In the taxi, on the way back to South Square, Clare was silent, till, opposite Big Ben, she said suddenly:
"Imagine his peering in at us in the car when we were asleep! Or did he just invent that, Dinny?"
"I daresay it did; I woke a lot of times with cramp. No; the stupidest thing I did, Dinny, was asking Tony in for a drink that night after we went to the film and dined. We were extraordinarily green not to realise we were being shadowed. Were there a frightful lot of people in Court?"
"I wish I'd taken your advice and let it go. If only I were really in love with him!"
Dinny did not answer.
Aunt Em was in Fleur's 'parlour.' She came towards Clare, opened her mouth, seemed to remember that she shouldn't, scrutinised her niece, and said suddenly:
"Not so good! I do dislike that expression; who taught it me? Tell me about the Judge, Dinny; was his nose long?"
Lady Mont turned to Fleur.
"Can Clare have her dinner in bed? Go and have a long bath, my dear, and don't get up till to-morrow. Then you'll be fresh for that Judge. Fleur, you go with her, I want to talk to Dinny." When they had gone, she moved across to where the wood fire burned.
"Dinny, comfort me. Why do we have these things in our family? So unlike—except your great-grandfather; and he was older than Queen Victoria when he was born."
"Yes, gamblin', and enjoyin' himself and others. His wife was long-sufferin'. Scottish. So odd!"
"That, I suppose," murmured Dinny, "is why we've all been so good ever since."
"Yes. The price of corn."
"His father couldn't help Napoleon. There were six thousand acres then, and your great-grandfather only left eleven hundred."
"That was the woodcock shootin'. Will the case be in the evenin' papers?"
"Certain to be. Jerry's a public man."
"Not her dress, I hope. Did you like the jury?"
Dinny shrugged. "I can't ever tell what people are really thinking."
"Like dogs' noses, when they feel hot and aren't. What about that young man?"
"Yes," said Lady Mont. "Every man commits adultery in his heart, but not in cars."
"Circumstantial, Lawrence says—provin' they did when they didn't. More reliable that way, he thinks; otherwise, he says, when they didn't you could prove they did. Is that right, Dinny?"
"Well, I must go home to your mother. She doesn't eat a thing—sits and reads and looks pale. And Con won't go near his Club. Fleur wants us and them to go to Monte Carlo in her car when it's over. She says we shall be in our element, and that Riggs can drive on the right-hand side of the road when he remembers."
Dinny shook her head.
"I don't like creepin'," said Lady Mont. "Kiss me. And get married soon."
When she had swayed out of the room, Dinny stood looking out into the Square.
How incorrigible was that prepossession! Aunt Em and Uncle Adrian, her father and her mother, Fleur, yes and even Clare herself—all anxious that she should marry Dornford and be done with it!
And what good would it do any of them? Whence came this instinct for pressing people into each other's arms? If she had any use in the world, would that increase it? 'For the procreation of children,' went the words of the old order. The world had to be carried on! Why had the world to be carried on? Everybody used the word 'hell' in connection with it nowadays. Nothing to look forward to but brave new world!
She opened the window, and leaned against its frame. A fly buzzed at her; she blew it away, and it instantly came back. Flies! They fulfilled a purpose. What purpose? While they were alive they were alive; when they were dead they were dead. 'But not half-alive,' she thought. She blew again, and this time the fly did not come back.
"Isn't it cold enough for you in here, my dear? Did you ever know such a year? I say that every May. Come and have tea. Clare's in her bath, and very nice she looks, with a cup of tea in one hand and a cigarette in the other. I suppose they'll get to the end to-morrow?"
"He's coming to dinner. Luckily his wife's at Droitwich."
"Oh! well, she's a wife. If there's anything he wants to say to Clare, I shall send him up to her; she'll be out of her bath by then. But he can say it to you just as well. How do you think Clare will do in the box?"
"My father said I did, but he was partial; and the Coroner complimented you, didn't he, at the Ferse inquest?"
"There was no cross-examination. Clare's not patient, Fleur."
"Tell her to count five before she answers, and lift her eyebrows. The thing is to get Brough rattled."
"His voice would madden me," said Dinny, "and he has a way of pausing as if he had all day before him."
"Yes, quite a common trick. The whole thing's extraordinarily like the Inquisition. What do you think of Clare's counsel?"
"Then he's good. Well, Dinny, what's the moral of all this?"
"Bit sweeping, till we can grow babies in bottles. Hasn't it ever struck you that civilisation's built on the maternal instinct?"
Dinny looked at her cynical and often flippant cousin, who stood so poised and trim and well-manicured before her, and she felt ashamed. Fleur said, unexpectedly:
Dinner, Clare having it in bed and the only guest being 'very young' Roger, was decidedly vocal. Starting with an account of how his family felt about taxation, 'very young' Roger waxed amusing. His Uncle Thomas Forsyte, it appeared, had gone to live in Jersey, and returned indignantly when Jersey began to talk about taxation of its own. He had then written to The Times under the nom de guerre of 'Individualist,' sold all his investments, and reinvested them in tax-free securities, which brought him in slightly less revenue than he had been receiving nett from his taxed securities. He had voted for the Nationalists at the last election, and, since this new budget, was looking out for a party that he could conscientiously vote for at the next election. He was living at Bournemouth.
"Extremely well-preserved," concluded 'very young' Roger. "Do you know anything about bees, Fleur?"
"A little beyond Hatfield. There are some quite nice clover crops round. Bees appeal to me in theory. They feed on other people's flowers and clover; and if you find a swarm you can stick to it. What are the drawbacks?"
"Well, if they swarm on other people's ground, ten to one you lose them; and you have to feed them all the winter. Otherwise it's only a question of the time, trouble, and stings."
"I don't know that I should mind that," murmured 'very young' Roger; "my wife would take them on." He cocked his eye slightly: "She has rheumatism. Apic acid, they say, is the best cure."
"Better make sure first," murmured Dinny, "that they'll sting her. You can't get bees to sting people they like."
"You can always sit on them," murmured Fleur.
"Seriously," said 'very young' Roger, "half-a-dozen stings would be well worth it, poor thing."
"What made you take up law, Forsyte?" struck in Michael.
"Well, I got a 'blighty' one in the war, and had to get something sedentary. I rather like it, you know, in a way, and in a way I think it's—"
"Old George! Rather! Always gave me ten bob at school, and tipped me the name of a horse to put it on."
"Frankly," said the solicitor, looking at Dinny, "it depends on your sister, Miss Cherrell. Corven's witnesses have done well. They didn't claim too much, and they weren't shaken; but if Lady Corven keeps her head and her temper, we may pull through. If her veracity is whittled away at any point, then—!" he shrugged, and looked—Dinny thought—older. "There are one or two birds on the jury I don't like the look of. The foreman's one. The average man, you know, is dead against wives leaving without notice. I'd feel much happier if your sister would open up on her married life. It's not too late."
Dinny shook her head.
"Well, then, it's very much a case of the personal appeal. But there's a prejudice against mice playing when the cat's away."
Dinny went to bed with the sick feeling of one who knows she has again to watch some form of torture.
Day by day the Courts of Law are stony and unchanged. The same gestures are made, the same seats taken; the same effluvium prevails, not too strong, but just strong enough.
Clare was in black on this second day, with a slim green feather in a close-fitting black hat. Pale, her lips barely touched with salve, she sat so still that one could not speak to her. The words "Society Divorce Suit," and the 'perfect' headline, "Night in a Car," had produced their effect; there was hardly standing room. Dinny noticed young Croom seated just behind his counsel. She noticed, too, that the birdlike jurywoman's cold was better, and the foreman's parroty eyes fixed on Clare. The Judge seemed to be sitting lower than ever. He raised himself slightly at the sound of Instone's voice.
"If it please your Lordship, and members of the jury—the answer to the allegation of misconduct between the respondent and co-respondent will be a simple and complete denial. I call the respondent."
With a sensation of seeing her sister for the first time, Dinny looked up. Clare, as Dornford had recommended, stood rather far back in the box, and the shade from the canopy gave her a withdrawn and mysterious air. Her voice, however, was clear, and perhaps only Dinny could have told that it was more clipped than usual.
"Is it true, Lady Corven, that you have been unfaithful to your husband?"
"It is not."
"You swear that?"
"I do."
"There have been no love passages between you and Mr. Croom?"
"None."
"You swear that?"
"I do."
"Now it is said—"
To question on question on question Dinny sat listening, her eyes not moving from her sister, marvelling at the even distinctness of her speech and the motionless calm of her face and figure. Instone's voice to-day was so different that she hardly recognised it.
"Now, Lady Corven, I have one more question to ask, and, before you answer it, I beg you to consider that very much depends on that answer. Why did you leave your husband?"
Dinny saw her sister's head tilt slightly backwards.
"I left because I did not feel I could remain and keep my self-respect."
"Quite! But can you not tell us why that was? You had done nothing that you were ashamed of?"
"No."
"Your husband has admitted that he had, and that he had apologised?"
"Yes."
"What had he done?"
"Forgive me. It's instinct with me not to talk about my married life."
Dinny caught her father's whisper: "By Gad! she's right!" She saw the Judge's neck poked forward, his face turned towards the box, his lips open.
"I understood you to say you felt you could not remain with your husband and keep your self-respect?"
"Yes, my Lord."
"Did you feel you could leave him like that and keep your self-respect?"
"Yes, my Lord."
Dinny saw the Judge's body raise itself slightly, and his face moving from side to side, as if carefully avoiding any recipient of his words: "Well, there it is, Mr. Instone. I don't think you can usefully pursue the point. The respondent has evidently made up her mind on it." His eyes under drooped lids continued to survey what was unseen.
"If your Lordship pleases. Once more, Lady Corven, there is no truth in these allegations of misconduct with Mr. Croom?"
"No truth whatever."
"Thank you."
Dinny drew a long breath and braced herself against the pause and the slow rich voice to the right behind her.
"You, a married woman, would not call inviting a young man to your cabin, entertaining him alone in your room at half-past eleven at night, spending a night with him in a car, and going about with him continually in the absence of your husband, misconduct?"
"Not in itself."
"Very well. You have said that until you saw him on the ship you had never seen the co-respondent. Could you explain how it was that from, I think, the second day at sea you were so thick with him?"
"I was not thick with him at first."
"Oh, come! Always together, weren't you?"
"Often, not always."
"Often, not always—from the second day?"
"Yes, a ship is a ship."
"Quite true, Lady Corven. And you had never seen him before?"
"Not to my knowledge."
"Ceylon is not a large place, is it, from a society point of view?"
"It is not."
"Lots of polo matches, cricket matches, other functions where you are constantly meeting the same people."
"Yes."
"And yet you never met Mr. Croom? Odd, wasn't it?"
"Not at all. Mr. Croom was on a plantation."
"But he played polo, I think?"
"Yes."
"And you are a horsewoman, very interested in all that sort of thing?"
"Yes."
"And yet you never met Mr. Croom?"
"I have said I never did. If you ask me till to-morrow I shall say the same."
Dinny drew in her breath. Before her sprang up a mental snapshot of Clare as a little girl being questioned about Oliver Cromwell.
The slow rich voice went on:
"You never missed a polo match at Kandy, did you?"
"Never, if I could help it."
"And on one occasion you entertained the players?"
Dinny could see a frown on her sister's brow.
"Yes."
"When was that?"
"I believe it was last June."
"Mr. Croom was one of the players, wasn't he?"
"If he was, I didn't see him."
"You entertained him but you did not see him?"
"I did not."
"Is that usual with hostesses in Kandy?"
"There were quite a lot of people, if I remember."
"Come now, Lady Corven, here is the programme of the match—just take a look at it to refresh your memory."
"I remember the match perfectly."
"But you don't remember Mr. Croom, either on the ground, or afterwards at your house?"
"I don't. I was interested in the play of the Kandy team, and afterwards there were too many people. If I remembered him I should say so at once."
It seemed to Dinny an immense time before the next question came.
"I am suggesting, you know, that you did not meet as strangers on the boat?"
"You may suggest what you like, but we did."
"So you say."
Catching her father's muttered: "Damn the fellow!" Dinny touched his arm with her own.
"You heard the stewardess give her evidence? Was that the only time the co-respondent came to your state-room?"
"The only time he came for more than a minute."
"Oh! He did come at other times?"
"Once or twice to borrow or return a book."
"On the occasion when he came and spent—what was it?—half an hour there—"
"Twenty minutes, I should say."
"Twenty minutes—what were you doing?"
"Showing him photographs."
"Oh! Why not on deck?"
"I don't know."
"Didn't it occur to you that it was indiscreet?"
"I didn't think about it. There were a lot of photos—snapshots and photos of my family."
"But nothing that you couldn't have shown him perfectly in the saloon or on deck?"
"I suppose not."
"I take it you imagined he wouldn't be seen?"
"I tell you I didn't think about it."
"Who proposed that he should come?"
"I did."
"You knew you were in a very dubious position?"
"Yes, but other people didn't."
"You could have shown him those photographs anywhere? Looking back on it, don't you think it was singular of you to do such a compromising thing for no reason at all?"
"It was less trouble to show them to him in the cabin; besides, they were private photos."
"Now, Lady Corven, do you mean to say that nothing whatever took place between you during those twenty minutes?"
"He kissed my hand before he went out."
"That is something, but not quite an answer to my question."
"Nothing else that could give you satisfaction."
"How were you dressed?"
"I regret to have to inform you that I was fully dressed."
"My Lord, may I ask to be protected from these sarcasms?"
Dinny admired the stilly way in which the Judge said:
"Answer the questions simply, please."
"Yes, my Lord."
Clare had moved out from under the shadow of the canopy and was standing with her hands on the rail of the box; spots of red had come into her cheeks.
"I suggest that you were lovers before you left the ship?"
"We were not, and we never have been."
"When did you first see the co-respondent again after you left him on the dock?"
"I think about a week later."
"Where?"
"Down near my people's at Condaford."
"What were you doing?"
"I was in a car."
"Alone?"
"Yes, I had been canvassing and was going home to tea."
"And the co-respondent?"
"He was in a car, too."
"Sprang up in it, I suppose, quite naturally?"
"My Lord, I ask to be protected from these sarcasms."
Dinny heard a tittering, and heard the Judge's voice addressing nobody:
"What is sauce for the goose is sauce for the gander, Mr. Brough."
The tittering deepened. Dinny could not resist stealing a glance. The handsome face was inimitably wine-coloured. Beside her, 'very young' Roger wore an expression of enjoyment tinctured by anxiety.
"How came the co-respondent to be on this country road fifty miles from London?"
"He had come to see me."
"You admit that?"
"He said so."
"Perhaps you could tell us the exact words he used."
"I could not, but I remember that he asked if he might kiss me."
"And you let him?"
"Yes. I put my cheek out of the car, and he kissed it, and went back to his car and drove away."
"And yet you say you were not lovers before you left the ship?"
"Not in your sense. I did not say that he was not in love with me. He was; at least he told me so."
"Do you suggest that you were not in love with him?"
"I'm afraid I do."
"But you let him kiss you?"
"I was sorry for him."
"You think that is proper conduct for a married woman?"
"Perhaps not. But after I left my husband I did not regard myself as a married woman."
"Oh!"
Dinny had a feeling as if the whole Court had said that word. 'Very young' Roger's hand emerged from his side pocket; he looked at what it contained intently, and put it back. A rueful frown had come on the pleasant broad face of the jurywoman who resembled a housekeeper.
"And what did you do after you had been kissed?"
"Went home to tea."
"Feeling none the worse?"
"No; better if anything."
Again the titter rose. The Judge's face went round towards the box.
"Are you speaking seriously?"
"Yes, my Lord. I wish to be absolutely truthful. Even when they are not in love, women are grateful for being loved."
The Judge's face came round again to gaze at the unseen above Dinny's head.
"Go on, Mr. Brough."
"When was the next occasion on which you saw the co-respondent?"
"At my aunt's house in London where I was staying."
"Did he come to see your aunt?"
"No, to see my uncle."
"Did he kiss you on that occasion?"
"No. I told him that if we were to meet, it must be platonically."
"A very convenient word."
"What other should I have used?"
"You are not standing there to ask me questions, madam. What did he say to that?"
"That he would do anything I wished."
"Did he see your uncle?"
"No."
"Was that the occasion on which your husband said he saw him leaving the house?"
"I imagine so."
"Your husband came directly he had gone?"
"Yes."
"He saw you, and asked who that young man was?"
"Yes."
"Did you tell him?"
"Yes."
"I think you called the co-respondent Tony?"
"Yes."
"Was that his name?"
"No."
"It was your pet name for him?"
"Not at all. Everybody calls him that."
"And he called you Clare, or darling, I suppose?"
"One or the other."
Dinny saw the Judge's eyes lifted to the unseen.
"Young people nowadays call each other darling on very little provocation, Mr. Brough."
"I am aware of that, my Lord. . . . Did you call him darling?"
"I may have, but I don't think so."
"You saw your husband alone on that occasion?"
"Yes."
"How did you receive him?"
"Coldly."
"Having just parted from the co-respondent?"
"That had nothing to do with it."
"Did your husband ask you to go back to him?"
"Yes."
"And you refused?"
"Yes."
"And that had nothing to do with the co-respondent?"
"No."
"Do you seriously tell the jury, Lady Corven, that your relations with the co-respondent, or if you like it better, your feelings for the co-respondent, played no part in your refusal to go back to your husband?"
"None."
"I'll put it at your own valuation: You had spent three weeks in the close company of this young man. You had allowed him to kiss you, and felt better for it. You had just parted from him. You knew of his feelings for you. And you tell the jury that he counted for nothing in the equation?"
Clare bowed her head.
"Answer, please."
"I don't think he did."
"Not very human, was it?"
"I don't know what you mean by that."
"I mean, Lady Corven, that it's going to be a little difficult for the jury to believe you."
"I can't help what they believe, I can only speak the truth."
"Very well! When did you next see the co-respondent?"
"On the following evening, and the evening after that he came to the unfurnished rooms I was going into and helped me to distemper the walls."
"Oh! A little unusual, wasn't it?"
"Perhaps. I had no money to spare, and he had done his own bungalow in Ceylon."
"I see. Just a friendly office on his part. And during the hours he spent with you there no passages took place between you?"
"No passages have ever taken place between us."
"At what time did he leave?"
"We left together both evenings about nine o'clock and went and had some food."
"And after that?"
"I went back to my aunt's house."
"Nowhere in between?"
"Nowhere."
"Very well! You saw your husband again before he was compelled to go back to Ceylon?"
"Yes, twice."
"Where was the first time?"
"At my rooms. I had got into them by then."
"Did you tell him that the co-respondent had helped you distemper the walls?"
"No."
"Why not?"
"Why should I? I told my husband nothing, except that I wasn't going back to him. I regarded my life with him as finished."
"Did he on that occasion again ask you to go back to him?"
"Yes."
"And you refused?"
"Yes."
"With contumely?"
"I beg your pardon."
"Insultingly?"
"No. Simply."
"Had your husband given you any reason to suppose that he wished to divorce you?"
"No. But I don't know what was in his mind."
"And, apparently, you gave him no chance to know what was in yours?"
"As little as possible."
"A stormy meeting?"
Dinny held her breath. The flush had died out of Clare's cheeks; her face looked pale and peaked.
"No; disturbed and unhappy. I did not want to see him."
"You heard your counsel say that from the time of your leaving him in Ceylon, your husband in his wounded pride had conceived the idea of divorcing you the moment he got the chance? Was that your impression?"
"I had and have no impression. It is possible. I don't pretend to know the workings of his mind."
"Though you lived with him for nearly eighteen months?"
"Yes."
"But, anyway, you again refused definitely to go back to him?"
"I have said so."
"Did you believe he meant it when he asked you to go back?"
"At the moment, yes."
"Did you see him again before he went?"
"Yes, for a minute or two, but not alone."
"Who was present?"
"My father."
"Did he ask you again to go back to him on that occasion?"
"Yes."
"And you refused?"
"Yes."
"And after that you had a message from your husband before he left London, asking you once more to change your mind and accompany him?"
"Yes."
"And you did not?"
"No."
"Now let me take you to the date of January the—er—third"—Dinny breathed again—"that is the day which you spent, from five in the afternoon till nearly midnight, with the co-respondent. You admit doing that?"
"Yes."
"No passages between you?"
"Only one. He hadn't seen me for nearly three weeks, and he kissed my cheek when he first came in to have tea."
"Oh! the cheek again? Only the cheek?"
"Yes. I am sorry."
"So I am sure was he."
"Possibly."
"You first spent half an hour alone, after this separation, having—tea?"
"Yes."
"Your rooms, I think, are in an old mews—a room below, a staircase, a room above—where you sleep?"
"Yes."
"And a bathroom? Besides the tea I suppose you had a chat?"
"Yes."
"Where?"
"In the ground-floor room."
"And then did you walk together, chatting, to the Temple, and afterwards to a film and to dinner at a restaurant, during which you chatted, I suppose, and then took a cab back to your rooms, chatting?"
"Quite correct."
"And then you thought that having been with him nearly six hours, you had still a good deal to say and it was necessary that he should come in, and he came?"
"Yes."
"That would be past eleven, wouldn't it?"
"Just past, I think."
"How long did he stay on that occasion?"
"About half an hour."
"No passages?"
"None."
"Just a drink and a cigarette or two, and a little more chat?"
"Precisely."
"What had you to talk about for so many hours with this young man who was privileged to kiss your cheek?"
"What has anyone to talk about at any time?"
"I am asking you that question."
"We talked about everything and nothing."
"A little more explicit, please."
"Horses, films, my people, his people, theatres—I really don't remember."
"Carefully barring the subject of love?"
"Yes."
"Strictly platonic from beginning to end?"
"I should say so."
"Come, Lady Corven, do you mean to tell us that this young man, who on your own admission was in love with you, and who hadn't seen you for nearly three weeks, never once during all those hours yielded to his feelings?"
"I think he told me he loved me once or twice; but he always stuck splendidly to his promise."
"What promise?"
"Not to make love to me. To love a person is not a crime, it is only a misfortune."
"You speak feelingly—from your own experience?"
Clare did not answer.
"Do you seriously tell us that you have not been and are not in love with this young man?"
"I am very fond of him, but not in your sense."
In Dinny flamed up compassion for young Croom listening to all this. Her cheeks went hot, and she fixed her blue eyes on the Judge. He had just finished taking down Clare's answer; and suddenly she saw him yawn. It was an old man's yawn, and lasted so long that it seemed never going to end. It changed her mood, and filled her with a sort of pity. He, too, had to listen day after day to long-drawn-out attempts to hurt people, and make them stultify themselves.
"You have heard the enquiry agent's evidence that there was a light in the upstairs room after you returned with the co-respondent from the restaurant. What do you say to that?"
"There would be. We sat there."
"Why there, and not downstairs?"
"Because it's much warmer and more comfortable."
"That is your bedroom?"
"No, it's a sitting-room. I have no bedroom. I just sleep on the sofa."
"I see. And there you spent the time from soon after eleven to nearly midnight with the co-respondent?"
"Yes."
"And you think there was no harm in that?"
"No harm, but I think it was extremely foolish."
"You mean that you would not have done so if you had known you were being watched?"
"We certainly shouldn't."
"What made you take these particular rooms?"
"Their cheapness."
"Very inconvenient, wasn't it, having no bedroom, and nowhere for a servant, and no porter?"
"Those are luxuries for which one has to pay."
"Do you say that you did not take these particular rooms because there was no one of any kind on the premises?"
"I do. I have only just enough money to live on."
"No thought of the co-respondent, when you took them?"
"None."
"Not even just a sidelong thought of him?"
"My Lord, I have answered."
"I think she has, Mr. Brough."
"After this you saw the co-respondent constantly?"
"No. Occasionally. He was living in the country."
"I see, and came up to see you?"
"He always saw me when he did come up, perhaps twice a week."
"And when you saw him what did you do?"
"Went to a picture gallery or a film; once to a theatre, I think. We used to dine together."
"Did you know you were being watched?"
"No."
"Did he come to your rooms?"
"Not again till February the third."
"Yes, that is the day I am coming to."
"I thought so."
"You thought so. It is a day and night indelibly fixed in your mind?"
"I remember it very well."
"My friend has taken you at length through the events of that day, and except for the hours at Oxford, it seems to have been spent almost entirely in the car. Is that so?"
"Yes."
"And this car was a two-seater, with what, my Lord, is called a 'dicky.'"
The Judge stirred.
"I have never been in a 'dicky,' Mr. Brough, but I know what they are."
"Was it a roomy, comfortable little car?"
"Quite."
"Closed, I think?"
"Yes. It didn't open."
"Mr. Croom drove and you were seated beside him?"
"Yes."
"Now when you were driving back from Oxford you have said that this car's lights went out about half-past ten, four miles or so short of Henley, in a wood?"
"Yes."
"Was that an accident?"
"Of course."
"Did you examine the battery?"
"No."
"Did you know when or how it was last charged?"
"No."
"Did you see it when it was recharged?"
"No."
"Then why—of course?"
"If you are suggesting that Mr. Croom tampered with the battery—"
"Just answer my question, please."
"I am answering. Mr. Croom is incapable of any such dirty trick."
"It was a dark night?"
"Very."
"And a large wood?"
"Yes."
"Just the spot one would choose on the whole of that journey from Oxford to London?"
"Choose?"
"If one had designed to spend the night in the car."
"Yes, but the suggestion is monstrous."
"Never mind that, Lady Corven. You regarded it as a pure coincidence?"
"Of course."
"Just tell us what Mr. Croom said when the lights went out."
"I think he said: 'Hallo! My lights are gone!' And he got out and examined the battery."
"Had he a torch?"
"No."
"And it was pitch dark. I wonder how he did it. Didn't you wonder too?"
"No. He used a match."
"And what was wrong?"
"I think he said a wire must have gone."
"Then—you have told us that he tried to drive on, and twice got off the road. It must have been very dark?"
"It was, fearfully."
"I think you said it was your suggestion that you should spend the night in the car?"
"I did."
"After Mr. Croom had proposed one or two alternatives?"
"Yes; he proposed that we should walk into Henley, and that he should come back to the car with a torch."
"Did he seem keen on that?"
"Keen? Not particularly."
"Didn't press it?"
"N—no."
"Do you think he ever meant it?"
"Of course I do."
"In fact, you have the utmost confidence in Mr. Croom?"
"The utmost."
"Quite! You have heard of the expression 'palming the cards'?"
"Yes."
"You know what it means?"
"It means forcing a person to take a card that you wish him to take."
"Precisely."
"If you are suggesting that Mr. Croom was trying to force me to propose that we should spend the night in the car, you are wholly wrong; and it's a base suggestion."
"What made you think I was going to make that suggestion, Lady Corven? Had the idea been present to your mind?"
"No. When I suggested that we should spend the night in the car, Mr. Croom was taken aback."
"Oh! How did he show that?"
"He asked me if I could trust him. I had to tell him not to be old-fashioned. Of course, I could trust him."
"Trust him to act exactly as you wished?"
"Trust him not to make love to me. I was trusting him every time I saw him."
"You had not spent a night with him before?"
"Of course I had not."
"You use the expression 'of course' rather freely, and it seems to me with very little reason. You had plenty of opportunities of passing a night with him, hadn't you—on the ship, and in your rooms where there was nobody but yourself?"
"Plenty, and I did not avail myself of them."
"So you say; and if you did not, doesn't it seem to you rather singular that you suggested it on this occasion?"
"No. I thought it would be rather fun."
"Rather fun? Yet you knew this young man was passionately in love with you?"
"I regretted it afterwards. It wasn't fair to him."
"Really, Lady Corven, do you ask us to believe that you, a married woman of experience, didn't realise the ordeal by fire through which you were putting him?"
"I did afterwards, and I was extremely sorry."
"Oh, afterwards! I am speaking of before."
"I'm afraid I didn't before."
"You are on your oath. Do you persist in swearing that nothing took place between you in or out of the car on the night of February the third in that dark wood?"
"I do."
"You heard the enquiry agent's evidence that, when about two in the morning he stole up to the car and looked into it, he saw by the light of his torch that you were both asleep and that your head was on the co-respondent's shoulder?"
"Yes, I heard that."
"Is it true?"
"If I was asleep how can I say, but I think it's quite likely. I had put my head there early on."
"Oh! You admit that?"
"Certainly. It was more comfortable. I had asked him if he minded."
"And, of course, he didn't?"
"I thought you didn't like the expression 'of course,' but anyway he said he didn't."
"He had marvellous control, hadn't he, this young man, who was in love with you?"
"Yes, I've thought since that he had."
"You knew then that he must have, if your story is true. But is it true, Lady Corven; isn't it entirely fantastic?"
Dinny saw her sister's hands clenching on the rail, and a flood of crimson coming up into her cheeks and ebbing again before she answered:
"It may be fantastic, but it's entirely true. Everything I've said in this box is true."
"And then in the morning you woke up as if nothing had happened, and said: 'Now we can go home and have breakfast!' And you went? To your rooms?"
"Yes."
"How long did he stay on that occasion?"
"About half an hour or a little more."
"The same perfect innocence in your relations?"
"The same."
"And the day after that you were served with this petition?"
"Yes."
"Did it surprise you?"
"Yes."
"Conscious of perfect innocence, you were quite hurt in your feelings?"
"Not when I thought about things."
"Oh, not when you thought about things? What exactly do you mean by that?"
"I remembered that my husband had said I must look out for myself; and I realised how silly I was not to know that I was being watched."
"Tell me, Lady Corven, why did you defend this action?"
"Because I knew that, however appearances were against us, we had done nothing."
Dinny saw the Judge look towards Clare, take down her answer, hold up his pen, and speak.
"On that night in the car you were on a main road. What was to prevent your stopping another car and asking them to give you a lead into Henley?"
"I don't think we thought of it, my Lord; I did ask Mr. Croom to try and follow one, but they went by too quickly."
"In any case, what was there to prevent your walking into Henley and leaving the car in the wood?"
"I suppose nothing really, only it would have been midnight before we got to Henley; and I thought it would be more awkward than just staying in the car; and I always had wanted to try sleeping in a car."
"And do you still want to?"
"No, my Lord, it's overrated."
"Mr. Brough, I'll break for luncheon."
Dinny refused all solicitations to lunch, and, taking her sister's arm, walked her out into Carey Street. They circled Lincoln's Inn Fields in silence.
"Nearly over, darling," she said at last. "You've done wonderfully. He hasn't really shaken you at all, and I believe the Judge feels that. I like the Judge much better than the jury."
"Oh! Dinny, I'm so tired. That perpetual suggestion that one's lying screws me up till I could scream."
"That's what he does it for. Don't gratify him!"
"And poor Tony. I do feel a beast."
"What about a 'nice hot' cup of tea? We've just time."
They walked down Chancery Lane into the Strand.
"Nothing with it, dearest. I couldn't eat."
Neither of them could eat. They stirred the pot, drank their tea as strong as they could get it, and made their way silently back to the Court. Clare, not acknowledging even her father's anxious glance, resumed her old position on the front bench, her hands in her lap and her eyes cast down.
Dinny was conscious of Jerry Corven sitting deep in confabulation with his solicitor and counsel. 'Very young' Roger, passing to his seat, said:
"They're going to recall Corven."
"Why?"
"I don't know."
As if walking in his sleep, the Judge came in, bowed slightly to the Court's presence, and sat down. 'Lower than ever,' thought Dinny.
"My Lord, before resuming my cross-examination of the respondent, I should be glad, with your permission, to recall the petitioner in connection with the point of which my friend made so much. Your Lordship will recollect that in his cross-examination of the petitioner he imputed to him the intention of securing a divorce from the moment of his wife's departure. The petitioner has some additional evidence to give in regard to that point, and it will be more convenient for me to recall him now. I shall be very short, my Lord."
Dinny saw Clare's face raised suddenly to the Judge, and the expression on it made her heart beat furiously.
"Very well, Mr. Brough."
"Sir Gerald Corven."
Watching that contained figure step again into the box, Dinny saw that Clare too was watching, almost as if she wished to catch his eye.
"You have told us, Sir Gerald, that on the last occasion but one on which you saw your wife before you returned to Ceylon—the first of November, that is—you saw her at her rooms in Melton Mews?"
"Yes."
Dinny gasped. It had come!
"Now on that occasion, besides any conversation that took place between you, what else occurred?"
"We were husband and wife."
"You mean that the marital relationship between you was re-established?"
"Yes, my Lord."
"Thank you, Sir Gerald; I think that disposes finally of my friend's point; and it is all I wanted to ask."
Instone was speaking.
"Why did you not say that when you were first examined?"
"I did not see its relevance until after your cross-examination."
"Do you swear that you have not invented it?"
"Most certainly I do."
And still Dinny sat braced against the woodwork with her eyes shut, thinking of the young man three rows behind her. Atrocious! But who would see it, here? People's innermost nerves were torn out of them, examined coldly, almost with enjoyment, and put back lacerated.
"Now, Lady Corven, will you go back to the box?"
When Dinny opened her eyes Clare was standing close up to the rail with her head held high and her gaze fixed on her questioner.
"Now, Lady Corven," said the slow rich voice, "you heard that piece of evidence."
"Yes."
"Is it true?"
"I do not wish to answer."
"Why?"
Dinny saw that she had turned to the Judge.
"My Lord, when my counsel asked me about my married life, I refused to go into it, and I do not wish to go into it now."
For a moment the Judge's eyes were turned towards the box; then strayed from it to stare at the unseen.
"This question arises out of evidence given in rebuttal of a suggestion made by your own counsel. You must answer it."
No answer came.
"Ask the question again, Mr. Brough."
"Is it true that on the occasion of which your husband spoke the marital relationship was re-established between you?"
"No. It is not true."
Dinny, who knew that it was, looked up. The Judge's eyes were still fixed above her head, but she saw the slight pouting of his lips. He did not believe the answer.
The slow rich voice was speaking, and she caught in it a peculiar veiled triumph.
"You swear that?"
"Yes."
"So your husband has gone out of his way to commit perjury in making that statement?"
"It is his word against mine."
"And I think I know which will be taken. Is it not true that you have made the answer you have in order to save the feelings of the co-respondent?"
"It is not."
"From first to last, can we attach any more importance to the truth in any of your answers than to the truth in that last?"
"I don't think that is a fair question, Mr. Brough. The witness does not know what importance we attach."
"Very good, my Lord. I'll put it another way. Throughout have you told the truth, Lady Corven, and nothing but the truth?"
"I have."
"Very well. I have no more to ask you."
During the few questions put to her sister, in a re-examination which carefully avoided the last point, Dinny could think only of young Croom. At heart she felt the case was lost, and longed to take Clare and creep away. If only that man behind with the hooked nose had not tried to blacken Corven and prove too much, this last mine would not have been sprung! And yet—to blacken the other side—what was it but the essence of procedure!
When Clare was back in her seat, white and exhausted, she whispered:
"Would you like to come away, darling?"
Clare shook her head.
"James Bernard Croom."
For the first time since the case began Dinny had a full view, and hardly knew him. His tanned face was parched and drawn; he looked excessively thin. His grey eyes seemed hiding under their brows, and his lips were bitter and compressed. He looked at least five years older, and she knew at once that Clare's denial had not deceived him.
"Your name is James Bernard Croom, you live at Bablock Hythe, and are in charge of a horse-breeding establishment there? Have you any private means?"
"None whatever."
It was not Instone who was examining, but a younger man with a sharper nose, seated just behind him.
"Up to September last year you were superintending a tea plantation in Ceylon? Did you ever meet the respondent in Ceylon?"
"Never."
"You were never at her house?'
"No."
"You have heard of a certain polo match in which you played, and after which she entertained the players?"
"Yes, but I didn't go. I had to get back."
"Was it on the boat, then, that you first met her?"
"Yes."
"You make no secret of the fact that you fell in love with her?"
"None."
"In spite of that, is there any truth in these allegations of misconduct between you?"
"None whatever."
And as the evidence he gave to the Court went on and on, Dinny's eyes never left his face, as if fascinated by its constrained but bitter unhappiness.
"Now, Mr. Croom, this is my last question: You are aware that if these allegations of misconduct were true, you would be in the position of a man who has seduced a wife in her husband's absence. What have you to say to that?"
"I have to say that if Lady Corven had felt for me what I feel for her, I should have written to her husband at once to tell him the state of things."
"You mean that you would have given him warning before anything took place between you?"
"I don't say that, but as soon as possible."
"But she did not feel for you what you felt for her?"
"I am sorry to say, no."
"So that in fact no occasion to inform the husband ever arose?"
"No."
"Thank you."
A slight stiffening of young Croom's figure heralded Brough's rich slow voice, saying with peculiar deliberation:
"In your experience, sir, are the feelings of lovers towards each other ever the same?"
"I have no experience."
"No experience? You know the French proverb as to there being always one who kisses and the other who offers the cheek to the kiss?"
"I've heard it."
"Don't you think it's true?"
"About as true as any proverb."
"According to the stories you both tell, you were pursuing in her husband's absence a married woman who didn't want you to pursue her? Not a very honourable position—yours—was it? Not exactly what is called 'playing the game'?"
"I suppose not."
"But I suggest, Mr. Croom, that your position was not as dishonourable as all that, and that in spite of the French proverb she did want you to pursue her?"
"She did not."
"You say that in face of the cabin incident; in face of her getting you in to distemper her walls; in face of the invitation to tea and to spend over half an hour with her at nearly midnight in those convenient rooms of hers; in face of the suggestion that you should spend the night with her in a car, and come to breakfast the morning after? Come, Mr. Croom, isn't that carrying your chivalry rather far? What you say has to convince men and women of the world, you know."
"I can only say that, if her feelings for me had been what mine were for her, we should have gone away together at once. The blame is entirely mine, and she has only treated me kindly because she was sorry for me."
"If what you both say is true, she gave you hell—I beg your pardon, my Lord—in the car, didn't she? Was that kind?"
"When a person is not in love I don't think they realise the feelings of one who is."
"Are you a cold-blooded person?"
"No."
"But she is?"
"How is the witness to know that, Mr. Brough?"
"My Lord, I should have put it: But you think she is?"
"I do not think so."
"And yet you would have us think that she was kind in letting you pass the night with her head on your shoulder? Well, well! You say if her feelings had been yours, you would have gone away at once. What would you have gone away on? Had you any money?"
"Two hundred pounds."
"And she?"
"Two hundred a year, apart from her job."
"Flown away and lived on air, eh?"
"I should have got some job."
"Not your present one?"
"Probably not."
"I suggest that both of you felt it would be mad to fling your caps over the windmill like that?"
"I never felt so."
"What made you defend this action?"
"I wish we hadn't."
"Then why did you?"
"She thought, and her people thought, that as we had done nothing, we ought to defend."
"But you didn't think so?"
"I didn't think we should be believed, and I wanted her free."
"Her honour didn't occur to you?"
"Of course it did; but I thought for her to stay tied was too heavy a price to pay for it."
"You say you didn't think you'd be believed? Altogether too improbable a story?"
"No; but the more one speaks the truth, the less one expects to be believed."
Dinny saw the Judge turn and look at him.
"Are you speaking generally?"
"No, my Lord, I meant here."
The Judge's face came round again and his eyes studied the unseen above Dinny's head.
"I am considering, you know, whether I should commit you for contempt of Court."
"I am sorry, my Lord; what I meant was that anything one says is turned against one."
"You speak out of inexperience. I will let it pass this time, but you mustn't say things of that sort again. Go on, Mr. Brough."
"The question of damages, of course, didn't affect you in making up your mind to defend this action?"
"No."
"You have said that you have no private means. Is that true?"
"Certainly."
"Then how do you mean that it didn't affect you?"
"I was thinking so much of other things that bankruptcy didn't seem to matter."
"Now, you have said in examination that you were not aware of Lady Corven's existence until you were on this ship coming home. Do you know a place in Ceylon called Neuralya?"
"No."
"What?"
Dinny saw a faint smile creep out among the Judge's folds and wrinkles.
"Put the question another way, Mr. Brough; we generally call it Neuralya."
"I know Neuralya, my Lord."
"Were you there in June last?"
"Yes."
"Was Lady Corven there?"
"She may have been."
"Wasn't she in the same hotel as you?"
"No. I wasn't in an hotel. I was staying with a friend."
"And you did not meet her playing golf or tennis, or out riding?"
"I did not."
"Or anywhere?"
"No."
"Not a large place, is it?"
"Not very."
"And she's a conspicuous person, isn't she?"
"I think so."
"So you never met her till you were both on this ship?"
"No."
"When did you first become conscious that you were in love with her?"
"About the second or third day out."
"Love almost at first sight, in fact?"
"Yes."
"And it didn't occur to you, knowing that she was a married woman, to avoid her?"
"I knew I ought to, but I wasn't able."
"You would have been able to if she had discouraged you?"
"I don't know."
"Did she in fact discourage you?"
"N-no. I don't think she was aware of my feelings for some time."
"Women are very quick in such matters, Mr. Croom. Do you seriously suggest that she was unaware?"
"I don't know."
"Did you trouble to conceal your feelings?"
"If you mean did I make love to her on the ship—I did not."
"When did you first make love to her?"
"I told her my feelings just before we left the ship."
"Was there any real reason why you should have gone to her state-room to see those photographs?"
"I suppose not."
"Did you look at any photographs at all?"
"Certainly."
"What else did you do?"
"I think we talked."
"Don't you know? This was an occasion for you, wasn't it? Or was it only one of several occasions of which we have not been told?"
"It was the only time I was inside her state-room."
"In that case surely you remember?"
"We just sat and talked."
"Beginning to remember, eh? Where did you sit?"
"In the chair."
"And where did she sit?"
"On her bed. It was a small cabin—there was no other chair."
"An outside cabin?"
"Yes."
"No chance of being overlooked?"
"No, but there was nothing to overlook."
"So you both say. I suppose it gave you something of a thrill, didn't it?"
Dinny saw the Judge's face poked forward.
"I don't want to interrupt you, Mr. Brough, but the witness has made no secret of his feelings."
"Very well, my Lord. I will put it to him bluntly. I suggest, sir, that on that occasion there was misconduct between you?"
"There was none."
"H'm! Tell the jury why it was that when Sir Gerald Corven came to London you did not go to him and frankly avow your relations with his wife."
"What relations?"
"Come, sir! The fact, on your own showing, that you were seeing all you could of his wife; the fact that you were in love with her, and wanted her to go away with you."
"She did not want to go away with me. I would willingly have gone to her husband, but I had no right to without her permission."
"Did you ask for that permission?"
"No."
"Why not?"
"Because she had told me we could only meet as friends."
"I suggest she told you nothing of the sort?"
"My Lord, that is asking me if I am a liar."
"Answer the question."
"I am not a liar."
"That is the answer, I think, Mr. Brough."
"Tell me, sir: you heard the respondent's evidence, did it strike you as entirely truthful?"
Dinny saw, and hoped that no one else saw, the quivering of his face.
"Yes, so far as I could judge."
"It was perhaps not quite a fair question. But I may put it this way: If the respondent were to say that she had done, or not done, this or that, you would feel bound in honour to corroborate her statement, where you could, and to believe it where you could not?"
"I am not sure that is quite fair, Mr. Brough."
"My Lord, I submit that it is vital to my case to establish to the jury what the state of the co-respondent's mind has been throughout this business."
"Well, I won't stop the question, but there is a limit, you know, to these generalities."
Dinny saw the first flicker of a smile on young Croom's face.
"My Lord, I don't at all mind answering the question. I do not know what I should feel bound in honour to do, generally speaking."
"Well, let us come to the particular. Lady Corven has said that she could trust you not to make love to her. Would you say that was true?"
Dinny saw his face darken.
"Not quite true. But she knew I did my best not to."
"But now and then you couldn't help it?"
"I don't know what you mean by the expression 'making love'; but now and then I know I showed my feelings."
"Now and then? Mr. Croom, didn't you always show your feelings?"
"If you mean did I always show that I was in love with her—of course I did, you can't hide a thing like that."
"That is a fair admission. I don't want to catch you. I mean more than just showing by your face and eyes that you were in love. I mean downright physical expression."
"Then, no, except—"
"Yes?"
"Kissing her cheek three times altogether, and holding her hand sometimes."
"So much she has admitted, and it is all you are prepared to swear to?"
"I will swear there was no more."
"Tell me, did you sleep at all during that night in the car, when her head was on your shoulder?"
"Yes."
"Considering the state of your feelings, wasn't that singular?"
"Yes. But I was up at five that morning and I'd driven a hundred and fifty miles."
"You seriously expect us to believe that after nearly five months of longing you took no advantage of that marvellous opportunity, but just went to sleep?"
"I took no advantage. But I have told you that I do not expect to be believed."
"I don't wonder."
For a long time the slow rich voice went on asking questions, and for a long time Dinny's eyes remained fixed on that bitterly unhappy face, till a sort of numbness came over her. She was roused by:
"I suggest to you, sir, that from beginning to end of your evidence you have been actuated by the feeling that you must do everything you can for this lady without regard to your own consciousness of what is true? That your attitude, in fact, has been one of distorted chivalry?"
"No."
"Very well. That is all."
Then came the re-examination, and the Judge's releasing remark.
Dinny and Clare arose and, followed by their father, walked out into the corridor, and, as quickly as might be, to open air.
The General said:
"Instone's made a mess of it with that quite unnecessary point of his."
Clare did not answer.
"I am glad," said Dinny. "You'll get your divorce."
The speeches were over, and the Judge was summing up. From beside her father, on one of the back benches now, Dinny could see Jerry Corven still sitting in front beside his solicitors, and 'very young' Roger sitting alone. Clare was not in Court. Neither was young Croom.
The Judge's voice came slowly, as if struggling past his teeth. It seemed to Dinny marvellous how he remembered everything, for he looked but little at his notes; nor could she detect anything that was not fair in his review of the evidence. Now and again his eyes, turned towards the jury, seemed to close, but his voice never stopped. Now and again he poked his neck forward, priest and tortoise for a moment coalescing; then he would draw it back and speak as it were to himself.
"The evidence not being of the conclusive nature which we expect of evidence tendered to this Court"—(No 'calling with a cup of tea,' she thought), "counsel for the petitioner in his able speech laid great stress, and rightly, upon credibility. He directed your attention especially to the respondent's denial that there was any renewal of the marital relationship between the petitioner and herself on the occasion when he went to her rooms. He suggested that there was reason for her denial in her desire to spare the feelings of the co-respondent. But you must consider whether a woman who, as she says, was not in love with the co-respondent, had not encouraged him, or been intimate with him in any way, would go so far as to perjure herself to save his feelings. According to her account, he was from the beginning of their acquaintanceship in the nature of a friend to her and nothing more. On the other hand, if you believe the petitioner on that point—and there seems no sufficient reason for his volunteering perjury—it follows that you disbelieve the respondent, and she has deliberately denied evidence which was in her favour rather than against her. It seems difficult to believe that she would do that unless she had feelings for the co-respondent warmer than those of mere friendship. This is, in fact, a very crucial point, and the decision you come to as to which is true—the husband's statement or the wife's denial of it—seems to me a cardinal factor in your consideration of whether or not to accept the respondent's evidence in the rest of the case. You have only what is called circumstantial evidence to go upon; and in such cases the credibility of the parties is a very important factor. If on one point you are satisfied that one of the parties is not speaking the truth, then the whole of his or her evidence is tinged with doubt. In regard to the co-respondent, though he conveyed an impression of candour, you must remember that there is a traditional belief in this country, regrettable or not, that a man whose attentions have involved a married woman in a situation of this kind must not, in vulgar parlance, 'give her away.' You must ask yourselves how far you can treat this young man, who is quite obviously, and by his own admission, deeply in love, as a free, independent, truthful witness.
"On the other hand, and apart from this question of general credibility, you must not let appearances run away with your judgment. In these days young people are free and easy in their association with each other. What might have seemed conclusive indication in the days of my youth is now by no means conclusive. In regard to the night, however, that was spent in the car, you may think it well to pay particular attention to the answer the respondent gave to my question: Why, when the lights went out, they did not simply stop a passing car, tell the occupants what had happened, and request to be given a lead into Henley. Her answer was: 'I don't think we thought of it, my Lord. I did ask Mr. Croom to follow a car, but it was going too fast.' It is for you to consider, in the light of that answer, whether the respondent really wanted that simple solution of the difficulty they were in, namely, a lead into Henley, where no doubt the damage could have been repaired; or whence at least she could have returned to London by train. It is said by her counsel that to have gone into Henley at that time with a damaged car would have made them too conspicuous. But you will remember that she has said she was not aware that she was being watched. If that was so, you will consider whether the question of conspicuosity would have been present to her mind."
Dinny's gaze by now had left the Judge's face and was fixed upon the jury. And, while she searched the lack of expression on those twelve faces, a 'cardinal factor' was uppermost in her mind: It was easier to disbelieve than to believe. Remove whatever tempering influence there might be from a witness's voice and face, and would not the spicier version of events prevail? The word 'damages' took her eyes back to the Judge's face.
"Because," he was saying, "if you should come to a decision in favour of the petitioner, the question of the damages he claims will arise. And in regard to that I must draw your attention to one or two salient considerations. It cannot be said that claims for damages in divorce suits are common in these days, or indeed looked on with any great favour in this Court. It has become disagreeable to think of women in terms of money. Not much more than a hundred years ago it was actually not unknown—though illegal even then—for a man to offer his wife for sale. Such days—thank God!—are long past. Though damages can still be asked for in this Court, they must not be what is called 'vindictive,' and they must bear reasonable relation to the co-respondent's means. In this case the petitioner has stated that if any damages are awarded him, they will be settled on the respondent. That is, one may say, the usual practice nowadays where damages are claimed. In regard to the co-respondent's, means, if it should become necessary for you to consider the question of damages, I would remind you that his counsel stated that he has no private means, and offered to provide evidence of the fact. One has never known counsel to make a statement of that sort without being sure of his ground, and I think you may take the co-respondent's word for it that his only means of subsistence are derived from his—er—'job,' which appears to carry a salary of four hundred pounds a year. Those, then, are the considerations which should guide you if you should have to consider the amount, if any, of damages to be awarded. Now, members of the jury, I send you to your task. The issues are grave for the future of these people, and I am sure that I can trust you to give them your best attention. You may retire if you wish to do so."
Dinny was startled by the way he withdrew almost at once into contemplation of a document which he raised from the desk in front.
'He really is an old ducky,' she thought, and her gaze went back to the jury rising from their seats. Now that the ordeals of her sister and Tony Croom were over, she felt very little interested. Even the Court to-day was but sparsely filled.
'They only came to enjoy the suffering,' was her bitter thought.
A voice said:
"Clare is still in the Admiralty Court when you want her." Dornford, in wig and gown, was sitting down beside her. "How did the Judge sum up?"
"Very fairly."
"He is fair."
"But barristers, I think, might wear: 'Fairness is a virtue, a little more won't hurt you,' nicely printed on their collars."
"You might as well print it round the necks of hounds on a scent. Still, even this Court isn't as bad in that way as it used to be."
"I'm so glad."
He sat quite still, looking at her. And she thought:
'His wig suits the colour of his face.'
Her father leaned across her.
"How long do they give you to pay costs in, Dornford?"
"A fortnight is the usual order, but you can get it extended."
"It's a foregone conclusion," said the General glumly. "Well, she'll be free of him."
"Where is Tony Croom?" asked Dinny.
"I saw him as I came in. At the corridor window—quite, close. You can't miss him. Shall I go and tell him to wait?"
"If you would."
"Then will you all come to my chambers when it's over?" Receiving their nods, he went out, and did not come back.
Dinny and her father sat on. An usher brought the Judge a written communication; he wrote upon it, and the usher took it back to the jury. Almost immediately they came in.
The broad and pleasant face of her who looked like a housekeeper had a mortified expression as if she had been overridden; and, instantly, Dinny knew what was coming.
"Members of the jury, are you agreed on your verdict?"
The foreman rose.
"We are."
"Do you find the respondent guilty of adultery with the co-respondent?"
"Yes."
"Do you find the co-respondent guilty of adultery with the respondent?"
'Isn't that the same?' thought Dinny.
"Yes."
"And what damages do you say the co-respondent should be ordered to pay?"
"We think that he should pay the costs of all the parties to the action."
Through Dinny passed the thought: 'The more one loves the more one pays.' Barely listening to the Judge's words, she whispered to her father, and slipped away.
"Young Croom was leaning against the stone that framed the window, and she thought she had never seen so desolate a figure.
"Well, Dinny?"
"Lost. No damages, just all the costs. Come out, I want to talk to you."
They went in silence.
"Let's go and sit on the Embankment."
Young Croom laughed. "The Embankment! Marvellous!"
No other word passed between them till they were seated under a plane tree whose leaves were not yet fully unfurled in that cold spring.
"Rotten!" said Dinny.
"I've been a complete fool all through, and there's an end of it."
"Have you had anything to eat these last two days?"
"I suppose so. I've drunk quite a lot, anyway."
"What are you going to do now, dear boy?"
"See Jack Muskham, and try and get another job somewhere out of England."
Dinny felt as if she had grasped a stick by the wrong end. She could only be helpful if she knew Clare's feelings.
"No one takes advice," she said, "but couldn't you manage to do nothing at all for a month or so?"
"I don't know, Dinny."
"Have those mares come?"
"Not yet."
"Surely you won't give that job up before it's even begun?"
"It seems to me I've only got one job at the moment—to keep going somehow, somewhere."
"Don't I know that feeling? But don't do anything desperate! Promise! Good-bye, my dear, I must hurry back."
She stood up and pressed his hand hard.
When she reached Dornford's chambers, her father and Clare were already there, and 'very young' Roger with them.
Clare's face looked as though the whole thing had happened to someone else.
The General was saying:
"What will the total costs come to, Mr. Forsyte?"
"Not far short of a thousand, I should say."
"A thousand pounds for speaking the truth! We can't possibly let young Croom pay more than his own share. He hasn't a bob."
'Very young' Roger took snuff.
"Well," said the General, "I must go and put my wife out of her misery. We're going back to Condaford this afternoon, Dinny. Coming?"
Dinny nodded.
"Good! Many thanks, Mr. Forsyte. Early in November, then—the decree? Good-bye!"
When he had gone Dinny said in a low voice:
"Now that it's over, what do you really think?"
"As I did at first: If you'd been your sister we should have won."
"I want," said Dinny coldly, "to know whether you believe them or not?"
"On the whole—yes."
"Is it impossible for a lawyer to go further than that?"
'Very young' Roger smiled.
"No one tells the truth without mental reservations of some kind."
'Perfectly true,' thought Dinny. "Could we have a taxi?"
In the cab Clare said: "Do something for me, Dinny. Bring me my things to the Mews."
"Of course."
"I don't feel like Condaford. Did you see Tony?"
"Yes."
"How is he?"
"Rotten."
"Rotten!" repeated Clare, bitterly. "How could I help what they sprung on me? I lied for him, anyway."
Dinny, looking straight before her, said:
"When you can, tell me exactly what your feeling towards him is."
"When I know myself, I will."
"You'll want something to eat, darling."
"Yes, I'm hungry. I'll stop here in Oxford Street. I shall be cleaning up when you come with my things. I feel as if I could sleep the clock round, and probably I shan't sleep a wink. When you're divorced, Dinny, don't defend—you keep on thinking of better answers."
Dinny squeezed her arm, and took the taxi on to South Square.
More deadly than the atmosphere during a fight is that when it is over. You 'keep on thinking of better answers,' and you feel that life is not worth living. The primary law of existence having been followed to its logical and—win or lose—unsatisfying conclusion, the sand is out of your dolly, you loll and droop. Such were the sensations of Dinny, who had but understudied. Unable to feel that she could be of any real help, she fell back on pigs, and had been for a good week in this posture when she received a letter headed:
"Kingson Cuthcott & Forsyte,
"Old Jewry.
"May 17th, 1932.
"MY DEAR MISS CHARWELL,—
"I write to tell you that we have succeeded in coming to an arrangement by which the costs of the action will be met without making any call upon either Mr. Croom or your sister. I shall be grateful if you could take an opportunity of relieving their minds and also your father's mind in the matter.
"Believe me, my dear Miss Charwell,
"Very faithfully yours,
"ROGER FORSYTE."
Reaching her on a really warm morning, to sound of mowing machine and to scent of grass, it would have 'intrigued' her if she had not detested the word. She turned from the window and said:
"The lawyers say we need none of us worry any more about those costs, dad; they've come to an arrangement."
"How?"
"They don't say, but they want your mind relieved."
"I don't understand lawyers," muttered the General, "but if they say it's all right, I'm very glad. I've been worrying."
"Yes, dear. Coffee?"
But she resumed her meditations on that cryptic letter. Did something in Jerry Corven's conduct force him to agree to this 'arrangement'? Was there not someone called 'The King's Proctor' who could stop decrees being granted? Or—what?
Abandoning her first idea of driving over to Tony Croom because of the questions he might ask, she wrote to him and to Clare instead. The more, however, she pondered over the wording of the solicitor's letter, the more convinced she became that she must see 'very young' Roger. There was that at the back of her mind which refused quietus. She, therefore, arranged to see him at a teashop near the British Museum on his way homeward from the City, and went there direct from her train. The place was an 'artifact,' designed, so far as a Regency edifice could be, to reproduce such a 'coffee house' as Boswell and Johnson might have frequented. Its floor was not sanded, but looked as if it should be. There were no long clay pipes, but there were long cardboard cigarette-holders. The furniture was wooden, the light dim. No record having been discovered of what the 'staff' should look like, they looked sea-green. Prints of old coaching inns were hung on walls panelled by the Tottenham Court Road. Quite a few patrons were drinking tea and smoking cigarettes. None of them used the long cardboard holders. 'Very young' Roger, limping slightly, and with his customary air of not being quite what he ought to be, uncovered his sandyish head and smiled above his chin.
"China or Indian?" said Dinny.
"Whatever you're having."
"Then two coffees, please, and muffins."
"Muffins! This is a treat, dear papa. Those are quite good old copper bed-warmers, Miss Cherrell. I wonder if they'd sell them."
"Do you collect?"
"Pick things up. No use having a Queen Anne house unless you can do something for it."
"Does your wife sympathise?"
"No, she's all for the T.C.R., bridge, golf, and the modernities. I never can keep my hands off old silver."
"I have to," murmured Dinny. "Your letter was a very pleasant relief. Did you really mean that we should none of us have to pay?"
"I did."
She considered her next question, scrutinising him through her lashes. With all his æsthetic leanings, he looked uncommonly spry.
"In confidence, Mr. Forsyte, how did you manage to make that arrangement? Had it to do with my brother-in-law?"
'Very young' Roger laid his hand on his heart.
"'The tongue of Forsyte is his own,' cf. Marmion. But you needn't worry."
"I need, or shall, unless I know it wasn't that."
"Make your mind easy, then; it had nothing to do with Corven."
Dinny ate a muffin in complete silence, then spoke of period silver. 'Very young' Roger gave an erudite dissertation on its mark—if she would come down for a week-end, he would turn her into a connoisseur.
They parted cordially, and Dinny went towards her Uncle Adrian's. That uneasiness was still at the back of her mind. The trees had leaved enticingly these last warm days; the Square wherein he dwelled had an air quiet and green, as if inhabited by minds. Nobody was at home. "But," said the maid, "Mr. Cherrell is sure to be in about six, miss."
Dinny waited in a small panelled room full of books and pipes and photographs of Diana and the two Ferse children. An old collie kept her company, and through the opened window seeped the sounds of London streets. She was crumpling the dog's ears when Adrian came in.
"Well, Dinny, so it's over. I hope you feel better."
Dinny handed him the letter.
"I know it's nothing to do with Jerry Corven. You know Eustace Dornford, Uncle. I want you to find out from him quietly whether it's he who is paying these costs."
Adrian pulled at his beard.
"I don't suppose he'd tell me."
"Somebody must have paid them, and I can only think of him. I don't want to go to him myself."
Adrian looked at her intently. Her face was concerned and brooding.
"Not easy, Dinny; but I'll try. What's going to happen to those two?"
"I don't know, they don't know; nobody knows."
"How are your people taking it?"
"Terribly glad it's over, and don't care much now it is. You'll let me know soon, won't you, Uncle dear?"
"I will, my dear; but I shall probably draw blank."
Dinny made for Melton Mews, and met her sister on the doorstep. Clare's cheeks were flushed; there was febrility in her whole manner and appearance.
"I've asked Tony Croom here this evening," she said, when Dinny was leaving to catch her train. "One must pay one's debts."
"Oh!" murmured Dinny, and for the life of her could say no more.
The words haunted her in the bus to Paddington, in the refreshment room while she ate a sandwich, in the railway carriage going home. Pay one's debts! The first canon of self-respect! Suppose Dornford had paid those costs! Was she as precious as all that? Wilfrid had had all of her according to her heart and her hope and her desire. If Dornford wanted what was left over—why not? She dropped thinking of herself and went back to thought of Clare. Had she paid her debt by now? Transgressors by law—ought to transgress! And yet—so much future could be compromised in so few minutes!
She sat very still. And the train rattled on in the dying twilight.
Tony Croom had spent a miserable week in his converted cottages at Bablock Hythe. The evidence given by Corven on his recall to the box had seared him, nor had Clare's denial anointed the burn. In this young man was an old-fashioned capacity for jealousy. That a wife should accept her husband's embrace was not, of course, unknown; but, in the special circumstances and states of feeling, it had seemed to him improper, if not monstrous, and the giving of his own evidence, directly after such a thrust at his vitals, had but inflamed the wound. A sad unreason governs sex; to be aware that he had no right to be suffering brought no relief. And now, a week after the trial, receiving her note of invitation, he had the impulse not to answer, to answer and upbraid, to answer 'like a gentleman'—and, all the time, he knew he would just go up.
With nothing clear in his mind and that bruise still in his heart, he reached the Mews an hour after Dinny had gone. Clare let him in, and they stood looking at each other for a minute without speaking. At last she said with a laugh:
"Well, Tony! Funny business—the whole thing, wasn't it?"
"Exquisitely humorous."
"You look ill."
"You look fine."
And she did, in a red frock open at the neck, and without sleeves.
"Sorry I'm not dressed, Clare. I didn't know you'd want to go out."
"I don't. We're going to dine in. You can leave the car out there, and stay as long as you like, and nobody the worse. Isn't it nice?"
"Clare!"
"Put your hat down and come upstairs. I've made a new cocktail."
"I take this chance to say I'm bitterly sorry."
"Don't be an idiot, Tony." She began to mount the spiral stairway, turning at the top. "Come!"
Dropping his hat and driving gloves, he followed her. To the eyes of one throbbing and distraught, the room above had an air of preparation, as if for ceremony, or—was it sacrifice? The little table was set out daintily with flowers, a narrow-necked bottle, green glasses—the couch covered with some jade-green stuff and heaped with bright cushions. The windows were open, for it was hot, but the curtains were nearly drawn across and the light turned on. He went straight across to the window, stifled by the violent confusion within him.
"In spite of the Law's blessing, better close the curtains," said Clare. "Would you like a wash?"
He shook his head, drew the curtains close, and sat on the sill. Clare had dropped on to the sofa.
"I couldn't bear to see you in the box, Tony. I owe you a lot."
"Owe! You owe me nothing. It's I—!"
"No! I am the debtor."
With her bare arms crossed behind her neck, her body so graceful, her face a little tilted up—there was all he had dreamed about and longed for all these months! There she was, infinitely desirable, seeming to say: 'Here I am! Take me!' and he sat staring at her. The moment he had yearned and yearned for, and he could not seize it!
"Why so far off, Tony?"
He got up, his lips trembling, every limb trembling, came as far as the table, and stood gripping the back of a chair. His eyes fixed on her eyes, searched and searched. What was behind those dark eyes looking up at him? Not love! The welcome of duty? The payment of a debt? The toleration of a pal? The invitation of one who would have it over and done with? But not love, with its soft gleam. And, suddenly, there came before his eyes the image of her and Corven—there! He covered his face with his arm, rushed headlong down those twisting iron stairs, seized hat and gloves, and dashed out into his car. His mind did not really work again till he was far along the Uxbridge Road; and how he had got there without disaster he could not conceive. He had behaved like a perfect fool! He had behaved exactly as he had to! The startled look on her face! To be treated as a creditor! To be paid! There! On that sofa! No! He drove again with a sort of frenzy, and was brought up sharply by a lorry lumbering along in front. The night was just beginning, moonlit and warm. He turned the car into a gateway and got out. Leaning against the gate, he filled and lit his pipe. Where was he going? Home? What use? What use going anywhere? His brain cleared suddenly. Drive to Jack Muskham's, release himself, and—Kenya! He had money enough for that. A job would turn up. But stay here? No! Lucky those mares hadn't come! He got over the gate and sat down on the grass. Relaxed against the bank he looked up. Lot of stars! What had he—fifty pounds—sixty—nothing owing! An East African boat—go steerage! Anything—anywhere away! Close to him on the bank were ox-eyed daisies slowly brightening in the moonlight; the air was scented by ripening grass. If in her eyes there had been one look of love! He let his head fall back on the grass. Not her fault she didn't love him! His misfortune! Home—get his kit together, lock up, straight to Muskham's! It would take all the night! See those lawyers—Dinny, too, if possible! But Clare? No! His pipe ceased to draw; the moon and stars, the ox-eyed daisies, the grassy scent, the shadows creeping out, the feel of the bank, lost all power to soothe. Get on, do something, go on doing something, till he was again on shipboard and away. He got up, climbed back over the gate, and started his engine. He kept straight on, instinctively avoiding the route through Maidenhead and Henley. He passed through High Wycombe and approached Oxford from the north. The old town was lit up and in evening feather when he dropped down on it from Headington and threaded into the quiet Cumnor road. On the little old New Bridge over the Upper Thames he stopped. Something special about this upper river, quiet and winding, and withdrawn from human blatancy! In full moonlight now the reeds glistened and the willows seemed to drip silver into the water, dark below their branches. Some windows in the inn beyond were lamp-lit, but no sound of gramophone came forth. With the moon riding so high, the stars now were but a pricking of the grape-coloured sky; the scent from the reedy banks and the river fields, after a whole week of warmth, mounted to his nostrils, sweet and a little rank. It brought a sudden wave of sheer sex-longing—so often and so long had he dreamed of Clare and himself in love on this winding field-scented stream. He started the car with a jerk, and turned past the inn down the narrowed road. In twenty minutes he stood in the doorway of his cottage, looking into the moonlit room he had left sunlit seven hours before. There was the novel he had been trying to read, tipped on to the floor; the remains of his cheese and fruit lunch not cleared away; a pair of brown shoes which he had been going to shine up. The big black beams across the low ceiling and around the big old fireplace rescued from Victorian enclosure and brown varnish, the copper fire-dogs and pewter plates and jugs and bowls he had hardily collected, hoping they would appeal to Clare, all his res angusta domi, welcomed him dimly. He felt suddenly exhausted, drank half a tumbler of whisky and water, ate some biscuits, and sank into his long wicker armchair. Almost at once he fell asleep, and awoke in daylight. He woke remembering that he had meant to spend the night in action. Level sunlight was slanting in at the window. He finished the water in the jug, and looked at his watch. Five o'clock. He threw open the door. Early haze was bright over the fields. He went out past the mares' boxes and their meadows. A track, sloping down towards the river, led over grass broken by bushy scoops and green banks covered with hazel and alders. No dew had fallen, but the grass and every shrub smelled new.
About fifty yards from the river he threw himself down in a little hollow. Rabbits and bees and birds—nothing else as yet awake. He lay on his back staring at the grass and the bushes and the early sky, blue and lightly fleeced. Perhaps because he could see so little from that hollow all England seemed to be with him. A wild bee close to his hand was digging into a flower, there was a faint scent, as of daisy-chains; but chiefly it was the quality of the grass—its close freshness, its true greenness. 'Greatness and dignity and peace!' That play! Those words had given him a choke. Other people had laughed, Clare had laughed. "Sentimental!" she had said. "No country ever had, or will have 'Greatness and dignity and peace.'" Probably not, certainly not—a country, even one's own, was a mish-mash of beauties and monstrosities, a vague generalisation that betrayed dramatists into over-writing, journalists into blurb. All the same, you couldn't anywhere else in the world get just such a spot, or just such grass to feel and see, a scent that was wellnigh none, a tender fleecy sky, tiny flowers, birds' songs, age and youth at once! Let people laugh—you couldn't! Leave grass like this! He remembered the thrill he had felt six months ago, seeing again English grass! Leave his job before it had begun; chuck it back at Muskham, who had been so really decent to him! He turned over on to his face and laid his cheek to that grass. There he got the scent better—not sweet, not bitter, but fresh, intimate and delighting, a scent apprehended from his earliest childhood—the scent of England. If only those mares would come, and he could get at it! He sat up again, and listened. No sound of train or car or airplane, no human sound, no sound of any four-footed thing; just birds' songs, and those indistinguishable and a little far—a long meandering tune wide above the grass. Well! No use making a song! If one couldn't have a thing, one couldn't!
The moment Dinny had left, Adrian made the not uncommon discovery that he had promised what would need performance. To get one of His Majesty's Counsel to commit himself—how? Too pointed to go to him! Impossible to pump a guest! Em, if he prompted her, would ask them both to dinner, especially if made to understand that the matter concerned Dinny; but even then—? He waited to consult Diana, and, after dining, went round to Mount Street. He found them playing piquet.
"Four kings," said Lady Mont. "So old-fashioned—Lawrence and I and Mussolini. Have you come for something, Adrian?"
"Naturally, Em. I want you to ask Eustace Dornford to dinner, and me to meet him."
"That'll be Dinny. I can't get Lawrence to be chivalrous; when I have four kings he always has four aces. When?"
"The sooner the better."
"Ring, dear."
Adrian rang.
"Blore, call up Mr. Dornford and ask him to dinner—black tie."
"When, my lady?"
"The first evenin' not in my book. Like dentists," she added, as Blore withdrew. "Tell me about Dinny. She hasn't been near us since the case."
"The case," repeated Sir Lawrence, "went much as one expected, didn't you think, Adrian? Any repercussions?"
"Someone has settled the costs, and Dinny suspects Dornford."
Sir Lawrence laid down his cards. "Bit too like a bid for her, that!"
"Oh, he won't admit it, but she wants me to find out."
"If he won't admit it, why should he do it?"
"Knights," murmured Lady Mont, "wearin' a glove, and gettin' killed, and nobody knowin' whose glove. Yes, Blore?"
"Mr. Dornford will be happy to dine on Monday, my lady."
"Put him in my book, then, and Mr. Adrian."
"Go away with him after dinner, Adrian," said Sir Lawrence, "and do it then—not so pointed; and, Em, not a hint, not even a sigh or a groan."
"He's a nice creature," said Lady Mont, "so pale-brown . . ."
With the 'nice creature so pale-brown' Adrian walked away the following Monday night. Their directions were more or less the same, since Dornford was not yet in his new house. To Adrian's relief, his companion seemed as glad of the opportunity as himself, for he began at once to talk of Dinny.
"Am I right in thinking something's happened to Dinny lately—I don't mean that case—but when she was ill and you went abroad together?"
"Yes. The man I told you of that she was in love with two years ago was drowned out in Siam."
"Oh!"
Adrian stole a look. What should Dornford's face express—concern, relief, hope, sympathy? It only wore a little frown.
"There was a question I wanted to ask you, Dornford. Someone had settled the costs granted against young Croom in that case." The eyebrows were raised now, but the face said nothing. "I thought you might have known who. The lawyers will only say that it wasn't the other side."
"I've no idea."
'So!' thought Adrian. 'No nearer, except that, if a liar, he's a good one!'
"I like young Croom," said Dornford; "he's behaved decently, and had hard luck. That'll save him from bankruptcy."
"Bit mysterious, though," murmured Adrian.
"It is."
'On the whole,' Adrian thought, 'I believe he did. But what a poker face!' He said, however:
"How do you find Clare since the case?"
"A little more cynical. She expressed her views on my profession rather freely when we were riding this morning."
"Do you think she'll marry young Croom?"
Dornford shook his head.
"I doubt it, especially if what you say about those costs is true. She might have out of a sense of obligation, but otherwise I think the case has worked against his chance. She's no real feeling for him—at least that's my view."
"Corven disillusioned her thoroughly."
"I've certainly seldom seen a more disillusioning face than his," murmured Dornford. "But she seems to me headed for quite an amusing life on her own. She's got pluck and, like all these young women now, she's essentially independent."
"Yes, I can't see Clare being domestic."
Dornford was silent. "Would you say that of Dinny, too?" he asked suddenly.
"Well, I can't see Clare as a mother; Dinny I can. I can't see Dinny here, there and everywhere; Clare I can. All the same—'domestic' of Dinny! It's not the word."
"No!" said Dornford fervently. "I don't know what is. You believe very much in her, don't you?"
Adrian nodded.
"Enormously."
"It's been tremendous for me," said Dornford, very low, "to have come across her; but I'm afraid so far it's been nothing to her."
"Much to allow for," suggested Adrian. "'Patience is a virtue,' or so it used to be before the world went up in that blue flame and never came down again."
"But I'm rising forty."
"Well, Dinny's rising twenty-nine."
"What you told me just now makes a difference, or—doesn't it?"
"About Siam? I think it does—a great difference."
"Well thank you."
They parted with a firm clasp, and Adrian branched off northwards. He walked slowly, thinking of the balance-sheet that confronts each lover's unlimited liability. No waterings of capital nor any insurance could square or guarantee that shifting lifelong document. By love was man flung into the world; with love was he in business nearly all his days, making debts or profit; and when he died was by the results of love, if not by the parish, buried and forgotten. In this swarming London not a creature but was deeply in account with a Force so whimsical, inexorable, and strong, that none, man or woman, in their proper senses would choose to do business with it. 'Good match,' 'happy marriage,' 'ideal partnership,' 'life-long union,' ledgered against 'don't get on,' 'just a flare up,' 'tragic state of things,' 'misfit'! All his other activities man could insure, modify, foresee, provide against (save the inconvenient activity of death); love he could not. It stepped to him out of the night, into the night returned. It stayed, it fled. On one side or the other of the balance sheet it scored an entry, leaving him to cast up and wait for the next entry. It mocked dictators, parliaments, judges, bishops, police, and even good intentions; it maddened with joy and grief; wantoned, procreated, thieved, and murdered; was devoted, faithful, fickle. It had no shame, and owned no master; built homes and gutted them; passed by on the other side; and now and again made of two hearts one heart till death. To think of London, Manchester, Glasgow without love appeared to Adrian, walking up the Charing Cross Road, to be easy; and yet without love not one of these passing citizens would be sniffing the petrol of this night air, not one grimy brick would have been laid upon brick, not one bus be droning past, no street musician would wail, nor lamp light up the firmament. A somewhat primary concern! And he, whose primary concern was with the bones of ancient men, who but for love would have had no bones to be dug up, classified and kept under glass, thought of Dornford and Dinny, and whether they would 'click' . . .
And Dornford, on his way to Harcourt Buildings, thought even more intensively of himself and her. Rising forty! This overmastering wish of his—for its fulfilment it was now or never with him! If he were not to become set in the groove of a 'getter-on,' he must marry and have children. Life had become a half-baked thing without Dinny to give it meaning and savour. She had become—what had she not become? And, passing through the narrow portals of Middle Temple Lane, he said to a learned brother, also moving towards his bed:
"What's going to win the Derby, Stubbs?"
"God knows!" said his learned brother, wondering why he had played that last trump when he did, instead of when he didn't . . .
And in Mount Street Sir Lawrence, coming into her room to say 'Good-night,' found his wife sitting up in bed in the lace cap which always made her look so young, and, on the edge of the bed, in his black silk dressing-gown, sat down.
"Well, Em?"
"Dinny will have two boys and a girl."
"Deuce she will! That's counting her chickens rather fast."
"Somebody must. Give me a nice kiss."
Sir Lawrence stooped over and complied.
"When she marries," said Lady Mont, shutting her eyes, "she'll only be half there for a long time."
"Better half there at the beginning than not at all at the end. But what makes you think she'll take him?"
"My bones. We don't like being left out when it comes to the point, Lawrence."
"Continuation of the species. H'm!"
"If he'd get into a scrape, or break his leg."
"Better give him a hint."
"His liver's sound."
"How do you know that?"
"The whites of his eyes are blue. Those browny men often have livers."
Sir Lawrence stood up.
"My trouble," he said, "is to see Dinny sufficiently interested in herself again to get married. After all, it is a personal activity."
"Harridge's for beds," murmured Lady Mont.
Sir Lawrence's eyebrow rose. Em was inexhaustible!
She whose abstinence from interest in herself was interesting so many people, received three letters on Wednesday morning. That which she opened first said:
"DINNY DARLING,—
"I tried to pay, but Tony would have none of it, and went off like a rocket; so I'm a wholly unattached female again. If you hear any news of him, let me have it.
"Dornford gets more 'interesting-looking' every day. We only talk of you, and he's raising my salary to three hundred as compensation.
"Love to you and all,
"CLARE."
That which she opened second said:
"MY DEAR DINNY,—
"I'm going to stick it here. The mares arrive on Monday. I had Muskham down yesterday, and he was jolly decent, didn't say a word about the case. I'm trying to take up birds. There is one thing you could do for me if you would—find out who paid those costs. It's badly on my mind.
"Ever so many thanks for always being so nice to me.
"Yours ever,
"TONY CROOM."
That which she read last said:
"DINNY, MY DEAR,—
"Nothing doing. He either didn't, or else played 'possum,' but if so it was very good 'possum.' All the same, I wouldn't put it past him that it was 'possum.' If you really set store by knowing, I think I should ask him point-blank. I don't believe he would tell you a lie, even 'a little one.' As you know, I like him. In my avuncular opinion he is still on the gold standard.
"Your ever devoted
"ADRIAN."
So! She felt a vague irritation. And this feeling, which she had thought momentary, she found to be recurrent. Her state of mind, indeed, like the weather, turned cold again and torpid. She wrote to Clare what Tony Croom had written of himself, and that he had not mentioned her. She wrote to Tony Croom, and neither mentioned Clare nor answered his question about the costs; she concentrated on birds—they seemed safe, and to lead nowhere. She wrote to Adrian: "I'm feeling I ought to be wound-up, only there'd be no dividend for the shareholders. It's very cold and dull, my consolation is that little 'Cuffs' is beginning to 'sit up and take real notice' of me."
And then, as if by arrangement with the clerk of the course at Ascot, the weather changed to 'set warm'; and, suddenly, she wrote to Dornford. She wrote on pigs, their breeds and sties, the Government and the farmers. She ended with these words:
"We are all very worried by not knowing who had settled the costs in my sister's case. It is so disquieting to be under an obligation to an unknown person. Could you by any means find out for us?" She debated some time how to sign herself in this her first letter to him, and finally wrote "Yours always, Dinny Charwell."
His answer came very quickly:
"MY DEAR DINNY,—
"I was delighted to get a letter from you. To answer your last question first. I will do my best to get the lawyers to 'come clean,' but if they won't tell you, I can't imagine their telling me. Still, I can try. Though I fancy that if your sister or young Croom insisted they'd have to tell. Now about pigs"—there followed certain information, and a lamentation that agriculture was still not being properly tackled. "If only they would realise that all the needed pigs, poultry, and potatoes, nearly all the vegetables, much of the fruits, and much more than the present dairy produce, can really be produced at home, and by a graduated prohibition of foreign produce encourage, and indeed force, our home growers to supply the home market, we should, within ten years, have a living and profitable native agriculture once more, no rise to speak of in the cost of living, and a huge saving in our imports bill. You see how new I am to politics! Wheat and meat are the red herrings across the trail. Wheat and meat from the Dominions, and the rest (bar hot climate fruits and vegetables) home-grown, is my motto. I hope your father agrees. Clare is becoming restive, and I'm wondering if she wouldn't be happier in a more active job than this. If I can come across a good one, I shall advise her to take it. Would you ask your mother whether I should be in the way if I came down for the last week-end this month? She was good enough to tell me to let her know any time I was coming to the constituency. I was again at Cavalcade the other night. It wears well, but I missed you. I can't even begin to tell you how I missed you.
"Your ever faithful
"EUSTACE DORNFORD."
Missed her! After the faint warmth those wistful words aroused, she thought almost at once of Clare. Restive! Who would be otherwise in her anomalous position? She had not been down at Condaford since the case. And that seemed to Dinny very natural. However one might say it didn't matter what people thought, it did, especially in a place where one had grown up, and belonged, as it were, to the blood royal of the neighbourhood. And Dinny thought, unhappily: 'I don't know what I want for her—and that's lucky, because one day she'll see exactly what she wants for herself.' How nice to see exactly what one wanted for oneself! She read Dornford's letter again, and suddenly faced her own feelings for the first time. Was she or was she not ever going to marry? If so, she would as soon marry Eustace Dornford as anyone—she liked, admired, could talk to him. But her—past! How funny it sounded! Her 'past,' strangled almost from birth, yet the deepest thing she would ever know! "One of these days you'll have to go down into the battle again." Unpleasant to be thought a shirker by one's own mother! But it wasn't shirking! Spots of colour rose in her cheeks. It was something no one would understand—a horror of being unfaithful to him to whom she had belonged in soul if not in body. Of being unfaithful to that utter surrender, which she knew could never be repeated.
'I am not in love with Eustace,' she thought; 'he knows it, he knows I can't even pretend it. If he wants me on those terms, what is it fair for me—what is it possible for me to do?' She went out into the old yew-hedged rose garden, where the first burst of roses had begun, and wandered round, smelling at this and that, followed half-heartedly by the spaniel Foch, who had no feeling for flowers.
'Whatever I do,' she thought, 'I ought to do now. I can't keep him on tenterhooks.'
She stood by the sundial, where the shadow was an hour behind its time, and looked into the eye of the sun over the fruit trees beyond the yew hedges. If she married him, there would be children—without them it would not be possible. She saw frankly—or thought she did—where she stood in the matter of sex. What she could not see was how it would all turn for herself and for him in the recesses of the spirit. Restless, she wandered from rose-bush to rose-bush, extinguishing the few greenfly between her gloved fingers. And, in a corner, with a sort of despair, the spaniel Foch sat down unnoticed and ate a quantity of coarse grass.
She wrote to Dornford the same evening. Her mother would be delighted if he would come for that week-end. Her father quite agreed with his views on agriculture, but was not sure that anyone else did, except Michael, who, after listening to him carefully one evening in London, had said: "Yes. What's wanted is a lead, and where's it coming from?" She hoped that when he came down he would be able to tell her about those costs. It must have been thrilling to see Cavalcade again. Did he know a flower called meconopsis, if that was the way to spell it, a sort of poppy of a most lovely colour? It came from the Himalayas, and so would be suitable for Campden Hill, which she believed had much the same climate. If he could induce Clare to come down it would rejoice the hearts of the aborigines. This time she signed herself 'always yours,' a distinction too subtle to explain even to herself.
Telling her mother that he was coming, she added:
"I'll try and get Clare; and don't you think, mother, that we ought to ask Michael and Fleur? They were very sweet to put us up so long."
Lady Charwell sighed.
"One gets into a way of just going on. But do, dear."
"They'll talk tennis, and that'll be so nice and useful."
Lady Charwell looked at her daughter, in whose voice something recalled the Dinny of two years back.
When Dinny knew that Clare was coming, as well as Michael and Fleur, she debated whether to tell Tony Croom. In the end she decided not to, sorrowfully, for she had for him the fellow feeling of one who had been through the same mill.
The camouflage above her father's and mother's feelings touched her. Dornford—high time, of course, he was down in the constituency again! Pity he hadn't a place of his own—didn't do to get out of touch with the electors! Presumably he'd come by car, and bring Clare; or Michael and Fleur could call for her! By such remarks they hid their nervousness about Clare and about herself.
She had just put the last flower in the last bedroom when the first car slid up the driveway; and she came down the stairs to see Dornford standing in the hall.
"This place has a soul, Dinny. It may be the fantails on the stone roof, or perhaps the deep way it's settled in, but you catch it at once."
She left her hand in his longer than she had meant to.
"It's being so overgrown. There's the smell, too—old hay and flowering verbena, and perhaps the mullions being crumbled."
"You look well, Dinny."
"I am, thank you. You haven't had time for Wimbledon, I suppose?"
"No. But Clare's been going—she's coming straight from it with the young Monts."
"What did you mean in your letter by 'restive'?"
"Well, as I see Clare, she must be in the picture, and just now she isn't."
Dinny nodded.
"Has she said anything to you about Tony Croom?"
"Yes. She laughed and said he'd dropped her like a hot potato."
Dinny took his hat and hung it up.
"About those costs?" she said, without turning.
"Well, I went to see Forsyte specially, but I got nothing out of him."
"Oh! Would you like a wash, or would you rather go straight up? Dinner's at quarter-past eight. It's half-past seven now."
"Straight up, if I may."
"You're in a different room; I'll show you."
She preceded him to the foot of the little stairway leading to the priest's room.
"That's your bathroom. Up here, now."
"The priest's room?"
"Yes. There's no ghost." She crossed to the window. "See! He was fed here at night from the roof. Do you like the view? Better in the spring when the blossom's out, of course."
"Lovely!" He stood beside her at the window, and she could see his hands clenched so hard on the stone sill that the knuckles showed white. A bitter wind swept through her being. Here she had dreamed of standing with Wilfrid beside her. She leaned against the side of the embrasured window and closed her eyes. When she opened them he was facing her, she could see his lips trembling, his hands clasped behind him, his eyes fixed on her face." She moved across to the door.
"I'll have your things brought up and unpacked at once. Would you answer me one question: Did you pay those costs yourself?"
He gave a start and a little laugh, as if he had been suddenly switched from tragedy to comedy.
"I? No. Never even thought of it."
"Oh!" said Dinny again. "You've lots of time." And she went down the little stairway.
Did she believe him? Whether she believed him or not, did it make any difference? The question would be asked and must be answered. 'One more river—one more river to cross!' And at the sound of the second car she went hurrying down the stairs.
During that strange week-end, with only Michael and Fleur at ease, Dinny received one piece of enlightenment as she strolled in the garden.
"Em tells me," said Fleur, "you're all worked up about those costs—she says you think Dornford paid them, and that it's giving you a feeling of obligation?"
"Oh? Well, it is worrying, like finding you owe nothing to your dressmaker."
"My dear," said Fleur, "for your strictly private ear, I paid them. Roger came to dinner and made a song about hating to send in such a bill to people who had no money to spare, so I talked it over with Michael and sent Roger a cheque. My Dad made his money out of the Law, so it seemed appropriate."
Dinny stared.
"You see," continued Fleur, taking her arm, "thanks to the Government converting that loan, all my beautiful gilt-edgeds have gone up about ten points, so that, even after paying that nine hundred-odd, I'm still about fifteen thousand richer than I was, and they're still going up. I've only told you, in confidence, because I was afraid it would weigh with you in making up your mind about Dornford. Tell me: Would it?"
"I don't know," said Dinny dully; and she didn't.
"Michael says Dornford's the freshest egg he's come across for a long time; and Michael is very sensitive to freshness in eggs. You know," said Fleur, stopping suddenly, and letting go her arm, "you puzzle me, Dinny. Everybody can see what you're cut out for—wife and mother. Of course, I know what you've been through, but the past buries its dead. It is so, I've been through it, too. It's the present and the future that matter, and we're the present, and our children are the future. And you specially—because you're so stuck on tradition and continuity and that—ought to carry on. Anybody who lets a memory spoil her life—forgive me, old thing, but it's rather obviously now or never with you. And to think of you with 'never' chalked against you is too bleak. I've precious little moral sense," continued Fleur, sniffing at a rose, "but I've a lot of the commoner article, and I simply hate to see waste."
Dinny, touched by the look in those hazel eyes with the extraordinarily clear whites, stood very still, and said quietly:
"If I were a Catholic, like him, I shouldn't have any doubt."
"The cloister?" said Fleur sharply: "No! My mother's a Catholic, but—No! Anyway, you're not a Catholic. No, my dear—the hearth. That title was wrong, you know. It can't be both."
Dinny smiled. "I do apologise for worrying people so. Do you like these Angèle Pernets?"
She had no talk with Dornford all that Saturday, preoccupied as he was with the convictions of the neighbouring farmers. But after dinner, when she was scoring for the four who were playing Russian pool, he came and stood beside her.
"Hilarity in the home," she said, adding nine presented by Fleur to the side on which she was not playing: "How did you find the farmers?"
"Confident."
"Con—?"
"That whatever's done will make things worse."
"Oh! Ah! They're so used to that, you see."
"And what have you been doing all day, Dinny?"
"Picked flowers, walked with Fleur, played with 'Cuffs,' and dallied with the pigs. . . . Five on to your side, Michael, and seven on to the other. This is a very Christian game—doing unto others as you would they should do unto you."
"Russian pool!" murmured Dornford: "Curious name nowadays for anything so infected with religion."
"Apropos, if you want to go to Mass to-morrow, there's Oxford."
"You wouldn't come with me?"
"Oh! Yes. I love Oxford, and I've only once heard a Mass. It takes about three-quarters of an hour to drive over."
His look at her was much as the spaniel Foch gave when she returned to him after absence.
"Quarter past nine, then, in my car . . ."
When next day they were seated side by side, he said: "Shall we slide the roof back?"
"Please."
"Dinny, this is like a dream."
"I wish my dreams had such a smooth action."
"Do you dream much?"
"Yes."
"Nice or nasty?"
"Oh! like all dreams, a little of both."
"Any recurrent ones?"
"One. A river I can't cross."
"Ah! like an examination one can't pass. Dreams are ruthlessly revealing. If you could cross that river in your dream, would you be happier?"
"I don't know."
There was a silence, till he said:
"This car is a new make. You don't have to change gears in the old way. But you don't care for driving, do you?"
"I'm an idiot at it."
"You're not modern, you see, Dinny."
"No. I'm much less efficient than most people."
"In your own way I don't know anybody so efficient."
"You mean I can arrange flowers."
"And see a joke; and be—a darling."
It seemed to Dinny the last thing she had been able to be for nearly two years, so she merely replied:
"What was your college at Oxford?"
"Oriel"
And the conversation lapsed.
Some hay was stacked and some still lying out, and the midsummer air was full of its scent.
"I'm afraid," said Dornford suddenly, "I don't want to go to Mass. I don't get so many chances to be with you, Dinny. Let's make for Clifton and sit in a boat."
"Well, it is rather lovely for indoors."
They turned off to the left, and, passing through Dorchester, came to the river by the bend and bluffs at Clifton. Leaving the car, they procured a punt and after drifting a little, moored it to the bank.
"This," said Dinny, "is a nice exhibition of high purpose, I don't think. 'Something done' isn't always what was attempted, is it?"
"No, but it's often better."
"I wish we'd brought Foch; he likes any kind of vehicle where he can sit on one's feet and get a nice sick feeling."
But in that hour and more on the river they hardly talked at all. It was as if he understood—which, as a fact, he did not—how, in that drowsing summer silence, on water half in sunlight, half in shade, she was coming closer to him than ever before. There was, indeed, to Dinny something really restful and reassuring in those long lazing minutes, when she need not talk, but just take summer in at every pore—its scent, and hum, and quiet movement, the careless and untroubled hovering of its green spirit, the vague sway of the bulrushes, and the clucking of the water, and always that distant calling of the wood pigeons from far trees. She was finding, indeed, the truth of Clare's words, that he could 'let one's mouth alone.'
By the time they were back at the Grange, it had been one of the most silent and satisfactory mornings she had ever known. But between his: "Thank you, Dinny, a heavenly time," and his real feelings, she could tell from his eyes there was a great gap fixed. It was unnatural the way he kept his feelings in check! And, as became a woman, compassion soon changed in her to irritation. Anything better than this eternal repression, perfect consideration, patience, and long waiting! And all that afternoon she saw as little of him as she had seen much all the morning. His eyes, fixed on her with longing and a sort of reproach, became an added source of vexation, and she carefully refrained from seeming to notice them. "Verra pavairse," her old Scottish nurse would have said.
Bidding him 'Good night' at the foot of the stairs, she felt a keen pleasure at the dashed look on his face, and an equally keen sense that she was 'a beast.' She entered her bedroom in a curious turmoil, at odds with herself, and him, and all the world.
"Damn!" she muttered, feeling for the switch.
A low laugh startled her. Clare, in her pyjamas, was perched on the window-seat, smoking a cigarette.
"Don't turn up, Dinny; come and sit here with me, and let's puff out of the window together."
Three wide-opened casements laid bare the night under a teazle-blue heaven trembling with stars. Dinny, looking out at it, said:
"Where have you been ever since lunch? I didn't even know you were back."
"Have a gasper? You seem to want soothing."
Dinny expelled a puff of smoke.
"I do. I'm sick of myself."
"So was I," murmured Clare, "but I feel better."
"What have you been doing, then?"
Again Clare laughed, and in the sound was something that made Dinny say:
"Seeing Tony Croom?"
Clare leaned back and her throat showed pale.
"Yes, my dear. The Ford and I went over. Dinny, we've justified the law. Tony no longer looks like a bereaved orphan."
"Oh!" said Dinny, and again: "Oh!"
Her sister's voice, warm and languid, and satisfied, made her cheeks go hot and her breath come quickly.
"Yes, I prefer him as lover to a friend. How sane is the law—it knew what we ought to have been! And I like his converted cottages. Only there's a fireplace upstairs that still wants opening up."
"Are you going to get married, then?"
"My dear, how can we? No, we shall live in sin. Later, I suppose, we shall see. I think this 'nisi' period is very thoughtful. Tony will come up in the middle of the week, and I shall go down at the week-end. And all so legal."
Dinny laughed. Clare sat up, suddenly, clasping her knees.
"I'm happier than I've been for ever so long. It doesn't do to make other people wretched. Also, women ought to be loved, it suits them somehow. Men, too."
Dinny leaned out of the window, and the night slowly cooled her cheeks. Beautiful and deep it was, out there, the shapes unstirring, dark and as if brooding. Through the tense stillness came a far drone, swelling to the rightful sound of a passing car, and, between the trees, she could see its travelling light burnish up the hedgerows for flying moments, and die beyond the angle of vision. Then the drone grew faint and fainter, and stillness recommenced. A moth flew by, and a little white feather from a fantail on the roof floated down, turning over in the quiet air. She felt Clare's arm come round her waist.
"Good-night, old thing! Rub noses."
Withdrawing from the night, Dinny clasped that slim pyjamaed body. Their cheeks touched, and to each the warmth of the other's skin was moving—to Clare a blessing, to Dinny an infection, as though the lingered glow from many kisses was passing into her.
When her sister had gone, she moved restlessly up and down her dark room.
"It doesn't do to make people wretched! . . . Women ought to be loved. . . . Men, too." Quite a minor prophet! Converted by lightning, like Paul on his way to wherever it was. Up and down, up and down, till at last, quite tired, she turned on the light, threw off her clothes, and sat down in a wrapper to brush her hair. Brushing away at it, she stared at her image in the glass with fascination, as if she had not seen herself for a long time. The fever with which she had been infected seemed still in her cheeks and eyes and hair, she looked unnaturally vivid to herself; or was it that the sun, while she and Dornford were sitting in that punt, had left her with this hot feeling in the veins? She finished brushing, shook back her hair, and got into bed. She had left the casements open, the curtains undrawn; and the starry night confronted her lying on her back in the darkness of her narrow room. The hall clock struck midnight faintly—only three hours or so before it would be light! She thought of Clare sunk in beauty sleep close by. She thought of Tony Croom, deep-drugged with happiness, in his converted cottages, and the old tag from The Beggars' Opera ran in her mind: 'With blisses her kisses dissolve us in pleasure and soft respose.' But she! She could not sleep! She felt, as sometimes when a little girl, that she must roam about, explore the strangeness of the dead of night, sit on the stairs, peep into rooms, curl up in some armchair. And, getting up, she put on her dressing-gown and slippers and stole out. She sat on the top stair, clasping her knees and listening. Not a sound in the old dark house, except a little scraping noise, where some mouse was at work. She rose, clutched the banister, and crept downstairs. The hall smelled musty already, too much old wood and furniture to stand enclosure by the night. She groped across to the drawing-room door and opened it. Here flowers and last year's pot-pourri and stale cigarette smoke scented the air with a heavy reek. She made her way to one of the French windows, drew the curtains back, and opened it. She stood there a minute taking deep breaths. Very dark, very still, very warm. By starlight she could just see the sheen on the magnolia leaves. Leaving the window open, she sought her favourite old armchair, and curled up in it with her feet tucked under her. There, hugging herself, she tried to recapture the feeling that she was a child again. The night air came in, the clock ticked, and the hot feeling in her veins seemed to cool away in measure with its rhythm. She shut her eyes fast, and the sort of cosiness she used to feel in that old chair, as if she were all clasped and protected, stole upon her; but still she did not sleep. Behind her from the window with the rising of the moon a presence had stolen in, a sort of fingering uncanny light, slowly lifting each familiar object into ghostly semblance of itself. It was as if the room had come awake to keep her company; and the feeling she had sometimes had, that the old house had a life of its own, felt, saw, knew its spells of wakefulness and of slumber, tingled once more within her. Suddenly, she heard footsteps on the terrace and sat up startled.
Someone said: "Who is that? Is anyone there?"
A figure stood in the open window; by the voice she knew that it was Dornford, and said:
"Only me."
"Only you!"
She saw him come in and stand beside the chair, looking down. He was still in his evening clothes, and, with his back to the faint light, she could hardly see his face at all.
"Anything the matter, Dinny?"
"Just couldn't sleep. And you?"
"I've been finishing a bit of work in the library. I went out on the terrace for a breath, and saw this window open."
"Which of us is going to say: 'How marvellous'?"
Neither of them said anything. But Dinny unclasped herself and let her feet seek the ground.
Suddenly, Dornford put his hands to his head and turned his back on her.
"Forgive my being like this," she murmured, "I naturally didn't expect—"
He turned round again, and dropped on his knees beside her. "Dinny, it's the end of the world, unless—"
She put her hands on his hair and said quietly: "—it's the beginning."
Adrian sat writing to his wife.
"Condaford: August 10.
"MY VERY DEAR,—
"I promised to give you a true and particular account of how Dinny went off. Look in The Lantern for their conception of 'the bride and bridegroom leaving the church.' Fortunately, the lens of that enquiring organ caught them just before they pushed off—except in movies the camera simply cannot record movement; it always gets the sole of one foot cocked towards the eye, flannelises the knee of the other leg, and upsets the set of the trousers. Dornford looked quite good value—in this style, fourteen-and-six; and Dinny—bless her!—without the 'bride's smile,' almost as if she saw the joke. Ever since the engagement, I've wondered what she's really feeling. Love such as she gave Desert it certainly is not, but I don't believe there's any physical reluctance. When, yesterday, I said to her: 'In good heart?' her answer was: 'No half heart, anyway.' We both of us have reason to know that she can go all out in what she does for other people. But she's really doing this for herself. She'll be carrying on—she'll have children—and she'll count. That's as it should be, and so I believe she feels. If she hasn't what hopeful youth calls 'a crush on' Dornford, she admires and respects him, and I think quite rightly. Besides, he knows from me, if not from her, what she's capable of, and won't expect more until he gets it. The weather held up all right, and the church—wherein, by the way, your special correspondent was baptized—in the word of Verdant Green never looked 'berrer.' The congregation was perhaps a trifle Early English, though it seemed to me you could have got most of the faces at Woolworth's.
"At the top of the nave, in the more holy positions, came our own gang, County and would-be County. The more I looked at County the more I thought how merciful that the states of life into which it has pleased God to call us have prevented the Charwells of our generation from looking County. Even Con and Liz, who have to stick down here all the time, haven't got quite the hang of it. Remarkable, if you think, that there is such a thing as 'County' left; but I suppose it'll last while there's 'huntin' and shootin'. I remember, as a boy, out hunting (when I could screw a mount out of our stables or somebody else's), I used to lurk out of reach of people for fear of having to talk to them, their words and music were so trying. Better to be human than County or even would-be County. I must say that Clare, after all her jollification in the courts, carried it off amazingly, and so far as I could see, nobody had the nerve to show any of the feelings which, as a fact, at this time of day, they probably hadn't got. Then, a little less holy, came the village in force—Dinny's a great favourite with them—quite a show of oldest inhabitants. Some real faces; an old chap called Downer, in a Bath chair, all 'Whitechapel' whiskers and beard, and shrewd remaining brown spaces. He perfectly remembered Hilary and me falling off a hay-cart we oughtn't to have been on. And old Mrs. Tibwhite—a sweet old witch of a thing, who always let me eat her raspberries. The schoolchildren had a special holiday. Liz tells me not one in twenty of them has ever seen London, or indeed been ten miles out of the village, even now. But there's a real difference in the young men and maidens. The girls have most excellent legs and stockings and quite tasteful dresses; and the youths good flannel suits and collars and ties—all done by the motor bike and the film. Lots of flowers in the church, and a good deal of bell-ringing and blowy organ-playing. Hilary did the swearing-in with his usual rapidity, and the old rector, who held the sponge, looked blue at the pace he went and the things he left out. Well, you want, of course, to hear about those dresses. The general effect, as they stood in the aisle, was what you might call delphinian. Dinny, even in white, has that look, and, consciously or not, the bridesmaids were togged up according; and what with Monica and Joan and two young Dornford nieces being slim and tall, they really looked like a planting of blue delphiniums, preceded by four blue tots, sweet, but none as pretty as Sheila. Really, that chickenpox was very perverse; you and your two were terribly missed, and Ronald as a page would just have topped everything up. I walked back to the Grange with Lawrence and Em, an imposing steel-grey presence slightly marred where 'tears had got mixed with her powder sometimes.' In fact, I had to stop her under a stricken tree and do some good work with one of those silk handkerchiefs you gave me. Lawrence was in feather—thought the whole show the least gimcrack thing he had seen for a long time, and had now more hope of the pound going still lower. Em had been to see the house on Campden Hill; she predicted that Dinny would be in love with Dornford within a year, which started another tear, so I called her attention to the tree which had in fact been struck by lightning while she and I and Hilary were standing under it. 'Yes,' she said, 'you were squits—so providential; and the butler made a penholder out of the wood; it wouldn't hold nibs, so I gave it to Con for school, and he cursed me. Lawrence, I'm old.' Whereon Lawrence took her hand, and they walked hand in hand the rest of the way.
"The reception was held on the terrace and lawn; everybody came, schoolchildren and all, a quaint mix-up, but jolly, it seemed to me. I didn't know I was so fond of the old place. However much one may believe in levelling-up chances, there's something about old places. They can't be re-created if they're once let slip, and they focus landscape in a queer kind of way. Some villages and landscapes seem to have no core—you can't explain why, but they feel hollow, and shallow and flat. A real old place puts heart into a neighbourhood. If the people who live in it are not just selfish pigs, it means a lot in a quiet way to people who have no actual ownership in it. The Grange is a sort of anchor to this neighbourhood. I doubt if you'd find a single villager, however poor, who grudged its existence, or wouldn't feel the worse for its ruination. Generations of love and trouble, and goodness knows not too much money, have been spent on it, and the result is something very hand-made and special. Everything's changing, and has got to change, no doubt, and how to save the old that's worth saving, whether in landscape, houses, manners, institutions, or human types, is one of our greatest problems, and the one that we bother least about. We save our works of art, our old furniture, we have our cult—and a strong one—of 'antiques,' and not even the most go-ahead modern thought objects to that. Why not the same throughout our social life? 'The old order changeth'—yes, but we ought to be able to preserve beauty and dignity, and the sense of service, and manners—things that have come very slowly, and can be made to vanish very fast if we aren't set on preserving them somehow. Human nature being what it is, nothing seems to me more futile than to level to the ground and start again. The old order had many excrescences, and was by no means 'all werry capital,' but, now that the housebreakers are in, one does see that you can smash in an hour what has taken centuries to produce; and that, unless you can see your way pretty clearly to replace what admittedly wasn't perfect with something more perfect, you're throwing human life back instead of advancing it. The thing is to pick on what's worth preserving, though I don't say there's very much that is. Well, that's all very portentous! To come back to Dinny—they're going to spend their honeymoon in Shropshire, round about where Dornford comes from. Then they come back here for a bit, then settle in on Campden Hill. I hope this weather will last for them. Honeymooning in wet weather, especially when one is keener on the other than the other is on the one, should be very trying. Dinny's 'going away' frock, you may like to know, was blue, and suited her not quite down to the ground. We had a minute together. I gave her your love, and she sent you hers, and said: 'Well, I'm very nearly over, Uncle dear. Wish me luck!' I felt like piping my eye. Over what? Well, anyway, if wishes for luck will help, she goes wreathed with them; but all that kissing business is hard to get through. Con and Liz took theirs down at the car. I felt rather a brute, looking at their faces when she'd gone. They went away in Dornford's car, with himself driving. After that I confess that I slunk off. They're all right, I know, but it didn't feel like it. There's such cursed finality about a wedding, however easy divorce is or may become; besides, Dinny is not the sort who would take someone who loved her and then let him down; it's the old-fashioned 'for better for worse' there, but I think it'll be 'for better'—in the long run, anyway. I sneaked out of sight into the orchard and then up through the fields to the woods. I hope it was as gorgeous a day with you as it was here. These beech-woods on the slopes are more beautiful than the careful beech-clumps they plant on downs, though even those have a sort of temple-like effect, in spite of being meant as landmarks or to give shade to sheep. I can assure you that wood about half-past five was enchanted. I went up the slope and sat down and just enjoyed it. Great shifting shafts of sunlight coming in below and splashing the trunks; and ever-so-green cool spaces between—only one word for it, holy. The trees, many of them, go up branchless for a long way, and some of the trunks looked almost white. Not much undergrowth and very little 'life' except jays and a brown squirrel. When you're in a wood as lovely as that, and think of death duties and timber, your heart turns over and over as if you'd supped entirely off Spanish onions. Two hundred years in His sight may be as yesterday, but in mine I confess they're like eternity. These woods are no longer 'shot,' and anybody can come into them. I suppose the young folk do—what a place to wander about in, lovering! I lay down in a patch of sunlight and thought of you; and two small grey wood-doves perched about fifty yards off and talked cosily to each other, so that I could have done with my field-glasses. Willow-herb and tansy were out where trees have come down and been cleared away—foxgloves don't seem to flourish round here. It was very restful, except that one ached a bit because it was green and beautiful. Queer, that 'beauty' ache! Lurking consciousness of mortality, perhaps knowledge that all things must slip away from one in time, and the greater their beauty the greater the loss in store! Mistake in our make-up, that. We ought to feel: The greater the earth's beauty, the more marvellous the screen of light and wind and foliage, the lovelier nature, in fact—the deeper and sweeter our rest in her will be. All very puzzling! I know the sight of a dead rabbit out in a wood like that affects me more than it does in a poulterer's shop. I passed one as I was going back—killed by a weasel; its soft limpness seemed saying: 'Pity I'm dead!' Death may be a good thing, but life's a better. A dead shape that's still a shape moves one horribly. Shape is life, and when life's gone one can't see why shape should remain even for the little time it does. I'd have liked to stay and see the moon come up and peer about in there, and slowly fill it all up with ghostly glistening; then I might have caught the feeling that shape lives on in rarefied form, and all of us, even the dead rabbits and birds and moths, still move and have their being—which may be the truth, for all I know or ever shall. But dinner was at eight, so I had to come away with the light still green and golden—there flows alliteration again like a twopenny brook! Outside, on the terrace, I met Dinny's spaniel, Foch. Knowing his history, it was like meeting a banshee—not that he was howling; but it reminded me sharply of what Dinny has been through. He was sitting on his haunches and looking down at nothing, as dogs—especially spaniels—will when things are beyond them, and the one and only scent is no more, for the time being. He'll go with them, of course, to Campden Hill when they come back. I went up and had a bath, and dressed, and stood at my window, listening to the drone of a tractor still cutting corn, and getting a little drunk on whiffs from the honeysuckle that climbs and flowers round my window. I see now what Dinny meant by: 'Over.' Over the river that she used to dream she couldn't cross. Well, all life is crossing rivers, or getting drowned on the way. I hope—I believe—she's touching shore. Dinner was just like dinner always is—we didn't talk of her, or mention our feelings in any way. I played Clare a game of billiards—she struck me as softer and more attractive than I've ever seen her. And then I sat up till past midnight with Con, in order, apparently, that we might say nothing. They'll miss her a lot, I'm afraid.
"The silence in my room, when I got up here at last, was stunning, and the moonlight almost yellow. The moon's hiding, now, behind one of the elms, and the evening star shining above a dead branch. A few other stars are out, but very dim. It's a night far from our time, far even from our world. Not an owl hooting, but the honeysuckle still sweet. And so, my most dear, here endeth the tale! Good night!
"Your ever loving
"ADRIAN."
THE END