred­ible to Aunt Ju­ley, and im­possible for Tibby or Charles. There are mo­ments when the in­ner life ac­tu­ally “pays,” when years of self-scru­tiny, con­duc­ted for no ul­teri­or motive, are sud­denly of prac­tic­al use. Such mo­ments are still rare in the West; that they come at all prom­ises a fairer fu­ture. Mar­garet, though un­able to un­der­stand her sis­ter, was as­sured against es­trange­ment, and re­turned to Lon­don with a more peace­ful mind.

			The fol­low­ing morn­ing, at el­ev­en o’clock, she presen­ted her­self at the of­fices of the Im­per­i­al and West Afric­an Rub­ber Com­pany. She was glad to go there, for Henry had im­plied his busi­ness rather than de­scribed it, and the form­less­ness and vague­ness that one as­so­ci­ates with Africa it­self had hitherto brooded over the main sources of his wealth. Not that a vis­it to the of­fice cleared things up. There was just the or­din­ary sur­face scum of ledgers and pol­ished coun­ters and brass bars that began and stopped for no pos­sible reas­on, of elec­tric-light globes blos­som­ing in triplets, of little rab­bit-hutches faced with glass or wire, of little rab­bits. And even when she pen­et­rated to the in­ner depths, she found only the or­din­ary table and Tur­key car­pet, and though the map over the fire­place did de­pict a help­ing of West Africa, it was a very or­din­ary map. An­oth­er map hung op­pos­ite, on which the whole con­tin­ent ap­peared, look­ing like a whale marked out for a blub­ber, and by its side was a door, shut, but Henry’s voice came through it, dic­tat­ing a “strong” let­ter. She might have been at the Por­phyri­on, or De­mp­ster’s Bank, or her own wine-mer­chant’s. Everything seems just alike in these days. But per­haps she was see­ing the Im­per­i­al side of the com­pany rather than its West Afric­an, and Im­per­i­al­ism al­ways had been one of her dif­fi­culties.

			“One minute!” called Mr. Wil­cox on re­ceiv­ing her name. He touched a bell, the ef­fect of which was to pro­duce Charles.

			Charles had writ­ten his fath­er an ad­equate let­ter—more ad­equate than Evie’s, through which a girl­ish in­dig­na­tion throbbed. And he greeted his fu­ture step­moth­er with pro­pri­ety.

			“I hope that my wife—how do you do?—will give you a de­cent lunch,” was his open­ing. “I left in­struc­tions, but we live in a rough-and-ready way. She ex­pects you back to tea, too, after you have had a look at Howards End. I won­der what you’ll think of the place. I wouldn’t touch it with tongs my­self. Do sit down! It’s a measly little place.”

			“I shall en­joy see­ing it,” said Mar­garet, feel­ing, for the first time, shy.

			“You’ll see it at its worst, for Bryce de­camped abroad last Monday without even ar­ran­ging for a char­wo­man to clear up after him. I nev­er saw such a dis­grace­ful mess. It’s un­be­liev­able. He wasn’t in the house a month.”

			“I’ve more than a little bone to pick with Bryce,” called Henry from the in­ner cham­ber.

			“Why did he go so sud­denly?”

			“In­val­id type; couldn’t sleep.”

			“Poor fel­low!”

			“Poor fid­dle­sticks!” said Mr. Wil­cox, join­ing them. “He had the im­pudence to put up no­tice-boards without as much as say­ing ‘with your leave’ or ‘by your leave.’ Charles flung them down.”

			“Yes, I flung them down,” said Charles mod­estly.

			“I’ve sent a tele­gram after him, and a pretty sharp one, too. He, and he in per­son, is re­spons­ible for the up­keep of that house for the next three years.”

			“The keys are at the farm; we wouldn’t have the keys.”

			“Quite right.”

			“Dolly would have taken them, but I was in, for­tu­nately.”

			“What’s Mr. Bryce like?” asked Mar­garet.

			But nobody cared. Mr. Bryce was the ten­ant, who had no right to sub­let; to have defined him fur­ther was a waste of time. On his mis­deeds they des­can­ted pro­fusely, un­til the girl who had been typ­ing the strong let­ter came out with it. Mr. Wil­cox ad­ded his sig­na­ture. “Now we’ll be off,” said he.

			A mo­tor-drive, a form of fe­li­city de­tested by Mar­garet, awaited her. Charles saw them in, civil to the last, and in a mo­ment the of­fices of the Im­per­i­al and West Afric­an Rub­ber Com­pany faded away. But it was not an im­press­ive drive. Per­haps the weath­er was to blame, be­ing grey and banked high with weary clouds. Per­haps Hert­ford­shire is scarcely in­ten­ded for mo­tor­ists. Did not a gen­tle­man once mo­tor so quickly through West­mo­re­land that he missed it? and if West­mo­re­land can be missed, it will fare ill with a county whose del­ic­ate struc­ture par­tic­u­larly needs the at­tent­ive eye. Hert­ford­shire is Eng­land at its quietest, with little em­phas­is of river and hill; it is Eng­land med­it­at­ive. If Drayton were with us again to write a new edi­tion of his in­com­par­able poem, he would sing the nymphs of Hert­ford­shire as in­de­term­in­ate of fea­ture, with hair ob­fus­cated by the Lon­don smoke. Their eyes would be sad, and aver­ted from their fate to­wards the North­ern flats, their lead­er not Is­is or Sab­rina, but the slowly flow­ing Lea. No glory of raiment would be theirs, no ur­gency of dance; but they would be real nymphs.

			The chauf­feur could not travel as quickly as he had hoped, for the Great North Road was full of East­er traffic. But he went quite quick enough for Mar­garet, a poor-spir­ited creature, who had chick­ens and chil­dren on the brain.

			“They’re all right,” said Mr. Wil­cox. “They’ll learn—like the swal­lows and the tele­graph-wires.”

			“Yes, but, while they’re learn­ing—”

			“The mo­tor’s come to stay,” he answered. “One must get about. There’s a pretty church—oh, you aren’t sharp enough. Well, look out, if the road wor­ries you—right out­ward at the scenery.”

			She looked at the scenery. It heaved and merged like por­ridge. Presently it con­gealed. They had ar­rived.

			Charles’s house on the left; on the right the swell­ing forms of the Six Hills. Their ap­pear­ance in such a neigh­bour­hood sur­prised her. They in­ter­rup­ted the stream of res­id­ences that was thick­en­ing up to­wards Hilton. Bey­ond them she saw mead­ows and a wood, and be­neath them she settled that sol­diers of the best kind lay bur­ied. She hated war and liked sol­diers—it was one of her ami­able in­con­sist­en­cies.

			But here was Dolly, dressed up to the nines, stand­ing at the door to greet them, and here were the first drops of the rain. They ran in gaily, and after a long wait in the draw­ing-room, sat down to the rough-and-ready lunch, every dish of which con­cealed or ex­uded cream. Mr. Bryce was the chief top­ic of con­ver­sa­tion. Dolly de­scribed his vis­it with the key, while her fath­er-in-law gave sat­is­fac­tion by chaff­ing her and con­tra­dict­ing all she said. It was evid­ently the cus­tom to laugh at Dolly. He chaffed Mar­garet too, and Mar­garet roused from a grave med­it­a­tion was pleased and chaffed him back. Dolly seemed sur­prised and eyed her curi­ously. After lunch the two chil­dren came down. Mar­garet dis­liked ba­bies, but hit it off bet­ter with the two-year-old, and sent Dolly in­to fits of laughter by talk­ing sense to him. “Kiss them now, and come away,” said Mr. Wil­cox. She came, but re­fused to kiss them; it was such hard luck on the little things, she said, and though Dolly proffered Chorly-worly and Porgly-woggles in turn, she was ob­dur­ate.

			By this time it was rain­ing stead­ily. The car came round with the hood up, and again she lost all sense of space. In a few minutes they stopped, and Crane opened the door of the car.

			“What’s happened?” asked Mar­garet.

			“What do you sup­pose?” said Henry.

			A little porch was close up against her face.

			“Are we there already?”

			“We are.”

			“Well, I nev­er! In years ago it seemed so far away.”

			Smil­ing, but some­how dis­il­lu­sioned, she jumped out, and her im­petus car­ried her to the front-door. She was about to open it, when Henry said: “That’s no good; it’s locked. Who’s got the key?”

			As he had him­self for­got­ten to call for the key at the farm, no one replied. He also wanted to know who had left the front gate open, since a cow had strayed in from the road, and was spoil­ing the cro­quet lawn. Then he said rather crossly: “Mar­garet, you wait in the dry. I’ll go down for the key. It isn’t a hun­dred yards.”

			“Mayn’t I come too?”

			“No; I shall be back be­fore I’m gone.”

			Then the car turned away, and it was as if a cur­tain had ris­en. For the second time that day she saw the ap­pear­ance of the earth.

			There were the green­gage-trees that Helen had once de­scribed, there the ten­nis lawn, there the hedge that would be glor­i­ous with dog-roses in June, but the vis­ion now was of black and palest green. Down by the dell-hole more vivid col­ours were awaken­ing, and Lent lilies stood sen­tinel on its mar­gin, or ad­vanced in bat­talions over the grass. Tulips were a tray of jew­els. She could not see the wych-elm tree, but a branch of the cel­eb­rated vine, stud­ded with vel­vet knobs had covered the perch. She was struck by the fer­til­ity of the soil; she had sel­dom been in a garden where the flowers looked so well, and even the weeds she was idly pluck­ing out of the porch were in­tensely green. Why had poor Mr. Bryce fled from all this beauty? For she had already de­cided that the place was beau­ti­ful.

			“Naughty cow! Go away!” cried Mar­garet to the cow, but without in­dig­na­tion.

			Harder came the rain, pour­ing out of a wind­less sky, and spat­ter­ing up from the no­tice-boards of the house-agents, which lay in a row on the lawn where Charles had hurled them. She must have in­ter­viewed Charles in an­oth­er world—where one did have in­ter­views. How Helen would rev­el in such a no­tion! Charles dead, all people dead, noth­ing alive but houses and gar­dens. The ob­vi­ous dead, the in­tan­gible alive, and no con­nec­tion at all between them! Mar­garet smiled. Would that her own fan­cies were as clear-cut! Would that she could deal as high-handedly with the world! Smil­ing and sigh­ing, she laid her hand upon the door. It opened. The house was not locked up at all.

			She hes­it­ated. Ought she to wait for Henry? He felt strongly about prop­erty, and might prefer to show her over him­self. On the oth­er hand, he had told her to keep in the dry, and the porch was be­gin­ning to drip. So she went in, and the draught from in­side slammed the door be­hind.

			Des­ol­a­tion greeted her. Dirty fin­ger­prints were on the hall-win­dows, flue and rub­bish on its un­washed boards. The civil­isa­tion of lug­gage had been here for a month, and then de­camped. Din­ing-room and draw­ing-room—right and left—were guessed only by their wall­pa­pers. They were just rooms where one could shel­ter from the rain. Across the ceil­ing of each ran a great beam. The din­ing-room and hall re­vealed theirs openly, but the draw­ing-room’s was match-boarded—be­cause the facts of life must be con­cealed from ladies? Draw­ing-room, din­ing-room, and hall—how petty the names soun­ded! Here were simply three rooms where chil­dren could play and friends shel­ter from the rain. Yes, and they were beau­ti­ful.

			Then she opened one of the doors op­pos­ite—there were two—and ex­changed wall­pa­pers for white­wash. It was the ser­vants’ part, though she scarcely real­ised that: just rooms again, where friends might shel­ter. The garden at the back was full of flower­ing cher­ries and plums. Farther on were hints of the mead­ow and a black cliff of pines. Yes, the mead­ow was beau­ti­ful.

			Penned in by the des­ol­ate weath­er, she re­cap­tured the sense of space which the mo­tor had tried to rob from her. She re­membered again that ten square miles are not ten times as won­der­ful as one square mile, that a thou­sand square miles are not prac­tic­ally the same as heav­en. The phantom of big­ness, which Lon­don en­cour­ages, was laid forever when she paced from the hall at Howards End to its kit­chen and heard the rain run this way and that where the wa­ter­shed of the roof di­vided it.

			Now Helen came to her mind, scru­tin­ising half Wessex from the ridge of the Pur­be­ck Downs, and say­ing: “You will have to lose some­thing.” She was not so sure. For in­stance she would double her king­dom by open­ing the door that con­cealed the stairs.

			Now she thought of the map of Africa; of em­pires; of her fath­er; of the two su­preme na­tions, streams of whose life warmed her blood, but, ming­ling, had cooled her brain. She paced back in­to the hall, and as she did so the house re­ver­ber­ated.

			“Is that you, Henry?” she called.

			There was no an­swer, but the house re­ver­ber­ated again.

			“Henry, have you got in?”

			But it was the heart of the house beat­ing, faintly at first, then loudly, mar­tially. It dom­in­ated the rain.

			It is the starved ima­gin­a­tion, not the well-nour­ished, that is afraid. Mar­garet flung open the door to the stairs. A noise as of drums seemed to deafen her. A wo­man, an old wo­man, was des­cend­ing, with fig­ure erect, with face im­pass­ive, with lips that par­ted and said dryly:

			“Oh! Well, I took you for Ruth Wil­cox.”

			Mar­garet stammered: “I—Mrs. Wil­cox—I?”

			“In fancy, of course—in fancy. You had her way of walk­ing. Good day.” And the old wo­man passed out in­to the rain.

		
	
		
			XXIV

			“It gave her quite a turn,” said Mr. Wil­cox, when re­tail­ing the in­cid­ent to Dolly at teatime. “None of you girls have any nerves, really. Of course, a word from me put it all right, but silly old Miss Avery—she frightened you, didn’t she, Mar­garet? There you stood clutch­ing a bunch of weeds. She might have said some­thing, in­stead of com­ing down the stairs with that alarm­ing bon­net on. I passed her as I came in. Enough to make the car shy. I be­lieve Miss Avery goes in for be­ing a char­ac­ter; some old maids do.” He lit a ci­gar­ette. “It is their last re­source. Heav­en knows what she was do­ing in the place; but that’s Bryce’s busi­ness, not mine.”

			“I wasn’t as fool­ish as you sug­gest,” said Mar­garet. “She only startled me, for the house had been si­lent so long.”

			“Did you take her for a spook?” asked Dolly, for whom “spooks” and “go­ing to church” sum­mar­ised the un­seen.

			“Not ex­actly.”

			“She really did fright­en you,” said Henry, who was far from dis­cour­aging timid­ity in fe­males. “Poor Mar­garet! And very nat­ur­ally. Un­educated classes are so stu­pid.”

			“Is Miss Avery un­educated classes?” Mar­garet asked, and found her­self look­ing at the dec­or­a­tion scheme of Dolly’s draw­ing-room.

			“She’s just one of the crew at the farm. People like that al­ways as­sume things. She as­sumed you’d know who she was. She left all the Howards End keys in the front lobby, and as­sumed that you’d seen them as you came in, that you’d lock up the house when you’d done, and would bring them on down to her. And there was her niece hunt­ing for them down at the farm. Lack of edu­ca­tion makes people very cas­u­al. Hilton was full of wo­men like Miss Avery once.”

			“I shouldn’t have dis­liked it, per­haps.”

			“Or Miss Avery giv­ing me a wed­ding present,” said Dolly.

			Which was il­lo­gic­al but in­ter­est­ing. Through Dolly, Mar­garet was destined to learn a good deal.

			“But Charles said I must try not to mind, be­cause she had known his grand­moth­er.”

			“As usu­al, you’ve got the story wrong, my good Dorothea.”

			“I meant great-grand­moth­er—the one who left Mrs. Wil­cox the house. Wer­en’t both of them and Miss Avery friends when Howards End, too, was a farm?”

			Her fath­er-in-law blew out a shaft of smoke. His at­ti­tude to his dead wife was curi­ous. He would al­lude to her, and hear her dis­cussed, but nev­er men­tioned her by name. Nor was he in­ter­ested in the dim, bu­col­ic past. Dolly was—for the fol­low­ing reas­on.

			“Then hadn’t Mrs. Wil­cox a broth­er—or was it an uncle? Any­how, he popped the ques­tion, and Miss Avery, she said ‘No.’ Just ima­gine, if she’d said ‘Yes,’ she would have been Charles’s aunt. (Oh, I say, that’s rather good! ‘Charlie’s Aunt’! I must chaff him about that this even­ing.) And the man went out and was killed. Yes, I’m cer­tain I’ve got it right now. Tom Howard—he was the last of them.”

			“I be­lieve so,” said Mr. Wil­cox neg­li­gently.

			“I say! Howards End—Howards Ended!” cried Dolly. “I’m rather on the spot this even­ing, eh?”

			“I wish you’d ask wheth­er Crane’s ended.”

			“Oh, Mr. Wil­cox, how can you?”

			“Be­cause, if he has had enough tea, we ought to go—Dolly’s a good little wo­man,” he con­tin­ued, “but a little of her goes a long way. I couldn’t live near her if you paid me.”

			Mar­garet smiled. Though present­ing a firm front to out­siders, no Wil­cox could live near, or near the pos­ses­sions of, any oth­er Wil­cox. They had the co­lo­ni­al spir­it, and were al­ways mak­ing for some spot where the white man might carry his bur­den un­ob­served. Of course, Howards End was im­possible, so long as the young­er couple were es­tab­lished in Hilton. His ob­jec­tions to the house were plain as day­light now.

			Crane had had enough tea, and was sent to the gar­age, where their car had been trick­ling muddy wa­ter over Charles’s. The down­pour had surely pen­et­rated the Six Hills by now, bring­ing news of our rest­less civil­isa­tion. “Curi­ous mounds,” said Henry, “but in with you now; an­oth­er time.” He had to be up in Lon­don by sev­en—if pos­sible, by six-thirty. Once more she lost the sense of space; once more trees, houses, people, an­im­als, hills, merged and heaved in­to one dirti­ness, and she was at Wick­ham Place.

			Her even­ing was pleas­ant. The sense of flux which had haunted her all the year dis­ap­peared for a time. She for­got the lug­gage and the mo­tor­cars, and the hur­ry­ing men who know so much and con­nect so little. She re­cap­tured the sense of space, which is the basis of all earthly beauty, and, start­ing from Howards End, she at­temp­ted to real­ise Eng­land. She failed—vis­ions do not come when we try, though they may come through try­ing. But an un­ex­pec­ted love of the is­land awoke in her, con­nect­ing on this side with the joys of the flesh, on that with the in­con­ceiv­able. Helen and her fath­er had known this love, poor Le­onard Bast was grop­ing after it, but it had been hid­den from Mar­garet till this af­ter­noon. It had cer­tainly come through the house and old Miss Avery. Through them: the no­tion of “through” per­sisted; her mind trembled to­wards a con­clu­sion which only the un­wise have put in­to words. Then, veer­ing back in­to warmth, it dwelt on ruddy bricks, flower­ing plum-trees, and all the tan­gible joys of spring.

			Henry, after al­lay­ing her agit­a­tion, had taken her over his prop­erty, and had ex­plained to her the use and di­men­sions of the vari­ous rooms. He had sketched the his­tory of the little es­tate. “It is so un­lucky,” ran the mono­logue, “that money wasn’t put in­to it about fifty years ago. Then it had four—five—times the land—thirty acres at least. One could have made some­thing out of it then—a small park, or at all events shrub­ber­ies, and re­built the house farther away from the road. What’s the good of tak­ing it in hand now? Noth­ing but the mead­ow left, and even that was heav­ily mort­gaged when I first had to do with things—yes, and the house too. Oh, it was no joke.” She saw two wo­men as he spoke, one old, the oth­er young, watch­ing their in­her­it­ance melt away. She saw them greet him as a de­liver­er. “Mis­man­age­ment did it—be­sides, the days for small farms are over. It doesn’t pay—ex­cept with in­tens­ive cul­tiv­a­tion. Small hold­ings, back to the land—ah! phil­an­throp­ic bunkum. Take it as a rule that noth­ing pays on a small scale. Most of the land you see” (they were stand­ing at an up­per win­dow, the only one which faced west) “be­longs to the people at the Park—they made their pile over cop­per—good chaps. Avery’s Farm, Sishe’s—what they call the Com­mon, where you see that ruined oak—one after the oth­er fell in, and so did this, as near as is no mat­ter.” But Henry had saved it as near as is no mat­ter, without fine feel­ings or deep in­sight, but he had saved it, and she loved him for the deed. “When I had more con­trol I did what I could—sold off the two and a half an­im­als, and the mangy pony, and the su­per­an­nu­ated tools; pulled down the out­houses; drained; thinned out I don’t know how many gueld­er-roses and eld­er-trees; and in­side the house I turned the old kit­chen in­to a hall, and made a kit­chen be­hind where the dairy was. Gar­age and so on came later. But one could still tell it’s been an old farm. And yet it isn’t the place that would fetch one of your artist­ic crew.” No, it wasn’t; and if he did not quite un­der­stand it, the artist­ic crew would still less; it was Eng­lish, and the wych-elm that she saw from the win­dow was an Eng­lish tree. No re­port had pre­pared her for its pe­cu­li­ar glory. It was neither war­ri­or, nor lov­er, nor god; in none of these roles do the Eng­lish ex­cel. It was a com­rade bend­ing over the house, strength and ad­ven­ture in its roots, but in its ut­most fin­gers ten­der­ness, and the girth, that a dozen men could not have spanned, be­came in the end evan­es­cent, till pale bud clusters seemed to float in the air. It was a com­rade. House and tree tran­scen­ded any similes of sex. Mar­garet thought of them now, and was to think of them through many a windy night and Lon­don day, but to com­pare either to man, to wo­man, al­ways dwarfed the vis­ion. Yet they kept with­in lim­its of the hu­man. Their mes­sage was not of etern­ity, but of hope on this side of the grave. As she stood in the one, gaz­ing at the oth­er, truer re­la­tion­ship had gleamed.

			An­oth­er touch, and the ac­count of her day is fin­ished. They entered the garden for a minute, and to Mr. Wil­cox’s sur­prise she was right. Teeth, pigs’ teeth, could be seen in the bark of the wych-elm tree—just the white tips of them show­ing. “Ex­traordin­ary!” he cried. “Who told you?”

			“I heard of it one winter in Lon­don,” was her an­swer, for she, too, avoided men­tion­ing Mrs. Wil­cox by name.

		
	
		
			XXV

			Evie heard of her fath­er’s en­gage­ment when she was in for a ten­nis tour­na­ment, and her play went simply to pot. That she should marry and leave him had seemed nat­ur­al enough; that he, left alone, should do the same was de­ceit­ful; and now Charles and Dolly said that it was all her fault. “But I nev­er dreamt of such a thing,” she grumbled. “Dad took me to call now and then, and made me ask her to Simpson’s. Well, I’m al­to­geth­er off dad.” It was also an in­sult to their moth­er’s memory; there they were agreed, and Evie had the idea of re­turn­ing Mrs. Wil­cox’s lace and jew­ellery “as a protest.” Against what it would protest she was not clear; but be­ing only eight­een, the idea of re­nun­ci­ation ap­pealed to her, the more as she did not care for jew­ellery or lace. Dolly then sug­ges­ted that she and Uncle Percy should pre­tend to break off their en­gage­ment, and then per­haps Mr. Wil­cox would quar­rel with Miss Schle­gel, and break off his; or Paul might be cabled for. But at this point Charles told them not to talk non­sense. So Evie settled to marry as soon as pos­sible; it was no good hanging about with these Schle­gels eye­ing her. The date of her wed­ding was con­sequently put for­ward from Septem­ber to Au­gust, and in the in­tox­ic­a­tion of presents she re­covered much of her good-hu­mour.

			Mar­garet found that she was ex­pec­ted to fig­ure at this func­tion, and to fig­ure largely; it would be such an op­por­tun­ity, said Henry, for her to get to know his set. Sir James Bid­der would be there, and all the Cahills and the Fus­sells, and his sis­ter-in-law, Mrs. War­ring­ton Wil­cox, had for­tu­nately got back from her tour round the world. Henry she loved, but his set prom­ised to be an­oth­er mat­ter. He had not the knack of sur­round­ing him­self with nice people—in­deed, for a man of abil­ity and vir­tue his choice had been sin­gu­larly un­for­tu­nate; he had no guid­ing prin­ciple bey­ond a cer­tain pref­er­ence for me­diocrity; he was con­tent to settle one of the greatest things in life haphaz­ard, and so, while his in­vest­ments went right, his friends gen­er­ally went wrong. She would be told, “Oh, So-and-so’s a good sort—a thun­der­ing good sort,” and find, on meet­ing him, that he was a brute or a bore. If Henry had shown real af­fec­tion, she would have un­der­stood, for af­fec­tion ex­plains everything. But he seemed without sen­ti­ment. The “thun­der­ing good sort” might at any mo­ment be­come “a fel­low for whom I nev­er did have much use, and have less now,” and be shaken off cheer­ily in­to ob­li­vi­on. Mar­garet had done the same as a school­girl. Now she nev­er for­got any­one for whom she had once cared; she con­nec­ted, though the con­nec­tion might be bit­ter, and she hoped that some day Henry would do the same.

			Evie was not to be mar­ried from Ducie Street. She had a fancy for some­thing rur­al, and, be­sides, no one would be in Lon­don then, so she left her boxes for a few weeks at Oniton Grange, and her banns were duly pub­lished in the par­ish church, and for a couple of days the little town, dream­ing between the ruddy hills, was roused by the clang of our civil­isa­tion, and drew up by the road­side to let the mo­tors pass. Oniton had been a dis­cov­ery of Mr. Wil­cox’s—a dis­cov­ery of which he was not al­to­geth­er proud. It was up to­wards the Welsh bor­der, and so dif­fi­cult of ac­cess that he had con­cluded it must be some­thing spe­cial. A ruined castle stood in the grounds. But hav­ing got there, what was one to do? The shoot­ing was bad, the fish­ing in­dif­fer­ent, and wo­men­folk re­por­ted the scenery as noth­ing much. The place turned out to be in the wrong part of Shrop­shire, and though he nev­er ran down his own prop­erty to oth­ers, he was only wait­ing to get it off his hands, and then to let fly. Evie’s mar­riage was its last ap­pear­ance in pub­lic. As soon as a ten­ant was found, it be­came a house for which he nev­er had had much use, and had less now, and, like Howards End, faded in­to Limbo.

			But on Mar­garet Oniton was destined to make a last­ing im­pres­sion. She re­garded it as her fu­ture home, and was anxious to start straight with the clergy, etc., and, if pos­sible, to see some­thing of the loc­al life. It was a mar­ket-town—as tiny a one as Eng­land pos­sesses—and had for ages served that lonely val­ley, and guarded our marches against the Celt. In spite of the oc­ca­sion, in spite of the numb­ing hil­ar­ity that greeted her as soon as she got in­to the re­served sa­loon at Pad­ding­ton, her senses were awake and watch­ing, and though Oniton was to prove one of her in­nu­mer­able false starts, she nev­er for­got it, or the things that happened there.

			The Lon­don party only numbered eight—the Fus­sells, fath­er and son, two Anglo-In­di­an ladies named Mrs. Plyn­lim­mon and Lady Ed­ser, Mrs. War­ring­ton Wil­cox and her daugh­ter, and, lastly, the little girl, very smart and quiet, who fig­ures at so many wed­dings, and who kept a watch­ful eye on Mar­garet, the bride-elect. Dolly was ab­sent—a do­mest­ic event de­tained her at Hilton; Paul had cabled a hu­mor­ous mes­sage; Charles was to meet them with a trio of mo­tors at Shrews­bury; Helen had re­fused her in­vit­a­tion; Tibby had nev­er answered his. The man­age­ment was ex­cel­lent, as was to be ex­pec­ted with any­thing that Henry un­der­took; one was con­scious of his sens­ible and gen­er­ous brain in the back­ground. They were his guests as soon as they reached the train; a spe­cial la­bel for their lug­gage; a cour­i­er; a spe­cial lunch; they had only to look pleas­ant and, where pos­sible, pretty. Mar­garet thought with dis­may of her own nup­tials—pre­sum­ably un­der the man­age­ment of Tibby. “Mr. Theo­bald Schle­gel and Miss Helen Schle­gel re­quest the pleas­ure of Mrs. Plyn­lim­mon’s com­pany on the oc­ca­sion of the mar­riage of their sis­ter Mar­garet.” The for­mula was in­cred­ible, but it must soon be prin­ted and sent, and though Wick­ham Place need not com­pete with Oniton, it must feed its guests prop­erly, and provide them with suf­fi­cient chairs. Her wed­ding would either be ram­shackly or bour­geois—she hoped the lat­ter. Such an af­fair as the present, staged with a deft­ness that was al­most beau­ti­ful, lay bey­ond her powers and those of her friends.

			The low rich purr of a Great West­ern ex­press is not the worst back­ground for con­ver­sa­tion, and the jour­ney passed pleas­antly enough. Noth­ing could have ex­ceeded the kind­ness of the two men. They raised win­dows for some ladies, and lowered them for oth­ers, they rang the bell for the ser­vant, they iden­ti­fied the col­leges as the train slipped past Ox­ford, they caught books or bag-purses in the act of tum­bling on to the floor. Yet there was noth­ing finick­ing about their po­lite­ness—it had the pub­lic-school touch, and, though sed­u­lous, was virile. More battles than Wa­ter­loo have been won on our play­ing-fields, and Mar­garet bowed to a charm of which she did not wholly ap­prove, and said noth­ing when the Ox­ford col­leges were iden­ti­fied wrongly. “Male and fe­male cre­ated He them”; the jour­ney to Shrews­bury con­firmed this ques­tion­able state­ment, and the long glass sa­loon, that moved so eas­ily and felt so com­fort­able, be­came a for­cing-house for the idea of sex.

			At Shrews­bury came fresh air. Mar­garet was all for sight­see­ing, and while the oth­ers were fin­ish­ing their tea at the Raven, she an­nexed a mo­tor and hur­ried over the as­ton­ish­ing city. Her chauf­feur was not the faith­ful Crane, but an Itali­an, who dearly loved mak­ing her late. Charles, watch in hand, though with a level brow, was stand­ing in front of the hotel when they re­turned. It was per­fectly all right, he told her; she was by no means the last. And then he dived in­to the cof­fee-room, and she heard him say, “For God’s sake, hurry the wo­men up; we shall nev­er be off,” and Al­bert Fus­sell reply, “Not I; I’ve done my share,” and Col­on­el Fus­sell opine that the ladies were get­ting them­selves up to kill. Presently Myra (Mrs. War­ring­ton’s daugh­ter) ap­peared, and as she was his cous­in, Charles blew her up a little; she had been chan­ging her smart trav­el­ling hat for a smart mo­tor hat. Then Mrs. War­ring­ton her­self, lead­ing the quiet child; the two Anglo-In­di­an ladies were al­ways last. Maids, cour­i­er, heavy lug­gage, had already gone on by a branch-line to a sta­tion near­er Oniton, but there were five hat­boxes and four dress­ing-bags to be packed, and five dust-cloaks to be put on, and to be put off at the last mo­ment, be­cause Charles de­clared them not ne­ces­sary. The men presided over everything with un­fail­ing good-hu­mour. By half-past five the party was ready, and went out of Shrews­bury by the Welsh Bridge.

			Shrop­shire had not the reti­cence of Hert­ford­shire. Though robbed of half its ma­gic by swift move­ment, it still con­veyed the sense of hills. They were near­ing the but­tresses that force the Severn east­ward and make it an Eng­lish stream, and the sun, sink­ing over the Sen­tinels of Wales, was straight in their eyes. Hav­ing picked up an­oth­er guest, they turned south­ward, avoid­ing the great­er moun­tains, but con­scious of an oc­ca­sion­al sum­mit, roun­ded and mild, whose col­our­ing differed in qual­ity from that of the lower earth, and whose con­tours altered more slowly. Quiet mys­ter­ies were in pro­gress be­hind those toss­ing ho­ri­zons: the West, as ever, was re­treat­ing with some secret which may not be worth the dis­cov­ery, but which no prac­tic­al man will ever dis­cov­er.

			They spoke of Tar­iff Re­form.

			Mrs. War­ring­ton was just back from the Colon­ies. Like many oth­er crit­ics of Em­pire, her mouth had been stopped with food, and she could only ex­claim at the hos­pit­al­ity with which she had been re­ceived, and warn the Moth­er Coun­try against tri­fling with young Ti­tans. “They threaten to cut the paint­er,” she cried, “and where shall we be then? Miss Schle­gel, you’ll un­der­take to keep Henry sound about Tar­iff Re­form? It is our last hope.”

			Mar­garet play­fully con­fessed her­self on the oth­er side, and they began to quote from their re­spect­ive hand­books while the mo­tor car­ried them deep in­to the hills. Curi­ous these were rather than im­press­ive, for their out­lines lacked beauty, and the pink fields on their sum­mits sug­ges­ted the handker­chiefs of a gi­ant spread out to dry. An oc­ca­sion­al out­crop of rock, an oc­ca­sion­al wood, an oc­ca­sion­al “forest,” tree­less and brown, all hin­ted at wild­ness to fol­low, but the main col­our was an ag­ri­cul­tur­al green. The air grew cool­er; they had sur­moun­ted the last gradi­ent, and Oniton lay be­low them with its church, its ra­di­at­ing houses, its castle, its river-girt pen­in­sula. Close to the castle was a grey man­sion, un­in­tel­lec­tu­al but kindly, stretch­ing with its grounds across the pen­in­sula’s neck—the sort of man­sion that was built all over Eng­land in the be­gin­ning of the last cen­tury, while ar­chi­tec­ture was still an ex­pres­sion of the na­tion­al char­ac­ter. That was the Grange, re­marked Al­bert, over his shoulder, and then he jammed the brake on, and the mo­tor slowed down and stopped. “I’m sorry,” said he, turn­ing round. “Do you mind get­ting out—by the door on the right. Steady on.”

			“What’s happened?” asked Mrs. War­ring­ton.

			Then the car be­hind them drew up, and the voice of Charles was heard say­ing: “Get the wo­men out at once.” There was a con­course of males, and Mar­garet and her com­pan­ions were hustled out and re­ceived in­to the second car. What had happened? As it star­ted off again, the door of a cot­tage opened, and a girl screamed wildly at them.

			“What is it?” the ladies cried.

			Charles drove them a hun­dred yards without speak­ing. Then he said: “It’s all right. Your car just touched a dog.”

			“But stop!” cried Mar­garet, hor­ri­fied.

			“It didn’t hurt him.”

			“Didn’t really hurt him?” asked Myra.

			“No.”

			“Do please stop!” said Mar­garet, lean­ing for­ward. She was stand­ing up in the car, the oth­er oc­cu­pants hold­ing her knees to steady her. “I want to go back, please.”

			Charles took no no­tice.

			“We’ve left Mr. Fus­sell be­hind,” said an­oth­er; “and An­gelo, and Crane.”

			“Yes, but no wo­man.”

			“I ex­pect a little of”—Mrs. War­ring­ton scratched her palm—“will be more to the point than one of us!”

			“The in­sur­ance com­pany sees to that,” re­marked Charles, “and Al­bert will do the talk­ing.”

			“I want to go back, though, I say!” re­peated Mar­garet, get­ting angry.

			Charles took no no­tice. The mo­tor, loaded with refugees, con­tin­ued to travel very slowly down the hill. “The men are there,” chor­used the oth­ers. “They will see to it.”

			“The men can’t see to it. Oh, this is ri­dicu­lous! Charles, I ask you to stop.”

			“Stop­ping’s no good,” drawled Charles.

			“Isn’t it?” said Mar­garet, and jumped straight out of the car. She fell on her knees, cut her gloves, shook her hat over her ear. Cries of alarm fol­lowed her. “You’ve hurt your­self,” ex­claimed Charles, jump­ing after her.

			“Of course I’ve hurt my­self!” she re­tor­ted.

			“May I ask what—”

			“There’s noth­ing to ask,” said Mar­garet.

			“Your hand’s bleed­ing.”

			“I know.”

			“I’m in for a fright­ful row from the pa­ter.”

			“You should have thought of that soon­er, Charles.”

			Charles had nev­er been in such a po­s­i­tion be­fore. It was a wo­man in re­volt who was hob­bling away from him—and the sight was too strange to leave any room for an­ger. He re­covered him­self when the oth­ers caught them up: their sort he un­der­stood. He com­manded them to go back.

			Al­bert Fus­sell was seen walk­ing to­wards them.

			“It’s all right!” he called. “It was a cat.”

			“There!” ex­claimed Charles tri­umphantly. “It’s only a rot­ten cat.”

			“Got room in your car for a little ’un? I cut as soon as I saw it wasn’t a dog; the chauf­feurs are tack­ling the girl.” But Mar­garet walked for­ward stead­ily. Why should the chauf­feurs tackle the girl? Ladies shel­ter­ing be­hind men, men shel­ter­ing be­hind ser­vants—the whole sys­tem’s wrong, and she must chal­lenge it.

			“Miss Schle­gel! ’Pon my word, you’ve hurt your hand.”

			“I’m just go­ing to see,” said Mar­garet. “Don’t you wait, Mr. Fus­sell.”

			The second mo­tor came round the corner. “It is all right, madam,” said Crane in his turn. He had taken to call­ing her madam.

			“What’s all right? The cat?”

			“Yes, madam. The girl will re­ceive com­pens­a­tion for it.”

			“She was a very ruda girla,” said An­gelo from the third mo­tor thought­fully.

			“Wouldn’t you have been rude?”

			The Itali­an spread out his hands, im­ply­ing that he had not thought of rude­ness, but would pro­duce it if it pleased her. The situ­ation be­came ab­surd. The gen­tle­men were again buzz­ing round Miss Schle­gel with of­fers of as­sist­ance, and Lady Ed­ser began to bind up her hand. She yiel­ded, apo­lo­gising slightly, and was led back to the car, and soon the land­scape re­sumed its mo­tion, the lonely cot­tage dis­ap­peared, the castle swelled on its cush­ion of turf, and they had ar­rived. No doubt she had dis­graced her­self. But she felt their whole jour­ney from Lon­don had been un­real. They had no part with the earth and its emo­tions. They were dust, and a stink, and cos­mo­pol­it­an chat­ter, and the girl whose cat had been killed had lived more deeply than they.

			“Oh, Henry,” she ex­claimed, “I have been so naughty,” for she had de­cided to take up this line. “We ran over a cat. Charles told me not to jump out, but I would, and look!” She held out her band­aged hand. “Your poor Meg went such a flop.”

			Mr. Wil­cox looked be­wildered. In even­ing dress, he was stand­ing to wel­come his guests in the hall.

			“Think­ing it was a dog,” ad­ded Mrs. War­ring­ton.

			“Ah, a dog’s a com­pan­ion!” said Col­on­el Fus­sell. “A dog’ll re­mem­ber you.”

			“Have you hurt your­self, Mar­garet?”

			“Not to speak about; and it’s my left hand.”

			“Well, hurry up and change.”

			She obeyed, as did the oth­ers. Mr. Wil­cox then turned to his son.

			“Now, Charles, what’s happened?”

			Charles was ab­so­lutely hon­est. He de­scribed what he be­lieved to have happened. Al­bert had flattened out a cat, and Miss Schle­gel had lost her nerve, as any wo­man might. She had been got safely in­to the oth­er car, but when it was in mo­tion had leapt out again, in spite of all that they could say. After walk­ing a little on the road, she had calmed down and had said that she was sorry. His fath­er ac­cep­ted this ex­plan­a­tion, and neither knew that Mar­garet had art­fully pre­pared the way for it. It fit­ted in too well with their view of fem­in­ine nature. In the smoking-room, after din­ner, the Col­on­el put for­ward the view that Miss Schle­gel had jumped it out of dev­ilry. Well he re­membered as a young man, in the har­bour of Gibral­tar once, how a girl—a hand­some girl, too—had jumped over­board for a bet. He could see her now, and all the lads over­board after her. But Charles and Mr. Wil­cox agreed it was much more prob­ably nerves in Miss Schle­gel’s case. Charles was de­pressed. That wo­man had a tongue. She would bring worse dis­grace on his fath­er be­fore she had done with them. He strolled out on to the castle mound to think the mat­ter over. The even­ing was ex­quis­ite. On three sides of him a little river whispered, full of mes­sages from the West; above his head the ru­ins made pat­terns against the sky. He care­fully re­viewed their deal­ings with this fam­ily, un­til he fit­ted Helen, and Mar­garet, and Aunt Ju­ley in­to an or­derly con­spir­acy. Pa­tern­ity had made him sus­pi­cious. He had two chil­dren to look after, and more com­ing, and day by day they seemed less likely to grow up rich men. “It is all very well,” he re­flec­ted, “the pa­ter’s say­ing that he will be just to all, but one can’t be just in­def­in­itely. Money isn’t elast­ic. What’s to hap­pen if Evie has a fam­ily? And, come to that, so may the pa­ter. There’ll not be enough to go round, for there’s none com­ing in, either through Dolly or Percy. It’s dam­nable!” He looked en­vi­ously at the Grange, whose win­dows poured light and laughter. First and last, this wed­ding would cost a pretty penny. Two ladies were strolling up and down the garden ter­race, and as the syl­lables “Im­per­i­al­ism” were waf­ted to his ears, he guessed that one of them was his aunt. She might have helped him, if she too had not had a fam­ily to provide for. “Every­one for him­self,” he re­peated—a max­im which had cheered him in the past, but which rang grimly enough among the ru­ins of Oniton. He lacked his fath­er’s abil­ity in busi­ness, and so had an ever high­er re­gard for money; un­less he could in­her­it plenty, he feared to leave his chil­dren poor.

			As he sat think­ing, one of the ladies left the ter­race and walked in­to the mead­ow; he re­cog­nised her as Mar­garet by the white band­age that gleamed on her arm, and put out his ci­gar, lest the gleam should be­tray him. She climbed up the mound in zig­zags, and at times stooped down, as if she was strok­ing the turf. It sounds ab­so­lutely in­cred­ible, but for a mo­ment Charles thought that she was in love with him, and had come out to tempt him. Charles be­lieved in temp­tresses, who are in­deed the strong man’s ne­ces­sary com­ple­ment, and hav­ing no sense of hu­mour, he could not purge him­self of the thought by a smile. Mar­garet, who was en­gaged to his fath­er, and his sis­ter’s wed­ding-guest, kept on her way without no­ti­cing him, and he ad­mit­ted that he had wronged her on this point. But what was she do­ing? Why was she stum­bling about amongst the rubble and catch­ing her dress in brambles and burrs? As she edged round the keep, she must have got to wind­ward and smelt his ci­gar-smoke, for she ex­claimed, “Hullo! Who’s that?”

			Charles made no an­swer.

			“Sax­on or Celt?” she con­tin­ued, laugh­ing in the dark­ness. “But it doesn’t mat­ter. Whichever you are, you will have to listen to me. I love this place. I love Shrop­shire. I hate Lon­don. I am glad that this will be my home. Ah, dear”—she was now mov­ing back to­wards the house—“what a com­fort to have ar­rived!”

			“That wo­man means mis­chief,” thought Charles, and com­pressed his lips. In a few minutes he fol­lowed her in­doors, as the ground was get­ting damp. Mists were rising from the river, and presently it be­came in­vis­ible, though it whispered more loudly. There had been a heavy down­pour in the Welsh hills.

		
	
		
			XXVI

			Next morn­ing a fine mist covered the pen­in­sula. The weath­er prom­ised well, and the out­line of the castle mound grew clear­er each mo­ment that Mar­garet watched it. Presently she saw the keep, and the sun painted the rubble gold, and charged the white sky with blue. The shad­ow of the house gathered it­self to­geth­er, and fell over the garden. A cat looked up at her win­dow and mewed. Lastly the river ap­peared, still hold­ing the mists between its banks and its over­hanging alders, and only vis­ible as far as a hill, which cut off its up­per reaches.

			Mar­garet was fas­cin­ated by Oniton. She had said that she loved it, but it was rather its ro­mantic ten­sion that held her. The roun­ded Druids of whom she had caught glimpses in her drive, the rivers hur­ry­ing down from them to Eng­land, the care­lessly mod­elled masses of the lower hills, thrilled her with po­etry. The house was in­sig­ni­fic­ant, but the pro­spect from it would be an etern­al joy, and she thought of all the friends she would have to stop in it, and of the con­ver­sion of Henry him­self to a rur­al life. So­ci­ety, too, prom­ised fa­vour­ably. The rect­or of the par­ish had dined with them last night, and she found that he was a friend of her fath­er’s, and so knew what to find in her. She liked him. He would in­tro­duce her to the town. While, on her oth­er side, Sir James Bid­der sat, re­peat­ing that she only had to give the word, and he would whip up the county fam­il­ies for twenty miles round. Wheth­er Sir James, who was Garden Seeds, had prom­ised what he could per­form, she doubted, but so long as Henry mis­took them for the county fam­il­ies when they did call, she was con­tent.

			Charles Wil­cox and Al­bert Fus­sell now crossed the lawn. They were go­ing for a morn­ing dip, and a ser­vant fol­lowed them with their bathing-suits. She had meant to take a stroll her­self be­fore break­fast, but saw that the day was still sac­red to men, and amused her­self by watch­ing their contretemps. In the first place the key of the bathing-shed could not be found. Charles stood by the river­side with fol­ded hands, tra­gic­al, while the ser­vant shouted, and was mis­un­der­stood by an­oth­er ser­vant in the garden. Then came a dif­fi­culty about a spring­board, and soon three people were run­ning back­wards and for­wards over the mead­ow, with or­ders and counter or­ders and re­crim­in­a­tions and apo­lo­gies. If Mar­garet wanted to jump from a mo­tor­car, she jumped; if Tibby thought pad­dling would be­ne­fit his ankles, he paddled; if a clerk de­sired ad­ven­ture, he took a walk in the dark. But these ath­letes seemed para­lysed. They could not bathe without their ap­pli­ances, though the morn­ing sun was call­ing and the last mists were rising from the dim­pling stream. Had they found the life of the body after all? Could not the men whom they des­pised as milk­sops beat them, even on their own ground?

			She thought of the bathing ar­range­ments as they should be in her day—no wor­ry­ing of ser­vants, no ap­pli­ances, bey­ond good sense. Her re­flec­tions were dis­turbed by the quiet child, who had come out to speak to the cat, but was now watch­ing her watch the men. She called, “Good morn­ing, dear,” a little sharply. Her voice spread con­sterna­tion. Charles looked round, and though com­pletely at­tired in in­digo blue, van­ished in­to the shed, and was seen no more.

			“Miss Wil­cox is up—” the child whispered, and then be­came un­in­tel­li­gible.

			“What is that?” it soun­ded like, “—cut-yoke—sack-back—”

			“I can’t hear.”

			“—On the bed—tis­sue-pa­per—”

			Gath­er­ing that the wed­ding-dress was on view, and that a vis­it would be seemly, she went to Evie’s room. All was hil­ar­ity here. Evie, in a pet­ti­coat, was dan­cing with one of the Anglo-In­di­an ladies, while the oth­er was ad­or­ing yards of white sat­in. They screamed, they laughed, they sang, and the dog barked.

			Mar­garet screamed a little too, but without con­vic­tion. She could not feel that a wed­ding was so funny. Per­haps some­thing was miss­ing in her equip­ment.

			Evie gasped: “Dolly is a rot­ter not to be here! Oh, we would rag just then!” Then Mar­garet went down to break­fast.

			Henry was already in­stalled; he ate slowly and spoke little, and was, in Mar­garet’s eyes, the only mem­ber of their party who dodged emo­tion suc­cess­fully. She could not sup­pose him in­dif­fer­ent either to the loss of his daugh­ter or to the pres­ence of his fu­ture wife. Yet he dwelt in­tact, only is­su­ing or­ders oc­ca­sion­ally—or­ders that pro­moted the com­fort of his guests. He in­quired after her hand; he set her to pour out the cof­fee and Mrs. War­ring­ton to pour out the tea. When Evie came down there was a mo­ment’s awk­ward­ness, and both ladies rose to va­cate their places. “Bur­ton,” called Henry, “serve tea and cof­fee from the side­board!” It wasn’t genu­ine tact, but it was tact, of a sort—the sort that is as use­ful as the genu­ine, and saves even more situ­ations at Board meet­ings. Henry treated a mar­riage like a fu­ner­al, item by item, nev­er rais­ing his eyes to the whole, and “Death, where is thy sting? Love, where is thy vic­tory?” one would ex­claim at the close.

			After break­fast Mar­garet claimed a few words with him. It was al­ways best to ap­proach him form­ally. She asked for the in­ter­view, be­cause he was go­ing on to shoot grouse to­mor­row, and she was re­turn­ing to Helen in town.

			“Cer­tainly, dear,” said he. “Of course, I have the time. What do you want?”

			“Noth­ing.”

			“I was afraid some­thing had gone wrong.”

			“No; I have noth­ing to say, but you may talk.”

			Glan­cing at his watch, he talked of the nasty curve at the lychg­ate. She heard him with in­terest. Her sur­face could al­ways re­spond to his without con­tempt, though all her deep­er be­ing might be yearn­ing to help him. She had aban­doned any plan of ac­tion. Love is the best, and the more she let her­self love him, the more chance was there that he would set his soul in or­der. Such a mo­ment as this, when they sat un­der fair weath­er by the walks of their fu­ture home, was so sweet to her that its sweet­ness would surely pierce to him. Each lift of his eyes, each part­ing of the thatched lip from the clean-shaven, must pre­lude the ten­der­ness that kills the Monk and the Beast at a single blow. Dis­ap­poin­ted a hun­dred times, she still hoped. She loved him with too clear a vis­ion to fear his cloud­i­ness. Wheth­er he droned tri­vi­al­it­ies, as today, or sprang kisses on her in the twi­light, she could par­don him, she could re­spond.

			“If there is this nasty curve,” she sug­ges­ted, “couldn’t we walk to the church? Not, of course, you and Evie; but the rest of us might very well go on first, and that would mean few­er car­riages.”

			“One can’t have ladies walk­ing through the Mar­ket Square. The Fus­sells wouldn’t like it; they were aw­fully par­tic­u­lar at Charles’s wed­ding. My—she—our party was anxious to walk, and cer­tainly the church was just round the corner, and I shouldn’t have minded; but the Col­on­el made a great point of it.”

			“You men shouldn’t be so chiv­al­rous,” said Mar­garet thought­fully.

			“Why not?”

			She knew why not, but said that she did not know. He then an­nounced that, un­less she had any­thing spe­cial to say, he must vis­it the wine-cel­lar, and they went off to­geth­er in search of Bur­ton. Though clumsy and a little in­con­veni­ent, Oniton was a genu­ine coun­try-house. They clattered down flagged pas­sages, look­ing in­to room after room, and scar­ing un­known maids from the per­form­ance of ob­scure du­ties. The wed­ding-break­fast must be in read­i­ness when they come back from church, and tea would be served in the garden. The sight of so many agit­ated and ser­i­ous people made Mar­garet smile, but she re­flec­ted that they were paid to be ser­i­ous, and en­joyed be­ing agit­ated. Here were the lower wheels of the ma­chine that was toss­ing Evie up in­to nup­tial glory. A little boy blocked their way with pig-pails. His mind could not grasp their great­ness, and he said: “By your leave; let me pass, please.” Henry asked him where Bur­ton was. But the ser­vants were so new that they did not know one an­oth­er’s names. In the still-room sat the band, who had stip­u­lated for cham­pagne as part of their fee, and who were already drink­ing beer. Scents of Ar­aby came from the kit­chen, mingled with cries. Mar­garet knew what had happened there, for it happened at Wick­ham Place. One of the wed­ding dishes had boiled over, and the cook was throw­ing ce­dar-shav­ings to hide the smell. At last they came upon the but­ler. Henry gave him the keys, and handed Mar­garet down the cel­lar-stairs. Two doors were un­locked. She, who kept all her wine at the bot­tom of the lin­en-cup­board, was as­ton­ished at the sight. “We shall nev­er get through it!” she cried, and the two men were sud­denly drawn in­to broth­er­hood, and ex­changed smiles. She felt as if she had again jumped out of the car while it was mov­ing.

			Cer­tainly Oniton would take some di­gest­ing. It would be no small busi­ness to re­main her­self, and yet to as­sim­il­ate such an es­tab­lish­ment. She must re­main her­self, for his sake as well as her own, since a shad­owy wife de­grades the hus­band whom she ac­com­pan­ies; and she must as­sim­il­ate for reas­ons of com­mon hon­esty, since she had no right to marry a man and make him un­com­fort­able. Her only ally was the power of Home. The loss of Wick­ham Place had taught her more than its pos­ses­sion. Howards End had re­peated the les­son. She was de­term­ined to cre­ate new sanc­tit­ies among these hills.

			After vis­it­ing the wine-cel­lar, she dressed, and then came the wed­ding, which seemed a small af­fair when com­pared with the pre­par­a­tions for it. Everything went like one o’clock. Mr. Cahill ma­ter­i­al­ised out of space, and was wait­ing for his bride at the church door. No one dropped the ring or mis­pro­nounced the re­sponses, or trod on Evie’s train, or cried. In a few minutes the cler­gy­men per­formed their duty, the re­gister was signed, and they were back in their car­riages, ne­go­ti­at­ing the dan­ger­ous curve by the lychg­ate. Mar­garet was con­vinced that they had not been mar­ried at all, and that the Nor­man church had been in­tent all the time on oth­er busi­ness.

			There were more doc­u­ments to sign at the house, and the break­fast to eat, and then a few more people dropped in for the garden party. There had been a great many re­fus­als, and after all it was not a very big af­fair—not as big as Mar­garet’s would be. She noted the dishes and the strips of red car­pet, that out­wardly she might give Henry what was prop­er. But in­wardly she hoped for some­thing bet­ter than this blend of Sunday church and fox­hunt­ing. If only someone had been up­set! But this wed­ding had gone off so par­tic­u­larly well—“quite like a durbar” in the opin­ion of Lady Ed­ser, and she thor­oughly agreed with her.

			So the wasted day lumbered for­ward, the bride and bride­groom drove off, yelling with laughter, and for the second time the sun re­treated to­wards the hills of Wales. Henry, who was more tired than he owned, came up to her in the castle mead­ow, and, in tones of un­usu­al soft­ness, said that he was pleased. Everything had gone off so well. She felt that he was prais­ing her, too, and blushed; cer­tainly she had done all she could with his in­tract­able friends, and had made a spe­cial point of ko­tow­ing to the men. They were break­ing camp this even­ing; only the War­ring­tons and quiet child would stay the night, and the oth­ers were already mov­ing to­wards the house to fin­ish their pack­ing. “I think it did go off well,” she agreed. “Since I had to jump out of the mo­tor, I’m thank­ful I lighted on my left hand. I am so very glad about it, Henry dear; I only hope that the guests at ours may be half as com­fort­able. You must all re­mem­ber that we have no prac­tic­al per­son among us, ex­cept my aunt, and she is not used to en­ter­tain­ments on a large scale.”

			“I know,” he said gravely. “Un­der the cir­cum­stances, it would be bet­ter to put everything in­to the hands of Har­rods or Whiteley’s, or even to go to some hotel.”

			“You de­sire a hotel?”

			“Yes, be­cause—well, I mustn’t in­ter­fere with you. No doubt you want to be mar­ried from your old home.”

			“My old home’s fall­ing in­to pieces, Henry. I only want my new. Isn’t it a per­fect even­ing—”

			“The Al­ex­an­drina isn’t bad—”

			“The Al­ex­an­drina,” she echoed, more oc­cu­pied with the threads of smoke that were is­su­ing from their chim­neys, and rul­ing the sun­lit slopes with par­al­lels of grey.

			“It’s off Curzon Street.”

			“Is it? Let’s be mar­ried from off Curzon Street.”

			Then she turned west­ward, to gaze at the swirl­ing gold. Just where the river roun­ded the hill the sun caught it. Fairy­land must lie above the bend, and its pre­cious li­quid was pour­ing to­wards them past Charles’s bathing-shed. She gazed so long that her eyes were dazzled, and when they moved back to the house, she could not re­cog­nise the faces of people who were com­ing out of it. A par­lour­maid was pre­ced­ing them.

			“Who are those people?” she asked.

			“They’re callers!” ex­claimed Henry. “It’s too late for callers.”

			“Per­haps they’re town people who want to see the wed­ding presents.”

			“I’m not at home yet to townees.”

			“Well, hide among the ru­ins, and if I can stop them, I will.”

			He thanked her.

			Mar­garet went for­ward, smil­ing so­cially. She sup­posed that these were un­punc­tu­al guests, who would have to be con­tent with vi­cari­ous ci­vil­ity, since Evie and Charles were gone, Henry tired, and the oth­ers in their rooms. She as­sumed the airs of a host­ess; not for long. For one of the group was Helen—Helen in her old­est clothes, and dom­in­ated by that tense, wound­ing ex­cite­ment that had made her a ter­ror in their nurs­ery days.

			“What is it?” she called. “Oh, what’s wrong? Is Tibby ill?”

			Helen spoke to her two com­pan­ions, who fell back. Then she bore for­ward furi­ously.

			“They’re starving!” she shouted. “I found them starving!”

			“Who? Why have you come?”

			“The Basts.”

			“Oh, Helen!” moaned Mar­garet. “Whatever have you done now?”

			“He has lost his place. He has been turned out of his bank. Yes, he’s done for. We up­per classes have ruined him, and I sup­pose you’ll tell me it’s the battle of life. Starving. His wife is ill. Starving. She fain­ted in the train.”

			“Helen, are you mad?”

			“Per­haps. Yes. If you like, I’m mad. But I’ve brought them. I’ll stand in­justice no longer. I’ll show up the wretched­ness that lies un­der this lux­ury, this talk of im­per­son­al forces, this cant about God do­ing what we’re too slack to do ourselves.”

			“Have you ac­tu­ally brought two starving people from Lon­don to Shrop­shire, Helen?”

			Helen was checked. She had not thought of this, and her hys­teria abated. “There was a res­taur­ant car on the train,” she said.

			“Don’t be ab­surd. They aren’t starving, and you know it. Now, be­gin from the be­gin­ning. I won’t have such the­at­ric­al non­sense. How dare you! Yes, how dare you!” she re­peated, as an­ger filled her, “burst­ing in to Evie’s wed­ding in this heart­less way. My good­ness! but you’ve a per­ver­ted no­tion of phil­an­thropy. Look”—she in­dic­ated the house—“ser­vants, people out of the win­dows. They think it’s some vul­gar scan­dal, and I must ex­plain, ‘Oh no, it’s only my sis­ter scream­ing, and only two hangers-on of ours, whom she has brought here for no con­ceiv­able reas­on.’ ”

			“Kindly take back that word ‘hangers-on,’ ” said Helen, omin­ously calm.

			“Very well,” con­ceded Mar­garet, who for all her wrath was de­term­ined to avoid a real quar­rel. “I, too, am sorry about them, but it beats me why you’ve brought them here, or why you’re here your­self.”

			“It’s our last chance of see­ing Mr. Wil­cox.”

			Mar­garet moved to­wards the house at this. She was de­term­ined not to worry Henry.

			“He’s go­ing to Scot­land. I know he is. I in­sist on see­ing him.”

			“Yes, to­mor­row.”

			“I knew it was our last chance.”

			“How do you do, Mr. Bast?” said Mar­garet, try­ing to con­trol her voice. “This is an odd busi­ness. What view do you take of it?”

			“There is Mrs. Bast, too,” promp­ted Helen.

			Jacky also shook hands. She, like her hus­band, was shy, and, fur­ther­more, ill, and fur­ther­more, so bes­ti­ally stu­pid that she could not grasp what was hap­pen­ing. She only knew that the lady had swept down like a whirl­wind last night, had paid the rent, re­deemed the fur­niture, provided them with a din­ner and a break­fast, and ordered them to meet her at Pad­ding­ton next morn­ing. Le­onard had feebly pro­tested, and when the morn­ing came, had sug­ges­ted that they shouldn’t go. But she, half mes­mer­ised, had obeyed. The lady had told them to, and they must, and their bed-sit­ting-room had ac­cord­ingly changed in­to Pad­ding­ton, and Pad­ding­ton in­to a rail­way car­riage, that shook, and grew hot, and grew cold, and van­ished en­tirely, and re­appeared amid tor­rents of ex­pens­ive scent. “You have fain­ted,” said the lady in an awe­struck voice. “Per­haps the air will do you good.” And per­haps it had, for here she was, feel­ing rather bet­ter among a lot of flowers.

			“I’m sure I don’t want to in­trude,” began Le­onard, in an­swer to Mar­garet’s ques­tion. “But you have been so kind to me in the past in warn­ing me about the Por­phyri­on that I wondered—why, I wondered wheth­er—”

			“Wheth­er we could get him back in­to the Por­phyri­on again,” sup­plied Helen. “Meg, this has been a cheer­ful busi­ness. A bright even­ing’s work that was on Chelsea Em­bank­ment.”

			Mar­garet shook her head and re­turned to Mr. Bast.

			“I don’t un­der­stand. You left the Por­phyri­on be­cause we sug­ges­ted it was a bad con­cern, didn’t you?”

			“That’s right.”

			“And went in­to a bank in­stead?”

			“I told you all that,” said Helen; “and they re­duced their staff after he had been in a month, and now he’s pen­ni­less, and I con­sider that we and our in­form­ant are dir­ectly to blame.”

			“I hate all this,” Le­onard muttered.

			“I hope you do, Mr. Bast. But it’s no good min­cing mat­ters. You have done your­self no good by com­ing here. If you in­tend to con­front Mr. Wil­cox, and to call him to ac­count for a chance re­mark, you will make a very great mis­take.”

			“I brought them. I did it all,” cried Helen.

			“I can only ad­vise you to go at once. My sis­ter has put you in a false po­s­i­tion, and it is kind­est to tell you so. It’s too late to get to town, but you’ll find a com­fort­able hotel in Oniton, where Mrs. Bast can rest, and I hope you’ll be my guests there.”

			“That isn’t what I want, Miss Schle­gel,” said Le­onard. “You’re very kind, and no doubt it’s a false po­s­i­tion, but you make me miser­able. I seem no good at all.”

			“It’s work he wants,” in­ter­preted Helen. “Can’t you see?”

			Then he said: “Jacky, let’s go. We’re more both­er than we’re worth. We’re cost­ing these ladies pounds and pounds already to get work for us, and they nev­er will. There’s noth­ing we’re good enough to do.”

			“We would like to find you work,” said Mar­garet rather con­ven­tion­ally. “We want to—I, like my sis­ter. You’re only down in your luck. Go to the hotel, have a good night’s rest, and some day you shall pay me back the bill, if you prefer it.”

			But Le­onard was near the abyss, and at such mo­ments men see clearly. “You don’t know what you’re talk­ing about,” he said. “I shall nev­er get work now. If rich people fail at one pro­fes­sion, they can try an­oth­er. Not I. I had my groove, and I’ve got out of it. I could do one par­tic­u­lar branch of in­sur­ance in one par­tic­u­lar of­fice well enough to com­mand a salary, but that’s all. Po­etry’s noth­ing, Miss Schle­gel. One’s thoughts about this and that are noth­ing. Your money, too, is noth­ing, if you’ll un­der­stand me. I mean if a man over twenty once loses his own par­tic­u­lar job, it’s all over with him. I have seen it hap­pen to oth­ers. Their friends gave them money for a little, but in the end they fall over the edge. It’s no good. It’s the whole world pulling. There al­ways will be rich and poor.”

			He ceased. “Won’t you have some­thing to eat?” said Mar­garet. “I don’t know what to do. It isn’t my house, and though Mr. Wil­cox would have been glad to see you at any oth­er time—as I say, I don’t know what to do, but I un­der­take to do what I can for you. Helen, of­fer them some­thing. Do try a sand­wich, Mrs. Bast.”

			They moved to a long table be­hind which a ser­vant was still stand­ing. Iced cakes, sand­wiches in­nu­mer­able, cof­fee, claret-cup, cham­pagne, re­mained al­most in­tact; their overfed guests could do no more. Le­onard re­fused. Jacky thought she could man­age a little. Mar­garet left them whis­per­ing to­geth­er, and had a few more words with Helen.

			She said: “Helen, I like Mr. Bast. I agree that he’s worth help­ing. I agree that we are dir­ectly re­spons­ible.”

			“No, in­dir­ectly. Via Mr. Wil­cox.”

			“Let me tell you once for all that if you take up that at­ti­tude, I’ll do noth­ing. No doubt you’re right lo­gic­ally, and are en­titled to say a great many scath­ing things about Henry. Only, I won’t have it. So choose.”

			Helen looked at the sun­set.

			“If you prom­ise to take them quietly to the George I will speak to Henry about them—in my own way, mind; there is to be none of this ab­surd scream­ing about justice. I have no use for justice. If it was only a ques­tion of money, we could do it ourselves. But he wants work, and that we can’t give him, but pos­sibly Henry can.”

			“It’s his duty to,” grumbled Helen.

			“Nor am I con­cerned with duty. I’m con­cerned with the char­ac­ters of vari­ous people whom we know, and how, things be­ing as they are, things may be made a little bet­ter. Mr. Wil­cox hates be­ing asked fa­vours; all busi­ness men do. But I am go­ing to ask him, at the risk of a re­buff, be­cause I want to make things a little bet­ter.”

			“Very well. I prom­ise. You take it very calmly.”

			“Take them off to the George, then, and I’ll try. Poor creatures! but they look tired.” As they par­ted, she ad­ded: “I haven’t nearly done with you, though, Helen. You have been most self-in­dul­gent. I can’t get over it. You have less re­straint rather than more as you grow older. Think it over and al­ter your­self, or we shan’t have happy lives.”

			She re­joined Henry. For­tu­nately he had been sit­ting down: these phys­ic­al mat­ters were im­port­ant. “Was it townees?” he asked, greet­ing her with a pleas­ant smile.

			“You’ll nev­er be­lieve me,” said Mar­garet, sit­ting down be­side him. “It’s all right now, but it was my sis­ter.”

			“Helen here?” he cried, pre­par­ing to rise. “But she re­fused the in­vit­a­tion. I thought she des­pised wed­dings.”

			“Don’t get up. She has not come to the wed­ding. I’ve bundled her off to the George.”

			In­her­ently hos­pit­able, he pro­tested.

			“No; she has two of her protégés with her and must keep with them.”

			“Let ’em all come.”

			“My dear Henry, did you see them?”

			“I did catch sight of a brown bunch of a wo­man, cer­tainly.”

			“The brown bunch was Helen, but did you catch sight of a sea-green and sal­mon bunch?”

			“What! are they out bean-feast­ing?”

			“No; busi­ness. They wanted to see me, and later on I want to talk to you about them.”

			She was ashamed of her own dip­lomacy. In deal­ing with a Wil­cox, how tempt­ing it was to lapse from com­rade­ship, and to give him the kind of wo­man that he de­sired! Henry took the hint at once, and said: “Why later on? Tell me now. No time like the present.”

			“Shall I?”

			“If it isn’t a long story.”

			“Oh, not five minutes; but there’s a sting at the end of it, for I want you to find the man some work in your of­fice.”

			“What are his qual­i­fic­a­tions?”

			“I don’t know. He’s a clerk.”

			“How old?”

			“Twenty-five, per­haps.”

			“What’s his name?”

			“Bast,” said Mar­garet, and was about to re­mind him that they had met at Wick­ham Place, but stopped her­self. It had not been a suc­cess­ful meet­ing.

			“Where was he be­fore?”

			“De­mp­ster’s Bank.”

			“Why did he leave?” he asked, still re­mem­ber­ing noth­ing.

			“They re­duced their staff.”

			“All right; I’ll see him.”

			It was the re­ward of her tact and de­vo­tion through the day. Now she un­der­stood why some wo­men prefer in­flu­ence to rights. Mrs. Plyn­lim­mon, when con­demning suf­fra­gettes, had said: “The wo­man who can’t in­flu­ence her hus­band to vote the way she wants ought to be ashamed of her­self.” Mar­garet had winced, but she was in­flu­en­cing Henry now, and though pleased at her little vic­tory, she knew that she had won it by the meth­ods of the har­em.

			“I should be glad if you took him,” she said, “but I don’t know wheth­er he’s qual­i­fied.”

			“I’ll do what I can. But, Mar­garet, this mustn’t be taken as a pre­ced­ent.”

			“No, of course—of course—”

			“I can’t fit in your protégés every day. Busi­ness would suf­fer.”

			“I can prom­ise you he’s the last. He—he’s rather a spe­cial case.”

			“Protégés al­ways are.”

			She let it stand at that. He rose with a little ex­tra touch of com­pla­cency, and held out his hand to help her up. How wide the gulf between Henry as he was and Henry as Helen thought he ought to be! And she her­self—hov­er­ing as usu­al between the two, now ac­cept­ing men as they are, now yearn­ing with her sis­ter for Truth. Love and Truth—their war­fare seems etern­al. Per­haps the whole vis­ible world rests on it, and if they were one, life it­self, like the spir­its when Pros­pero was re­con­ciled to his broth­er, might van­ish in­to air, in­to thin air.

			“Your protégé has made us late,” said he. “The Fus­sells—will just be start­ing.”

			On the whole she sided with men as they are. Henry would save the Basts as he had saved Howards End, while Helen and her friends were dis­cuss­ing the eth­ics of sal­va­tion. His was a slap­dash meth­od, but the world has been built slap­dash, and the beauty of moun­tain and river and sun­set may be but the var­nish with which the un­skilled ar­ti­ficer hides his joins. Oniton, like her­self, was im­per­fect. Its apple-trees were stun­ted, its castle ru­in­ous. It, too, had suffered in the bor­der war­fare between the Anglo-Sax­on and the Celt, between things as they are and as they ought to be. Once more the west was re­treat­ing, once again the or­derly stars were dotting the east­ern sky. There is cer­tainly no rest for us on the earth. But there is hap­pi­ness, and as Mar­garet des­cen­ded the mound on her lov­er’s arm, she felt that she was hav­ing her share.

			To her an­noy­ance, Mrs. Bast was still in the garden; the hus­band and Helen had left her there to fin­ish her meal while they went to en­gage rooms. Mar­garet found this wo­man re­pel­lent. She had felt, when shak­ing her hand, an over­power­ing shame. She re­membered the motive of her call at Wick­ham Place, and smelt again odours from the abyss—odours the more dis­turb­ing be­cause they were in­vol­un­tary. For there was no malice in Jacky. There she sat, a piece of cake in one hand, an empty cham­pagne glass in the oth­er, do­ing no harm to any­body.

			“She’s over­tired,” Mar­garet whispered.

			“She’s some­thing else,” said Henry. “This won’t do. I can’t have her in my garden in this state.”

			“Is she—” Mar­garet hes­it­ated to add “drunk.” Now that she was go­ing to marry him, he had grown par­tic­u­lar. He dis­coun­ten­anced risqué con­ver­sa­tions now.

			Henry went up to the wo­man. She raised her face, which gleamed in the twi­light like a puff­ball.

			“Madam, you will be more com­fort­able at the hotel,” he said sharply.

			Jacky replied: “If it isn’t Hen!”

			“Ne crois pas que le mari lui ressemble,” apo­lo­gised Mar­garet. “Il est tout à fait différent.”

			“Henry!” she re­peated, quite dis­tinctly.

			Mr. Wil­cox was much an­noyed. “I con­grat­u­late you on your protégés,” he re­marked.

			“Hen, don’t go. You do love me, dear, don’t you?”

			“Bless us, what a per­son!” sighed Mar­garet, gath­er­ing up her skirts.

			Jacky poin­ted with her cake. “You’re a nice boy, you are.” She yawned. “There now, I love you.”

			“Henry, I am aw­fully sorry.”

			“And pray why?” he asked, and looked at her so sternly that she feared he was ill. He seemed more scan­dal­ised than the facts de­man­ded.

			“To have brought this down on you.”

			“Pray don’t apo­lo­gise.”

			The voice con­tin­ued.

			“Why does she call you ‘Hen’?” said Mar­garet in­no­cently. “Has she ever seen you be­fore?”

			“Seen Hen be­fore!” said Jacky. “Who hasn’t seen Hen? He’s serving you like me, my boys! You wait—Still we love ’em.”

			“Are you now sat­is­fied?” Henry asked.

			Mar­garet began to grow frightened. “I don’t know what it is all about,” she said. “Let’s come in.”

			But he thought she was act­ing. He thought he was trapped. He saw his whole life crum­bling. “Don’t you in­deed?” he said bit­ingly. “I do. Al­low me to con­grat­u­late you on the suc­cess of your plan.”

			“This is Helen’s plan, not mine.”

			“I now un­der­stand your in­terest in the Basts. Very well thought out. I am amused at your cau­tion, Mar­garet. You are quite right—it was ne­ces­sary. I am a man, and have lived a man’s past. I have the hon­our to re­lease you from your en­gage­ment.”

			Still she could not un­der­stand. She knew of life’s seamy side as a the­ory; she could not grasp it as a fact. More words from Jacky were ne­ces­sary—words un­equi­voc­al, un­denied.

			“So that—” burst from her, and she went in­doors. She stopped her­self from say­ing more.

			“So what?” asked Col­on­el Fus­sell, who was get­ting ready to start in the hall.

			“We were say­ing—Henry and I were just hav­ing the fiercest ar­gu­ment, my point be­ing—” Seiz­ing his fur coat from a foot­man, she offered to help him on. He pro­tested, and there was a play­ful little scene.

			“No, let me do that,” said Henry, fol­low­ing.

			“Thanks so much! You see—he has for­giv­en me!”

			The Col­on­el said gal­lantly: “I don’t ex­pect there’s much to for­give.”

			He got in­to the car. The ladies fol­lowed him after an in­ter­val. Maids, cour­i­er, and heav­ier lug­gage had been sent on earli­er by the branch-line. Still chat­ter­ing, still thank­ing their host and pat­ron­ising their fu­ture host­ess, the guests were borne away.

			Then Mar­garet con­tin­ued: “So that wo­man has been your mis­tress?”

			“You put it with your usu­al del­ic­acy,” he replied.

			“When, please?”

			“Why?”

			“When, please?”

			“Ten years ago.”

			She left him without a word. For it was not her tragedy; it was Mrs. Wil­cox’s.

		
	
		
			XXVII

			Helen began to won­der why she had spent a mat­ter of eight pounds in mak­ing some people ill and oth­ers angry. Now that the wave of ex­cite­ment was ebbing, and had left her, Mr. Bast, and Mrs. Bast stran­ded for the night in a Shrop­shire hotel, she asked her­self what forces had made the wave flow. At all events, no harm was done. Mar­garet would play the game prop­erly now, and though Helen dis­ap­proved of her sis­ter’s meth­ods, she knew that the Basts would be­ne­fit by them in the long-run.

			“Mr. Wil­cox is so il­lo­gic­al,” she ex­plained to Le­onard, who had put his wife to bed, and was sit­ting with her in the empty cof­fee-room. “If we told him it was his duty to take you on, he might re­fuse to do it. The fact is, he isn’t prop­erly edu­cated. I don’t want to set you against him, but you’ll find him a tri­al.”

			“I can nev­er thank you suf­fi­ciently, Miss Schle­gel,” was all that Le­onard felt equal to.

			“I be­lieve in per­son­al re­spons­ib­il­ity. Don’t you? And in per­son­al everything. I hate—I sup­pose I oughtn’t to say that—but the Wil­coxes are on the wrong tack surely. Or per­haps it isn’t their fault. Per­haps the little thing that says ‘I’ is miss­ing out of the middle of their heads, and then it’s a waste of time to blame them. There’s a night­mare of a the­ory that says a spe­cial race is be­ing born which will rule the rest of us in the fu­ture just be­cause it lacks the little thing that says ‘I.’ Had you heard that?”

			“I get no time for read­ing.”

			“Had you thought it, then? That there are two kinds of people—our kind, who live straight from the middle of their heads, and the oth­er kind who can’t, be­cause their heads have no middle? They can’t say ‘I.’ They aren’t in fact, and so they’re su­per­men. Pier­pont Mor­gan has nev­er said ‘I’ in his life.”

			Le­onard roused him­self. If his be­ne­fact­ress wanted in­tel­lec­tu­al con­ver­sa­tion, she must have it. She was more im­port­ant than his ruined past. “I nev­er got on to Ni­et­z­sche,” he said. “But I al­ways un­der­stood that those su­per­men were rather what you may call ego­ists.”

			“Oh no, that’s wrong,” replied Helen. “No su­per­man ever said ‘I want,’ be­cause ‘I want’ must lead to the ques­tion, ‘Who am I?’ and so to Pity and to Justice. He only says ‘want.’ ‘Want Europe,’ if he’s Na­po­leon; ‘want wives,’ if he’s Blue­beard; ‘want Bot­ti­celli,’ if he’s Pier­pont Mor­gan. Nev­er the ‘I’; and if you could pierce through the su­per­man, you’d find pan­ic and empti­ness in the middle.”

			Le­onard was si­lent for a mo­ment. Then he said: “May I take it, Miss Schle­gel, that you and I are both the sort that say ‘I’?”

			“Of course.”

			“And your sis­ter, too?”

			“Of course,” re­peated Helen, a little sharply. She was an­noyed with Mar­garet, but did not want her dis­cussed. “All present­able people say ‘I.’ ”

			“But Mr. Wil­cox—he is not per­haps—”

			“I don’t know that it’s any good dis­cuss­ing Mr. Wil­cox either.”

			“Quite so, quite so,” he agreed. Helen asked her­self why she had snubbed him. Once or twice dur­ing the day she had en­cour­aged him to cri­ti­cise, and then had pulled him up short. Was she afraid of him pre­sum­ing? If so, it was dis­gust­ing of her.

			But he was think­ing the snub quite nat­ur­al. Everything she did was nat­ur­al, and in­cap­able of caus­ing of­fence. While the Miss Schle­gels were to­geth­er he had felt them scarcely hu­man—a sort of ad­mon­it­ory whir­li­gig. But a Miss Schle­gel alone was dif­fer­ent. She was in Helen’s case un­mar­ried, in Mar­garet’s about to be mar­ried, in neither case an echo of her sis­ter. A light had fallen at last in­to this rich up­per world, and he saw that it was full of men and wo­men, some of whom were more friendly to him than oth­ers. Helen had be­come “his” Miss Schle­gel, who scol­ded him and cor­res­pon­ded with him, and had swept down yes­ter­day with grate­ful vehe­mence. Mar­garet, though not un­kind, was severe and re­mote. He would not pre­sume to help her, for in­stance. He had nev­er liked her, and began to think that his ori­gin­al im­pres­sion was true, and that her sis­ter did not like her either. Helen was cer­tainly lonely. She, who gave away so much, was re­ceiv­ing too little. Le­onard was pleased to think that he could spare her vex­a­tion by hold­ing his tongue and con­ceal­ing what he knew about Mr. Wil­cox. Jacky had an­nounced her dis­cov­ery when he fetched her from the lawn. After the first shock, he did not mind for him­self. By now he had no il­lu­sions about his wife, and this was only one new stain on the face of a love that had nev­er been pure. To keep per­fec­tion per­fect, that should be his ideal, if the fu­ture gave him time to have ideals. Helen, and Mar­garet for Helen’s sake, must not know.

			Helen dis­con­cer­ted him by turn­ing the con­ver­sa­tion to his wife. “Mrs. Bast—does she ever say ‘I’?” she asked, half mis­chiev­ously, and then, “Is she very tired?”

			“It’s bet­ter she stops in her room,” said Le­onard.

			“Shall I sit up with her?”

			“No, thank you; she does not need com­pany.”

			“Mr. Bast, what kind of wo­man is your wife?”

			Le­onard blushed up to his eyes.

			“You ought to know my ways by now. Does that ques­tion of­fend you?”

			“No, oh no, Miss Schle­gel, no.”

			“Be­cause I love hon­esty. Don’t pre­tend your mar­riage has been a happy one. You and she can have noth­ing in com­mon.”

			He did not deny it, but said shyly: “I sup­pose that’s pretty ob­vi­ous; but Jacky nev­er meant to do any­body any harm. When things went wrong, or I heard things, I used to think it was her fault, but, look­ing back, it’s more mine. I needn’t have mar­ried her, but as I have I must stick to her and keep her.”

			“How long have you been mar­ried?”

			“Nearly three years.”

			“What did your people say?”

			“They will not have any­thing to do with us. They had a sort of fam­ily coun­cil when they heard I was mar­ried, and cut us off al­to­geth­er.”

			Helen began to pace up and down the room. “My good boy, what a mess!” she said gently. “Who are your people?”

			He could an­swer this. His par­ents, who were dead, had been in trade; his sis­ters had mar­ried com­mer­cial trav­el­lers; his broth­er was a lay-read­er.

			“And your grand­par­ents?”

			Le­onard told her a secret that he had held shame­ful up to now. “They were just noth­ing at all,” he said, “—ag­ri­cul­tur­al la­bour­ers and that sort.”

			“So! From which part?”

			“Lin­colnshire mostly, but my moth­er’s fath­er—he, oddly enough, came from these parts round here.”

			“From this very Shrop­shire. Yes, that is odd. My moth­er’s people were Lan­cashire. But why do your broth­er and your sis­ters ob­ject to Mrs. Bast?”

			“Oh, I don’t know.”

			“Ex­cuse me, you do know. I am not a baby. I can bear any­thing you tell me, and the more you tell the more I shall be able to help. Have they heard any­thing against her?”

			He was si­lent.

			“I think I have guessed now,” said Helen very gravely.

			“I don’t think so, Miss Schle­gel; I hope not.”

			“We must be hon­est, even over these things. I have guessed. I am fright­fully, dread­fully sorry, but it does not make the least dif­fer­ence to me. I shall feel just the same to both of you. I blame, not your wife for these things, but men.”

			Le­onard left it at that—so long as she did not guess the man. She stood at the win­dow and slowly pulled up the blinds. The hotel looked over a dark square. The mists had be­gun. When she turned back to him her eyes were shin­ing. “Don’t you worry,” he pleaded. “I can’t bear that. We shall be all right if I get work. If I could only get work—some­thing reg­u­lar to do. Then it wouldn’t be so bad again. I don’t trouble after books as I used. I can ima­gine that with reg­u­lar work we should settle down again. It stops one think­ing.”

			“Settle down to what?”

			“Oh, just settle down.”

			“And that’s to be life!” said Helen, with a catch in her throat. “How can you, with all the beau­ti­ful things to see and do—with mu­sic—with walk­ing at night—”

			“Walk­ing is well enough when a man’s in work,” he answered. “Oh, I did talk a lot of non­sense once, but there’s noth­ing like a bailiff in the house to drive it out of you. When I saw him fin­ger­ing my Ruskins and Steven­sons, I seemed to see life straight and real, and it isn’t a pretty sight. My books are back again, thanks to you, but they’ll nev­er be the same to me again, and I shan’t ever again think night in the woods is won­der­ful.”

			“Why not?” asked Helen, throw­ing up the win­dow.

			“Be­cause I see one must have money.”

			“Well, you’re wrong.”

			“I wish I was wrong, but—the cler­gy­man—he has money of his own, or else he’s paid; the poet or the mu­si­cian—just the same; the tramp—he’s no dif­fer­ent. The tramp goes to the work­house in the end, and is paid for with oth­er people’s money. Miss Schle­gel, the real thing’s money, and all the rest is a dream.”

			“You’re still wrong. You’ve for­got­ten Death.”

			Le­onard could not un­der­stand.

			“If we lived forever, what you say would be true. But we have to die, we have to leave life presently. In­justice and greed would be the real thing if we lived forever. As it is, we must hold to oth­er things, be­cause Death is com­ing. I love Death—not mor­bidly, but be­cause He ex­plains. He shows me the empti­ness of Money. Death and Money are the etern­al foes. Not Death and Life. Nev­er mind what lies be­hind Death, Mr. Bast, but be sure that the poet and the mu­si­cian and the tramp will be hap­pi­er in it than the man who has nev­er learnt to say, ‘I am I.’ ”

			“I won­der.”

			“We are all in a mist—I know, but I can help you this far—men like the Wil­coxes are deep­er in the mist than any. Sane, sound Eng­lish­men! build­ing up em­pires, lev­el­ling all the world in­to what they call com­mon sense. But men­tion Death to them and they’re of­fen­ded, be­cause Death’s really Im­per­i­al, and He cries out against them forever.”

			“I am as afraid of Death as any­one.”

			“But not of the idea of Death.”

			“But what is the dif­fer­ence?”

			“In­fin­ite dif­fer­ence,” said Helen, more gravely than be­fore.

			Le­onard looked at her won­der­ing, and had the sense of great things sweep­ing out of the shrouded night. But he could not re­ceive them, be­cause his heart was still full of little things. As the lost um­brella had spoilt the con­cert at Queen’s Hall, so the lost situ­ation was ob­scur­ing the di­viner har­mon­ies now. Death, Life, and Ma­ter­i­al­ism were fine words, but would Mr. Wil­cox take him on as a clerk? Talk as one would, Mr. Wil­cox was king of this world, the su­per­man, with his own mor­al­ity, whose head re­mained in the clouds.

			“I must be stu­pid,” he said apo­lo­get­ic­ally.

			While to Helen the para­dox be­came clear­er and clear­er. “Death des­troys a man: the idea of Death saves him.” Be­hind the coffins and the skel­et­ons that stay the vul­gar mind lies some­thing so im­mense that all that is great in us re­sponds to it. Men of the world may re­coil from the char­nel-house that they will one day enter, but Love knows bet­ter. Death is his foe, but his peer, and in their age-long struggle the thews of Love have been strengthened, and his vis­ion cleared, un­til there is no one who can stand against him.

			“So nev­er give in,” con­tin­ued the girl, and re­stated again and again the vague yet con­vin­cing plea that the In­vis­ible lodges against the Vis­ible. Her ex­cite­ment grew as she tried to cut the rope that fastened Le­onard to the earth. Woven of bit­ter ex­per­i­ence, it res­isted her. Presently the wait­ress entered and gave her a let­ter from Mar­garet. An­oth­er note, ad­dressed to Le­onard, was in­side. They read them, listen­ing to the mur­mur­ings of the river.

		
	
		
			XXVIII

			For many hours Mar­garet did noth­ing; then she con­trolled her­self, and wrote some let­ters. She was too bruised to speak to Henry; she could pity him, and even de­term­ine to marry him, but as yet all lay too deep in her heart for speech. On the sur­face the sense of his de­grad­a­tion was too strong. She could not com­mand voice or look, and the gentle words that she forced out through her pen seemed to pro­ceed from some oth­er per­son.

			“My dearest boy,” she began, “this is not to part us. It is everything or noth­ing, and I mean it to be noth­ing. It happened long be­fore we ever met, and even if it had happened since, I should be writ­ing the same, I hope. I do un­der­stand.”

			But she crossed out “I do un­der­stand”; it struck a false note. Henry could not bear to be un­der­stood. She also crossed out, “It is everything or noth­ing.” Henry would re­sent so strong a grasp of the situ­ation. She must not com­ment; com­ment is un­fem­in­ine.

			“I think that’ll about do,” she thought.

			Then the sense of his de­grad­a­tion choked her. Was he worth all this both­er? To have yiel­ded to a wo­man of that sort was everything, yes, it was, and she could not be his wife. She tried to trans­late his tempta­tion in­to her own lan­guage, and her brain reeled. Men must be dif­fer­ent even to want to yield to such a tempta­tion. Her be­lief in com­rade­ship was stifled, and she saw life as from that glass sa­loon on the Great West­ern which sheltered male and fe­male alike from the fresh air. Are the sexes really races, each with its own code of mor­al­ity, and their mu­tu­al love a mere device of Nature to keep things go­ing? Strip hu­man in­ter­course of the pro­pri­et­ies, and is it re­duced to this? Her judg­ment told her no. She knew that out of Nature’s device we have built a ma­gic that will win us im­mor­tal­ity. Far more mys­ter­i­ous than the call of sex to sex is the ten­der­ness that we throw in­to that call; far wider is the gulf between us and the farm­yard than between the farm­yard and the garbage that nour­ishes it. We are evolving, in ways that Sci­ence can­not meas­ure, to ends that Theo­logy dares not con­tem­plate. “Men did pro­duce one jew­el,” the gods will say, and, say­ing, will give us im­mor­tal­ity. Mar­garet knew all this, but for the mo­ment she could not feel it, and trans­formed the mar­riage of Evie and Mr. Cahill in­to a car­ni­val of fools, and her own mar­riage—too miser­able to think of that, she tore up the let­ter, and then wrote an­oth­er:

			
				“Dear Mr. Bast,

				“I have spoken to Mr. Wil­cox about you, as I prom­ised, and am sorry to say that he has no va­cancy for you.

				
					“Yours truly,

					“M. J. Schle­gel.”

				
			

			She en­closed this in a note to Helen, over which she took less trouble than she might have done; but her head was aching, and she could not stop to pick her words:

			
				“Dear Helen,

				“Give him this. The Basts are no good. Henry found the wo­man drunk on the lawn. I am hav­ing a room got ready for you here, and will you please come round at once on get­ting this? The Basts are not at all the type we should trouble about. I may go round to them my­self in the morn­ing, and do any­thing that is fair.

				
					“M.”

				
			

			In writ­ing this, Mar­garet felt that she was be­ing prac­tic­al. Some­thing might be ar­ranged for the Basts later on, but they must be si­lenced for the mo­ment. She hoped to avoid a con­ver­sa­tion between the wo­man and Helen. She rang the bell for a ser­vant, but no one answered it; Mr. Wil­cox and the War­ring­tons were gone to bed, and the kit­chen was aban­doned to Sat­urnalia. Con­sequently she went over to the George her­self. She did not enter the hotel, for dis­cus­sion would have been per­il­ous, and, say­ing that the let­ter was im­port­ant, she gave it to the wait­ress. As she re­crossed the square she saw Helen and Mr. Bast look­ing out of the win­dow of the cof­fee-room, and feared she was already too late. Her task was not yet over; she ought to tell Henry what she had done.

			This came eas­ily, for she saw him in the hall. The night wind had been rat­tling the pic­tures against the wall, and the noise had dis­turbed him.

			“Who’s there?” he called, quite the house­hold­er.

			Mar­garet walked in and past him.

			“I have asked Helen to sleep,” she said. “She is best here; so don’t lock the front-door.”

			“I thought someone had got in,” said Henry.

			“At the same time I told the man that we could do noth­ing for him. I don’t know about later, but now the Basts must clearly go.”

			“Did you say that your sis­ter is sleep­ing here, after all?”

			“Prob­ably.”

			“Is she to be shown up to your room?”

			“I have nat­ur­ally noth­ing to say to her; I am go­ing to bed. Will you tell the ser­vants about Helen? Could someone go to carry her bag?”

			He tapped a little gong, which had been bought to sum­mon the ser­vants.

			“You must make more noise than that if you want them to hear.”

			Henry opened a door, and down the cor­ridor came shouts of laughter. “Far too much scream­ing there,” he said, and strode to­wards it. Mar­garet went up­stairs, un­cer­tain wheth­er to be glad that they had met, or sorry. They had be­haved as if noth­ing had happened, and her deep­est in­stincts told her that this was wrong. For his own sake, some ex­plan­a­tion was due.

			And yet—what could an ex­plan­a­tion tell her? A date, a place, a few de­tails, which she could ima­gine all too clearly. Now that the first shock was over, she saw that there was every reas­on to premise a Mrs. Bast. Henry’s in­ner life had long laid open to her—his in­tel­lec­tu­al con­fu­sion, his ob­tuse­ness to per­son­al in­flu­ence, his strong but furt­ive pas­sions. Should she re­fuse him be­cause his out­er life cor­res­pon­ded? Per­haps. Per­haps, if the dis­hon­our had been done to her, but it was done long be­fore her day. She struggled against the feel­ing. She told her­self that Mrs. Wil­cox’s wrong was her own. But she was not a bar­ren the­or­ist. As she un­dressed, her an­ger, her re­gard for the dead, her de­sire for a scene, all grew weak. Henry must have it as he liked, for she loved him, and some day she would use her love to make him a bet­ter man.

			Pity was at the bot­tom of her ac­tions all through this crisis. Pity, if one may gen­er­al­ise, is at the bot­tom of wo­man. When men like us, it is for our bet­ter qual­it­ies, and how­ever tender their lik­ing, we dare not be un­worthy of it, or they will quietly let us go. But un­wor­thi­ness stim­u­lates wo­man. It brings out her deep­er nature, for good or for evil.

			Here was the core of the ques­tion. Henry must be for­giv­en, and made bet­ter by love; noth­ing else mattered. Mrs. Wil­cox, that un­quiet yet kindly ghost, must be left to her own wrong. To her everything was in pro­por­tion now, and she, too, would pity the man who was blun­der­ing up and down their lives. Had Mrs. Wil­cox known of his tres­pass? An in­ter­est­ing ques­tion, but Mar­garet fell asleep, tethered by af­fec­tion, and lulled by the mur­murs of the river that des­cen­ded all the night from Wales. She felt her­self at one with her fu­ture home, col­our­ing it and col­oured by it, and awoke to see, for the second time, Oniton Castle con­quer­ing the morn­ing mists.

		
	
		
			XXIX

			“Henry dear—” was her greet­ing.

			He had fin­ished his break­fast, and was be­gin­ning the Times. His sis­ter-in-law was pack­ing. Mar­garet knelt by him and took the pa­per from him, feel­ing that it was un­usu­ally heavy and thick. Then, put­ting her face where it had been, she looked up in his eyes.

			“Henry dear, look at me. No, I won’t have you shirk­ing. Look at me. There. That’s all.”

			“You’re re­fer­ring to last even­ing,” he said husk­ily. “I have re­leased you from your en­gage­ment. I could find ex­cuses, but I won’t. No, I won’t. A thou­sand times no. I’m a bad lot, and must be left at that.”

			Ex­pelled from his old fort­ress, Mr. Wil­cox was build­ing a new one. He could no longer ap­pear re­spect­able to her, so he de­fen­ded him­self in­stead in a lur­id past. It was not true re­pent­ance.

			“Leave it where you will, boy. It’s not go­ing to trouble us; I know what I’m talk­ing about, and it will make no dif­fer­ence.”

			“No dif­fer­ence?” he in­quired. “No dif­fer­ence, when you find that I am not the fel­low you thought?” He was an­noyed with Miss Schle­gel here. He would have pre­ferred her to be pros­trated by the blow, or even to rage. Against the tide of his sin flowed the feel­ing that she was not al­to­geth­er wo­manly. Her eyes gazed too straight; they had read books that are suit­able for men only. And though he had dreaded a scene, and though she had de­term­ined against one, there was a scene, all the same. It was some­how im­per­at­ive.

			“I am un­worthy of you,” he began. “Had I been worthy, I should not have re­leased you from your en­gage­ment. I know what I am talk­ing about. I can’t bear to talk of such things. We had bet­ter leave it.”

			She kissed his hand. He jerked it from her, and, rising to his feet, went on: “You, with your sheltered life, and re­fined pur­suits, and friends, and books, you and your sis­ter, and wo­men like you—I say, how can you guess the tempta­tions that lie round a man?”

			“It is dif­fi­cult for us,” said Mar­garet; “but if we are worth mar­ry­ing, we do guess.”

			“Cut off from de­cent so­ci­ety and fam­ily ties, what do you sup­pose hap­pens to thou­sands of young fel­lows over­seas? Isol­ated. No one near. I know by bit­ter ex­per­i­ence, and yet you say it makes ‘no dif­fer­ence.’ ”

			“Not to me.”

			He laughed bit­terly. Mar­garet went to the side­board and helped her­self to one of the break­fast dishes. Be­ing the last down, she turned out the spir­it-lamp that kept them warm. She was tender, but grave. She knew that Henry was not so much con­fess­ing his soul as point­ing out the gulf between the male soul and the fe­male, and she did not de­sire to hear him on this point.

			“Did Helen come?” she asked.

			He shook his head.

			“But that won’t do at all, at all! We don’t want her gos­sip­ing with Mrs. Bast.”

			“Good God! no!” he ex­claimed, sud­denly nat­ur­al. Then he caught him­self up. “Let them gos­sip, my game’s up, though I thank you for your un­selfish­ness—little as my thanks are worth.”

			“Didn’t she send me a mes­sage or any­thing?”

			“I heard of none.”

			“Would you ring the bell, please?”

			“What to do?”

			“Why, to in­quire.”

			He swaggered up to it tra­gic­ally, and soun­ded a peal. Mar­garet poured her­self out some cof­fee. The but­ler came, and said that Miss Schle­gel had slept at the George, so far as he had heard. Should he go round to the George?

			“I’ll go, thank you,” said Mar­garet, and dis­missed him.

			“It is no good,” said Henry. “Those things leak out; you can­not stop a story once it has star­ted. I have known cases of oth­er men—I des­pised them once, I thought that I’m dif­fer­ent, I shall nev­er be temp­ted. Oh, Mar­garet—” He came and sat down near her, im­pro­vising emo­tion. She could not bear to listen to him. “We fel­lows all come to grief once in our time. Will you be­lieve that? There are mo­ments when the strongest man—‘Let him who stan­de­th, take heed lest he fall.’ That’s true, isn’t it? If you knew all, you would ex­cuse me. I was far from good in­flu­ences—far even from Eng­land. I was very, very lonely, and longed for a wo­man’s voice. That’s enough. I have told you too much already for you to for­give me now.”

			“Yes, that’s enough, dear.”

			“I have”—he lowered his voice—“I have been through hell.”

			Gravely she con­sidered this claim. Had he? Had he suffered tor­tures of re­morse, or had it been, “There! that’s over. Now for re­spect­able life again”? The lat­ter, if she read him rightly. A man who has been through hell does not boast of his vir­il­ity. He is humble and hides it, if, in­deed, it still ex­ists. Only in le­gend does the sin­ner come forth pen­it­ent, but ter­rible, to con­quer pure wo­man by his res­ist­less power. Henry was anxious to be ter­rible, but had not got it in him. He was a good av­er­age Eng­lish­man, who had slipped. The really culp­able point—his faith­less­ness to Mrs. Wil­cox—nev­er seemed to strike him. She longed to men­tion Mrs. Wil­cox.

			And bit by bit the story was told her. It was a very simple story. Ten years ago was the time, a gar­ris­on town in Cyprus the place. Now and then he asked her wheth­er she could pos­sibly for­give him, and she answered, “I have already for­giv­en you, Henry.” She chose her words care­fully, and so saved him from pan­ic. She played the girl, un­til he could re­build his fort­ress and hide his soul from the world. When the but­ler came to clear away, Henry was in a very dif­fer­ent mood—asked the fel­low what he was in such a hurry for, com­plained of the noise last night in the ser­vants’ hall. Mar­garet looked in­tently at the but­ler. He, as a hand­some young man, was faintly at­tract­ive to her as a wo­man—an at­trac­tion so faint as scarcely to be per­cept­ible, yet the skies would have fallen if she had men­tioned it to Henry.

			On her re­turn from the George the build­ing op­er­a­tions were com­plete, and the old Henry fron­ted her, com­pet­ent, cyn­ic­al, and kind. He had made a clean breast, had been for­giv­en, and the great thing now was to for­get his fail­ure, and to send it the way of oth­er un­suc­cess­ful in­vest­ments. Jacky re­joined Howards End and Ducie Street, and the ver­mil­ion mo­tor­car, and the Ar­gen­tine Hard Dol­lars, and all the things and people for whom he had nev­er had much use and had less now. Their memory hampered him. He could scarcely at­tend to Mar­garet, who brought back dis­quiet­ing news from the George. Helen and her cli­ents had gone.

			“Well, let them go—the man and his wife, I mean, for the more we see of your sis­ter the bet­ter.”

			“But they have gone sep­ar­ately—Helen very early, the Basts just be­fore I ar­rived. They have left no mes­sage. They have answered neither of my notes. I don’t like to think what it all means.”

			“What did you say in the notes?”

			“I told you last night.”

			“Oh—ah—yes! Dear, would you like one turn in the garden?”

			Mar­garet took his arm. The beau­ti­ful weath­er soothed her. But the wheels of Evie’s wed­ding were still at work, toss­ing the guests out­wards as deftly as they had drawn them in, and she could not be with him long. It had been ar­ranged that they should mo­tor to Shrews­bury, whence he would go north, and she back to Lon­don with the War­ring­tons. For a frac­tion of time she was happy. Then her brain re­com­menced.

			“I am afraid there has been gos­sip­ing of some kind at the George. Helen would not have left un­less she had heard some­thing. I mis­man­aged that. It is wretched. I ought to have par­ted her from that wo­man at once.”

			“Mar­garet!” he ex­claimed, loos­ing her arm im­press­ively.

			“Yes—yes, Henry?”

			“I am far from a saint—in fact, the re­verse—but you have taken me, for bet­ter or worse. By­gones must be by­gones. You have prom­ised to for­give me. Mar­garet, a prom­ise is a prom­ise. Nev­er men­tion that wo­man again.”

			“Ex­cept for some prac­tic­al reas­on—nev­er.”

			“Prac­tic­al! You prac­tic­al!”

			“Yes, I’m prac­tic­al,” she mur­mured, stoop­ing over the mow­ing-ma­chine and play­ing with the grass which trickled through her fin­gers like sand.

			He had si­lenced her, but her fears made him un­easy. Not for the first time, he was threatened with black­mail. He was rich and sup­posed to be mor­al; the Basts knew that he was not, and might find it prof­it­able to hint as much.

			“At all events, you mustn’t worry,” he said. “This is a man’s busi­ness.” He thought in­tently. “On no ac­count men­tion it to any­body.”

			Mar­garet flushed at ad­vice so ele­ment­ary, but he was really pav­ing the way for a lie. If ne­ces­sary he would deny that he had ever known Mrs. Bast, and pro­sec­ute her for li­bel. Per­haps he nev­er had known her. Here was Mar­garet, who be­haved as if he had not. There the house. Round them were half a dozen garden­ers, clear­ing up after his daugh­ter’s wed­ding. All was so sol­id and spruce, that the past flew up out of sight like a spring-blind, leav­ing only the last five minutes un­rolled.

			Glan­cing at these, he saw that the car would be round dur­ing the next five, and plunged in­to ac­tion. Gongs were tapped, or­ders is­sued, Mar­garet was sent to dress, and the house­maid to sweep up the long trickle of grass that she had left across the hall. As is Man to the Uni­verse, so was the mind of Mr. Wil­cox to the minds of some men—a con­cen­trated light upon a tiny spot, a little Ten Minutes mov­ing self-con­tained through its ap­poin­ted years. No Pa­gan he, who lives for the Now, and may be wiser than all philo­soph­ers. He lived for the five minutes that have past, and the five to come; he had the busi­ness mind.

			How did he stand now, as his mo­tor slipped out of Oniton and breasted the great round hills? Mar­garet had heard a cer­tain ru­mour, but was all right. She had for­giv­en him, God bless her, and he felt the man­li­er for it. Charles and Evie had not heard it, and nev­er must hear. No more must Paul. Over his chil­dren he felt great ten­der­ness, which he did not try to track to a cause; Mrs. Wil­cox was too far back in his life. He did not con­nect her with the sud­den aching love that he felt for Evie. Poor little Evie! he trus­ted that Cahill would make her a de­cent hus­band.

			And Mar­garet? How did she stand?

			She had sev­er­al minor wor­ries. Clearly her sis­ter had heard some­thing. She dreaded meet­ing her in town. And she was anxious about Le­onard, for whom they cer­tainly were re­spons­ible. Nor ought Mrs. Bast to starve. But the main situ­ation had not altered. She still loved Henry. His ac­tions, not his dis­pos­i­tion, had dis­ap­poin­ted her, and she could bear that. And she loved her fu­ture home. Stand­ing up in the car, just where she had leapt from it two days be­fore, she gazed back with deep emo­tion upon Oniton. Be­sides the Grange and the Castle keep, she could now pick out the church and the black-and-white gables of the George. There was the bridge, and the river nib­bling its green pen­in­sula. She could even see the bathing-shed, but while she was look­ing for Charles’s new spring­board, the fore­head of the hill rose and hid the whole scene.

			She nev­er saw it again. Day and night the river flows down in­to Eng­land, day after day the sun re­treats in­to the Welsh moun­tains, and the tower chimes, See the Con­quer­ing Hero. But the Wil­coxes have no part in the place, nor in any place. It is not their names that re­cur in the par­ish re­gister. It is not their ghosts that sigh among the alders at even­ing. They have swept in­to the val­ley and swept out of it, leav­ing a little dust and a little money be­hind.

		
	
		
			XXX

			Tibby was now ap­proach­ing his last year at Ox­ford. He had moved out of col­lege, and was con­tem­plat­ing the Uni­verse, or such por­tions of it as con­cerned him, from his com­fort­able lodgings in Long Wall. He was not con­cerned with much. When a young man is un­troubled by pas­sions and sin­cerely in­dif­fer­ent to pub­lic opin­ion his out­look is ne­ces­sar­ily lim­ited. Tibby wished neither to strengthen the po­s­i­tion of the rich nor to im­prove that of the poor, and so was well con­tent to watch the elms nod­ding be­hind the mildly em­battled para­pets of Mag­dalen. There are worse lives. Though selfish, he was nev­er cruel; though af­fected in man­ner, he nev­er posed. Like Mar­garet, he dis­dained the hero­ic equip­ment, and it was only after many vis­its that men dis­covered Schle­gel to pos­sess a char­ac­ter and a brain. He had done well in Mods, much to the sur­prise of those who at­ten­ded lec­tures and took prop­er ex­er­cise, and was now glan­cing dis­dain­fully at Chinese in case he should some day con­sent to qual­i­fy as a Stu­dent In­ter­pret­er. To him thus em­ployed Helen entered. A tele­gram had pre­ceded her.

			He no­ticed, in a dis­tant way, that his sis­ter had altered.

			As a rule he found her too pro­nounced, and had nev­er come across this look of ap­peal, pathet­ic yet dig­ni­fied—the look of a sail­or who has lost everything at sea.

			“I have come from Oniton,” she began. “There has been a great deal of trouble there.”

			“Who’s for lunch?” said Tibby, pick­ing up the claret, which was warm­ing in the hearth. Helen sat down sub­missively at the table. “Why such an early start?” he asked.

			“Sun­rise or some­thing—when I could get away.”

			“So I sur­mise. Why?”

			“I don’t know what’s to be done, Tibby. I am very much up­set at a piece of news that con­cerns Meg, and do not want to face her, and I am not go­ing back to Wick­ham Place. I stopped here to tell you this.”

			The land­lady came in with the cut­lets. Tibby put a mark­er in the leaves of his Chinese Gram­mar and helped them. Ox­ford—the Ox­ford of the va­ca­tion—dreamed and rustled out­side, and in­doors the little fire was coated with grey where the sun­shine touched it. Helen con­tin­ued her odd story.

			“Give Meg my love and say that I want to be alone. I mean to go to Mu­nich or else Bonn.”

			“Such a mes­sage is eas­ily giv­en,” said her broth­er.

			“As re­gards Wick­ham Place and my share of the fur­niture, you and she are to do ex­actly as you like. My own feel­ing is that everything may just as well be sold. What does one want with dusty eco­nom­ic books, which have made the world no bet­ter, or with moth­er’s hideous chif­foniers? I have also an­oth­er com­mis­sion for you. I want you to de­liv­er a let­ter.” She got up. “I haven’t writ­ten it yet. Why shouldn’t I post it, though?” She sat down again. “My head is rather wretched. I hope that none of your friends are likely to come in.”

			Tibby locked the door. His friends of­ten found it in this con­di­tion. Then he asked wheth­er any­thing had gone wrong at Evie’s wed­ding.

			“Not there,” said Helen, and burst in­to tears.

			He had known her hys­ter­ic­al—it was one of her as­pects with which he had no con­cern—and yet these tears touched him as some­thing un­usu­al. They were near­er the things that did con­cern him, such as mu­sic. He laid down his knife and looked at her curi­ously. Then, as she con­tin­ued to sob, he went on with his lunch.

			The time came for the second course, and she was still cry­ing. Apple Char­lotte was to fol­low, which spoils by wait­ing. “Do you mind Mrs. Mart­lett com­ing in?” he asked, “or shall I take it from her at the door?”

			“Could I bathe my eyes, Tibby?”

			He took her to his bed­room, and in­tro­duced the pud­ding in her ab­sence. Hav­ing helped him­self, he put it down to warm in the hearth. His hand stretched to­wards the Gram­mar, and soon he was turn­ing over the pages, rais­ing his eye­brows scorn­fully, per­haps at hu­man nature, per­haps at Chinese. To him thus em­ployed Helen re­turned. She had pulled her­self to­geth­er, but the grave ap­peal had not van­ished from her eyes.

			“Now for the ex­plan­a­tion,” she said. “Why didn’t I be­gin with it? I have found out some­thing about Mr. Wil­cox. He has be­haved very wrongly in­deed, and ruined two people’s lives. It all came on me very sud­denly last night; I am very much up­set, and I do not know what to do. Mrs. Bast—”

			“Oh, those people!”

			Helen seemed si­lenced.

			“Shall I lock the door again?”

			“No thanks, Tib­bikins. You’re be­ing very good to me. I want to tell you the story be­fore I go abroad, you must do ex­actly what you like—treat it as part of the fur­niture. Meg can­not have heard it yet, I think. But I can­not face her and tell her that the man she is go­ing to marry has mis­con­duc­ted him­self. I don’t even know wheth­er she ought to be told. Know­ing as she does that I dis­like him, she will sus­pect me, and think that I want to ru­in her match. I simply don’t know what to make of such a thing. I trust your judg­ment. What would you do?”

			“I gath­er he has had a mis­tress,” said Tibby.

			Helen flushed with shame and an­ger. “And ruined two people’s lives. And goes about say­ing that per­son­al ac­tions count for noth­ing, and there al­ways will be rich and poor. He met her when he was try­ing to get rich out in Cyprus—I don’t wish to make him worse than he is, and no doubt she was ready enough to meet him. But there it is. They met. He goes his way and she goes hers. What do you sup­pose is the end of such wo­men?”

			He con­ceded that it was a bad busi­ness.

			“They end in two ways: Either they sink till the lun­at­ic asylums and the work­houses are full of them, and cause Mr. Wil­cox to write let­ters to the pa­pers com­plain­ing of our na­tion­al de­gen­er­acy, or else they en­trap a boy in­to mar­riage be­fore it is too late. She—I can’t blame her.”

			“But this isn’t all,” she con­tin­ued after a long pause, dur­ing which the land­lady served them with cof­fee. “I come now to the busi­ness that took us to Oniton. We went all three. Act­ing on Mr. Wil­cox’s ad­vice, the man throws up a se­cure situ­ation and takes an in­sec­ure one, from which he is dis­missed. There are cer­tain ex­cuses, but in the main Mr. Wil­cox is to blame, as Meg her­self ad­mit­ted. It is only com­mon justice that he should em­ploy the man him­self. But he meets the wo­man, and, like the cur that he is, he re­fuses, and tries to get rid of them. He makes Meg write. Two notes came from her late that even­ing—one for me, one for Le­onard, dis­miss­ing him with barely a reas­on. I couldn’t un­der­stand. Then it comes out that Mrs. Bast had spoken to Mr. Wil­cox on the lawn while we left her to get rooms, and was still speak­ing about him when Le­onard came back to her. This Le­onard knew all along. He thought it nat­ur­al he should be ruined twice. Nat­ur­al! Could you have con­tained your­self?”

			“It is cer­tainly a very bad busi­ness,” said Tibby.

			His reply seemed to calm his sis­ter. “I was afraid that I saw it out of pro­por­tion. But you are right out­side it, and you must know. In a day or two—or per­haps a week—take whatever steps you think fit. I leave it in your hands.”

			She con­cluded her charge.

			“The facts as they touch Meg are all be­fore you,” she ad­ded; and Tibby sighed and felt it rather hard that, be­cause of his open mind, he should be em­pan­elled to serve as a jur­or. He had nev­er been in­ter­ested in hu­man be­ings, for which one must blame him, but he had had rather too much of them at Wick­ham Place. Just as some people cease to at­tend when books are men­tioned, so Tibby’s at­ten­tion wandered when “per­son­al re­la­tions” came un­der dis­cus­sion. Ought Mar­garet to know what Helen knew the Basts to know? Sim­il­ar ques­tions had vexed him from in­fancy, and at Ox­ford he had learned to say that the im­port­ance of hu­man be­ings has been vastly over­rated by spe­cial­ists. The epi­gram, with its faint whiff of the eighties, meant noth­ing. But he might have let it off now if his sis­ter had not been cease­lessly beau­ti­ful.

			“You see, Helen—have a ci­gar­ette—I don’t see what I’m to do.”

			“Then there’s noth­ing to be done. I dare say you are right. Let them marry. There re­mains the ques­tion of com­pens­a­tion.”

			“Do you want me to ad­ju­dic­ate that too? Had you not bet­ter con­sult an ex­pert?”

			“This part is in con­fid­ence,” said Helen. “It has noth­ing to do with Meg, and do not men­tion it to her. The com­pens­a­tion—I do not see who is to pay it if I don’t, and I have already de­cided on the min­im­um sum. As soon as pos­sible I am pla­cing it to your ac­count, and when I am in Ger­many you will pay it over for me. I shall nev­er for­get your kind­ness, Tib­bikins, if you do this.”

			“What is the sum?”

			“Five thou­sand.”

			“Good God alive!” said Tibby, and went crim­son.

			“Now, what is the good of drib­lets? To go through life hav­ing done one thing—to have raised one per­son from the abyss; not these puny gifts of shil­lings and blankets—mak­ing the grey more grey. No doubt people will think me ex­traordin­ary.”

			“I don’t care an iota what people think!” cried he, heated to un­usu­al man­li­ness of dic­tion. “But it’s half what you have.”

			“Not nearly half.” She spread out her hands over her soiled skirt. “I have far too much, and we settled at Chelsea last spring that three hun­dred a year is ne­ces­sary to set a man on his feet. What I give will bring in a hun­dred and fifty between two. It isn’t enough.” He could not re­cov­er. He was not angry or even shocked, and he saw that Helen would still have plenty to live on. But it amazed him to think what hay­cocks people can make of their lives. His del­ic­ate in­ton­a­tions would not work, and he could only blurt out that the five thou­sand pounds would mean a great deal of both­er for him per­son­ally.

			“I didn’t ex­pect you to un­der­stand me.”

			“I? I un­der­stand nobody.”

			“But you’ll do it?”

			“Ap­par­ently.”

			“I leave you two com­mis­sions, then. The first con­cerns Mr. Wil­cox, and you are to use your dis­cre­tion. The second con­cerns the money, and is to be men­tioned to no one, and car­ried out lit­er­ally. You will send a hun­dred pounds on ac­count to­mor­row.”

			He walked with her to the sta­tion, passing through those streets whose ser­ried beauty nev­er be­wildered him and nev­er fa­tigued. The lovely creature raised domes and spires in­to the cloud­less blue, and only the gan­gli­on of vul­gar­ity round Car­fax showed how evan­es­cent was the phantom, how faint its claim to rep­res­ent Eng­land. Helen, re­hears­ing her com­mis­sion, no­ticed noth­ing; the Basts were in her brain, and she re­told the crisis in a med­it­at­ive way, which might have made oth­er men curi­ous. She was see­ing wheth­er it would hold. He asked her once why she had taken the Basts right in­to the heart of Evie’s wed­ding. She stopped like a frightened an­im­al and said, “Does that seem to you so odd?” Her eyes, the hand laid on the mouth, quite haunted him, un­til they were ab­sorbed in­to the fig­ure of St. Mary the Vir­gin, be­fore whom he paused for a mo­ment on the walk home.

			It is con­veni­ent to fol­low him in the dis­charge of his du­ties. Mar­garet summoned him the next day. She was ter­ri­fied at Helen’s flight, and he had to say that she had called in at Ox­ford. Then she said: “Did she seem wor­ried at any ru­mour about Henry?” He answered, “Yes.” “I knew it was that!” she ex­claimed. “I’ll write to her.” Tibby was re­lieved.

			He then sent the cheque to the ad­dress that Helen gave him, and stated that he was in­struc­ted to for­ward later on five thou­sand pounds. An an­swer came back very civil and quiet in tone—such an an­swer as Tibby him­self would have giv­en. The cheque was re­turned, the leg­acy re­fused, the writer be­ing in no need of money. Tibby for­war­ded this to Helen, adding in the full­ness of his heart that Le­onard Bast seemed some­what a mo­nu­ment­al per­son after all. Helen’s reply was frantic. He was to take no no­tice. He was to go down at once and say that she com­manded ac­cept­ance. He went. A scurf of books and china or­na­ments awaited him. The Basts had just been evicted for not pay­ing their rent, and had wandered no one knew whith­er. Helen had be­gun bungling with her money by this time, and had even sold out her shares in the Not­ting­ham and Derby Rail­way. For some weeks she did noth­ing. Then she re­in­ves­ted, and, ow­ing to the good ad­vice of her stock­brokers, be­came rather rich­er than she had been be­fore.

		
	
		
			XXXI

			Houses have their own ways of dy­ing, fall­ing as vari­ously as the gen­er­a­tions of men, some with a tra­gic roar, some quietly, but to an af­ter­life in the city of ghosts, while from oth­ers—and thus was the death of Wick­ham Place—the spir­it slips be­fore the body per­ishes. It had de­cayed in the spring, dis­in­teg­rat­ing the girls more than they knew, and caus­ing either to ac­cost un­fa­mil­i­ar re­gions. By Septem­ber it was a corpse, void of emo­tion, and scarcely hal­lowed by the memor­ies of thirty years of hap­pi­ness. Through its round-topped door­way passed fur­niture, and pic­tures, and books, un­til the last room was gut­ted and the last van had rumbled away. It stood for a week or two longer, open-eyed, as if as­ton­ished at its own empti­ness. Then it fell. Nav­vies came, and spilt it back in­to the grey. With their muscles and their beery good tem­per, they were not the worst of un­der­takers for a house which had al­ways been hu­man, and had not mis­taken cul­ture for an end.

			The fur­niture, with a few ex­cep­tions, went down in­to Hert­ford­shire, Mr. Wil­cox hav­ing most kindly offered Howards End as a ware­house. Mr. Bryce had died abroad—an un­sat­is­fact­ory af­fair—and as there seemed little guar­an­tee that the rent would be paid reg­u­larly, he can­celled the agree­ment, and re­sumed pos­ses­sion him­self. Un­til he re­let the house, the Schle­gels were wel­come to stack their fur­niture in the gar­age and lower rooms. Mar­garet de­murred, but Tibby ac­cep­ted the of­fer gladly; it saved him from com­ing to any de­cision about the fu­ture. The plate and the more valu­able pic­tures found a safer home in Lon­don, but the bulk of the things went coun­try-ways, and were en­trus­ted to the guard­i­an­ship of Miss Avery.

			Shortly be­fore the move, our hero and heroine were mar­ried. They have weathered the storm, and may reas­on­ably ex­pect peace. To have no il­lu­sions and yet to love—what stronger surety can a wo­man find? She had seen her hus­band’s past as well as his heart. She knew her own heart with a thor­ough­ness that com­mon­place people be­lieve im­possible. The heart of Mrs. Wil­cox was alone hid­den, and per­haps it is su­per­sti­tious to spec­u­late on the feel­ings of the dead. They were mar­ried quietly—really quietly, for as the day ap­proached she re­fused to go through an­oth­er Oniton. Her broth­er gave her away, her aunt, who was out of health, presided over a few col­our­less re­fresh­ments. The Wil­coxes were rep­res­en­ted by Charles, who wit­nessed the mar­riage set­tle­ment, and by Mr. Cahill. Paul did send a cable­gram. In a few minutes, and without the aid of mu­sic, the cler­gy­man made them man and wife, and soon the glass shade had fallen that cuts off mar­ried couples from the world. She, a mono­gam­ist, re­gret­ted the ces­sa­tion of some of life’s in­no­cent odours; he, whose in­stincts were poly­gam­ous, felt mor­ally braced by the change and less li­able to the tempta­tions that had as­sailed him in the past.

			They spent their hon­ey­moon near Inns­bruck. Henry knew of a re­li­able hotel there, and Mar­garet hoped for a meet­ing with her sis­ter. In this she was dis­ap­poin­ted. As they came south, Helen re­treated over the Bren­ner, and wrote an un­sat­is­fact­ory post­card from the shores of the Lake of Garda, say­ing that her plans were un­cer­tain and had bet­ter be ig­nored. Evid­ently she dis­liked meet­ing Henry. Two months are surely enough to ac­cus­tom an out­sider to a situ­ation which a wife has ac­cep­ted in two days, and Mar­garet had again to re­gret her sis­ter’s lack of self-con­trol. In a long let­ter she poin­ted out the need of char­ity in sexu­al mat­ters; so little is known about them; it is hard enough for those who are per­son­ally touched to judge; then how fu­tile must be the ver­dict of So­ci­ety. “I don’t say there is no stand­ard, for that would des­troy mor­al­ity; only that there can be no stand­ard un­til our im­pulses are clas­si­fied and bet­ter un­der­stood.” Helen thanked her for her kind let­ter—rather a curi­ous reply. She moved south again, and spoke of win­ter­ing in Naples.

			Mr. Wil­cox was not sorry that the meet­ing failed. Helen left him time to grow skin over his wound. There were still mo­ments when it pained him. Had he only known that Mar­garet was await­ing him—Mar­garet, so lively and in­tel­li­gent, and yet so sub­missive—he would have kept him­self wor­thi­er of her. In­cap­able of group­ing the past, he con­fused the epis­ode of Jacky with an­oth­er epis­ode that had taken place in the days of his bach­el­or­hood. The two made one crop of wild oats, for which he was heart­ily sorry, and he could not see that those oats are of a dark­er stock which are rooted in an­oth­er’s dis­hon­our. Un­chastity and in­fi­del­ity were as con­fused to him as to the Middle Ages, his only mor­al teach­er. Ruth (poor old Ruth!) did not enter in­to his cal­cu­la­tions at all, for poor old Ruth had nev­er found him out.

			His af­fec­tion for his present wife grew stead­ily. Her clev­erness gave him no trouble, and, in­deed, he liked to see her read­ing po­etry or some­thing about so­cial ques­tions; it dis­tin­guished her from the wives of oth­er men. He had only to call, and she clapped the book up and was ready to do what he wished. Then they would ar­gue so jol­lily, and once or twice she had him in quite a tight corner, but as soon as he grew really ser­i­ous, she gave in. Man is for war, wo­man for the re­cre­ation of the war­ri­or, but he does not dis­like it if she makes a show of fight. She can­not win in a real battle, hav­ing no muscles, only nerves. Nerves make her jump out of a mov­ing mo­tor­car, or re­fuse to be mar­ried fash­ion­ably. The war­ri­or may well al­low her to tri­umph on such oc­ca­sions; they move not the im­per­ish­able plinth of things that touch his peace.

			Mar­garet had a bad at­tack of these nerves dur­ing the hon­ey­moon. He told her—cas­u­ally, as was his habit—that Oniton Grange was let. She showed her an­noy­ance, and asked rather crossly why she had not been con­sul­ted.

			“I didn’t want to both­er you,” he replied. “Be­sides, I have only heard for cer­tain this morn­ing.”

			“Where are we to live?” said Mar­garet, try­ing to laugh. “I loved the place ex­traordin­ar­ily. Don’t you be­lieve in hav­ing a per­man­ent home, Henry?”

			He as­sured her that she mis­un­der­stood him. It is home life that dis­tin­guishes us from the for­eign­er. But he did not be­lieve in a damp home.

			“This is news. I nev­er heard till this minute that Oniton was damp.”

			“My dear girl!”—he flung out his hand—“have you eyes? have you a skin? How could it be any­thing but damp in such a situ­ation? In the first place, the Grange is on clay, and built where the castle moat must have been; then there’s that de­test­able little river, steam­ing all night like a kettle. Feel the cel­lar walls; look up un­der the eaves. Ask Sir James or any­one. Those Shrop­shire val­leys are no­tori­ous. The only pos­sible place for a house in Shrop­shire is on a hill; but, for my part, I think the coun­try is too far from Lon­don, and the scenery noth­ing spe­cial.”

			Mar­garet could not res­ist say­ing, “Why did you go there, then?”

			“I—be­cause—” He drew his head back and grew rather angry. “Why have we come to the Tyr­ol, if it comes to that? One might go on ask­ing such ques­tions in­def­in­itely.”

			One might; but he was only gain­ing time for a plaus­ible an­swer. Out it came, and he be­lieved it as soon as it was spoken.

			“The truth is, I took Oniton on ac­count of Evie. Don’t let this go any fur­ther.”

			“Cer­tainly not.”

			“I shouldn’t like her to know that she nearly let me in for a very bad bar­gain. No soon­er did I sign the agree­ment than she got en­gaged. Poor little girl! She was so keen on it all, and wouldn’t even wait to make prop­er in­quir­ies about the shoot­ing. Afraid it would get snapped up—just like all of your sex. Well, no harm’s done. She has had her coun­try wed­ding, and I’ve got rid of my goose to some fel­lows who are start­ing a pre­par­at­ory school.”

			“Where shall we live, then, Henry? I should en­joy liv­ing some­where.”

			“I have not yet de­cided. What about Nor­folk?”

			Mar­garet was si­lent. Mar­riage had not saved her from the sense of flux. Lon­don was but a fore­taste of this no­mad­ic civil­isa­tion which is al­ter­ing hu­man nature so pro­foundly, and throws upon per­son­al re­la­tions a stress great­er than they have ever borne be­fore. Un­der cos­mo­pol­it­an­ism, if it comes, we shall re­ceive no help from the earth. Trees and mead­ows and moun­tains will only be a spec­tacle, and the bind­ing force that they once ex­er­cised on char­ac­ter must be en­trus­ted to Love alone. May Love be equal to the task!

			“It is now what?” con­tin­ued Henry. “Nearly Oc­to­ber. Let us camp for the winter at Ducie Street, and look out for some­thing in the spring.”

			“If pos­sible, some­thing per­man­ent. I can’t be as young as I was, for these al­ter­a­tions don’t suit me.”

			“But, my dear, which would you rather have—al­ter­a­tions or rheum­at­ism?”

			“I see your point,” said Mar­garet, get­ting up. “If Oniton is really damp, it is im­possible, and must be in­hab­ited by little boys. Only, in the spring, let us look be­fore we leap. I will take warn­ing by Evie, and not hurry you. Re­mem­ber that you have a free hand this time. These end­less moves must be bad for the fur­niture, and are cer­tainly ex­pens­ive.”

			“What a prac­tic­al little wo­man it is! What’s it been read­ing? Theo—theo—how much?”

			“Theo­sophy.”

			So Ducie Street was her first fate—a pleas­ant enough fate. The house, be­ing only a little lar­ger than Wick­ham Place, trained her for the im­mense es­tab­lish­ment that was prom­ised in the spring. They were fre­quently away, but at home life ran fairly reg­u­larly. In the morn­ing Henry went to busi­ness, and his sand­wich—a rel­ic this of some pre­his­tor­ic crav­ing—was al­ways cut by her own hand. He did not rely upon the sand­wich for lunch, but liked to have it by him in case he grew hungry at el­ev­en. When he had gone, there was the house to look after, and the ser­vants to hu­man­ise, and sev­er­al kettles of Helen’s to keep on the boil. Her con­science pricked her a little about the Basts; she was not sorry to have lost sight of them. No doubt Le­onard was worth help­ing, but be­ing Henry’s wife, she pre­ferred to help someone else. As for theatres and dis­cus­sion so­ci­et­ies, they at­trac­ted her less and less. She began to “miss” new move­ments, and to spend her spare time re­read­ing or think­ing, rather to the con­cern of her Chelsea friends. They at­trib­uted the change to her mar­riage, and per­haps some deep in­stinct did warn her not to travel fur­ther from her hus­band than was in­ev­it­able. Yet the main cause lay deep­er still; she had out­grown stim­u­lants, and was passing from words to things. It was doubt­less a pity not to keep up with Wede­kind or John, but some clos­ing of the gates is in­ev­it­able after thirty, if the mind it­self is to be­come a cre­at­ive power.

		
	
		
			XXXII

			She was look­ing at plans one day in the fol­low­ing spring—they had fi­nally de­cided to go down in­to Sus­sex and build—when Mrs. Charles Wil­cox was an­nounced.

			“Have you heard the news?” Dolly cried, as soon as she entered the room. “Charles is so ang—I mean he is sure you know about it, or, rather, that you don’t know.”

			“Why, Dolly!” said Mar­garet, pla­cidly kiss­ing her. “Here’s a sur­prise! How are the boys and the baby?”

			Boys and the baby were well, and in de­scrib­ing a great row that there had been at the Hilton Ten­nis Club, Dolly for­got her news. The wrong people had tried to get in. The rect­or, as rep­res­ent­ing the older in­hab­it­ants, had said—Charles had said—the tax-col­lect­or had said—Charles had re­gret­ted not say­ing—and she closed the de­scrip­tion with, “But lucky you, with four courts of your own at Midhurst.”

			“It will be very jolly,” replied Mar­garet.

			“Are those the plans? Does it mat­ter my see­ing them?”

			“Of course not.”

			“Charles has nev­er seen the plans.”

			“They have only just ar­rived. Here is the ground floor—no, that’s rather dif­fi­cult. Try the el­ev­a­tion. We are to have a good many gables and a pic­tur­esque sky­line.”

			“What makes it smell so funny?” said Dolly, after a mo­ment’s in­spec­tion. She was in­cap­able of un­der­stand­ing plans or maps.

			“I sup­pose the pa­per.”

			“And which way up is it?”

			“Just the or­din­ary way up. That’s the sky­line and the part that smells strongest is the sky.”

			“Well, ask me an­oth­er. Mar­garet—oh—what was I go­ing to say? How’s Helen?”

			“Quite well.”

			“Is she nev­er com­ing back to Eng­land? Every­one thinks it’s aw­fully odd she doesn’t.”

			“So it is,” said Mar­garet, try­ing to con­ceal her vex­a­tion. She was get­ting rather sore on this point. “Helen is odd, aw­fully. She has now been away eight months.”

			“But hasn’t she any ad­dress?”

			“A poste rest­ante some­where in Bav­aria is her ad­dress. Do write her a line. I will look it up for you.”

			“No, don’t both­er. That’s eight months she has been away, surely?”

			“Ex­actly. She left just after Evie’s wed­ding. It would be eight months.”

			“Just when baby was born, then?”

			“Just so.”

			Dolly sighed, and stared en­vi­ously round the draw­ing-room. She was be­gin­ning to lose her bright­ness and good looks. The Charles’s were not well off, for Mr. Wil­cox, hav­ing brought up his chil­dren with ex­pens­ive tastes, be­lieved in let­ting them shift for them­selves. After all, he had not treated them gen­er­ously. Yet an­oth­er baby was ex­pec­ted, she told Mar­garet, and they would have to give up the mo­tor. Mar­garet sym­path­ised, but in a form­al fash­ion, and Dolly little ima­gined that the step­moth­er was ur­ging Mr. Wil­cox to make them a more lib­er­al al­low­ance. She sighed again, and at last the par­tic­u­lar griev­ance was re­membered. “Oh, yes,” she cried, “that is it: Miss Avery has been un­pack­ing your pack­ing-cases.”

			“Why has she done that? How un­ne­ces­sary!”

			“Ask an­oth­er. I sup­pose you ordered her to.”

			“I gave no such or­ders. Per­haps she was air­ing the things. She did un­der­take to light an oc­ca­sion­al fire.”

			“It was far more than an air,” said Dolly sol­emnly. “The floor sounds covered with books. Charles sent me to know what is to be done, for he feels cer­tain you don’t know.”

			“Books!” cried Mar­garet, moved by the holy word. “Dolly, are you ser­i­ous? Has she been touch­ing our books?”

			“Hasn’t she, though! What used to be the hall’s full of them. Charles thought for cer­tain you knew of it.”

			“I am very much ob­liged to you, Dolly. What can have come over Miss Avery? I must go down about it at once. Some of the books are my broth­er’s, and are quite valu­able. She had no right to open any of the cases.”

			“I say she’s dotty. She was the one that nev­er got mar­ried, you know. Oh, I say, per­haps, she thinks your books are wed­ding-presents to her­self. Old maids are taken that way some­times. Miss Avery hates us all like pois­on ever since her fright­ful dus­tup with Evie.”

			“I hadn’t heard of that,” said Mar­garet. A vis­it from Dolly had its com­pens­a­tions.

			“Didn’t you know she gave Evie a present last Au­gust, and Evie re­turned it, and then—oh, go­loshes! You nev­er read such a let­ter as Miss Avery wrote.”

			“But it was wrong of Evie to re­turn it. It wasn’t like her to do such a heart­less thing.”

			“But the present was so ex­pens­ive.”

			“Why does that make any dif­fer­ence, Dolly?”

			“Still, when it costs over five pounds—I didn’t see it, but it was a lovely enamel pendant from a Bond Street shop. You can’t very well ac­cept that kind of thing from a farm wo­man. Now, can you?”

			“You ac­cep­ted a present from Miss Avery when you were mar­ried.”

			“Oh, mine was old earth­en­ware stuff—not worth a half­penny. Evie’s was quite dif­fer­ent. You’d have to ask any­one to the wed­ding who gave you a pendant like that. Uncle Percy and Al­bert and fath­er and Charles all said it was quite im­possible, and when four men agree, what is a girl to do? Evie didn’t want to up­set the old thing, so thought a sort of jok­ing let­ter best, and re­turned the pendant straight to the shop to save Miss Avery trouble.”

			“But Miss Avery said—”

			Dolly’s eyes grew round. “It was a per­fectly aw­ful let­ter. Charles said it was the let­ter of a mad­man. In the end she had the pendant back again from the shop and threw it in­to the duck-pond.”

			“Did she give any reas­ons?”

			“We think she meant to be in­vited to Oniton, and so climb in­to so­ci­ety.”

			“She’s rather old for that,” said Mar­garet pens­ively. “May she not have giv­en the present to Evie in re­mem­brance of her moth­er?”

			“That’s a no­tion. Give every­one their due, eh? Well, I sup­pose I ought to be tod­dling. Come along, Mr. Muff—you want a new coat, but I don’t know who’ll give it you, I’m sure;” and ad­dress­ing her ap­par­el with mourn­ful hu­mour, Dolly moved from the room.

			Mar­garet fol­lowed her to ask wheth­er Henry knew about Miss Avery’s rude­ness.

			“Oh yes.”

			“I won­der, then, why he let me ask her to look after the house.”

			“But she’s only a farm wo­man,” said Dolly, and her ex­plan­a­tion proved cor­rect. Henry only cen­sured the lower classes when it suited him. He bore with Miss Avery as with Crane—be­cause he could get good value out of them. “I have pa­tience with a man who knows his job,” he would say, really hav­ing pa­tience with the job, and not the man. Para­dox­ic­al as it may sound, he had some­thing of the artist about him; he would pass over an in­sult to his daugh­ter soon­er than lose a good char­wo­man for his wife.

			Mar­garet judged it bet­ter to settle the little trouble her­self. Parties were evid­ently ruffled. With Henry’s per­mis­sion, she wrote a pleas­ant note to Miss Avery, ask­ing her to leave the cases un­touched. Then, at the first con­veni­ent op­por­tun­ity, she went down her­self, in­tend­ing to re­pack her be­long­ings and store them prop­erly in the loc­al ware­house; the plan had been am­a­teur­ish and a fail­ure. Tibby prom­ised to ac­com­pany her, but at the last mo­ment begged to be ex­cused. So, for the second time in her life, she entered the house alone.

		
	
		
			XXXIII

			The day of her vis­it was ex­quis­ite, and the last of un­clouded hap­pi­ness that she was to have for many months. Her anxi­ety about Helen’s ex­traordin­ary ab­sence was still dormant, and as for a pos­sible brush with Miss Avery—that only gave zest to the ex­ped­i­tion. She had also eluded Dolly’s in­vit­a­tion to lunch­eon. Walk­ing straight up from the sta­tion, she crossed the vil­lage green and entered the long chest­nut av­en­ue that con­nects it with the church. The church it­self stood in the vil­lage once. But it there at­trac­ted so many wor­ship­pers that the dev­il, in a pet, snatched it from its found­a­tions, and poised it on an in­con­veni­ent knoll, three quar­ters of a mile away. If this story is true, the chest­nut av­en­ue must have been planted by the an­gels. No more tempt­ing ap­proach could be ima­gined for the luke­warm Chris­ti­an, and if he still finds the walk too long, the dev­il is de­feated all the same, Sci­ence hav­ing built Holy Trin­ity, a Chapel of Ease, near the Charles’s and roofed it with tin.

			Up the av­en­ue Mar­garet strolled slowly, stop­ping to watch the sky that gleamed through the up­per branches of the chest­nuts, or to fin­ger the little horse­shoes on the lower branches. Why has not Eng­land a great myth­o­logy? Our folk­lore has nev­er ad­vanced bey­ond dainti­ness, and the great­er melod­ies about our coun­tryside have all is­sued through the pipes of Greece. Deep and true as the nat­ive ima­gin­a­tion can be, it seems to have failed here. It has stopped with the witches and the fair­ies. It can­not viv­i­fy one frac­tion of a sum­mer field, or give names to half a dozen stars. Eng­land still waits for the su­preme mo­ment of her lit­er­at­ure—for the great poet who shall voice her, or, bet­ter still for the thou­sand little po­ets whose voices shall pass in­to our com­mon talk.

			At the church the scenery changed. The chest­nut av­en­ue opened in­to a road, smooth but nar­row, which led in­to the un­touched coun­try. She fol­lowed it for over a mile. Its little hes­it­a­tions pleased her. Hav­ing no ur­gent des­tiny, it strolled down­hill or up as it wished, tak­ing no trouble about the gradi­ents, or about the view, which nev­er­the­less ex­pan­ded. The great es­tates that throttle the south of Hert­ford­shire were less ob­trus­ive here, and the ap­pear­ance of the land was neither ar­is­to­crat­ic nor sub­urb­an. To define it was dif­fi­cult, but Mar­garet knew what it was not: it was not snob­bish. Though its con­tours were slight, there was a touch of free­dom in their sweep to which Sur­rey will nev­er at­tain, and the dis­tant brow of the Chil­terns towered like a moun­tain. “Left to it­self,” was Mar­garet’s opin­ion, “this county would vote Lib­er­al.” The com­rade­ship, not pas­sion­ate, that is our highest gift as a na­tion, was prom­ised by it, as by the low brick farm where she called for the key.

			But the in­side of the farm was dis­ap­point­ing. A most fin­ished young per­son re­ceived her. “Yes, Mrs. Wil­cox; no, Mrs. Wil­cox; oh yes, Mrs. Wil­cox, auntie re­ceived your let­ter quite duly. Auntie has gone up to your little place at the present mo­ment. Shall I send the ser­vant to dir­ect you?” Fol­lowed by: “Of course, auntie does not gen­er­ally look after your place; she only does it to ob­lige a neigh­bour as some­thing ex­cep­tion­al. It gives her some­thing to do. She spends quite a lot of her time there. My hus­band says to me some­times, ‘Where’s auntie?’ I say, ‘Need you ask? She’s at Howards End.’ Yes, Mrs. Wil­cox. Mrs. Wil­cox, could I pre­vail upon you to ac­cept a piece of cake? Not if I cut it for you?”

			Mar­garet re­fused the cake, but un­for­tu­nately this gave her gen­til­ity in the eyes of Miss Avery’s niece.

			“I can­not let you go on alone. Now don’t. You really mustn’t. I will dir­ect you my­self if it comes to that. I must get my hat. Now”—roguishly—“Mrs. Wil­cox, don’t you move while I’m gone.”

			Stunned, Mar­garet did not move from the best par­lour, over which the touch of art nou­veau had fallen. But the oth­er rooms looked in keep­ing, though they con­veyed the pe­cu­li­ar sad­ness of a rur­al in­teri­or. Here had lived an eld­er race, to which we look back with dis­quiet­ude. The coun­try which we vis­it at week­ends was really a home to it, and the graver sides of life, the deaths, the part­ings, the yearn­ings for love, have their deep­est ex­pres­sion in the heart of the fields. All was not sad­ness. The sun was shin­ing without. The thrush sang his two syl­lables on the bud­ding gueld­er-rose. Some chil­dren were play­ing up­roari­ously in heaps of golden straw. It was the pres­ence of sad­ness at all that sur­prised Mar­garet, and ended by giv­ing her a feel­ing of com­plete­ness. In these Eng­lish farms, if any­where, one might see life stead­ily and see it whole, group in one vis­ion its trans­it­or­i­ness and its etern­al youth, con­nect—con­nect without bit­ter­ness un­til all men are broth­ers. But her thoughts were in­ter­rup­ted by the re­turn of Miss Avery’s niece, and were so tran­quil­lising that she suffered the in­ter­rup­tion gladly.

			It was quick­er to go out by the back door, and, after due ex­plan­a­tions, they went out by it. The niece was now mor­ti­fied by in­nu­mer­able chick­ens, who rushed up to her feet for food, and by a shame­less and ma­ter­nal sow. She did not know what an­im­als were com­ing to. But her gen­til­ity withered at the touch of the sweet air. The wind was rising, scat­ter­ing the straw and ruff­ling the tails of the ducks as they floated in fam­il­ies over Evie’s pendant. One of those de­li­cious gales of spring, in which leaves still in bud seem to rustle, swept over the land and then fell si­lent. “Geor­gie,” sang the thrush. “Cuckoo,” came furt­ively from the cliff of pine-trees. “Geor­gie, pretty Geor­gie,” and the oth­er birds joined in with non­sense. The hedge was a half-painted pic­ture which would be fin­ished in a few days. Celandines grew on its banks, lords and ladies and prim­roses in the de­fen­ded hol­lows; the wild rose­bushes, still bear­ing their withered hips, showed also the prom­ise of blos­som. Spring had come, clad in no clas­sic­al garb, yet fairer than all springs; fairer even than she who walks through the myrtles of Tuscany with the graces be­fore her and the zephyr be­hind.

			The two wo­men walked up the lane full of out­ward ci­vil­ity. But Mar­garet was think­ing how dif­fi­cult it was to be earn­est about fur­niture on such a day, and the niece was think­ing about hats. Thus en­gaged, they reached Howards End. Petu­lant cries of “Auntie!” severed the air. There was no reply, and the front door was locked.

			“Are you sure that Miss Avery is up here?” asked Mar­garet.

			“Oh, yes, Mrs. Wil­cox, quite sure. She is here daily.”

			Mar­garet tried to look in through the din­ing-room win­dow, but the cur­tain in­side was drawn tightly. So with the draw­ing-room and the hall. The ap­pear­ance of these cur­tains was fa­mil­i­ar, yet she did not re­mem­ber their be­ing there on her oth­er vis­it; her im­pres­sion was that Mr. Bryce had taken everything away. They tried the back. Here again they re­ceived no an­swer, and could see noth­ing; the kit­chen-win­dow was fit­ted with a blind, while the pantry and scull­ery had pieces of wood propped up against them, which looked omin­ously like the lids of pack­ing-cases. Mar­garet thought of her books, and she lif­ted up her voice also. At the first cry she suc­ceeded.

			“Well, well!” replied someone in­side the house. “If it isn’t Mrs. Wil­cox come at last!”

			“Have you got the key, auntie?”

			“Madge, go away,” said Miss Avery, still in­vis­ible.

			“Auntie, it’s Mrs. Wil­cox—”

			Mar­garet sup­por­ted her. “Your niece and I have come to­geth­er.”

			“Madge, go away. This is no mo­ment for your hat.”

			The poor wo­man went red. “Auntie gets more ec­cent­ric lately,” she said nervously.

			“Miss Avery!” called Mar­garet. “I have come about the fur­niture. Could you kindly let me in?”

			“Yes, Mrs. Wil­cox,” said the voice, “of course.” But after that came si­lence. They called again without re­sponse. They walked round the house dis­con­sol­ately.

			“I hope Miss Avery is not ill,” haz­arded Mar­garet.

			“Well, if you’ll ex­cuse me,” said Madge, “per­haps I ought to be leav­ing you now. The ser­vants need see­ing to at the farm. Auntie is so odd at times.” Gath­er­ing up her el­eg­an­cies, she re­tired de­feated, and, as if her de­par­ture had loosed a spring, the front door opened at once.

			Miss Avery said, “Well, come right in, Mrs. Wil­cox!” quite pleas­antly and calmly.

			“Thank you so much,” began Mar­garet, but broke off at the sight of an um­brella-stand. It was her own.

			“Come right in­to the hall first,” said Miss Avery. She drew the cur­tain, and Mar­garet uttered a cry of des­pair. For an ap­palling thing had happened. The hall was fit­ted up with the con­tents of the lib­rary from Wick­ham Place. The car­pet had been laid, the big workt­able drawn up near the win­dow; the book­cases filled the wall op­pos­ite the fire­place, and her fath­er’s sword—this is what be­wildered her par­tic­u­larly—had been drawn from its scab­bard and hung na­ked amongst the sober volumes. Miss Avery must have worked for days.

			“I’m afraid this isn’t what we meant,” she began. “Mr. Wil­cox and I nev­er in­ten­ded the cases to be touched. For in­stance, these books are my broth­er’s. We are stor­ing them for him and for my sis­ter, who is abroad. When you kindly un­der­took to look after things, we nev­er ex­pec­ted you to do so much.”

			“The house has been empty long enough,” said the old wo­man.

			Mar­garet re­fused to ar­gue. “I dare say we didn’t ex­plain,” she said civilly. “It has been a mis­take, and very likely our mis­take.”

			“Mrs. Wil­cox, it has been mis­take upon mis­take for fifty years. The house is Mrs. Wil­cox’s, and she would not de­sire it to stand empty any longer.”

			To help the poor de­cay­ing brain, Mar­garet said:

			“Yes, Mrs. Wil­cox’s house, the moth­er of Mr. Charles.”

			“Mis­take upon mis­take,” said Miss Avery. “Mis­take upon mis­take.”

			“Well, I don’t know,” said Mar­garet, sit­ting down in one of her own chairs. “I really don’t know what’s to be done.” She could not help laugh­ing.

			The oth­er said: “Yes, it should be a merry house enough.”

			“I don’t know—I dare say. Well, thank you very much, Miss Avery. Yes, that’s all right. De­light­ful.”

			“There is still the par­lour.” She went through the door op­pos­ite and drew a cur­tain. Light flooded the draw­ing-room fur­niture from Wick­ham Place. “And the din­ing-room.” More cur­tains were drawn, more win­dows were flung open to the spring. “Then through here—” Miss Avery con­tin­ued passing and re­passing through the hall. Her voice was lost, but Mar­garet heard her pulling up the kit­chen blind. “I’ve not fin­ished here yet,” she an­nounced, re­turn­ing. “There’s still a deal to do. The farm lads will carry your great ward­robes up­stairs, for there is no need to go in­to ex­pense at Hilton.”

			“It is all a mis­take,” re­peated Mar­garet, feel­ing that she must put her foot down. “A mis­un­der­stand­ing. Mr. Wil­cox and I are not go­ing to live at Howards End.”

			“Oh, in­deed! On ac­count of his hay fever?”

			“We have settled to build a new home for ourselves in Sus­sex, and part of this fur­niture—my part—will go down there presently.” She looked at Miss Avery in­tently, try­ing to un­der­stand the kink in her brain.

			Here was no maun­der­ing old wo­man. Her wrinkles were shrewd and hu­mor­ous. She looked cap­able of scath­ing wit and also of high but un­os­ten­ta­tious no­bil­ity. “You think that you won’t come back to live here, Mrs. Wil­cox, but you will.”

			“That re­mains to be seen,” said Mar­garet, smil­ing. “We have no in­ten­tion of do­ing so for the present. We hap­pen to need a much lar­ger house. Cir­cum­stances ob­lige us to give big parties. Of course, some day—one nev­er knows, does one?”

			Miss Avery re­tor­ted: “Some day! Tcha! tcha! Don’t talk about some day. You are liv­ing here now.”

			“Am I?”

			“You are liv­ing here, and have been for the last ten minutes, if you ask me.”

			It was a sense­less re­mark, but with a queer feel­ing of dis­loy­alty Mar­garet rose from her chair. She felt that Henry had been ob­scurely cen­sured. They went in­to the din­ing-room, where the sun­light poured in upon her moth­er’s chif­fonier, and up­stairs, where many an old god peeped from a new niche. The fur­niture fit­ted ex­traordin­ar­ily well. In the cent­ral room—over the hall, the room that Helen had slept in four years ago—Miss Avery had placed Tibby’s old bassin­ette.

			“The nurs­ery,” she said.

			Mar­garet turned away without speak­ing.

			At last everything was seen. The kit­chen and lobby were still stacked with fur­niture and straw, but, as far as she could make out, noth­ing had been broken or scratched. A pathet­ic dis­play of in­genu­ity! Then they took a friendly stroll in the garden. It had gone wild since her last vis­it. The gravel sweep was weedy, and grass had sprung up at the very jaws of the gar­age. And Evie’s rock­ery was only bumps. Per­haps Evie was re­spons­ible for Miss Avery’s oddness. But Mar­garet sus­pec­ted that the cause lay deep­er, and that the girl’s silly let­ter had but loosed the ir­rit­a­tion of years.

			“It’s a beau­ti­ful mead­ow,” she re­marked. It was one of those open-air draw­ing-rooms that have been formed, hun­dreds of years ago, out of the smal­ler fields. So the bound­ary hedge zig­zagged down the hill at right angles, and at the bot­tom there was a little green an­nex—a sort of powder-closet for the cows.

			“Yes, the maidy’s well enough,” said Miss Avery, “for those, that is, who don’t suf­fer from sneez­ing.” And she cackled ma­li­ciously. “I’ve seen Charlie Wil­cox go out to my lads in hay time—oh, they ought to do this—they mustn’t do that—he’d learn them to be lads. And just then the tick­ling took him. He has it from his fath­er, with oth­er things. There’s not one Wil­cox that can stand up against a field in June—I laughed fit to burst while he was court­ing Ruth.”

			“My broth­er gets hay fever too,” said Mar­garet.

			“This house lies too much on the land for them. Nat­ur­ally, they were glad enough to slip in at first. But Wil­coxes are bet­ter than noth­ing, as I see you’ve found.”

			Mar­garet laughed.

			“They keep a place go­ing, don’t they? Yes, it is just that.”

			“They keep Eng­land go­ing, it is my opin­ion.”

			But Miss Avery up­set her by reply­ing: “Ay, they breed like rab­bits. Well, well, it’s a funny world. But He who made it knows what He wants in it, I sup­pose. If Mrs. Charlie is ex­pect­ing her fourth, it isn’t for us to re­pine.”

			“They breed and they also work,” said Mar­garet, con­scious of some in­vit­a­tion to dis­loy­alty, which was echoed by the very breeze and by the songs of the birds. “It cer­tainly is a funny world, but so long as men like my hus­band and his sons gov­ern it, I think it’ll nev­er be a bad one—nev­er really bad.”

			“No, bet­ter’n noth­ing,” said Miss Avery, and turned to the wych-elm.

			On their way back to the farm she spoke of her old friend much more clearly than be­fore. In the house Mar­garet had wondered wheth­er she quite dis­tin­guished the first wife from the second. Now she said: “I nev­er saw much of Ruth after her grand­moth­er died, but we stayed civil. It was a very civil fam­ily. Old Mrs. Howard nev­er spoke against any­body, nor let any­one be turned away without food. Then it was nev­er ‘Tres­pass­ers will be pro­sec­uted’ in their land, but would people please not come in? Mrs. Howard was nev­er cre­ated to run a farm.”

			“Had they no men to help them?” Mar­garet asked.

			Miss Avery replied: “Things went on un­til there were no men.”

			“Un­til Mr. Wil­cox came along,” cor­rec­ted Mar­garet, anxious that her hus­band should re­ceive his dues.

			“I sup­pose so; but Ruth should have mar­ried a—no dis­respect to you to say this, for I take it you were in­ten­ded to get Wil­cox any­way, wheth­er she got him first or no.”

			“Whom should she have mar­ried?”

			“A sol­dier!” ex­claimed the old wo­man. “Some real sol­dier.”

			Mar­garet was si­lent. It was a cri­ti­cism of Henry’s char­ac­ter far more trenchant than any of her own. She felt dis­sat­is­fied.

			“But that’s all over,” she went on. “A bet­ter time is com­ing now, though you’ve kept me long enough wait­ing. In a couple of weeks I’ll see your light shin­ing through the hedge of an even­ing. Have you ordered in coals?”

			“We are not com­ing,” said Mar­garet firmly. She re­spec­ted Miss Avery too much to hu­mour her. “No. Not com­ing. Nev­er com­ing. It has all been a mis­take. The fur­niture must be re­packed at once, and I am very sorry, but I am mak­ing oth­er ar­range­ments, and must ask you to give me the keys.”

			“Cer­tainly, Mrs. Wil­cox,” said Miss Avery, and resigned her du­ties with a smile.

			Re­lieved at this con­clu­sion, and hav­ing sent her com­pli­ments to Madge, Mar­garet walked back to the sta­tion. She had in­ten­ded to go to the fur­niture ware­house and give dir­ec­tions for re­mov­al, but the muddle had turned out more ex­tens­ive than she ex­pec­ted, so she de­cided to con­sult Henry. It was as well that she did this. He was strongly against em­ploy­ing the loc­al man whom he had pre­vi­ously re­com­men­ded, and ad­vised her to store in Lon­don after all.

			But be­fore this could be done an un­ex­pec­ted trouble fell upon her.

		
	
		
			XXXIV

			It was not un­ex­pec­ted en­tirely. Aunt Ju­ley’s health had been bad all winter. She had had a long series of colds and coughs, and had been too busy to get rid of them. She had scarcely prom­ised her niece “to really take my tire­some chest in hand,” when she caught a chill and de­veloped acute pneu­mo­nia. Mar­garet and Tibby went down to Swan­age. Helen was tele­graphed for, and that spring party that after all gathered in that hos­pit­able house had all the pathos of fair memor­ies. On a per­fect day, when the sky seemed blue por­cel­ain, and the waves of the dis­creet little bay beat gentlest of tat­toos upon the sand, Mar­garet hur­ried up through the rhodo­den­drons, con­fron­ted again by the sense­less­ness of Death. One death may ex­plain it­self, but it throws no light upon an­oth­er; the grop­ing in­quiry must be­gin anew. Preach­ers or sci­ent­ists may gen­er­al­ise, but we know that no gen­er­al­ity is pos­sible about those whom we love; not one heav­en awaits them, not even one ob­li­vi­on. Aunt Ju­ley, in­cap­able of tragedy, slipped out of life with odd little laughs and apo­lo­gies for hav­ing stopped in it so long. She was very weak; she could not rise to the oc­ca­sion, or real­ise the great mys­tery which all agree must await her; it only seemed to her that she was quite done up—more done up than ever be­fore; that she saw and heard and felt less every mo­ment; and that, un­less some­thing changed, she would soon feel noth­ing. Her spare strength she de­voted to plans: could not Mar­garet take some steam­er ex­ped­i­tions? were mack­er­el cooked as Tibby liked them? She wor­ried her­self about Helen’s ab­sence, and also that she should be the cause of Helen’s re­turn. The nurses seemed to think such in­terests quite nat­ur­al, and per­haps hers was an av­er­age ap­proach to the Great Gate. But Mar­garet saw Death stripped of any false ro­mance; whatever the idea of Death may con­tain, the pro­cess can be trivi­al and hideous.

			“Im­port­ant—Mar­garet dear, take the Lul­worth when Helen comes.”

			“Helen won’t be able to stop, Aunt Ju­ley. She has tele­graphed that she can only get away just to see you. She must go back to Ger­many as soon as you are well.”

			“How very odd of Helen! Mr. Wil­cox—”

			“Yes, dear?”

			“Can he spare you?”

			Henry wished her to come, and had been very kind. Yet again Mar­garet said so.

			Mrs. Munt did not die. Quite out­side her will, a more dig­ni­fied power took hold of her and checked her on the down­ward slope. She re­turned, without emo­tion, as fid­gety as ever. On the fourth day she was out of danger.

			“Mar­garet—im­port­ant,” it went on: “I should like you to have some com­pan­ion to take walks with. Do try Miss Con­d­er.”

			“I have been for a little walk with Miss Con­d­er.”

			“But she is not really in­ter­est­ing. If only you had Helen.”

			“I have Tibby, Aunt Ju­ley.”

			“No, but he has to do his Chinese. Some real com­pan­ion is what you need. Really, Helen is odd.”

			“Helen is odd, very,” agreed Mar­garet.

			“Not con­tent with go­ing abroad, why does she want to go back there at once?”

			“No doubt she will change her mind when she sees us. She has not the least bal­ance.”

			That was the stock cri­ti­cism about Helen, but Mar­garet’s voice trembled as she made it. By now she was deeply pained at her sis­ter’s be­ha­viour. It may be un­bal­anced to fly out of Eng­land, but to stay away eight months ar­gues that the heart is awry as well as the head. A sickbed could re­call Helen, but she was deaf to more hu­man calls; after a glimpse at her aunt, she would re­tire in­to her neb­u­lous life be­hind some poste rest­ante. She scarcely ex­is­ted; her let­ters had be­come dull and in­fre­quent; she had no wants and no curi­os­ity. And it was all put down to poor Henry’s ac­count! Henry, long pardoned by his wife, was still too in­fam­ous to be greeted by his sis­ter-in-law. It was mor­bid, and, to her alarm, Mar­garet fan­cied that she could trace the growth of mor­bid­ity back in Helen’s life for nearly four years. The flight from Oniton; the un­bal­anced pat­ron­age of the Basts; the ex­plo­sion of grief up on the Downs—all con­nec­ted with Paul, an in­sig­ni­fic­ant boy whose lips had kissed hers for a frac­tion of time. Mar­garet and Mrs. Wil­cox had feared that they might kiss again. Fool­ishly—the real danger was re­ac­tion. Re­ac­tion against the Wil­coxes had eaten in­to her life un­til she was scarcely sane. At twenty-five she had an idée fixe. What hope was there for her as an old wo­man?

			The more Mar­garet thought about it the more alarmed she be­came. For many months she had put the sub­ject away, but it was too big to be slighted now. There was al­most a taint of mad­ness. Were all Helen’s ac­tions to be gov­erned by a tiny mis­hap, such as may hap­pen to any young man or wo­man? Can hu­man nature be con­struc­ted on lines so in­sig­ni­fic­ant? The blun­der­ing little en­counter at Howards End was vi­tal. It propag­ated it­self where graver in­ter­course lay bar­ren; it was stronger than sis­terly in­tim­acy, stronger than reas­on or books. In one of her moods Helen had con­fessed that she still “en­joyed” it in a cer­tain sense. Paul had faded, but the ma­gic of his caress en­dured. And where there is en­joy­ment of the past there may also be re­ac­tion—propaga­tion at both ends.

			Well, it is odd and sad that our minds should be such seed­beds, and we without power to choose the seed. But man is an odd, sad creature as yet, in­tent on pil­fer­ing the earth, and heed­less of the growths with­in him­self. He can­not be bored about psy­cho­logy. He leaves it to the spe­cial­ist, which is as if he should leave his din­ner to be eaten by a steam-en­gine. He can­not be bothered to di­gest his own soul. Mar­garet and Helen have been more pa­tient, and it is sug­ges­ted that Mar­garet has suc­ceeded—so far as suc­cess is yet pos­sible. She does un­der­stand her­self, she has some rudi­ment­ary con­trol over her own growth. Wheth­er Helen has suc­ceeded one can­not say.

			The day that Mrs. Munt ral­lied Helen’s let­ter ar­rived. She had pos­ted it at Mu­nich, and would be in Lon­don her­self on the mor­row. It was a dis­quiet­ing let­ter, though the open­ing was af­fec­tion­ate and sane.

			
				“Dearest Meg,

				“Give Helen’s love to Aunt Ju­ley. Tell her that I love, and have loved her ever since I can re­mem­ber. I shall be in Lon­don Thursday.

				“My ad­dress will be care of the bankers. I have not yet settled on a hotel, so write or wire to me there and give me de­tailed news. If Aunt Ju­ley is much bet­ter, or if, for a ter­rible reas­on, it would be no good my com­ing down to Swan­age, you must not think it odd if I do not come. I have all sorts of plans in my head. I am liv­ing abroad at present, and want to get back as quickly as pos­sible. Will you please tell me where our fur­niture is? I should like to take out one or two books; the rest are for you.

				“For­give me, dearest Meg. This must read like rather a tire­some let­ter, but all let­ters are from your lov­ing

				
					“Helen.”

				
			

			It was a tire­some let­ter, for it temp­ted Mar­garet to tell a lie. If she wrote that Aunt Ju­ley was still in danger her sis­ter would come. Un­health­i­ness is con­ta­gious. We can­not be in con­tact with those who are in a mor­bid state without ourselves de­teri­or­at­ing. To “act for the best” might do Helen good, but would do her­self harm, and, at the risk of dis­aster, she kept her col­ours fly­ing a little longer. She replied that their aunt was much bet­ter, and awaited de­vel­op­ments.

			Tibby ap­proved of her reply. Mel­low­ing rap­idly, he was a pleas­anter com­pan­ion than be­fore. Ox­ford had done much for him. He had lost his peev­ish­ness, and could hide his in­dif­fer­ence to people and his in­terest in food. But he had not grown more hu­man. The years between eight­een and twenty-two, so ma­gic­al for most, were lead­ing him gently from boy­hood to middle age. He had nev­er known young-man­li­ness, that qual­ity which warms the heart till death, and gives Mr. Wil­cox an im­per­ish­able charm. He was fri­gid, through no fault of his own, and without cruelty. He thought Helen wrong and Mar­garet right, but the fam­ily trouble was for him what a scene be­hind foot­lights is for most people. He had only one sug­ges­tion to make, and that was char­ac­ter­ist­ic.

			“Why don’t you tell Mr. Wil­cox?”

			“About Helen?”

			“Per­haps he has come across that sort of thing.”

			“He would do all he could, but—”

			“Oh, you know best. But he is prac­tic­al.”

			It was the stu­dent’s be­lief in ex­perts. Mar­garet de­murred for one or two reas­ons. Presently Helen’s an­swer came. She sent a tele­gram re­quest­ing the ad­dress of the fur­niture, as she would now re­turn at once. Mar­garet replied, “Cer­tainly not; meet me at the bankers’ at four.” She and Tibby went up to Lon­don. Helen was not at the bankers’, and they were re­fused her ad­dress. Helen had passed in­to chaos.

			Mar­garet put her arm round her broth­er. He was all that she had left, and nev­er had he seemed more un­sub­stan­tial.

			“Tibby love, what next?”

			He replied: “It is ex­traordin­ary.”

			“Dear, your judg­ment’s of­ten clear­er than mine. Have you any no­tion what’s at the back?”

			“None, un­less it’s some­thing men­tal.”

			“Oh—that!” said Mar­garet. “Quite im­possible.” But the sug­ges­tion had been uttered, and in a few minutes she took it up her­self. Noth­ing else ex­plained. And Lon­don agreed with Tibby. The mask fell off the city, and she saw it for what it really is—a ca­ri­ca­ture of in­fin­ity. The fa­mil­i­ar bar­ri­ers, the streets along which she moved, the houses between which she had made her little jour­neys for so many years, be­came neg­li­gible sud­denly. Helen seemed one with grimy trees and the traffic and the slowly-flow­ing slabs of mud. She had ac­com­plished a hideous act of re­nun­ci­ation and re­turned to the One. Mar­garet’s own faith held firm. She knew the hu­man soul will be merged, if it be merged at all, with the stars and the sea. Yet she felt that her sis­ter had been go­ing amiss for many years. It was sym­bol­ic the cata­strophe should come now, on a Lon­don af­ter­noon, while rain fell slowly.

			Henry was the only hope. Henry was def­in­ite. He might know of some paths in the chaos that were hid­den from them, and she de­term­ined to take Tibby’s ad­vice and lay the whole mat­ter in his hands. They must call at his of­fice. He could not well make it worse. She went for a few mo­ments in­to St. Paul’s, whose dome stands out of the wel­ter so bravely, as if preach­ing the gos­pel of form. But with­in, St. Paul’s is as its sur­round­ings—echoes and whis­pers, in­aud­ible songs, in­vis­ible mo­sa­ics, wet foot­marks, cross­ing and re­cross­ing the floor. Si monu­mentum re­quiris, cir­cum­spice; it points us back to Lon­don. There was no hope of Helen here.

			Henry was un­sat­is­fact­ory at first. That she had ex­pec­ted. He was over­joyed to see her back from Swan­age, and slow to ad­mit the growth of a new trouble. When they told him of their search, he only chaffed Tibby and the Schle­gels gen­er­ally, and de­clared that it was “just like Helen” to lead her re­l­at­ives a dance.

			“That is what we all say,” replied Mar­garet. “But why should it be just like Helen? Why should she be al­lowed to be so queer, and to grow queer­er?”

			“Don’t ask me. I’m a plain man of busi­ness. I live and let live. My ad­vice to you both is, don’t worry. Mar­garet, you’ve got black marks again un­der your eyes. You know that’s strictly for­bid­den. First your aunt—then your sis­ter. No, we aren’t go­ing to have it. Are we, Theo­bald?” He rang the bell. “I’ll give you some tea, and then you go straight to Ducie Street. I can’t have my girl look­ing as old as her hus­band.”

			“All the same, you have not quite seen our point,” said Tibby.

			Mr. Wil­cox, who was in good spir­its, re­tor­ted, “I don’t sup­pose I ever shall.” He leant back, laugh­ing at the gif­ted but ri­dicu­lous fam­ily, while the fire flickered over the map of Africa. Mar­garet mo­tioned to her broth­er to go on. Rather dif­fid­ent, he obeyed her.

			“Mar­garet’s point is this,” he said. “Our sis­ter may be mad.”

			Charles, who was work­ing in the in­ner room, looked round.

			“Come in, Charles,” said Mar­garet kindly. “Could you help us at all? We are again in trouble.”

			“I’m afraid I can­not. What are the facts? We are all mad more or less, you know, in these days.”

			“The facts are as fol­lows,” replied Tibby, who had at times a pedant­ic lu­cid­ity. “The facts are that she has been in Eng­land for three days and will not see us. She has for­bid­den the bankers to give us her ad­dress. She re­fuses to an­swer ques­tions. Mar­garet finds her let­ters col­our­less. There are oth­er facts, but these are the most strik­ing.”

			“She has nev­er be­haved like this be­fore, then?” asked Henry.

			“Of course not!” said his wife, with a frown.

			“Well, my dear, how am I to know?”

			A sense­less spasm of an­noy­ance came over her. “You know quite well that Helen nev­er sins against af­fec­tion,” she said. “You must have no­ticed that much in her, surely.”

			“Oh yes; she and I have al­ways hit it off to­geth­er.”

			“No, Henry—can’t you see?—I don’t mean that.”

			She re­covered her­self, but not be­fore Charles had ob­served her. Stu­pid and at­tent­ive, he was watch­ing the scene.

			“I was mean­ing that when she was ec­cent­ric in the past, one could trace it back to the heart in the long-run. She be­haved oddly be­cause she cared for someone, or wanted to help them. There’s no pos­sible ex­cuse for her now. She is griev­ing us deeply, and that is why I am sure that she is not well. ‘Mad’ is too ter­rible a word, but she is not well. I shall nev­er be­lieve it. I shouldn’t dis­cuss my sis­ter with you if I thought she was well—trouble you about her, I mean.”

			Henry began to grow ser­i­ous. Ill-health was to him some­thing per­fectly def­in­ite. Gen­er­ally well him­self, he could not real­ise that we sink to it by slow grad­a­tions. The sick had no rights; they were out­side the pale; one could lie to them re­morse­lessly. When his first wife was seized, he had prom­ised to take her down in­to Hert­ford­shire, but mean­while ar­ranged with a nurs­ing-home in­stead. Helen, too, was ill. And the plan that he sketched out for her cap­ture, clev­er and well-mean­ing as it was, drew its eth­ics from the wolf-pack.

			“You want to get hold of her?” he said. “That’s the prob­lem, isn’t it? She has got to see a doc­tor.”

			“For all I know she has seen one already.”

			“Yes, yes; don’t in­ter­rupt.” He rose to his feet and thought in­tently. The gen­i­al, tent­at­ive host dis­ap­peared, and they saw in­stead the man who had carved money out of Greece and Africa, and bought forests from the nat­ives for a few bottles of gin. “I’ve got it,” he said at last. “It’s per­fectly easy. Leave it to me. We’ll send her down to Howards End.”

			“How will you do that?”

			“After her books. Tell her that she must un­pack them her­self. Then you can meet her there.”

			“But, Henry, that’s just what she won’t let me do. It’s part of her—whatever it is—nev­er to see me.”

			“Of course you won’t tell her you’re go­ing. When she is there, look­ing at the cases, you’ll just stroll in. If noth­ing is wrong with her, so much the bet­ter. But there’ll be the mo­tor round the corner, and we can run her to a spe­cial­ist in no time.”

			Mar­garet shook her head. “It’s quite im­possible.”

			“Why?”

			“It doesn’t seem im­possible to me,” said Tibby; “it is surely a very tippy plan.”

			“It is im­possible, be­cause—” She looked at her hus­band sadly. “It’s not the par­tic­u­lar lan­guage that Helen and I talk, if you see my mean­ing. It would do splen­didly for oth­er people, whom I don’t blame.”

			“But Helen doesn’t talk,” said Tibby. “That’s our whole dif­fi­culty. She won’t talk your par­tic­u­lar lan­guage, and on that ac­count you think she’s ill.”

			“No, Henry; it’s sweet of you, but I couldn’t.”

			“I see,” he said; “you have scruples.”

			“I sup­pose so.”

			“And soon­er than go against them you would have your sis­ter suf­fer. You could have got her down to Swan­age by a word, but you had scruples. And scruples are all very well. I am as scru­pu­lous as any man alive, I hope; but when it is a case like this, when there is a ques­tion of mad­ness—”

			“I deny it’s mad­ness.”

			“You said just now—”

			“It’s mad­ness when I say it, but not when you say it.”

			Henry shrugged his shoulders. “Mar­garet! Mar­garet!” he groaned. “No edu­ca­tion can teach a wo­man lo­gic. Now, my dear, my time is valu­able. Do you want me to help you or not?”

			“Not in that way.”

			“An­swer my ques­tion. Plain ques­tion, plain an­swer. Do—”

			Charles sur­prised them by in­ter­rupt­ing. “Pa­ter, we may as well keep Howards End out of it,” he said.

			“Why, Charles?”

			Charles could give no reas­on; but Mar­garet felt as if, over tre­mend­ous dis­tance, a sa­luta­tion had passed between them.

			“The whole house is at sixes and sev­ens,” he said crossly. “We don’t want any more mess.”

			“Who’s ‘we’?” asked his fath­er. “My boy, pray who’s ‘we’?”

			“I am sure I beg your par­don,” said Charles. “I ap­pear al­ways to be in­trud­ing.”

			By now Mar­garet wished she had nev­er men­tioned her trouble to her hus­band. Re­treat was im­possible. He was de­term­ined to push the mat­ter to a sat­is­fact­ory con­clu­sion, and Helen faded as he talked. Her fair, fly­ing hair and eager eyes coun­ted for noth­ing, for she was ill, without rights, and any of her friends might hunt her. Sick at heart, Mar­garet joined in the chase. She wrote her sis­ter a ly­ing let­ter, at her hus­band’s dic­ta­tion; she said the fur­niture was all at Howards End, but could be seen on Monday next at 3 p.m., when a char­wo­man would be in at­tend­ance. It was a cold let­ter, and the more plaus­ible for that. Helen would think she was of­fen­ded. And on Monday next she and Henry were to lunch with Dolly, and then am­bush them­selves in the garden.

			After they had gone, Mr. Wil­cox said to his son: “I can’t have this sort of be­ha­viour, my boy. Mar­garet’s too sweet-natured to mind, but I mind for her.”

			Charles made no an­swer.

			“Is any­thing wrong with you, Charles, this af­ter­noon?”

			“No, pa­ter; but you may be tak­ing on a big­ger busi­ness than you reck­on.”

			“How?”

			“Don’t ask me.”

		
	
		
			XXXV

			One speaks of the moods of spring, but the days that are her true chil­dren have only one mood; they are all full of the rising and drop­ping of winds, and the whist­ling of birds. New flowers may come out, the green em­broid­ery of the hedges in­crease, but the same heav­en broods over­head, soft, thick, and blue, the same fig­ures, seen and un­seen, are wan­der­ing by cop­pice and mead­ow. The morn­ing that Mar­garet had spent with Miss Avery, and the af­ter­noon she set out to en­trap Helen, were the scales of a single bal­ance. Time might nev­er have moved, rain nev­er have fallen, and man alone, with his schemes and ail­ments, was troub­ling Nature un­til he saw her through a veil of tears.

			She pro­tested no more. Wheth­er Henry was right or wrong, he was most kind, and she knew of no oth­er stand­ard by which to judge him. She must trust him ab­so­lutely. As soon as he had taken up a busi­ness, his ob­tuse­ness van­ished. He profited by the slight­est in­dic­a­tions, and the cap­ture of Helen prom­ised to be staged as deftly as the mar­riage of Evie.

			They went down in the morn­ing as ar­ranged, and he dis­covered that their vic­tim was ac­tu­ally in Hilton. On his ar­rival he called at all the liv­ery-stables in the vil­lage, and had a few minutes’ ser­i­ous con­ver­sa­tion with the pro­pri­et­ors. What he said, Mar­garet did not know—per­haps not the truth; but news ar­rived after lunch that a lady had come by the Lon­don train, and had taken a fly to Howards End.

			“She was bound to drive,” said Henry. “There will be her books.”

			“I can­not make it out,” said Mar­garet for the hun­dredth time.

			“Fin­ish your cof­fee, dear. We must be off.”

			“Yes, Mar­garet, you know you must take plenty,” said Dolly.

			Mar­garet tried, but sud­denly lif­ted her hand to her eyes. Dolly stole glances at her fath­er-in-law which he did not an­swer. In the si­lence the mo­tor came round to the door.

			“You’re not fit for it,” he said anxiously. “Let me go alone. I know ex­actly what to do.”

			“Oh yes, I am fit,” said Mar­garet, un­cov­er­ing her face. “Only most fright­fully wor­ried. I can­not feel that Helen is really alive. Her let­ters and tele­grams seem to have come from someone else. Her voice isn’t in them. I don’t be­lieve your driver really saw her at the sta­tion. I wish I’d nev­er men­tioned it. I know that Charles is vexed. Yes, he is—” She seized Dolly’s hand and kissed it. “There, Dolly will for­give me. There. Now we’ll be off.”

			Henry had been look­ing at her closely. He did not like this break­down.

			“Don’t you want to tidy your­self?” he asked.

			“Have I time?”

			“Yes, plenty.”

			She went to the lav­at­ory by the front door, and as soon as the bolt slipped, Mr. Wil­cox said quietly:

			“Dolly, I’m go­ing without her.”

			Dolly’s eyes lit up with vul­gar ex­cite­ment. She fol­lowed him on tip­toe out to the car.

			“Tell her I thought it best.”

			“Yes, Mr. Wil­cox, I see.”

			“Say any­thing you like. All right.”

			The car star­ted well, and with or­din­ary luck would have got away. But Porgly-woggles, who was play­ing in the garden, chose this mo­ment to sit down in the middle of the path. Crane, in try­ing to pass him, ran one wheel over a bed of wall­flowers. Dolly screamed. Mar­garet, hear­ing the noise, rushed out hat­less, and was in time to jump on the foot­board. She said not a single word; he was only treat­ing her as she had treated Helen, and her rage at his dis­hon­esty only helped to in­dic­ate what Helen would feel against them. She thought, “I de­serve it; I am pun­ished for lower­ing my col­ours.” And she ac­cep­ted his apo­lo­gies with a calmness that as­ton­ished him.

			“I still con­sider you are not fit for it,” he kept say­ing.

			“Per­haps I was not at lunch. But the whole thing is spread clearly be­fore me now.”

			“I was mean­ing to act for the best.”

			“Just lend me your scarf, will you. This wind takes one’s hair so.”

			“Cer­tainly, dear girl. Are you all right now?”

			“Look! My hands have stopped trem­bling.”

			“And have quite for­giv­en me? Then listen. Her cab should already have ar­rived at Howards End. (We’re a little late, but no mat­ter.) Our first move will be to send it down to wait at the farm, as, if pos­sible, one doesn’t want a scene be­fore ser­vants. A cer­tain gen­tle­man”—he poin­ted at Crane’s back—“won’t drive in, but will wait a little short of the front gate, be­hind the laurels. Have you still the keys of the house?”

			“Yes.”

			“Well, they aren’t wanted. Do you re­mem­ber how the house stands?”

			“Yes.”

			“If we don’t find her in the porch, we can stroll round in­to the garden. Our ob­ject—”

			Here they stopped to pick up the doc­tor.

			“I was just say­ing to my wife, Mans­bridge, that our main ob­ject is not to fright­en Miss Schle­gel. The house, as you know, is my prop­erty, so it should seem quite nat­ur­al for us to be there. The trouble is evid­ently nervous—wouldn’t you say so, Mar­garet?”

			The doc­tor, a very young man, began to ask ques­tions about Helen. Was she nor­mal? Was there any­thing con­gen­it­al or hered­it­ary? Had any­thing oc­curred that was likely to ali­en­ate her from her fam­ily?

			“Noth­ing,” answered Mar­garet, won­der­ing what would have happened if she had ad­ded: “Though she did re­sent my hus­band’s im­mor­al­ity.”

			“She al­ways was highly strung,” pur­sued Henry, lean­ing back in the car as it shot past the church. “A tend­ency to spir­itu­al­ism and those things, though noth­ing ser­i­ous. Mu­sic­al, lit­er­ary, artist­ic, but I should say nor­mal—a very charm­ing girl.”

			Mar­garet’s an­ger and ter­ror in­creased every mo­ment. How dare these men la­bel her sis­ter! What hor­rors lay ahead! What im­per­tin­ences that shel­ter un­der the name of sci­ence! The pack was turn­ing on Helen, to deny her hu­man rights, and it seemed to Mar­garet that all Schle­gels were threatened with her. “Were they nor­mal?” What a ques­tion to ask! And it is al­ways those who know noth­ing about hu­man nature, who are bored by psy­cho­logy—and shocked by physiology, who ask it. How­ever piteous her sis­ter’s state, she knew that she must be on her side. They would be mad to­geth­er if the world chose to con­sider them so.

			It was now five minutes past three. The car slowed down by the farm, in the yard of which Miss Avery was stand­ing. Henry asked her wheth­er a cab had gone past. She nod­ded, and the next mo­ment they caught sight of it, at the end of the lane. The car ran si­lently like a beast of prey. So un­sus­pi­cious was Helen that she was sit­ting in the porch, with her back to the road. She had come. Only her head and shoulders were vis­ible. She sat framed in the vine, and one of her hands played with the buds. The wind ruffled her hair, the sun glor­i­fied it; she was as she had al­ways been.

			Mar­garet was seated next to the door. Be­fore her hus­band could pre­vent her, she slipped out. She ran to the garden gate, which was shut, passed through it, and de­lib­er­ately pushed it in his face. The noise alarmed Helen. Mar­garet saw her rise with an un­fa­mil­i­ar move­ment, and, rush­ing in­to the porch, learnt the simple ex­plan­a­tion of all their fears—her sis­ter was with child.

			“Is the tru­ant all right?” called Henry.

			She had time to whis­per: “Oh, my darling—” The keys of the house were in her hand. She un­locked Howards End and thrust Helen in­to it. “Yes, all right,” she said, and stood with her back to the door.

		
	
		
			XXXVI

			“Mar­garet, you look up­set!” said Henry.

			Mans­bridge had fol­lowed. Crane was at the gate, and the fly­man had stood up on the box. Mar­garet shook her head at them; she could not speak any more. She re­mained clutch­ing the keys, as if all their fu­ture de­pended on them. Henry was ask­ing more ques­tions. She shook her head again. His words had no sense. She heard him won­der why she had let Helen in. “You might have giv­en me a knock with the gate,” was an­oth­er of his re­marks. Presently she heard her­self speak­ing. She, or someone for her, said, “Go away.” Henry came near­er. He re­peated, “Mar­garet, you look up­set again. My dear, give me the keys. What are you do­ing with Helen?”

			“Oh, dearest, do go away, and I will man­age it all.”

			“Man­age what?”

			He stretched out his hand for the keys. She might have obeyed if it had not been for the doc­tor.

			“Stop that at least,” she said piteously; the doc­tor had turned back, and was ques­tion­ing the driver of Helen’s cab. A new feel­ing came over her; she was fight­ing for wo­men against men. She did not care about rights, but if men came in­to Howards End, it should be over her body.

			“Come, this is an odd be­gin­ning,” said her hus­band.

			The doc­tor came for­ward now, and whispered two words to Mr. Wil­cox—the scan­dal was out. Sin­cerely hor­ri­fied, Henry stood gaz­ing at the earth.

			“I can­not help it,” said Mar­garet. “Do wait. It’s not my fault. Please all four of you go away now.”

			Now the fly­man was whis­per­ing to Crane.

			“We are re­ly­ing on you to help us, Mrs. Wil­cox,” said the young doc­tor. “Could you go in and per­suade your sis­ter to come out?”

			“On what grounds?” said Mar­garet, sud­denly look­ing him straight in the eyes.

			Think­ing it pro­fes­sion­al to pre­var­ic­ate, he mur­mured some­thing about a nervous break­down.

			“I beg your par­don, but it is noth­ing of the sort. You are not qual­i­fied to at­tend my sis­ter, Mr. Mans­bridge. If we re­quire your ser­vices, we will let you know.”

			“I can dia­gnose the case more bluntly if you wish,” he re­tor­ted.

			“You could, but you have not. You are, there­fore, not qual­i­fied to at­tend my sis­ter.”

			“Come, come, Mar­garet!” said Henry, nev­er rais­ing his eyes. “This is a ter­rible busi­ness, an ap­palling busi­ness. It’s doc­tor’s or­ders. Open the door.”

			“For­give me, but I will not.”

			“I don’t agree.”

			Mar­garet was si­lent.

			“This busi­ness is as broad as it’s long,” con­trib­uted the doc­tor. “We had bet­ter all work to­geth­er. You need us, Mrs. Wil­cox, and we need you.”

			“Quite so,” said Henry.

			“I do not need you in the least,” said Mar­garet.

			The two men looked at each oth­er anxiously.

			“No more does my sis­ter, who is still many weeks from her con­fine­ment.”

			“Mar­garet, Mar­garet!”

			“Well, Henry, send your doc­tor away. What pos­sible use is he now?”

			Mr. Wil­cox ran his eye over the house. He had a vague feel­ing that he must stand firm and sup­port the doc­tor. He him­self might need sup­port, for there was trouble ahead.

			“It all turns on af­fec­tion now,” said Mar­garet. “Af­fec­tion. Don’t you see?” Re­sum­ing her usu­al meth­ods, she wrote the word on the house with her fin­ger. “Surely you see. I like Helen very much, you not so much. Mr. Mans­bridge doesn’t know her. That’s all. And af­fec­tion, when re­cip­roc­ated, gives rights. Put that down in your note­book, Mr. Mans­bridge. It’s a use­ful for­mula.”

			Henry told her to be calm.

			“You don’t know what you want yourselves,” said Mar­garet, fold­ing her arms. “For one sens­ible re­mark I will let you in. But you can­not make it. You would trouble my sis­ter for no reas­on. I will not per­mit it. I’ll stand here all the day soon­er.”

			“Mans­bridge,” said Henry in a low voice, “per­haps not now.”

			The pack was break­ing up. At a sign from his mas­ter, Crane also went back in­to the car.

			“Now, Henry, you,” she said gently. None of her bit­ter­ness had been dir­ec­ted at him. “Go away now, dear. I shall want your ad­vice later, no doubt. For­give me if I have been cross. But, ser­i­ously, you must go.”

			He was too stu­pid to leave her. Now it was Mr. Mans­bridge who called in a low voice to him.

			“I shall soon find you down at Dolly’s,” she called, as the gate at last clanged between them. The fly moved out of the way, the mo­tor backed, turned a little, backed again, and turned in the nar­row road. A string of farm carts came up in the middle; but she waited through all, for there was no hurry. When all was over and the car had star­ted, she opened the door. “Oh, my darling!” she said. “My darling, for­give me.” Helen was stand­ing in the hall.

		
	
		
			XXXVII

			Mar­garet bolted the door on the in­side. Then she would have kissed her sis­ter, but Helen, in a dig­ni­fied voice, that came strangely from her, said:

			“Con­veni­ent! You did not tell me that the books were un­packed. I have found nearly everything that I want.”

			“I told you noth­ing that was true.”

			“It has been a great sur­prise, cer­tainly. Has Aunt Ju­ley been ill?”

			“Helen, you wouldn’t think I’d in­vent that?”

			“I sup­pose not,” said Helen, turn­ing away, and cry­ing a very little. “But one loses faith in everything after this.”

			“We thought it was ill­ness, but even then—I haven’t be­haved wor­thily.”

			Helen se­lec­ted an­oth­er book.

			“I ought not to have con­sul­ted any­one. What would our fath­er have thought of me?”

			She did not think of ques­tion­ing her sis­ter, or of re­buk­ing her. Both might be ne­ces­sary in the fu­ture, but she had first to purge a great­er crime than any that Helen could have com­mit­ted—that want of con­fid­ence that is the work of the dev­il.

			“Yes, I am an­noyed,” replied Helen. “My wishes should have been re­spec­ted. I would have gone through this meet­ing if it was ne­ces­sary, but after Aunt Ju­ley re­covered, it was not ne­ces­sary. Plan­ning my life, as I now have to do.”

			“Come away from those books,” called Mar­garet. “Helen, do talk to me.”

			“I was just say­ing that I have stopped liv­ing haphaz­ard. One can’t go through a great deal of—” she left out the noun—“without plan­ning one’s ac­tions in ad­vance. I am go­ing to have a child in June, and in the first place con­ver­sa­tions, dis­cus­sions, ex­cite­ment, are not good for me. I will go through them if ne­ces­sary, but only then. In the second place I have no right to trouble people. I can­not fit in with Eng­land as I know it. I have done some­thing that the Eng­lish nev­er par­don. It would not be right for them to par­don it. So I must live where I am not known.”

			“But why didn’t you tell me, dearest?”

			“Yes,” replied Helen ju­di­cially. “I might have, but de­cided to wait.”

			“I be­lieve you would nev­er have told me.”

			“Oh yes, I should. We have taken a flat in Mu­nich.”

			Mar­garet glanced out of the win­dow.

			“By ‘we’ I mean my­self and Mon­ica. But for her, I am and have been and al­ways wish to be alone.”

			“I have not heard of Mon­ica.”

			“You wouldn’t have. She’s an Itali­an—by birth at least. She makes her liv­ing by journ­al­ism. I met her ori­gin­ally on Garda. Mon­ica is much the best per­son to see me through.”

			“You are very fond of her, then.”

			“She has been ex­traordin­ar­ily sens­ible with me.”

			Mar­garet guessed at Mon­ica’s type—“Itali­ano Inglesi­ato” they had named it—the crude fem­in­ist of the South, whom one re­spects but avoids. And Helen had turned to it in her need!

			“You must not think that we shall nev­er meet,” said Helen, with a meas­ured kind­ness. “I shall al­ways have a room for you when you can be spared, and the longer you can be with me the bet­ter. But you haven’t un­der­stood yet, Meg, and of course it is very dif­fi­cult for you. This is a shock to you. It isn’t to me, who have been think­ing over our fu­tures for many months, and they won’t be changed by a slight contretemps, such as this. I can­not live in Eng­land.”

			“Helen, you’ve not for­giv­en me for my treach­ery. You couldn’t talk like this to me if you had.”

			“Oh, Meg dear, why do we talk at all?” She dropped a book and sighed wear­ily. Then, re­cov­er­ing her­self, she said: “Tell me, how is it that all the books are down here?”

			“Series of mis­takes.”

			“And a great deal of fur­niture has been un­packed.”

			“All.”

			“Who lives here, then?”

			“No one.”

			“I sup­pose you are let­ting it, though.”

			“The house is dead,” said Mar­garet, with a frown. “Why worry on about it?”

			“But I am in­ter­ested. You talk as if I had lost all my in­terest in life. I am still Helen, I hope. Now this hasn’t the feel of a dead house. The hall seems more alive even than in the old days, when it held the Wil­coxes’ own things.”

			“In­ter­ested, are you? Very well, I must tell you, I sup­pose. My hus­band lent it on con­di­tion we—but by a mis­take all our things were un­packed, and Miss Avery, in­stead of—” She stopped. “Look here, I can’t go on like this. I warn you I won’t. Helen, why should you be so miser­ably un­kind to me, simply be­cause you hate Henry?”

			“I don’t hate him now,” said Helen. “I have stopped be­ing a school­girl, and, Meg, once again, I’m not be­ing un­kind. But as for fit­ting in with your Eng­lish life—no, put it out of your head at once. Ima­gine a vis­it from me at Ducie Street! It’s un­think­able.”

			Mar­garet could not con­tra­dict her. It was ap­palling to see her quietly mov­ing for­ward with her plans, not bit­ter or ex­cit­able, neither as­sert­ing in­no­cence nor con­fess­ing guilt, merely de­sir­ing free­dom and the com­pany of those who would not blame her. She had been through—how much? Mar­garet did not know. But it was enough to part her from old habits as well as old friends.

			“Tell me about your­self,” said Helen, who had chosen her books, and was linger­ing over the fur­niture.

			“There’s noth­ing to tell.”

			“But your mar­riage has been happy, Meg?”

			“Yes, but I don’t feel in­clined to talk.”

			“You feel as I do.”

			“Not that, but I can’t.”

			“No more can I. It is a nuis­ance, but no good try­ing.”

			Some­thing had come between them. Per­haps it was So­ci­ety, which hence­for­ward would ex­clude Helen. Per­haps it was a third life, already po­tent as a spir­it. They could find no meet­ing-place. Both suffered acutely, and were not com­for­ted by the know­ledge that af­fec­tion sur­vived.

			“Look here, Meg, is the coast clear?”

			“You mean that you want to go away from me?”

			“I sup­pose so—dear old lady! it isn’t any use. I knew we should have noth­ing to say. Give my love to Aunt Ju­ley and Tibby, and take more your­self than I can say. Prom­ise to come and see me in Mu­nich later.”

			“Cer­tainly, dearest.”

			“For that is all we can do.”

			It seemed so. Most ghastly of all was Helen’s com­mon sense; Mon­ica had been ex­traordin­ar­ily good for her.

			“I am glad to have seen you and the things.” She looked at the book­case lov­ingly, as if she was say­ing farewell to the past.

			Mar­garet un­bolted the door. She re­marked: “The car has gone, and here’s your cab.”

			She led the way to it, glan­cing at the leaves and the sky. The spring had nev­er seemed more beau­ti­ful. The driver, who was lean­ing on the gate, called out, “Please, lady, a mes­sage,” and handed her Henry’s vis­it­ing-card through the bars.

			“How did this come?” she asked.

			Crane had re­turned with it al­most at once.

			She read the card with an­noy­ance. It was covered with in­struc­tions in do­mest­ic French. When she and her sis­ter had talked she was to come back for the night to Dolly’s. “Il faut dormir sur ce sujet.” while Helen was to be found une com­fort­able chambre à l’hôtel. The fi­nal sen­tence dis­pleased her greatly un­til she re­membered that the Charles’s had only one spare room, and so could not in­vite a third guest.

			“Henry would have done what he could,” she in­ter­preted.

			Helen had not fol­lowed her in­to the garden. The door once open, she lost her in­clin­a­tion to fly. She re­mained in the hall, go­ing from book­case to table. She grew more like the old Helen, ir­re­spons­ible and charm­ing.

			“This is Mr. Wil­cox’s house?” she in­quired.

			“Surely you re­mem­ber Howards End?”

			“Re­mem­ber? I who re­mem­ber everything! But it looks to be ours now.”

			“Miss Avery was ex­traordin­ary,” said Mar­garet, her own spir­its light­en­ing a little. Again she was in­vaded by a slight feel­ing of dis­loy­alty. But it brought her re­lief, and she yiel­ded to it. “She loved Mrs. Wil­cox, and would rather fur­nish her home with our things than think of it empty. In con­sequence here are all the lib­rary books.”

			“Not all the books. She hasn’t un­packed the Art books, in which she may show her sense. And we nev­er used to have the sword here.”

			“The sword looks well, though.”

			“Mag­ni­fi­cent.”

			“Yes, doesn’t it?”

			“Where’s the pi­ano, Meg?”

			“I ware­housed that in Lon­don. Why?”

			“Noth­ing.”

			“Curi­ous, too, that the car­pet fits.”

			“The car­pet’s a mis­take,” an­nounced Helen. “I know that we had it in Lon­don, but this floor ought to be bare. It is far too beau­ti­ful.”

			“You still have a mania for un­der-fur­nish­ing. Would you care to come in­to the din­ing-room be­fore you start? There’s no car­pet there.”

			They went in, and each minute their talk be­came more nat­ur­al.

			“Oh, what a place for moth­er’s chif­fonier!” cried Helen.

			“Look at the chairs, though.”

			“Oh, look at them! Wick­ham Place faced north, didn’t it?”

			“North­w­est.”

			“Any­how, it is thirty years since any of those chairs have felt the sun. Feel. Their dear little backs are quite warm.”

			“But why has Miss Avery made them set to part­ners? I shall just—”

			“Over here, Meg. Put it so that any­one sit­ting will see the lawn.”

			Mar­garet moved a chair. Helen sat down in it.

			“Ye—es. The win­dow’s too high.”

			“Try a draw­ing-room chair.”

			“No, I don’t like the draw­ing-room so much. The beam has been match-boarded. It would have been so beau­ti­ful oth­er­wise.”

			“Helen, what a memory you have for some things! You’re per­fectly right. It’s a room that men have spoilt through try­ing to make it nice for wo­men. Men don’t know what we want—”

			“And nev­er will.”

			“I don’t agree. In two thou­sand years they’ll know.”

			“But the chairs show up won­der­fully. Look where Tibby spilt the soup.”

			“Cof­fee. It was cof­fee surely.”

			Helen shook her head. “Im­possible. Tibby was far too young to be giv­en cof­fee at that time.”

			“Was fath­er alive?”

			“Yes.”

			“Then you’re right and it must have been soup. I was think­ing of much later—that un­suc­cess­ful vis­it of Aunt Ju­ley’s, when she didn’t real­ise that Tibby had grown up. It was cof­fee then, for he threw it down on pur­pose. There was some rhyme, ‘Tea, cof­fee—cof­fee tea,’ that she said to him every morn­ing at break­fast. Wait a minute—how did it go?”

			“I know—no, I don’t. What a de­test­able boy Tibby was!”

			“But the rhyme was simply aw­ful. No de­cent per­son could put up with it.”

			“Ah, that green­gage-tree,” cried Helen, as if the garden was also part of their child­hood. “Why do I con­nect it with dumb­bells? And there come the chick­ens. The grass wants cut­ting. I love yel­low­ham­mers—”

			Mar­garet in­ter­rup­ted her. “I have got it,” she an­nounced.

			
				
					“ ‘Tea, tea, cof­fee, tea,
					

					Or chocol­ar­it­ee.’
				

			

			“That every morn­ing for three weeks. No won­der Tibby was wild.”

			“Tibby is mod­er­ately a dear now,” said Helen.

			“There! I knew you’d say that in the end. Of course he’s a dear.”

			A bell rang.

			“Listen! what’s that?”

			Helen said, “Per­haps the Wil­coxes are be­gin­ning the siege.”

			“What non­sense—listen!”

			And the tri­vi­al­ity faded from their faces, though it left some­thing be­hind—the know­ledge that they nev­er could be par­ted be­cause their love was rooted in com­mon things. Ex­plan­a­tions and ap­peals had failed; they had tried for a com­mon meet­ing-ground, and had only made each oth­er un­happy. And all the time their sal­va­tion was ly­ing round them—the past sanc­ti­fy­ing the present; the present, with wild heartthrob, de­clar­ing that there would after all be a fu­ture with laughter and the voices of chil­dren. Helen, still smil­ing, came up to her sis­ter. She said, “It is al­ways Meg.” They looked in­to each oth­er’s eyes. The in­ner life had paid.

			Sol­emnly the clap­per tolled. No one was in the front. Mar­garet went to the kit­chen, and struggled between pack­ing-cases to the win­dow. Their vis­it­or was only a little boy with a tin can. And tri­vi­al­ity re­turned.

			“Little boy, what do you want?”

			“Please, I am the milk.”

			“Did Miss Avery send you?” said Mar­garet, rather sharply.

			“Yes, please.”

			“Then take it back and say we re­quire no milk.” While she called to Helen, “No, it’s not the siege, but pos­sibly an at­tempt to pro­vi­sion us against one.”

			“But I like milk,” cried Helen. “Why send it away?”

			“Do you? Oh, very well. But we’ve noth­ing to put it in, and he wants the can.”

			“Please, I’m to call in the morn­ing for the can,” said the boy.

			“The house will be locked up then.”

			“In the morn­ing would I bring eggs too?”

			“Are you the boy whom I saw play­ing in the stacks last week?”

			The child hung his head.

			“Well, run away and do it again.”

			“Nice little boy,” whispered Helen. “I say, what’s your name? Mine’s Helen.”

			“Tom.”

			That was Helen all over. The Wil­coxes, too, would ask a child its name, but they nev­er told their names in re­turn.

			“Tom, this one here is Mar­garet. And at home we’ve an­oth­er called Tibby.”

			“Mine are lop-eareds,” replied Tom, sup­pos­ing Tibby to be a rab­bit.

			“You’re a very good and rather a clev­er little boy. Mind you come again.—Isn’t he charm­ing?”

			“Un­doubtedly,” said Mar­garet. “He is prob­ably the son of Madge, and Madge is dread­ful. But this place has won­der­ful powers.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“I don’t know.”

			“Be­cause I prob­ably agree with you.”

			“It kills what is dread­ful and makes what is beau­ti­ful live.”

			“I do agree,” said Helen, as she sipped the milk. “But you said that the house was dead not half an hour ago.”

			“Mean­ing that I was dead. I felt it.”

			“Yes, the house has a surer life than we, even if it was empty, and, as it is, I can’t get over that for thirty years the sun has nev­er shone full on our fur­niture. After all, Wick­ham Place was a grave. Meg, I’ve a start­ling idea.”

			“What is it?”

			“Drink some milk to steady you.”

			Mar­garet obeyed.

			“No, I won’t tell you yet,” said Helen, “be­cause you may laugh or be angry. Let’s go up­stairs first and give the rooms an air­ing.”

			They opened win­dow after win­dow, till the in­side, too, was rust­ling to the spring. Cur­tains blew, pic­ture frames tapped cheer­fully. Helen uttered cries of ex­cite­ment as she found this bed ob­vi­ously in its right place, that in its wrong one. She was angry with Miss Avery for not hav­ing moved the ward­robes up. “Then one would see really.” She ad­mired the view. She was the Helen who had writ­ten the mem­or­able let­ters four years ago. As they leant out, look­ing west­ward, she said: “About my idea. Couldn’t you and I camp out in this house for the night?”

			“I don’t think we could well do that,” said Mar­garet.

			“Here are beds, tables, tow­els—”

			“I know; but the house isn’t sup­posed to be slept in, and Henry’s sug­ges­tion was—”

			“I re­quire no sug­ges­tions. I shall not al­ter any­thing in my plans. But it would give me so much pleas­ure to have one night here with you. It will be some­thing to look back on. Oh, Meg lovey, do let’s!”

			“But, Helen, my pet,” said Mar­garet, “we can’t without get­ting Henry’s leave. Of course, he would give it, but you said your­self that you couldn’t vis­it at Ducie Street now, and this is equally in­tim­ate.”

			“Ducie Street is his house. This is ours. Our fur­niture, our sort of people com­ing to the door. Do let us camp out, just one night, and Tom shall feed us on eggs and milk. Why not? It’s a moon.”

			Mar­garet hes­it­ated. “I feel Charles wouldn’t like it,” she said at last. “Even our fur­niture an­noyed him, and I was go­ing to clear it out when Aunt Ju­ley’s ill­ness pre­ven­ted me. I sym­path­ise with Charles. He feels it’s his moth­er’s house. He loves it in rather an un­tak­ing way. Henry I could an­swer for—not Charles.”

			“I know he won’t like it,” said Helen. “But I am go­ing to pass out of their lives. What dif­fer­ence will it make in the long run if they say, ‘And she even spent the night at Howards End’?”

			“How do you know you’ll pass out of their lives? We have thought that twice be­fore.”

			“Be­cause my plans—”

			“—which you change in a mo­ment.”

			“Then be­cause my life is great and theirs are little,” said Helen, tak­ing fire. “I know of things they can’t know of, and so do you. We know that there’s po­etry. We know that there’s death. They can only take them on hearsay. We know this is our house, be­cause it feels ours. Oh, they may take the title-deeds and the door-keys, but for this one night we are at home.”

			“It would be lovely to have you once more alone,” said Mar­garet. “It may be a chance in a thou­sand.”

			“Yes, and we could talk.” She dropped her voice. “It won’t be a very glor­i­ous story. But un­der that wych-elm—hon­estly, I see little hap­pi­ness ahead. Can­not I have this one night with you?”

			“I needn’t say how much it would mean to me.”

			“Then let us.”

			“It is no good hes­it­at­ing. Shall I drive down to Hilton now and get leave?”

			“Oh, we don’t want leave.”

			But Mar­garet was a loy­al wife. In spite of ima­gin­a­tion and po­etry—per­haps on ac­count of them—she could sym­path­ise with the tech­nic­al at­ti­tude that Henry would ad­opt. If pos­sible, she would be tech­nic­al, too. A night’s lodging—and they de­man­ded no more—need not in­volve the dis­cus­sion of gen­er­al prin­ciples.

			“Charles may say no,” grumbled Helen.

			“We shan’t con­sult him.”

			“Go if you like; I should have stopped without leave.”

			It was the touch of selfish­ness, which was not enough to mar Helen’s char­ac­ter, and even ad­ded to its beauty. She would have stopped without leave and es­caped to Ger­many the next morn­ing. Mar­garet kissed her.

			“Ex­pect me back be­fore dark. I am look­ing for­ward to it so much. It is like you to have thought of such a beau­ti­ful thing.”

			“Not a thing, only an end­ing,” said Helen rather sadly; and the sense of tragedy closed in on Mar­garet again as soon as she left the house.

			She was afraid of Miss Avery. It is dis­quiet­ing to ful­fil a proph­ecy, how­ever su­per­fi­cially. She was glad to see no watch­ing fig­ure as she drove past the farm, but only little Tom, turn­ing somer­saults in the straw.

		
	
		
			XXXVIII

			The tragedy began quietly enough, and, like many an­oth­er talk, by the man’s deft as­ser­tion of his su­peri­or­ity. Henry heard her ar­guing with the driver, stepped out and settled the fel­low, who was in­clined to be rude, and then led the way to some chairs on the lawn. Dolly, who had not been told, ran out with of­fers of tea. He re­fused them, and ordered them to wheel baby’s per­am­bu­lat­or away, as they de­sired to be alone.

			“But the did­dums can’t listen; he isn’t nine months old,” she pleaded.

			“That’s not what I was say­ing,” re­tor­ted her fath­er-in-law.

			Baby was wheeled out of earshot, and did not hear about the crisis till later years. It was now the turn of Mar­garet.

			“Is it what we feared?” he asked.

			“It is.”

			“Dear girl,” he began, “there is a trouble­some busi­ness ahead of us, and noth­ing but the most ab­so­lute hon­esty and plain speech will see us through.” Mar­garet bent her head. “I am ob­liged to ques­tion you on sub­jects we’d both prefer to leave un­touched. As you know, I am not one of your Bern­ard Shaws who con­sider noth­ing sac­red. To speak as I must will pain me, but there are oc­ca­sions—We are hus­band and wife, not chil­dren. I am a man of the world, and you are a most ex­cep­tion­al wo­man.”

			All Mar­garet’s senses for­sook her. She blushed, and looked past him at the Six Hills, covered with spring herb­age. Not­ing her col­our, he grew still more kind.

			“I see that you feel as I felt when—My poor little wife! Oh, be brave! Just one or two ques­tions, and I have done with you. Was your sis­ter wear­ing a wed­ding-ring?”

			Mar­garet stammered a “No.”

			There was an ap­palling si­lence.

			“Henry, I really came to ask a fa­vour about Howards End.”

			“One point at a time. I am now ob­liged to ask for the name of her se­du­cer.”

			She rose to her feet and held the chair between them. Her col­our had ebbed, and she was grey. It did not dis­please him that she should re­ceive his ques­tion thus.

			“Take your time,” he coun­selled her. “Re­mem­ber that this is far worse for me than for you.”

			She swayed; he feared she was go­ing to faint. Then speech came, and she said slowly: “Se­du­cer? No; I do not know her se­du­cer’s name.”

			“Would she not tell you?”

			“I nev­er even asked her who se­duced her,” said Mar­garet, dwell­ing on the hate­ful word thought­fully.

			“That is sin­gu­lar.” Then he changed his mind. “Nat­ur­al per­haps, dear girl, that you shouldn’t ask. But un­til his name is known, noth­ing can be done. Sit down. How ter­rible it is to see you so up­set! I knew you wer­en’t fit for it. I wish I hadn’t taken you.”

			Mar­garet answered, “I like to stand, if you don’t mind, for it gives me a pleas­ant view of the Six Hills.”

			“As you like.”

			“Have you any­thing else to ask me, Henry?”

			“Next you must tell me wheth­er you have gathered any­thing. I have of­ten no­ticed your in­sight, dear. I only wish my own was as good. You may have guessed some­thing, even though your sis­ter said noth­ing. The slight­est hint would help us.”

			“Who is ‘we’?”

			“I thought it best to ring up Charles.”

			“That was un­ne­ces­sary,” said Mar­garet, grow­ing warm­er. “This news will give Charles dis­pro­por­tion­ate pain.”

			“He has at once gone to call on your broth­er.”

			“That too was un­ne­ces­sary.”

			“Let me ex­plain, dear, how the mat­ter stands. You don’t think that I and my son are oth­er than gen­tle­men? It is in Helen’s in­terests that we are act­ing. It is still not too late to save her name.”

			Then Mar­garet hit out for the first time. “Are we to make her se­du­cer marry her?” she asked.

			“If pos­sible, yes.”

			“But, Henry, sup­pose he turned out to be mar­ried already? One has heard of such cases.”

			“In that case he must pay heav­ily for his mis­con­duct, and be thrashed with­in an inch of his life.”

			So her first blow missed. She was thank­ful of it. What had temp­ted her to im­per­il both of their lives? Henry’s ob­tuse­ness had saved her as well as him­self. Ex­hausted with an­ger, she sat down again, blink­ing at him as he told her as much as he thought fit. At last she said: “May I ask you my ques­tion now?”

			“Cer­tainly, my dear.”

			“To­mor­row Helen goes to Mu­nich—”

			“Well, pos­sibly she is right.”

			“Henry, let a lady fin­ish. To­mor­row she goes; to­night, with your per­mis­sion, she would like to sleep at Howards End.”

			It was the crisis of his life. Again she would have re­called the words as soon as they were uttered. She had not led up to them with suf­fi­cient care. She longed to warn him that they were far more im­port­ant than he sup­posed. She saw him weigh­ing them, as if they were a busi­ness pro­pos­i­tion.

			“Why Howards End?” he said at last. “Would she not be more com­fort­able, as I sug­ges­ted, at the hotel?”

			Mar­garet hastened to give him reas­ons. “It is an odd re­quest, but you know what Helen is and what wo­men in her state are.” He frowned, and moved ir­rit­ably. “She has the idea that one night in your house would give her pleas­ure and do her good. I think she’s right. Be­ing one of those ima­gin­at­ive girls, the pres­ence of all our books and fur­niture soothes her. This is a fact. It is the end of her girl­hood. Her last words to me were, ‘A beau­ti­ful end­ing.’ ”

			“She val­ues the old fur­niture for sen­ti­ment­al reas­ons, in fact.”

			“Ex­actly. You have quite un­der­stood. It is her last hope of be­ing with it.”

			“I don’t agree there, my dear! Helen will have her share of the goods wherever she goes—pos­sibly more than her share, for you are so fond of her that you’d give her any­thing of yours that she fan­cies, wouldn’t you? and I’d raise no ob­jec­tion. I could un­der­stand it if it was her old home, be­cause a home, or a house,” he changed the word, de­sign­edly; he had thought of a telling point—“be­cause a house in which one has once lived be­comes in a sort of way sac­red, I don’t know why. As­so­ci­ations and so on. Now Helen has no as­so­ci­ations with Howards End, though I and Charles and Evie have. I do not see why she wants to stay the night there. She will only catch cold.”

			“Leave it that you don’t see,” cried Mar­garet. “Call it fancy. But real­ise that fancy is a sci­entif­ic fact. Helen is fanci­ful, and wants to.”

			Then he sur­prised her—a rare oc­cur­rence. He shot an un­ex­pec­ted bolt. “If she wants to sleep one night she may want to sleep two. We shall nev­er get her out of the house, per­haps.”

			“Well?” said Mar­garet, with the pre­cip­ice in sight. “And sup­pose we don’t get her out of the house? Would it mat­ter? She would do no one any harm.”

			Again the ir­rit­ated ges­ture.

			“No, Henry,” she panted, re­ced­ing. “I didn’t mean that. We will only trouble Howards End for this one night. I take her to Lon­don to­mor­row—”

			“Do you in­tend to sleep in a damp house, too?”

			“She can­not be left alone.”

			“That’s quite im­possible! Mad­ness. You must be here to meet Charles.”

			“I have already told you that your mes­sage to Charles was un­ne­ces­sary, and I have no de­sire to meet him.”

			“Mar­garet—my Mar­garet.”

			“What has this busi­ness to do with Charles? If it con­cerns me little, it con­cerns you less, and Charles not at all.”

			“As the fu­ture own­er of Howards End,” said Mr. Wil­cox arch­ing his fin­gers, “I should say that it did con­cern Charles.”

			“In what way? Will Helen’s con­di­tion de­pre­ci­ate the prop­erty?”

			“My dear, you are for­get­ting your­self.”

			“I think you your­self re­com­men­ded plain speak­ing.”

			They looked at each oth­er in amazement. The pre­cip­ice was at their feet now.

			“Helen com­mands my sym­pathy,” said Henry. “As your hus­band, I shall do all for her that I can, and I have no doubt that she will prove more sinned against than sin­ning. But I can­not treat her as if noth­ing has happened. I should be false to my po­s­i­tion in so­ci­ety if I did.”

			She con­trolled her­self for the last time. “No, let us go back to Helen’s re­quest,” she said. “It is un­reas­on­able, but the re­quest of an un­happy girl. To­mor­row she will go to Ger­many, and trouble so­ci­ety no longer. To­night she asks to sleep in your empty house—a house which you do not care about, and which you have not oc­cu­pied for over a year. May she? Will you give my sis­ter leave? Will you for­give her as you hope to be for­giv­en, and as you have ac­tu­ally been for­giv­en? For­give her for one night only. That will be enough.”

			“As I have ac­tu­ally been for­giv­en—?”

			“Nev­er mind for the mo­ment what I mean by that,” said Mar­garet. “An­swer my ques­tion.”

			Per­haps some hint of her mean­ing did dawn on him. If so, he blot­ted it out. Straight from his fort­ress he answered: “I seem rather un­ac­com­mod­at­ing, but I have some ex­per­i­ence of life, and know how one thing leads to an­oth­er. I am afraid that your sis­ter had bet­ter sleep at the hotel. I have my chil­dren and the memory of my dear wife to con­sider. I am sorry, but see that she leaves my house at once.”

			“You have men­tioned Mrs. Wil­cox.”

			“I beg your par­don?”

			“A rare oc­cur­rence. In reply, may I men­tion Mrs. Bast?”

			“You have not been your­self all day,” said Henry, and rose from his seat with face un­moved. Mar­garet rushed at him and seized both his hands. She was trans­figured.

			“Not any more of this!” she cried. “You shall see the con­nec­tion if it kills you, Henry! You have had a mis­tress—I for­gave you. My sis­ter has a lov­er—you drive her from the house. Do you see the con­nec­tion? Stu­pid, hy­po­crit­ic­al, cruel—oh, con­tempt­ible!—a man who in­sults his wife when she’s alive and cants with her memory when she’s dead. A man who ru­ins a wo­man for his pleas­ure, and casts her off to ru­in oth­er men. And gives bad fin­an­cial ad­vice, and then says he is not re­spons­ible. These men are you. You can’t re­cog­nise them, be­cause you can­not con­nect. I’ve had enough of your un­needed kind­ness. I’ve spoilt you long enough. All your life you have been spoiled. Mrs. Wil­cox spoiled you. No one has ever told what you are—muddled, crim­in­ally muddled. Men like you use re­pent­ance as a blind, so don’t re­pent. Only say to your­self, ‘What Helen has done, I’ve done.’ ”

			“The two cases are dif­fer­ent,” Henry stammered. His real re­tort was not quite ready. His brain was still in a whirl, and he wanted a little longer.

			“In what way dif­fer­ent? You have be­trayed Mrs. Wil­cox, Helen only her­self. You re­main in so­ci­ety, Helen can’t. You have had only pleas­ure, she may die. You have the in­solence to talk to me of dif­fer­ences, Henry?”

			Oh, the use­less­ness of it! Henry’s re­tort came.

			“I per­ceive you are at­tempt­ing black­mail. It is scarcely a pretty weapon for a wife to use against her hus­band. My rule through life has been nev­er to pay the least at­ten­tion to threats, and I can only re­peat what I said be­fore: I do not give you and your sis­ter leave to sleep at Howards End.”

			Mar­garet loosed his hands. He went in­to the house, wip­ing first one and then the oth­er on his handker­chief. For a little she stood look­ing at the Six Hills, tombs of war­ri­ors, breasts of the spring. Then she passed out in­to what was now the even­ing.

		
	
		
			XXXIX

			Charles and Tibby met at Ducie Street, where the lat­ter was stay­ing. Their in­ter­view was short and ab­surd. They had noth­ing in com­mon but the Eng­lish lan­guage, and tried by its help to ex­press what neither of them un­der­stood. Charles saw in Helen the fam­ily foe. He had singled her out as the most dan­ger­ous of the Schle­gels, and, angry as he was, looked for­ward to telling his wife how right he had been. His mind was made up at once; the girl must be got out of the way be­fore she dis­graced them farther. If oc­ca­sion offered she might be mar­ried to a vil­lain, or, pos­sibly, to a fool. But this was a con­ces­sion to mor­al­ity, it formed no part of his main scheme. Hon­est and hearty was Charles’s dis­like, and the past spread it­self out very clearly be­fore him; hatred is a skil­ful com­pos­it­or. As if they were heads in a note­book, he ran through all the in­cid­ents of the Schle­gels’ cam­paign: the at­tempt to com­prom­ise his broth­er, his moth­er’s leg­acy, his fath­er’s mar­riage, the in­tro­duc­tion of the fur­niture, the un­pack­ing of the same. He had not yet heard of the re­quest to sleep at Howards End; that was to be their mas­ter­stroke and the op­por­tun­ity for his. But he already felt that Howards End was the ob­ject­ive, and, though he dis­liked the house, was de­term­ined to de­fend it.

			Tibby, on the oth­er hand, had no opin­ions. He stood above the con­ven­tions: his sis­ter had a right to do what she thought right. It is not dif­fi­cult to stand above the con­ven­tions when we leave no host­ages among them; men can al­ways be more un­con­ven­tion­al than wo­men, and a bach­el­or of in­de­pend­ent means need en­counter no dif­fi­culties at all. Un­like Charles, Tibby had money enough; his an­cest­ors had earned it for him, and if he shocked the people in one set of lodgings he had only to move in­to an­oth­er. His was the leis­ure without sym­pathy—an at­ti­tude as fatal as the strenu­ous; a little cold cul­ture may be raised on it, but no art. His sis­ters had seen the fam­ily danger, and had nev­er for­got­ten to dis­count the gold is­lets that raised them from the sea. Tibby gave all the praise to him­self, and so des­pised the strug­gling and the sub­merged.

			Hence the ab­surdity of the in­ter­view; the gulf between them was eco­nom­ic as well as spir­itu­al. But sev­er­al facts passed; Charles pressed for them with an im­per­tin­ence that the un­der­gradu­ate could not with­stand. On what date had Helen gone abroad? To whom? (Charles was anxious to fasten the scan­dal on Ger­many.) Then, chan­ging his tac­tics, he said roughly: “I sup­pose you real­ise that you are your sis­ter’s pro­tect­or?”

			“In what sense?”

			“If a man played about with my sis­ter, I’d send a bul­let through him, but per­haps you don’t mind.”

			“I mind very much,” pro­tested Tibby.

			“Who d’ye sus­pect, then? Speak out, man. One al­ways sus­pects someone.”

			“No one. I don’t think so.” In­vol­un­tar­ily he blushed. He had re­membered the scene in his Ox­ford rooms.

			“You are hid­ing some­thing,” said Charles. As in­ter­views go, he got the best of this one. “When you saw her last, did she men­tion any­one’s name? Yes or no!” he thundered, so that Tibby star­ted.

			“In my rooms she men­tioned some friends, called the Basts.”

			“Who are the Basts?”

			“People—friends of hers at Evie’s wed­ding.”

			“I don’t re­mem­ber. But, by great Scott, I do! My aunt told me about some ragtag. Was she full of them when you saw her? Is there a man? Did she speak of the man? Or—look here—have you had any deal­ings with him?”

			Tibby was si­lent. Without in­tend­ing it, he had be­trayed his sis­ter’s con­fid­ence; he was not enough in­ter­ested in hu­man life to see where things will lead to. He had a strong re­gard for hon­esty, and his word, once giv­en, had al­ways been kept up to now. He was deeply vexed, not only for the harm he had done Helen, but for the flaw he had dis­covered in his own equip­ment.

			“I see—you are in his con­fid­ence. They met at your rooms. Oh, what a fam­ily, what a fam­ily! God help the poor pa­ter—”

			And Tibby found him­self alone.

		
	
		
			XL

			Le­onard—he would fig­ure at length in a news­pa­per re­port, but that even­ing he did not count for much. The foot of the tree was in shad­ow, since the moon was still hid­den be­hind the house. But above, to right, to left, down the long mead­ow the moon­light was stream­ing. Le­onard seemed not a man, but a cause.

			Per­haps it was Helen’s way of fall­ing in love—a curi­ous way to Mar­garet, whose agony and whose con­tempt of Henry were yet im­prin­ted with his im­age. Helen for­got people. They were husks that had en­closed her emo­tion. She could pity, or sac­ri­fice her­self, or have in­stincts, but had she ever loved in the noblest way, where man and wo­man, hav­ing lost them­selves in sex, de­sire to lose sex it­self in com­rade­ship?

			Mar­garet wondered, but said no word of blame. This was Helen’s even­ing. Troubles enough lay ahead of her—the loss of friends and of so­cial ad­vant­ages, the agony, the su­preme agony, of moth­er­hood, which is not even yet a mat­ter of com­mon know­ledge. For the present let the moon shine brightly and the breezes of the spring blow gently, dy­ing away from the gale of the day, and let the earth, that brings in­crease, bring peace. Not even to her­self dare she blame Helen. She could not as­sess her tres­pass by any mor­al code; it was everything or noth­ing. Mor­al­ity can tell us that murder is worse than steal­ing, and group most sins in an or­der all must ap­prove, but it can­not group Helen. The surer its pro­nounce­ments on this point, the surer may we be that mor­al­ity is not speak­ing. Christ was evas­ive when they ques­tioned Him. It is those that can­not con­nect who hasten to cast the first stone.

			This was Helen’s even­ing—won at what cost, and not to be marred by the sor­rows of oth­ers. Of her own tragedy Mar­garet nev­er uttered a word.

			“One isol­ates,” said Helen slowly. “I isol­ated Mr. Wil­cox from the oth­er forces that were pulling Le­onard down­hill. Con­sequently, I was full of pity, and al­most of re­venge. For weeks I had blamed Mr. Wil­cox only, and so, when your let­ters came—”

			“I need nev­er have writ­ten them,” sighed Mar­garet. “They nev­er shiel­ded Henry. How hope­less it is to tidy away the past, even for oth­ers!”

			“I did not know that it was your own idea to dis­miss the Basts.”

			“Look­ing back, that was wrong of me.”

			“Look­ing back, darling, I know that it was right. It is right to save the man whom one loves. I am less en­thu­si­ast­ic about justice now. But we both thought you wrote at his dic­ta­tion. It seemed the last touch of his cal­lous­ness. Be­ing very much wrought up by this time—and Mrs. Bast was up­stairs. I had not seen her, and had talked for a long time to Le­onard—I had snubbed him for no reas­on, and that should have warned me I was in danger. So when the notes came I wanted us to go to you for an ex­plan­a­tion. He said that he guessed the ex­plan­a­tion—he knew of it, and you mustn’t know. I pressed him to tell me. He said no one must know; it was some­thing to do with his wife. Right up to the end we were Mr. Bast and Miss Schle­gel. I was go­ing to tell him that he must be frank with me when I saw his eyes, and guessed that Mr. Wil­cox had ruined him in two ways, not one. I drew him to me. I made him tell me. I felt very lonely my­self. He is not to blame. He would have gone on wor­ship­ping me. I want nev­er to see him again, though it sounds ap­palling. I wanted to give him money and feel fin­ished. Oh, Meg, the little that is known about these things!”

			She laid her face against the tree.

			“The little, too, that is known about growth! Both times it was loneli­ness, and the night, and pan­ic af­ter­wards. Did Le­onard grow out of Paul?”

			Mar­garet did not speak for a mo­ment. So tired was she that her at­ten­tion had ac­tu­ally wandered to the teeth—the teeth that had been thrust in­to the tree’s bark to med­ic­ate it. From where she sat she could see them gleam. She had been try­ing to count them. “Le­onard is a bet­ter growth than mad­ness,” she said. “I was afraid that you would re­act against Paul un­til you went over the verge.”

			“I did re­act un­til I found poor Le­onard. I am steady now. I shan’t ever like your Henry, dearest Meg, or even speak kindly about him, but all that blind­ing hate is over. I shall nev­er rave against Wil­coxes any more. I un­der­stand how you mar­ried him, and you will now be very happy.”

			Mar­garet did not reply.

			“Yes,” re­peated Helen, her voice grow­ing more tender, “I do at last un­der­stand.”

			“Ex­cept Mrs. Wil­cox, dearest, no one un­der­stands our little move­ments.”

			“Be­cause in death—I agree.”

			“Not quite. I feel that you and I and Henry are only frag­ments of that wo­man’s mind. She knows everything. She is everything. She is the house, and the tree that leans over it. People have their own deaths as well as their own lives, and even if there is noth­ing bey­ond death, we shall dif­fer in our noth­ing­ness. I can­not be­lieve that know­ledge such as hers will per­ish with know­ledge such as mine. She knew about real­it­ies. She knew when people were in love, though she was not in the room. I don’t doubt that she knew when Henry de­ceived her.”

			“Good night, Mrs. Wil­cox,” called a voice.

			“Oh, good night, Miss Avery.”

			“Why should Miss Avery work for us?” Helen mur­mured.

			“Why, in­deed?”

			Miss Avery crossed the lawn and merged in­to the hedge that di­vided it from the farm. An old gap, which Mr. Wil­cox had filled up, had re­appeared, and her track through the dew fol­lowed the path that he had turfed over, when he im­proved the garden and made it pos­sible for games.

			“This is not quite our house yet,” said Helen. “When Miss Avery called, I felt we are only a couple of tour­ists.”

			“We shall be that every­where, and forever.”

			“But af­fec­tion­ate tour­ists.”

			“But tour­ists who pre­tend each hotel is their home.”

			“I can’t pre­tend very long,” said Helen. “Sit­ting un­der this tree one for­gets, but I know that to­mor­row I shall see the moon rise out of Ger­many. Not all your good­ness can al­ter the facts of the case. Un­less you will come with me.”

			Mar­garet thought for a mo­ment. In the past year she had grown so fond of Eng­land that to leave it was a real grief. Yet what de­tained her? No doubt Henry would par­don her out­burst, and go on blus­ter­ing and mud­dling in­to a ripe old age. But what was the good? She had just as soon van­ish from his mind.

			“Are you ser­i­ous in ask­ing me, Helen? Should I get on with your Mon­ica?”

			“You would not, but I am ser­i­ous in ask­ing you.”

			“Still, no more plans now. And no more re­min­is­cences.”

			They were si­lent for a little. It was Helen’s even­ing.

			The present flowed by them like a stream. The tree rustled. It had made mu­sic be­fore they were born, and would con­tin­ue after their deaths, but its song was of the mo­ment. The mo­ment had passed. The tree rustled again. Their senses were sharpened, and they seemed to ap­pre­hend life. Life passed. The tree rustled again.

			“Sleep now,” said Mar­garet.

			The peace of the coun­try was en­ter­ing in­to her. It has no com­merce with memory, and little with hope. Least of all is it con­cerned with the hopes of the next five minutes. It is the peace of the present, which passes un­der­stand­ing. Its mur­mur came “now,” and “now” once more as they trod the gravel, and “now,” as the moon­light fell upon their fath­er’s sword. They passed up­stairs, kissed, and amidst the end­less it­er­a­tions fell asleep. The house had en­shad­owed the tree at first, but as the moon rose high­er the two dis­en­tangled, and were clear for a few mo­ments at mid­night. Mar­garet awoke and looked in­to the garden. How in­com­pre­hens­ible that Le­onard Bast should have won her this night of peace! Was he also part of Mrs. Wil­cox’s mind?

		
	
		
			XLI

			Far dif­fer­ent was Le­onard’s de­vel­op­ment. The months after Oniton, whatever minor troubles they might bring him, were all over­shad­owed by Re­morse. When Helen looked back she could philo­soph­ise, or she could look in­to the fu­ture and plan for her child. But the fath­er saw noth­ing bey­ond his own sin. Weeks af­ter­wards, in the midst of oth­er oc­cu­pa­tions, he would sud­denly cry out, “Brute—you brute, I couldn’t have—” and be rent in­to two people who held dia­logues. Or brown rain would des­cend, blot­ting out faces and the sky. Even Jacky no­ticed the change in him. Most ter­rible were his suf­fer­ings when he awoke from sleep. Some­times he was happy at first, but grew con­scious of a bur­den hanging to him and weigh­ing down his thoughts when they would move. Or little irons scorched his body. Or a sword stabbed him. He would sit at the edge of his bed, hold­ing his heart and moan­ing, “Oh what shall I do, whatever shall I do?” Noth­ing brought ease. He could put dis­tance between him and the tres­pass, but it grew in his soul.

			Re­morse is not among the etern­al ver­it­ies. The Greeks were right to de­throne her. Her ac­tion is too ca­pri­cious, as though the Erinyes se­lec­ted for pun­ish­ment only cer­tain men and cer­tain sins. And of all means to re­gen­er­a­tion Re­morse is surely the most waste­ful. It cuts away healthy tis­sues with the poisoned. It is a knife that probes far deep­er than the evil. Le­onard was driv­en straight through its tor­ments and emerged pure, but en­feebled—a bet­ter man, who would nev­er lose con­trol of him­self again, but also a smal­ler man, who had less to con­trol. Nor did pur­ity mean peace. The use of the knife can be­come a habit as hard to shake off as pas­sion it­self, and Le­onard con­tin­ued to start with a cry out of dreams.

			He built up a situ­ation that was far enough from the truth. It nev­er oc­curred to him that Helen was to blame. He for­got the in­tens­ity of their talk, the charm that had been lent him by sin­cer­ity, the ma­gic of Oniton un­der dark­ness and of the whis­per­ing river. Helen loved the ab­so­lute. Le­onard had been ruined ab­so­lutely, and had ap­peared to her as a man apart, isol­ated from the world. A real man, who cared for ad­ven­ture and beauty, who de­sired to live de­cently and pay his way, who could have trav­elled more glor­i­ously through life than the jug­ger­naut car that was crush­ing him. Memor­ies of Evie’s wed­ding had warped her, the starched ser­vants, the yards of un­eaten food, the rustle of over­dressed wo­men, mo­tor­cars ooz­ing grease on the gravel, a pre­ten­tious band. She had tasted the lees of this on her ar­rival; in the dark­ness, after fail­ure, they in­tox­ic­ated her. She and the vic­tim seemed alone in a world of un­real­ity, and she loved him ab­so­lutely, per­haps for half an hour.

			In the morn­ing she was gone. The note that she left, tender and hys­ter­ic­al in tone, and in­ten­ded to be most kind, hurt her lov­er ter­ribly. It was as if some work of art had been broken by him, some pic­ture in the Na­tion­al Gal­lery slashed out of its frame. When he re­called her tal­ents and her so­cial po­s­i­tion, he felt that the first passerby had a right to shoot him down. He was afraid of the wait­ress and the port­ers at the rail­way-sta­tion. He was afraid at first of his wife, though later he was to re­gard her with a strange new ten­der­ness, and to think, “There is noth­ing to choose between us, after all.”

			The ex­ped­i­tion to Shrop­shire crippled the Basts per­man­ently. Helen in her flight for­got to settle the hotel bill, and took their re­turn tick­ets away with her; they had to pawn Jacky’s bangles to get home, and the smash came a few days af­ter­wards. It is true that Helen offered him five thou­sand pounds, but such a sum meant noth­ing to him. He could not see that the girl was des­per­ately right­ing her­self, and try­ing to save some­thing out of the dis­aster, if it was only five thou­sand pounds. But he had to live some­how. He turned to his fam­ily, and de­graded him­self to a pro­fes­sion­al beg­gar. There was noth­ing else for him to do.

			“A let­ter from Le­onard,” thought Blanche, his sis­ter; “and after all this time.” She hid it, so that her hus­band should not see, and when he had gone to his work read it with some emo­tion, and sent the prod­ig­al a little money out of her dress al­low­ance.

			“A let­ter from Le­onard!” said the oth­er sis­ter, Laura, a few days later. She showed it to her hus­band. He wrote a cruel, in­solent reply, but sent more money than Blanche, so Le­onard soon wrote to him again.

			And dur­ing the winter the sys­tem was de­veloped.

			Le­onard real­ised that they need nev­er starve, be­cause it would be too pain­ful for his re­l­at­ives. So­ci­ety is based on the fam­ily, and the clev­er wastrel can ex­ploit this in­def­in­itely. Without a gen­er­ous thought on either side, pounds and pounds passed. The donors dis­liked Le­onard, and he grew to hate them in­tensely. When Laura cen­sured his im­mor­al mar­riage, he thought bit­terly, “She minds that! What would she say if she knew the truth?” When Blanche’s hus­band offered him work, he found some pre­text for avoid­ing it. He had wanted work keenly at Oniton, but too much anxi­ety had shattered him, he was join­ing the un­em­ploy­able. When his broth­er, the lay-read­er, did not reply to a let­ter, he wrote again, say­ing that he and Jacky would come down to his vil­lage on foot. He did not in­tend this as black­mail. Still the broth­er sent a postal or­der, and it be­came part of the sys­tem. And so passed his winter and his spring.

			In the hor­ror there are two bright spots. He nev­er con­fused the past. He re­mained alive, and blessed are those who live, if it is only to a sense of sin­ful­ness. The ano­dyne of muddle­dom, by which most men blur and blend their mis­takes, nev­er passed Le­onard’s lips—

			
				
					“And if I drink ob­li­vi­on of a day,
					

					So shorten I the stature of my soul.”
				

			

			It is a hard say­ing, and a hard man wrote it, but it lies at the root of all char­ac­ter.

			And the oth­er bright spot was his ten­der­ness for Jacky. He pit­ied her with no­bil­ity now—not the con­temp­tu­ous pity of a man who sticks to a wo­man through thick and thin. He tried to be less ir­rit­able. He wondered what her hungry eyes de­sired—noth­ing that she could ex­press, or that he or any man could give her. Would she ever re­ceive the justice that is mercy—the justice for byproducts that the world is too busy to be­stow? She was fond of flowers, gen­er­ous with money, and not re­venge­ful. If she had borne him a child he might have cared for her. Un­mar­ried, Le­onard would nev­er have begged; he would have flickered out and died. But the whole of life is mixed. He had to provide for Jacky, and went down dirty paths that she might have a few feath­ers and the dishes of food that suited her.

			One day he caught sight of Mar­garet and her broth­er. He was in St. Paul’s. He had entered the cathed­ral partly to avoid the rain and partly to see a pic­ture that had edu­cated him in former years. But the light was bad, the pic­ture ill placed, and Time and judg­ment were in­side him now. Death alone still charmed him, with her lap of pop­pies, on which all men shall sleep. He took one glance, and turned aim­lessly away to­wards a chair. Then down the nave he saw Miss Schle­gel and her broth­er. They stood in the fair­way of pas­sen­gers, and their faces were ex­tremely grave. He was per­fectly cer­tain that they were in trouble about their sis­ter.

			Once out­side—and he fled im­me­di­ately—he wished that he had spoken to them. What was his life? What were a few angry words, or even im­pris­on­ment? He had done wrong—that was the true ter­ror. Whatever they might know, he would tell them everything he knew. He re-entered St. Paul’s. But they had moved in his ab­sence, and had gone to lay their dif­fi­culties be­fore Mr. Wil­cox and Charles.

			The sight of Mar­garet turned re­morse in­to new chan­nels. He de­sired to con­fess, and though the de­sire is proof of a weakened nature, which is about to lose the es­sence of hu­man in­ter­course, it did not take an ig­noble form. He did not sup­pose that con­fes­sion would bring him hap­pi­ness. It was rather that he yearned to get clear of the tangle. So does the sui­cide yearn. The im­pulses are akin, and the crime of sui­cide lies rather in its dis­reg­ard for the feel­ings of those whom we leave be­hind. Con­fes­sion need harm no one—it can sat­is­fy that test—and though it was un-Eng­lish, and ig­nored by our Anglic­an cathed­ral, Le­onard had a right to de­cide upon it.

			Moreover, he trus­ted Mar­garet. He wanted her hard­ness now. That cold, in­tel­lec­tu­al nature of hers would be just, if un­kind. He would do whatever she told him, even if he had to see Helen. That was the su­preme pun­ish­ment she would ex­act. And per­haps she would tell him how Helen was. That was the su­preme re­ward.

			He knew noth­ing about Mar­garet, not even wheth­er she was mar­ried to Mr. Wil­cox, and track­ing her out took sev­er­al days. That even­ing he toiled through the wet to Wick­ham Place, where the new flats were now ap­pear­ing. Was he also the cause of their move? Were they ex­pelled from so­ci­ety on his ac­count? Thence to a pub­lic lib­rary, but could find no sat­is­fact­ory Schle­gel in the dir­ect­ory. On the mor­row he searched again. He hung about out­side Mr. Wil­cox’s of­fice at lunch time, and, as the clerks came out said, “Ex­cuse me, sir, but is your boss mar­ried?” Most of them stared, some said, “What’s that to you?” but one, who had not yet ac­quired reti­cence, told him what he wished. Le­onard could not learn the private ad­dress. That ne­ces­sit­ated more trouble with dir­ect­or­ies and tubes. Ducie Street was not dis­covered till the Monday, the day that Mar­garet and her hus­band went down on their hunt­ing ex­ped­i­tion to Howards End.

			He called at about four o’clock. The weath­er had changed, and the sun shone gaily on the or­na­ment­al steps—black and white marble in tri­angles. Le­onard lowered his eyes to them after ringing the bell. He felt in curi­ous health; doors seemed to be open­ing and shut­ting in­side his body, and he had been ob­liged to sleep sit­ting up in bed, with his back propped against the wall. When the par­lour­maid came he could not see her face; the brown rain had des­cen­ded sud­denly.

			“Does Mrs. Wil­cox live here?” he asked.

			“She’s out,” was the an­swer.

			“When will she be back?”

			“I’ll ask,” said the par­lour­maid.

			Mar­garet had giv­en in­struc­tions that no one who men­tioned her name should ever be re­buffed. Put­ting the door on the chain—for Le­onard’s ap­pear­ance de­man­ded this—she went through to the smoking-room, which was oc­cu­pied by Tibby. Tibby was asleep. He had had a good lunch. Charles Wil­cox had not yet rung him up for the dis­tract­ing in­ter­view. He said drowsily: “I don’t know. Hilton. Howards End. Who is it?”

			“I’ll ask, sir.”

			“No, don’t both­er.”

			“They have taken the car to Howards End,” said the par­lour­maid to Le­onard.

			He thanked her, and asked where­abouts that place was.

			“You ap­pear to want to know a good deal,” she re­marked. But Mar­garet had for­bid­den her to be mys­ter­i­ous. She told him against her bet­ter judg­ment that Howards End was in Hert­ford­shire.

			“Is it a vil­lage, please?”

			“Vil­lage! It’s Mr. Wil­cox’s private house—at least, it’s one of them. Mrs. Wil­cox keeps her fur­niture there. Hilton is the vil­lage.”

			“Yes. And when will they be back?”

			“Mr. Schle­gel doesn’t know. We can’t know everything, can we?” She shut him out, and went to at­tend to the tele­phone, which was ringing furi­ously.

			He loitered away an­oth­er night of agony. Con­fes­sion grew more dif­fi­cult. As soon as pos­sible he went to bed. He watched a patch of moon­light cross the floor of their lodging, and, as some­times hap­pens when the mind is over­taxed, he fell asleep for the rest of the room, but kept awake for the patch of moon­light. Hor­rible! Then began one of those dis­in­teg­rat­ing dia­logues. Part of him said: “Why hor­rible? It’s or­din­ary light from the moon.” “But it moves.” “So does the moon.” “But it is a clenched fist.” “Why not?” “But it is go­ing to touch me.” “Let it.” And, seem­ing to gath­er mo­tion, the patch ran up his blanket. Presently a blue snake ap­peared; then an­oth­er par­al­lel to it. “Is there life in the moon?” “Of course.” “But I thought it was un­in­hab­ited.” “Not by Time, Death, Judg­ment, and the smal­ler snakes.” “Smal­ler snakes!” said Le­onard in­dig­nantly and aloud. “What a no­tion!” By a rend­ing ef­fort of the will he woke the rest of the room up. Jacky, the bed, their food, their clothes on the chair, gradu­ally entered his con­scious­ness, and the hor­ror van­ished out­wards, like a ring that is spread­ing through wa­ter.

			“I say, Jacky, I’m go­ing out for a bit.”

			She was breath­ing reg­u­larly. The patch of light fell clear of the striped blanket, and began to cov­er the shawl that lay over her feet. Why had he been afraid? He went to the win­dow, and saw that the moon was des­cend­ing through a clear sky. He saw her vol­ca­noes, and the bright ex­panses that a gra­cious er­ror has named seas. They paled, for the sun, who had lit them up, was com­ing to light the earth. Sea of Serenity, Sea of Tran­quil­lity, Ocean of the Lun­ar Storms, merged in­to one lu­cent drop, it­self to slip in­to the sempiternal dawn. And he had been afraid of the moon!

			He dressed among the con­tend­ing lights, and went through his money. It was run­ning low again, but enough for a re­turn tick­et to Hilton. As it clinked, Jacky opened her eyes.

			“Hullo, Len! What ho, Len!”

			“What ho, Jacky! see you again later.”

			She turned over and slept.

			The house was un­locked, their land­lord be­ing a sales­man at Cov­ent Garden. Le­onard passed out and made his way down to the sta­tion. The train, though it did not start for an hour, was already drawn up at the end of the plat­form, and he lay down in it and slept. With the first jolt he was in day­light; they had left the gate­ways of King’s Cross, and were un­der blue sky. Tun­nels fol­lowed, and after each the sky grew blu­er, and from the em­bank­ment at Fins­bury Park he had his first sight of the sun. It rolled along be­hind the east­ern smokes—a wheel, whose fel­low was the des­cend­ing moon—and as yet it seemed the ser­vant of the blue sky, not its lord. He dozed again. Over Tew­in Wa­ter it was day. To the left fell the shad­ow of the em­bank­ment and its arches; to the right Le­onard saw up in­to the Tew­in Woods and to­wards the church, with its wild le­gend of im­mor­tal­ity. Six forest trees—that is a fact—grow out of one of the graves in Tew­in church­yard. The grave’s oc­cu­pant—that is the le­gend—is an athe­ist, who de­clared that if God ex­is­ted, six forest trees would grow out of her grave. These things in Hert­ford­shire; and farther afield lay the house of a her­mit—Mrs. Wil­cox had known him—who barred him­self up, and wrote proph­ecies, and gave all he had to the poor. While, powdered in between, were the vil­las of busi­ness men, who saw life more stead­ily, though with the stead­i­ness of the half-closed eye. Over all the sun was stream­ing, to all the birds were singing, to all the prim­roses were yel­low, and the speed­well blue, and the coun­try, how­ever they in­ter­preted her, was ut­ter­ing her cry of “now.” She did not free Le­onard yet, and the knife plunged deep­er in­to his heart as the train drew up at Hilton. But re­morse had be­come beau­ti­ful.

			Hilton was asleep, or at the earli­est, break­fast­ing. Le­onard no­ticed the con­trast when he stepped out of it in­to the coun­try. Here men had been up since dawn. Their hours were ruled, not by a Lon­don of­fice, but by the move­ments of the crops and the sun. That they were men of the finest type only the sen­ti­ment­al­ists can de­clare. But they kept to the life of day­light. They are Eng­land’s hope. Clum­sily they carry for­ward the torch of the sun, un­til such time as the na­tion sees fit to take it up. Half clod­hop­per, half board-school prig, they can still throw back to a no­bler stock, and breed yeo­men.

			At the chalk pit a mo­tor passed him. In it was an­oth­er type, whom Nature fa­vours—the Im­per­i­al. Healthy, ever in mo­tion, it hopes to in­her­it the earth. It breeds as quickly as the yeo­man, and as soundly; strong is the tempta­tion to ac­claim it as a su­per-yeo­man, who car­ries his coun­try’s vir­tue over­seas. But the Im­per­i­al­ist is not what he thinks or seems. He is a des­troy­er. He pre­pares the way for cos­mo­pol­it­an­ism, and though his am­bi­tions may be ful­filled, the earth that he in­her­its will be grey.

			To Le­onard, in­tent on his private sin, there came the con­vic­tion of in­nate good­ness else­where. It was not the op­tim­ism which he had been taught at school. Again and again must the drums tap, and the gob­lins stalk over the uni­verse be­fore joy can be purged of the su­per­fi­cial. It was rather para­dox­ic­al, and arose from his sor­row. Death des­troys a man, but the idea of death saves him—that is the best ac­count of it that has yet been giv­en. Squal­or and tragedy can beck­on to all that is great in us, and strengthen the wings of love. They can beck­on; it is not cer­tain that they will, for they are not love’s ser­vants. But they can beck­on, and the know­ledge of this in­cred­ible truth com­for­ted him.

			As he ap­proached the house all thought stopped. Con­tra­dict­ory no­tions stood side by side in his mind. He was ter­ri­fied but happy, ashamed, but had done no sin. He knew the con­fes­sion: “Mrs. Wil­cox, I have done wrong,” but sun­rise had robbed its mean­ing, and he felt rather on a su­preme ad­ven­ture.

			He entered a garden, stead­ied him­self against a mo­tor­car that he found in it, found a door open and entered a house. Yes, it would be very easy. From a room to the left he heard voices, Mar­garet’s amongst them. His own name was called aloud, and a man whom he had nev­er seen said, “Oh, is he there? I am not sur­prised. I now thrash him with­in an inch of his life.”

			“Mrs. Wil­cox,” said Le­onard, “I have done wrong.”

			The man took him by the col­lar and cried, “Bring me a stick.” Wo­men were scream­ing. A stick, very bright, des­cen­ded. It hurt him, not where it des­cen­ded, but in the heart. Books fell over him in a shower. Noth­ing had sense.

			“Get some wa­ter,” com­manded Charles, who had all through kept very calm. “He’s sham­ming. Of course I only used the blade. Here, carry him out in­to the air.”

			Think­ing that he un­der­stood these things, Mar­garet obeyed him. They laid Le­onard, who was dead, on the gravel; Helen poured wa­ter over him.

			“That’s enough,” said Charles.

			“Yes, murder’s enough,” said Miss Avery, com­ing out of the house with the sword.

		
	
		
			XLII

			When Charles left Ducie Street he had caught the first train home, but had no ink­ling of the new­est de­vel­op­ment un­til late at night. Then his fath­er, who had dined alone, sent for him, and in very grave tones in­quired for Mar­garet.

			“I don’t know where she is, pa­ter” said Charles. “Dolly kept back din­ner nearly an hour for her.”

			“Tell me when she comes in.”

			An­oth­er hour passed. The ser­vants went to bed, and Charles vis­ited his fath­er again, to re­ceive fur­ther in­struc­tions. Mrs. Wil­cox had still not re­turned.

			“I’ll sit up for her as late as you like, but she can hardly be com­ing. Isn’t she stop­ping with her sis­ter at the hotel?”

			“Per­haps,” said Mr. Wil­cox thought­fully—“per­haps.”

			“Can I do any­thing for you, sir?”

			“Not to­night, my boy.”

			Mr. Wil­cox liked be­ing called sir. He raised his eyes, and gave his son more open a look of ten­der­ness than he usu­ally ven­tured. He saw Charles as little boy and strong man in one. Though his wife had proved un­stable his chil­dren were left to him.

			After mid­night he tapped on Charles’s door. “I can’t sleep,” he said. “I had bet­ter have a talk with you and get it over.”

			He com­plained of the heat. Charles took him out in­to the garden, and they paced up and down in their dress­ing-gowns. Charles be­came very quiet as the story un­rolled; he had known all along that Mar­garet was as bad as her sis­ter.

			“She will feel dif­fer­ently in the morn­ing,” said Mr. Wil­cox, who had of course said noth­ing about Mrs. Bast. “But I can­not let this kind of thing con­tin­ue without com­ment. I am mor­ally cer­tain that she is with her sis­ter at Howards End. The house is mine—and, Charles, it will be yours—and when I say that no one is to live there, I mean that no one is to live there. I won’t have it.” He looked an­grily at the moon. “To my mind this ques­tion is con­nec­ted with some­thing far great­er, the rights of prop­erty it­self.”

			“Un­doubtedly,” said Charles.

			Mr. Wil­cox linked his arm in his son’s, but some­how liked him less as he told him more. “I don’t want you to con­clude that my wife and I had any­thing of the nature of a quar­rel. She was only over­wrought, as who would not be? I shall do what I can for Helen, but on the un­der­stand­ing that they clear out of the house at once. Do you see? That is a sine qua non.”

			“Then at eight to­mor­row I may go up in the car?”

			“Eight or earli­er. Say that you are act­ing as my rep­res­ent­at­ive, and, of course, use no vi­ol­ence, Charles.”

			On the mor­row, as Charles re­turned, leav­ing Le­onard dead upon the gravel, it did not seem to him that he had used vi­ol­ence. Death was due to heart dis­ease. His step­moth­er her­self had said so, and even Miss Avery had ac­know­ledged that he only used the flat of the sword. On his way through the vil­lage he in­formed the po­lice, who thanked him, and said there must be an in­quest. He found his fath­er in the garden shad­ing his eyes from the sun.

			“It has been pretty hor­rible,” said Charles gravely. “They were there, and they had the man up there with them too.”

			“What—what man?”

			“I told you last night. His name was Bast.”

			“My God! is it pos­sible?” said Mr. Wil­cox. “In your moth­er’s house! Charles, in your moth­er’s house!”

			“I know, pa­ter. That was what I felt. As a mat­ter of fact, there is no need to trouble about the man. He was in the last stages of heart dis­ease, and just be­fore I could show him what I thought of him he went off. The po­lice are see­ing about it at this mo­ment.”

			Mr. Wil­cox listened at­tent­ively.

			“I got up there—oh, it couldn’t have been more than half-past sev­en. The Avery wo­man was light­ing a fire for them. They were still up­stairs. I waited in the draw­ing-room. We were all mod­er­ately civil and col­lec­ted, though I had my sus­pi­cions. I gave them your mes­sage, and Mrs. Wil­cox said, ‘Oh yes, I see; yes,’ in that way of hers.”

			“Noth­ing else?”

			“I prom­ised to tell you, ‘with her love,’ that she was go­ing to Ger­many with her sis­ter this even­ing. That was all we had time for.”

			Mr. Wil­cox seemed re­lieved.

			“Be­cause by then I sup­pose the man got tired of hid­ing, for sud­denly Mrs. Wil­cox screamed out his name. I re­cog­nised it, and I went for him in the hall. Was I right, pa­ter? I thought things were go­ing a little too far.”

			“Right, my dear boy? I don’t know. But you would have been no son of mine if you hadn’t. Then did he just—just—crumple up as you said?” He shrunk from the simple word.

			“He caught hold of the book­case, which came down over him. So I merely put the sword down and car­ried him in­to the garden. We all thought he was sham­ming. How­ever, he’s dead right enough. Aw­ful busi­ness!”

			“Sword?” cried his fath­er, with anxi­ety in his voice. “What sword? Whose sword?”

			“A sword of theirs.”

			“What were you do­ing with it?”

			“Well, didn’t you see, pa­ter, I had to snatch up the first thing handy. I hadn’t a rid­ing-whip or stick. I caught him once or twice over the shoulders with the flat of their old Ger­man sword.”

			“Then what?”

			“He pulled over the book­case, as I said, and fell,” said Charles, with a sigh. It was no fun do­ing er­rands for his fath­er, who was nev­er quite sat­is­fied.

			“But the real cause was heart dis­ease? Of that you’re sure?”

			“That or a fit. How­ever, we shall hear more than enough at the in­quest on such un­sa­voury top­ics.”

			They went in to break­fast. Charles had a rack­ing head­ache, con­sequent on mo­tor­ing be­fore food. He was also anxious about the fu­ture, re­flect­ing that the po­lice must de­tain Helen and Mar­garet for the in­quest and fer­ret the whole thing out. He saw him­self ob­liged to leave Hilton. One could not af­ford to live near the scene of a scan­dal—it was not fair on one’s wife. His com­fort was that the pa­ter’s eyes were opened at last. There would be a hor­rible smash-up, and prob­ably a sep­ar­a­tion from Mar­garet; then they would all start again, more as they had been in his moth­er’s time.

			“I think I’ll go round to the po­lice-sta­tion,” said his fath­er when break­fast was over.

			“What for?” cried Dolly, who had still not been told.

			“Very well, sir. Which car will you have?”

			“I think I’ll walk.”

			“It’s a good half-mile,” said Charles, step­ping in­to the garden. “The sun’s very hot for April. Shan’t I take you up, and then, per­haps, a little spin round by Tew­in?”

			“You go on as if I didn’t know my own mind,” said Mr. Wil­cox fret­fully. Charles hardened his mouth. “You young fel­lows’ one idea is to get in­to a mo­tor. I tell you, I want to walk; I’m very fond of walk­ing.”

			“Oh, all right; I’m about the house if you want me for any­thing. I thought of not go­ing up to the of­fice today, if that is your wish.”

			“It is, in­deed, my boy,” said Mr. Wil­cox, and laid a hand on his sleeve.

			Charles did not like it; he was un­easy about his fath­er, who did not seem him­self this morn­ing. There was a petu­lant touch about him—more like a wo­man. Could it be that he was grow­ing old? The Wil­coxes were not lack­ing in af­fec­tion; they had it roy­ally, but they did not know how to use it. It was the tal­ent in the nap­kin, and, for a warm­hearted man, Charles had con­veyed very little joy. As he watched his fath­er shuff­ling up the road, he had a vague re­gret—a wish that some­thing had been dif­fer­ent some­where—a wish (though he did not ex­press it thus) that he had been taught to say “I” in his youth. He meant to make up for Mar­garet’s de­fec­tion, but knew that his fath­er had been very happy with her un­til yes­ter­day. How had she done it? By some dis­hon­est trick, no doubt—but how?

			Mr. Wil­cox re­appeared at el­ev­en, look­ing very tired. There was to be an in­quest on Le­onard’s body to­mor­row, and the po­lice re­quired his son to at­tend.

			“I ex­pec­ted that,” said Charles. “I shall nat­ur­ally be the most im­port­ant wit­ness there.”

		
	
		
			XLIII

			Out of the tur­moil and hor­ror that had be­gun with Aunt Ju­ley’s ill­ness and was not even to end with Le­onard’s death, it seemed im­possible to Mar­garet that healthy life should re-emerge. Events suc­ceeded in a lo­gic­al, yet sense­less, train. People lost their hu­man­ity, and took val­ues as ar­bit­rary as those in a pack of play­ing-cards. It was nat­ur­al that Henry should do this and cause Helen to do that, and then think her wrong for do­ing it; nat­ur­al that she her­self should think him wrong; nat­ur­al that Le­onard should want to know how Helen was, and come, and Charles be angry with him for com­ing—nat­ur­al, but un­real. In this jangle of causes and ef­fects what had be­come of their true selves? Here Le­onard lay dead in the garden, from nat­ur­al causes; yet life was a deep, deep river, death a blue sky, life was a house, death a wisp of hay, a flower, a tower, life and death were any­thing and everything, ex­cept this ordered in­san­ity, where the king takes the queen, and the ace the king. Ah, no; there was beauty and ad­ven­ture be­hind, such as the man at her feet had yearned for; there was hope this side of the grave; there were truer re­la­tion­ships bey­ond the lim­its that fet­ter us now. As a pris­on­er looks up and sees stars beck­on­ing, so she, from the tur­moil and hor­ror of those days, caught glimpses of the di­viner wheels.

			And Helen, dumb with fright, but try­ing to keep calm for the child’s sake, and Miss Avery, calm, but mur­mur­ing ten­derly, “No one ever told the lad he’ll have a child”—they also re­minded her that hor­ror is not the end. To what ul­ti­mate har­mony we tend she did not know, but there seemed great chance that a child would be born in­to the world, to take the great chances of beauty and ad­ven­ture that the world of­fers. She moved through the sun­lit garden, gath­er­ing nar­cissi, crim­son-eyed and white. There was noth­ing else to be done; the time for tele­grams and an­ger was over and it seemed wisest that the hands of Le­onard should be fol­ded on his breast and be filled with flowers. Here was the fath­er; leave it at that. Let Squal­or be turned in­to Tragedy, whose eyes are the stars, and whose hands hold the sun­set and the dawn.

			And even the in­flux of of­fi­cials, even the re­turn of the doc­tor, vul­gar and acute, could not shake her be­lief in the etern­ity of beauty. Sci­ence ex­plained people, but could not un­der­stand them. After long cen­tur­ies among the bones and muscles it might be ad­van­cing to know­ledge of the nerves, but this would nev­er give un­der­stand­ing. One could open the heart to Mr. Mans­bridge and his sort without dis­cov­er­ing its secrets to them, for they wanted everything down in black and white, and black and white was ex­actly what they were left with.

			They ques­tioned her closely about Charles. She nev­er sus­pec­ted why. Death had come, and the doc­tor agreed that it was due to heart dis­ease. They asked to see her fath­er’s sword. She ex­plained that Charles’s an­ger was nat­ur­al, but mis­taken. Miser­able ques­tions about Le­onard fol­lowed, all of which she answered un­fal­ter­ingly. Then back to Charles again. “No doubt Mr. Wil­cox may have in­duced death,” she said; “but if it wasn’t one thing it would have been an­oth­er as you know.” At last they thanked her and took the sword and the body down to Hilton. She began to pick up the books from the floor.

			Helen had gone to the farm. It was the best place for her, since she had to wait for the in­quest. Though, as if things were not hard enough, Madge and her hus­band had raised trouble; they did not see why they should re­ceive the off­scour­ings of Howards End. And, of course, they were right. The whole world was go­ing to be right, and amply avenge any brave talk against the con­ven­tions. “Noth­ing mat­ters,” the Schle­gels had said in the past, “ex­cept one’s self-re­spect and that of one’s friends.” When the time came, oth­er things mattered ter­ribly. How­ever, Madge had yiel­ded, and Helen was as­sured of peace for one day and night, and to­mor­row she would re­turn to Ger­many.

			As for her­self, she de­term­ined to go too. No mes­sage came from Henry; per­haps he ex­pec­ted her to apo­lo­gise. Now that she had time to think over her own tragedy, she was un­re­pent­ant. She neither for­gave him for his be­ha­viour nor wished to for­give him. Her speech to him seemed per­fect. She would not have altered a word. It had to be uttered once in a life, to ad­just the lop­sided­ness of the world. It was spoken not only to her hus­band, but to thou­sands of men like him—a protest against the in­ner dark­ness in high places that comes with a com­mer­cial age. Though he would build up his life without hers, she could not apo­lo­gise. He had re­fused to con­nect, on the clearest is­sue that can be laid be­fore a man, and their love must take the con­sequences.

			No, there was noth­ing more to be done. They had tried not to go over the pre­cip­ice, but per­haps the fall was in­ev­it­able. And it com­for­ted her to think that the fu­ture was cer­tainly in­ev­it­able; cause and ef­fect would go jangling for­ward to some goal doubt­less, but to none that she could ima­gine. At such mo­ments the soul re­tires with­in, to float upon the bos­om of a deep­er stream, and has com­mu­nion with the dead, and sees the world’s glory not di­min­ished, but dif­fer­ent in kind to what she has sup­posed. She al­ters her fo­cus un­til trivi­al things are blurred. Mar­garet had been tend­ing this way all the winter. Le­onard’s death brought her to the goal. Alas! that Henry should fade away as real­ity emerged, and only her love for him should re­main clear, stamped with his im­age like the cameos we res­cue out of dreams.

			With un­fal­ter­ing eye she traced his fu­ture. He would soon present a healthy mind to the world again, and what did he or the world care if he was rot­ten at the core? He would grow in­to a rich, jolly old man, at times a little sen­ti­ment­al about wo­men, but empty­ing his glass with any­one. Ten­a­cious of power, he would keep Charles and the rest de­pend­ent, and re­tire from busi­ness re­luct­antly and at an ad­vanced age. He would settle down—though she could not real­ise this. In her eyes Henry was al­ways mov­ing and caus­ing oth­ers to move, un­til the ends of the earth met. But in time he must get too tired to move, and settle down. What next? The in­ev­it­able word. The re­lease of the soul to its ap­pro­pri­ate Heav­en.

			Would they meet in it? Mar­garet be­lieved in im­mor­tal­ity for her­self. An etern­al fu­ture had al­ways seemed nat­ur­al to her. And Henry be­lieved in it for him­self. Yet, would they meet again? Are there not rather end­less levels bey­ond the grave, as the the­ory that he had cen­sured teaches? And his level, wheth­er high­er or lower, could it pos­sibly be the same as hers?

			Thus gravely med­it­at­ing, she was summoned by him. He sent up Crane in the mo­tor. Oth­er ser­vants passed like wa­ter, but the chauf­feur re­mained, though im­per­tin­ent and dis­loy­al. Mar­garet dis­liked Crane, and he knew it.

			“Is it the keys that Mr. Wil­cox wants?” she asked.

			“He didn’t say, madam.”

			“You haven’t any note for me?”

			“He didn’t say, madam.”

			After a mo­ment’s thought she locked up Howards End. It was pi­ti­able to see in it the stir­rings of warmth that would be quenched forever. She raked out the fire that was blaz­ing in the kit­chen, and spread the coals in the grav­elled yard. She closed the win­dows and drew the cur­tains. Henry would prob­ably sell the place now.

			She was de­term­ined not to spare him, for noth­ing new had happened as far as they were con­cerned. Her mood might nev­er have altered from yes­ter­day even­ing. He was stand­ing a little out­side Charles’s gate, and mo­tioned the car to stop. When his wife got out he said hoarsely: “I prefer to dis­cuss things with you out­side.”

			“It will be more ap­pro­pri­ate in the road, I am afraid,” said Mar­garet. “Did you get my mes­sage?”

			“What about?”

			“I am go­ing to Ger­many with my sis­ter. I must tell you now that I shall make it my per­man­ent home. Our talk last night was more im­port­ant than you have real­ised. I am un­able to for­give you and am leav­ing you.”

			“I am ex­tremely tired,” said Henry, in in­jured tones. “I have been walk­ing about all the morn­ing, and wish to sit down.”

			“Cer­tainly, if you will con­sent to sit on the grass.”

			The Great North Road should have been bordered all its length with glebe. Henry’s kind had filched most of it. She moved to the scrap op­pos­ite, wherein were the Six Hills. They sat down on the farther side, so that they could not be seen by Charles or Dolly.

			“Here are your keys,” said Mar­garet. She tossed them to­wards him. They fell on the sun­lit slope of grass, and he did not pick them up.

			“I have some­thing to tell you,” he said gently.

			She knew this su­per­fi­cial gen­tle­ness, this con­fes­sion of hast­i­ness, that was only in­ten­ded to en­hance her ad­mir­a­tion of the male.

			“I don’t want to hear it,” she replied. “My sis­ter is go­ing to be ill. My life is go­ing to be with her now. We must man­age to build up some­thing, she and I and her child.”

			“Where are you go­ing?”

			“Mu­nich. We start after the in­quest, if she is not too ill.”

			“After the in­quest?”

			“Yes.”

			“Have you real­ised what the ver­dict at the in­quest will be?”

			“Yes, heart dis­ease.”

			“No, my dear; man­slaughter.”

			Mar­garet drove her fin­gers through the grass. The hill be­neath her moved as if it were alive.

			“Man­slaughter,” re­peated Mr. Wil­cox. “Charles may go to pris­on. I dare not tell him. I don’t know what to do—what to do. I’m broken—I’m ended.”

			No sud­den warmth arose in her. She did not see that to break him was her only hope. She did not en­fold the suf­fer­er in her arms. But all through that day and the next a new life began to move. The ver­dict was brought in. Charles was com­mit­ted for tri­al. It was against all reas­on that he should be pun­ished, but the law, not­with­stand­ing, sen­tenced him to three years’ im­pris­on­ment. Then Henry’s fort­ress gave way. He could bear no one but his wife; he shambled up to Mar­garet af­ter­wards and asked her to do what she could with him. She did what seemed easi­est—she took him down to re­cruit at Howards End.

		
	
		
			XLIV

			Tom’s fath­er was cut­ting the big mead­ow. He passed again and again amid whirr­ing blades and sweet odours of grass, en­com­passing with nar­row­ing circles the sac­red centre of the field. Tom was ne­go­ti­at­ing with Helen. “I haven’t any idea,” she replied. “Do you sup­pose baby may, Meg?”

			Mar­garet put down her work and re­garded them ab­sently. “What was that?” she asked.

			“Tom wants to know wheth­er baby is old enough to play with hay?”

			“I haven’t the least no­tion,” answered Mar­garet, and took up her work again.

			“Now, Tom, baby is not to stand; he is not to lie on his face; he is not to lie so that his head wags; he is not to be teased or tickled; and he is not to be cut in­to two or more pieces by the cut­ter. Will you be as care­ful as all that?”

			Tom held out his arms.

			“That child is a won­der­ful nurse­maid,” re­marked Mar­garet.

			“He is fond of baby. That’s why he does it!” was Helen’s an­swer. “They’re go­ing to be lifelong friends.”

			“Start­ing at the ages of six and one?”

			“Of course. It will be a great thing for Tom.”

			“It may be a great­er thing for baby.”

			Four­teen months had passed, but Mar­garet still stopped at Howards End. No bet­ter plan had oc­curred to her. The mead­ow was be­ing re­cut, the great red pop­pies were re­open­ing in the garden. Ju­ly would fol­low with the little red pop­pies among the wheat, Au­gust with the cut­ting of the wheat. These little events would be­come part of her year after year. Every sum­mer she would fear lest the well should give out, every winter lest the pipes should freeze; every west­erly gale might blow the wych-elm down and bring the end of all things, and so she could not read or talk dur­ing a west­erly gale. The air was tran­quil now. She and her sis­ter were sit­ting on the re­mains of Evie’s rock­ery, where the lawn merged in­to the field.

			“What a time they all are!” said Helen. “What can they be do­ing in­side?” Mar­garet, who was grow­ing less talk­at­ive, made no an­swer. The noise of the cut­ter came in­ter­mit­tently, like the break­ing of waves. Close by them a man was pre­par­ing to scythe out one of the dell-holes.

			“I wish Henry was out to en­joy this,” said Helen. “This lovely weath­er and to be shut up in the house! It’s very hard.”

			“It has to be,” said Mar­garet. “The hay fever is his chief ob­jec­tion against liv­ing here, but he thinks it worth while.”

			“Meg, is or isn’t he ill? I can’t make out.”

			“Not ill. Etern­ally tired. He has worked very hard all his life, and no­ticed noth­ing. Those are the people who col­lapse when they do no­tice a thing.”

			“I sup­pose he wor­ries dread­fully about his part of the tangle.”

			“Dread­fully. That is why I wish Dolly had not come, too, today. Still, he wanted them all to come. It has to be.”

			“Why does he want them?”

			Mar­garet did not an­swer.

			“Meg, may I tell you some­thing? I like Henry.”

			“You’d be odd if you didn’t,” said Mar­garet.

			“I usen’t to.”

			“Usen’t!” She lowered her eyes a mo­ment to the black abyss of the past. They had crossed it, al­ways ex­cept­ing Le­onard and Charles. They were build­ing up a new life, ob­scure, yet gil­ded with tran­quil­lity. Le­onard was dead; Charles had two years more in pris­on. One usen’t al­ways to see clearly be­fore that time. It was dif­fer­ent now.

			“I like Henry be­cause he does worry.”

			“And he likes you be­cause you don’t.”

			Helen sighed. She seemed hu­mi­li­ated, and bur­ied her face in her hands. After a time she said: “About love,” a trans­ition less ab­rupt than it ap­peared.

			Mar­garet nev­er stopped work­ing.

			“I mean a wo­man’s love for a man. I sup­posed I should hang my life on to that once, and was driv­en up and down and about as if some­thing was wor­ry­ing through me. But everything is peace­ful now; I seem cured. That Herr För­st­meister, whom Frieda keeps writ­ing about, must be a noble char­ac­ter, but he doesn’t see that I shall nev­er marry him or any­one. It isn’t shame or mis­trust of my­self. I simply couldn’t. I’m ended. I used to be so dreamy about a man’s love as a girl, and think that for good or evil love must be the great thing. But it hasn’t been; it has been it­self a dream. Do you agree?”

			“I do not agree. I do not.”

			“I ought to re­mem­ber Le­onard as my lov­er,” said Helen, step­ping down in­to the field. “I temp­ted him, and killed him, and it is surely the least I can do. I would like to throw out all my heart to Le­onard on such an af­ter­noon as this. But I can­not. It is no good pre­tend­ing. I am for­get­ting him.” Her eyes filled with tears. “How noth­ing seems to match—how, my darling, my pre­cious—” She broke off. “Tommy!”

			“Yes, please?”

			“Baby’s not to try and stand.—There’s some­thing want­ing in me. I see you lov­ing Henry, and un­der­stand­ing him bet­ter daily, and I know that death wouldn’t part you in the least. But I—Is it some aw­ful, ap­palling, crim­in­al de­fect?”

			Mar­garet si­lenced her. She said: “It is only that people are far more dif­fer­ent than is pre­ten­ded. All over the world men and wo­men are wor­ry­ing be­cause they can­not de­vel­op as they are sup­posed to de­vel­op. Here and there they have the mat­ter out, and it com­forts them. Don’t fret your­self, Helen. De­vel­op what you have; love your child. I do not love chil­dren. I am thank­ful to have none. I can play with their beauty and charm, but that is all—noth­ing real, not one scrap of what there ought to be. And oth­ers—oth­ers go farther still, and move out­side hu­man­ity al­to­geth­er. A place, as well as a per­son, may catch the glow. Don’t you see that all this leads to com­fort in the end? It is part of the battle against same­ness. Dif­fer­ences, etern­al dif­fer­ences, planted by God in a single fam­ily, so that there may al­ways be col­our; sor­row per­haps, but col­our in the daily grey. Then I can’t have you wor­ry­ing about Le­onard. Don’t drag in the per­son­al when it will not come. For­get him.”

			“Yes, yes, but what has Le­onard got out of life?”

			“Per­haps an ad­ven­ture.”

			“Is that enough?”

			“Not for us. But for him.”

			Helen took up a bunch of grass. She looked at the sor­rel, and the red and white and yel­low clover, and the quaker grass, and the dais­ies, and the bents that com­posed it. She raised it to her face.

			“Is it sweet­en­ing yet?” asked Mar­garet.

			“No, only withered.”

			“It will sweeten to­mor­row.”

			Helen smiled. “Oh, Meg, you are a per­son,” she said. “Think of the rack­et and tor­ture this time last year. But now I couldn’t stop un­happy if I tried. What a change—and all through you!”

			“Oh, we merely settled down. You and Henry learnt to un­der­stand one an­oth­er and to for­give, all through the au­tumn and the winter.”

			“Yes, but who settled us down?”

			Mar­garet did not reply. The scyth­ing had be­gun, and she took off her pince-nez to watch it.

			“You!” cried Helen. “You did it all, sweetest, though you’re too stu­pid to see. Liv­ing here was your plan—I wanted you; he wanted you; and every­one said it was im­possible, but you knew. Just think of our lives without you, Meg—I and baby with Mon­ica, re­volt­ing by the­ory, he handed about from Dolly to Evie. But you picked up the pieces, and made us a home. Can’t it strike you—even for a mo­ment—that your life has been hero­ic? Can’t you re­mem­ber the two months after Charles’s ar­rest, when you began to act, and did all?”

			“You were both ill at the time,” said Mar­garet. “I did the ob­vi­ous things. I had two in­val­ids to nurse. Here was a house, ready fur­nished and empty. It was ob­vi­ous. I didn’t know my­self it would turn in­to a per­man­ent home. No doubt I have done a little to­wards straight­en­ing the tangle, but things that I can’t phrase have helped me.”

			“I hope it will be per­man­ent,” said Helen, drift­ing away to oth­er thoughts.

			“I think so. There are mo­ments when I feel Howards End pe­cu­li­arly our own.”

			“All the same, Lon­don’s creep­ing.”

			She poin­ted over the mead­ow—over eight or nine mead­ows, but at the end of them was a red rust.

			“You see that in Sur­rey and even Hamp­shire now,” she con­tin­ued. “I can see it from the Pur­be­ck Downs. And Lon­don is only part of some­thing else, I’m afraid. Life’s go­ing to be melted down, all over the world.”

			Mar­garet knew that her sis­ter spoke truly. Howards End, Oniton, the Pur­be­ck Downs, the Oder­berge, were all sur­viv­als, and the melt­ing-pot was be­ing pre­pared for them. Lo­gic­ally, they had no right to be alive. One’s hope was in the weak­ness of lo­gic. Were they pos­sibly the earth beat­ing time?

			“Be­cause a thing is go­ing strong now, it need not go strong forever,” she said. “This craze for mo­tion has only set in dur­ing the last hun­dred years. It may be fol­lowed by a civil­isa­tion that won’t be a move­ment, be­cause it will rest on the earth. All the signs are against it now, but I can’t help hop­ing, and very early in the morn­ing in the garden I feel that our house is the fu­ture as well as the past.”

			They turned and looked at it. Their own memor­ies col­oured it now, for Helen’s child had been born in the cent­ral room of the nine. Then Mar­garet said, “Oh, take care—!” for some­thing moved be­hind the win­dow of the hall, and the door opened.

			“The con­clave’s break­ing at last. I’ll go.”

			It was Paul.

			Helen re­treated with the chil­dren far in­to the field. Friendly voices greeted her. Mar­garet rose, to en­counter a man with a heavy black mous­tache.

			“My fath­er has asked for you,” he said with hos­til­ity.

			She took her work and fol­lowed him.

			“We have been talk­ing busi­ness,” he con­tin­ued, “but I dare say you knew all about it be­fore­hand.”

			“Yes, I did.”

			Clumsy of move­ment—for he had spent all his life in the saddle—Paul drove his foot against the paint of the front door. Mrs. Wil­cox gave a little cry of an­noy­ance. She did not like any­thing scratched; she stopped in the hall to take Dolly’s boa and gloves out of a vase.

			Her hus­band was ly­ing in a great leath­er chair in the din­ing-room, and by his side, hold­ing his hand rather os­ten­ta­tiously, was Evie. Dolly, dressed in purple, sat near the win­dow. The room was a little dark and air­less; they were ob­liged to keep it like this un­til the cart­ing of the hay. Mar­garet joined the fam­ily without speak­ing; the five of them had met already at tea, and she knew quite well what was go­ing to be said. Averse to wast­ing her time, she went on sew­ing. The clock struck six.

			“Is this go­ing to suit every­one?” said Henry in a weary voice. He used the old phrases, but their ef­fect was un­ex­pec­ted and shad­owy. “Be­cause I don’t want you all com­ing here later on and com­plain­ing that I have been un­fair.”

			“It’s ap­par­ently got to suit us,” said Paul.

			“I beg your par­don, my boy. You have only to speak, and I will leave the house to you in­stead.”

			Paul frowned ill-temperedly, and began scratch­ing at his arm. “As I’ve giv­en up the out­door life that suited me, and I have come home to look after the busi­ness, it’s no good my set­tling down here,” he said at last. “It’s not really the coun­try, and it’s not the town.”

			“Very well. Does my ar­range­ment suit you, Evie?”

			“Of course, fath­er.”

			“And you, Dolly?”

			Dolly raised her faded little face, which sor­row could with­er but not steady. “Per­fectly splen­didly,” she said. “I thought Charles wanted it for the boys, but last time I saw him he said no, be­cause we can­not pos­sibly live in this part of Eng­land again. Charles says we ought to change our name, but I can­not think what to, for Wil­cox just suits Charles and me, and I can’t think of any oth­er name.”

			There was a gen­er­al si­lence. Dolly looked nervously round, fear­ing that she had been in­ap­pro­pri­ate. Paul con­tin­ued to scratch his arm.

			“Then I leave Howards End to my wife ab­so­lutely,” said Henry. “And let every­one un­der­stand that; and after I am dead let there be no jeal­ousy and no sur­prise.”

			Mar­garet did not an­swer. There was some­thing un­canny in her tri­umph. She, who had nev­er ex­pec­ted to con­quer any­one, had charged straight through these Wil­coxes and broken up their lives.

			“In con­sequence, I leave my wife no money,” said Henry. “That is her own wish. All that she would have had will be di­vided among you. I am also giv­ing you a great deal in my life­time, so that you may be in­de­pend­ent of me. That is her wish, too. She also is giv­ing away a great deal of money. She in­tends to di­min­ish her in­come by half dur­ing the next ten years; she in­tends when she dies to leave the house to her neph­ew, down in the field. Is all that clear? Does every­one un­der­stand?”

			Paul rose to his feet. He was ac­cus­tomed to nat­ives, and a very little shook him out of the Eng­lish­man. Feel­ing manly and cyn­ic­al, he said: “Down in the field? Oh, come! I think we might have had the whole es­tab­lish­ment, pic­ca­nin­nies in­cluded.”

			Mrs. Cahill whispered: “Don’t, Paul. You prom­ised you’d take care.” Feel­ing a wo­man of the world, she rose and pre­pared to take her leave.

			Her fath­er kissed her. “Good­bye, old girl,” he said; “don’t you worry about me.”

			“Good­bye, dad.”

			Then it was Dolly’s turn. Anxious to con­trib­ute, she laughed nervously, and said: “Good­bye, Mr. Wil­cox. It does seem curi­ous that Mrs. Wil­cox should have left Mar­garet Howards End, and yet she get it, after all.”

			From Evie came a sharply-drawn breath. “Good­bye,” she said to Mar­garet, and kissed her.

			And again and again fell the word, like the ebb of a dy­ing sea.

			“Good­bye.”

			“Good­bye, Dolly.”

			“So long, fath­er.”

			“Good­bye, my boy; al­ways take care of your­self.”

			“Good­bye, Mrs. Wil­cox.”

			“Good­bye.”

			Mar­garet saw their vis­it­ors to the gate. Then she re­turned to her hus­band and laid her head in his hands. He was pi­ti­ably tired. But Dolly’s re­mark had in­ter­ested her. At last she said: “Could you tell me, Henry, what was that about Mrs. Wil­cox hav­ing left me Howards End?”

			Tran­quilly he replied: “Yes, she did. But that is a very old story. When she was ill and you were so kind to her she wanted to make you some re­turn, and, not be­ing her­self at the time, scribbled ‘Howards End’ on a piece of pa­per. I went in­to it thor­oughly, and, as it was clearly fanci­ful, I set it aside, little know­ing what my Mar­garet would be to me in the fu­ture.”

			Mar­garet was si­lent. Some­thing shook her life in its in­most re­cesses, and she shivered.

			“I didn’t do wrong, did I?” he asked, bend­ing down.

			“You didn’t, darling. Noth­ing has been done wrong.”

			From the garden came laughter. “Here they are at last!” ex­claimed Henry, dis­en­ga­ging him­self with a smile. Helen rushed in­to the gloom, hold­ing Tom by one hand and car­ry­ing her baby on the oth­er. There were shouts of in­fec­tious joy.

			“The field’s cut!” Helen cried ex­citedly—“the big mead­ow! We’ve seen to the very end, and it’ll be such a crop of hay as nev­er!”

			
				Wey­bridge, 1908–1910.
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