i Age

but dee - e fstened onthe barsd . of b 1
" e « harvicoof het fneads, that were tightly Iy ;
clispoc ndon theiz hands she saw ther wedding rings. She l.nn\ The Becker Wiaes

then vl Dolly bl said

1%
l l e A an \hen Emest, the third of the Beckers to marry, chose a gisl withno
) more to recommend her than the nommal attributes of health.
respectability and certin supetficial good looks. the other two -
S . ' fames and Hengictta - felt they could at last ignore Theobald ancd his
o (I S‘h-v s nonsence, Theobald had been a bit young o proficr advice Lo them,
but Ernest had had the full benefit of their yeungest brother’s
counsel and warnings. Yet Ernest had gone his own way loo: Tulla,

~ e \\ {he new bride, was no more remarkable than James's wife Charlolte,
';"y|:)vw' | 1\‘

2 Both had had 10 carn their living while in the single state. and

/ . :
neither had brought anythig into the family by way of dowry
tevond the smail amount they had put aside in a savings bank
during the perisd of their engagements, engagements that in both
w3 - 1< C cases had been long enougit for the Rechers to ascertain all particu-
Jars that could possibly be expected to have 4 bearing on their
suitability for marriage and child-bearing.

*And those, mind you, are the things that count,” James said to
Samue), now the only unmarried Becker - except Theobald, *Of
course every man is entitled to make his own choice,’ he added with
a touch of patronage. because no matter how Theobald might lump
the two wives together, the tact remained that Ernest had taken Jalia
from behind the counter of the shop when he bought his merning
paper. whereas his Charlotte had been a stenographer in the finn of
Croker and Crokes, a firm that might justifiably censider itvdt 2
serious gival 1o the tirm of Beeker and Bedhes. Bt Theobald gnered
such nicetios of chassitication. I fus eyes both of his brothers” wives
came from the wrong side of the river. as he put i1, and neither of
them differed much - 1 anything but their sex - from Robest, the
husband of Henrictta. Robert had been just a lading-cerk wham
James had met in the course of business, but since it had never been
cortain that Henrietta would secune o hustand of any kind, the aest
of the family - except Theotuld of course - thought she'd done nght
to jump at him. Theohald had even expected her to make 3 good
marriage. But once Robert had been raised from the status of o derk
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to that of husbandd, i had been a relatively smeal matter 1o absorb
him into the Becker Bociess, ) )

The Teckers were corn meechants, They carried on their trade in 2
modesatessized prenuse on the quavs, and they lived on the
premise, But if anvene were foolish enough to entertain doubts
about the seale and mportance of the business conducted on lh;.'
groand floor, he had soby to be given a glimpse of the comfort and
luxury of the upper stieys, to he disabused of his crror. The Beckers
believed in the salivi comiorts, and the business paid for them
amply.

Qld Bartholomew Becker, father of the present members of the
firm, had built up a sizeable trade by the good okl principles of
constant application and prudent transaction. Then, having made
room in the firm for each of his three older rons, one afier arother,
and having put his voungest son Theobald into the Law 1o 1-nsun;
that the family interests would be fully safeguarded. the cld man
took to his big brass-bound bed - a bed solennified by o canopy of
red velvet, and made easy of ascent by a tier of maimganv sfeps
clipped 10 the <ide rait - and died. He died at exactly thy- moment
most opportune fer the business 1o be brought abreast of the times
by a tittle judicious innovation.

In his last moments, old Bartholomew had gathered his sons
aroud him in the high-ceilinged bedroom in which he had begot
them, and ordering them to prop him upright, had given them one
ﬁnaf! injunetion. to marry, and try to sce that their suster married too,

The unmarried state had been abhorrent to old Bartholomew. He
had held it to be not only dangerous to a man’s soul, bat destructive
to his business as well. In short, to old Bartholomew, marriage
represented safety and security, To his own carly marriage with
Anna, the daughter of his head salesman, he attributed the grealer
part of his success, He ad married Anna when he was twenty-wo
and she was cighteen. And the dowry she brought with her was
Content, By centring her young husband's desires within the four
walls of the house on the quayside, Anna had contributed more than
she knew to the stccess of the firm. For, when ather voung men of
that day, associates and rivals, were out ill ali hours in pursuit of
pleasure and the satisfaction of their desires, Bartholomew Becker
was W b found in his countinghouse, working at his ledgers, secure
in the knowledge that the object of his desires was Iu’ckcd away

upstairs in their great brass bed. And as the vears went on, the
Il.\c}zgi\l of his hig sott Anna more ofter: than not heavy with child,
sitting wp pretending to read, but in reality yawning and listening
for his step on the stairs, had in it just the right blead of desire and
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promise of fulfilment that enatled him to keep at the ledgers and not
£o up to her untid he'd got throngh them. 1n this way he made more
and more maney for her. Anna nught not take credit for every
penny Bartholomew made, but she was undoubtedly responsible for
those extra pence, eamed while other men slept or revelled, that
made all the difference between a firm like Beckers and other firms
in the same trade. It was inevitable, of course, that the more money
Anna inspired her husband W amass, the more her beauly became
smuthered in the tuxury with which he surrounded her. Yet, vn his
death-bed, his memory being more accurate than his cyesight, it was
of Anna's young beauty that he spoke. And reminding her of their
own happiness, he l2id on her a last injunction to be good to his
sons’ wives. He made no mention of how she should conduct
herself lowards a sonan-law, no doubt fearing it unlikely such a
person would put in an appearence. Anna gave the dying man an
unconditional promise.

Theobald therefore had his mother to contend with as well as his
brothers when he objected to cach of his sisters-in-law as they came
on the scene,

‘Have you forgatten vour father's last words, Theobald?” Anna
pleaded, cach time. “How can you take this absurd attitude? What is
to be said against this marriage?

“What is to be said in its favour?” Theobald snapped hack.

And on the occasion of Emnest's engagenment. when Theobald had
put this infuriating question for the third time, his mother had been
goaded inlo giving him an alimost unscemly answer.

“After all,’ she said, ‘the same could have been said about your
father's marriage to me!’

That, of course, was the whole point of Theobald’s argument,
although he could not very well say <o to Anna. Surely he and his
bruthers ought to do better than their tather: to o a step further, as
it were, not stay in the same rut. It was one thing for old
Bartholomew, at the outset of his career, to give himself the comfort
of marrying a gisl of his own class, but it was another thing
altogether for his sons, whom he had established securely on the
road towards success, (o turn around and marry wives who were no
better than their mother,

‘No better than Mother” Henrietta was outraged. She could
hardly credit her ears. She had the tughest regand for Charlotte and
Juia, but a sister-in-law was a aister-in-law, and the implication that
cither of them could be put on the same plane as her mother was
unthinkable. ‘No better than Mother”” she repeated, her voice sheill
with vexation. ‘As if they could be compared with her for one
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way he behaved at oar wedding, e wasn'Uvery polite to =7 Janies
stepped shorl, He'd been ot to sy “vour people’ but e altered
tre wonds quickly to “our steste

Oh, that was Jditferent, Charlotte said, That was the tirst
wedding in the family

fames wasn't heteming thoogh, Fle was trving 10 reazd the expresss
an on Theobald's face as, just then, his voungeat broather tiened
and spoke to Hennetta Hennetta frowned, What was the confoun-
ded fellow saying vow?

It was just s weli bunes could not hear, Theobald was on his
hot:tny horse, “1he joke oi it is, {lenrictta,” he said, ‘that fer all theic
protestations to the contrary, both fames and Ernest would get the
shock of their fives if anvone saw the smallest similarcy between
thetr wives and our dear moier

AVell, there are difterences af appeararce. of course,” FHennetta
<id crisply. Ne one denies that 7 She alwavs felt that in cvery
criticism of het sister-in L there was anampliad criticosm of Robent,
and <he was aneevisd. but on this occasion she was il atease as wall
in case Theobald would be overheand. He badn'ttaken tie trouble to
tower his voice.

My dear Hentictta * he exctumed You would hardly expeat eur
brothers” wives 1o wear spectacies and elastic stockings on their
wedding day anid take size forty-eight corets, would you? Give
them a Kttle time, For my own past I'd tike to think my wife wouh!
have something, mone to depend upan for attraction than sim ankles
andd 3 narrow waist.’

Yet, even Theobald could hardly have forescen the rapidity with
which his sisters-in-law kst their vouthful figures. The punctual
pregnancy of Julia coinciding with the somewhat delayed pregnancy
of Chatlatte imade bath womer look prematasely beavy, and these
was something abot their fisures that made it scem they would
Aevers again map Bk to their vrizinal shape. Indeed. since both of
them thaught it advpable to conceal their condition under massive
fur caats, soan there wasn’ta great deal - unlese you were at dlose
quarters - (o distinguich ote from the other of the three Recher
\\’i\'\'\.

After their confinements, of course, Charlotte and Julia repaaned
soemie of their differentatnyg: quabibies, but even then, Jue to having
folloswed the advice of Anza and adopted such old-tashioned
maime a6 ‘eating for bwa and putting up their feet at every posable
chance, neither theit ankies nor their waists would ever be slender
again, Now, ton, Chasbatte and Julia telt entitled to aceept frevly the
fur capes, fur tippets, and feece-lined boots that they had beena bit
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to the ettoct they made gy wcack otbser thon 2o the effact apan their
own ligures, o thet whe Bnally Anna paceed oo ner ast renard,
amud the fallals and fripgreces dwe had won in agpy <oajinal contest
with Bartholomew were V

spersed amoeng bes theee daaghters, it
seetned at times that it ac af passing from the serne Anna had
been But divided i thee s to duell with her soncoanew, And
nowhere was the peeia wcoce 1o Anna as noticeakle as when, in
scvordance with a castom et started by Rastholonwess, ane Strictly
hept ap v James, the Se see wenl oit {or an cvenring ineal in >
s restanrant, et whee g formerhe Anns hadd <ot at the head of
the tabie, comtolalde an b owy in furs and jesvelorny, there were

o three rephicas of e e fon three sides ol the rabe.
Henretia, Chardotte, an oo There thev st abt three of them
Al st heavy ond turee ca ke Sotna, ali etanating, in cpite of

the moey lavidhed on wm, such an ar or oadinainess and
muediocrite tut Theobald  when duty compelled him te be o the
party, spaermend an lus seat all the time, and rolled pread mto peliets
from nervonsoess and e tursassment. Yot be ko dte arend these
family fanctions, One had s pat 8 face on tiunge o he eoxpleined to
Samuel, who canee nearest toshanng his views, At Ll alibcaphot
wan {or the benefil of the amity that old Bartholomes had m.n:‘lv a
Liwyer out of has voanges: e, Theobald was noi wrhout o returen
ot henetit, Hhs practice wa uonly dependent on onnly conneciions
and e st coulde't o ot 2evilv cerenonied, Dat it went
against the gram. Inde vire sinee he was aomose veath of sisteen
or seventeen Theobald R nanared strange nottons of prde and
ambition, and when to the ¢ fud been added intellectual snebbery
and professional stuffines. v tecame @ positive ordeal for lum to
Bave to endune the Bocker ta-ties, In Anna's uzee, a small spark of
filial devotion had made e beasable, Withow her st was oil he
could do 1o fore himseld 1y throngh with theny But onee ot the
paaty, hunvever, I could ot oast make an effort o heap conteol of
the sitiations that ~omet arone. With a little 220t 52 was posable
to ploss over the limatation - of the others,

‘Not there, Hinriettal” Jost in time he'd put his hand under his
sster’s elbow and shepherd them all to a quict comner ot the
restavrant, whereas left o themselves ey would have mode
straight foz s table in the oo stre of the room. 1 o about over there?”
he'd musmur, and guide toem towards a tasde in o cerner behind a
pillar, o1 a3 pot of ferms

Btowas not that he was chamed of them  Tiere was nothung of
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which 1o be ashamed. Indeed, the Beckers wete the most respect-
ably dressed people in the restaurant. and they were certainly better
mannered than most. Moreover, one and all they posressed rubust
palates that slmost made up fur thewr hiteand-miss pronundiation of
e items an the mens. And James, vho as the eldes! was alwaye
Wie official host, was more than libera with tips 1o the waiters.
Nevertheless, [heohald was il at ease and cordially detested every
minute of the meal.

“Are vou suffering from nerves. Theebald?” Henrietta ashed ane
evening, frowning al the disgustung pellets of bread sll round his
plate. She was the one who was most piqued at being fed to an
mit-ul-the-way table, f den't know why you had us sit here. The
tabla isn't large enough in the first place, and in the second place we
can hardly hear vursclves thinking, we're so near the archestsa.”

The table was in a rather dark corner, behind a potted palm, and it
was indeed so near the orchestra that James had 1o point out with
his finger the various choices {rom the menu, in order 1o come foan
understanding with the waiter.

1 wanted to sit over there,” Hennetta said, indicating 20 un-
doubtudly larger and better placed table, but just then the orchestta
reached a lightly scored passage, and overhearing his sister, James
teoked up fiom the menu.

“‘Would you like to change tlables, Hennetta? he asked, “It's not
tco fate yet: L haven’t given the onder :

Theobald shrank hack into his chasr at the mere thought of the
fuss that would accompany the move, Charlotte and Julia were
already gathering up their wraps and their handbags and scraping
back their chairs. His left eye had begum to twitch, and the back of
s neck had begun to redden uncomiortatdy

‘Aren't we all sight here? be cned. Why should we make
ourselves conspicuous™ In spite of herseli. Hennetta felt sorry for
him.

Oh, we may as well stay here, James,’ <he said, setthing back
her chair again and throwing her fus stole over the anm of it "We
can’t satisly everyone, Although § must say 1 don't know what
Theatuld is alkicg about when he save we'd make ourselves
noticeable, because ! for one can’t e that anyenc s tahing the least
notice of us”’

There was a thin, high note of irritability in his sister’s vaice that
made Theobald more embarrassed than vver Under the table he

crossed and uncrossed his long legs, and 100k out his handherchict
twice in the course of one minute, as he tied in vain to disassaciate
himself from them all. The patadon ot his sister's words suddenly

to
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Lok here” Theobald raused himself. As long as he was of the
party, he might as well ny 1o put some spitit into it He leant acrans
the tatle. 1 heard an amusing thing today at the Courts, he <ad,
determined to deaw (he aitention of his family back o some
common focus. Tu help his own concentration he fastened his eyes
on a big plated cruet-stand en the table. His story might gather up
theis seattered attention and make it seem that they were interested
in cach other, that they had come here to enjov each other's
company, te have a good meal, or even to fisten to the music
anvihing, anything bul expuse themselves by gaping at other
people 1 said Pheard an amusing thing, at the Courts thix morning :
he repeated. because his remark had passed unheard or unheedid
the first time, the gaze of all the Rechers having at that moment gone
towards a promunent actor who had just scated hinodf at an
sdioining table, But Theobald's simple mise seemed doomed to
failure. Only James appeared 1o be listening.

‘I didn't think the Courts were sitting yeb.” James said. 1 didn’t
I row the Long Vacation was over.” In Theobak!'s story he displaved
ae interest at all. He had doane no mote than, as it were, listlessly hift
his fork to pick out a small morsel of familiar fued before pushing
aside the zest of what was offered.

Theobald did not know for a moment whether to be amused or
annoyed. It might perhaps be an wlea to try and make a joke of their
iraitention. If only he could rouse them to one good genuine laugh,
he'd be satisficd. 1 only he could gather them for omee into a
self-absarbed proup! But how? Just then, however. ta hix surprise he
found Charlotte had been attending, to what James had said.

‘Of course the Courts are sitting.” she saut, and the glanwe she
gave her hustand had 2n vrasperated glint, Theotald was about to
metaphorically link arms with her and enlist hes as o supporter,
when she leant forward to reprimand her husband. How cottld you
be o stupid, James? Didn't vou see the Chivf Justice and his wifein
the foyer when we were coming in here tenight? You know they
wouldi't be back in town unless the Suprema Court was sitting,” Bt
after ancther scathing glance she furned the other way, and this
time leaning across Theobald, she caught Henrietta's sleeve and
gave it 2 tug, They're sitting at o able to the right of the door,

Hearietta, i you'd bike to see them. She has o magnificent fing on
her finger. | can sec it from here. And that's their daughter in the
veivet cloak. What do vou think of her® She's supposed to be pretiy.

Theobald’s slory was not mentivned any more that evening by
anyone, least of all by hinwsell, and he had the futher mortification
of knowing that it was due to hus aburtive attempt to tell it that
Henrivtta and James, the least curicns of the Beckers, and the least
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amtie! e vatking home. Being unmarrivd, they were the
only twe o the Be S mien wito were at liberiy 10 walk home from
these gatherings, oomes and Lnest, amd flennictia’s husband, had
to hir-' cabs 1o con' oy their wises o thar abodes '

Samael and v ohald were i roems, bat not of course in the
samee Tocality aeel thinking it advisably o seside near the
businees, and Theatald feeling that for the sake of his practice he
had to live furthe: ont in & moere fashionabie area, alibough he
admitted that at tieos st was inconvenient ' o
) t.\ goud address < essentiad to a man o my position,” he said Tt
isritatied him that e had o explain this <o often lu'lhc ;vlhom
Samuel was the calv one who understood. He had oven ma&(:
menbon onee or e e of doing likewise, For the present, however,
Samuet ?\'n'a alright where he was. As bachelor’s quartees his nnm\;
were uite comtiedg -k
) Fhwe two bratrer oathed along the <teeets 1alking withont great
iterest, but wath o eertain affection, and o \kin:ihn\'ﬂ as ;he.y
‘uni ed at the pev nent vanishing under ther l'-';-l, exeept when,
inteapitieativ in th. matches of pale light from Me street fomps Ihe\:'
‘x.viwd thei: taove i appeared to dook ot cach oer, gi i:;;' the
impression fhat the were atterding o what was breing ;:nd. ’

Samued had enpeed his dinner, e was alse eajoving, the walk
fiome, The steects 1 e at night had an air of unreality lha; appealed
to him. Like limeli; bt the moon shone greenty dowin maoking the
tiglted windows of the houses .\ppmrbnrliﬁr'm, as if they l\,\‘x‘l‘l.‘
: .|r;~~‘Tol cvlhilniu\ i!lu'min‘fu-nl enly for the sxke of illusion  He
! cped Theobald we nlqn tinsist on deageing him Lack to reatity. But
e mughl have ko better,

‘i vou see then tonight, Samued? Did vau see them stasing at
the Chief Justice and his wife? Did you <ee the way they \\"ere
N around e iz chaire® ’

1T dide't sotice particutarly.” Samuet said. He <till hoped to hold
Ifunwll Aoot, High oo ina window on the other side of the street a
light wenl out. Whet was going, on up in that zoom? What unknown
||.-nplc.m-n- inteal an what unknown purposes? Vague curiosity
d in him ’

Theobald was refentiess. “What do yen mean?” he fumaed. You
were as il as anveo w votrsels.”

o it S

the words he ar.
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camuel reluctantly lowered his eyes and looked at his brother and
sighed.

“\What hara is it 10 leok at people”™ ke asked mildly.

Theobald came to a stand “You know the answer to that
i do. ael,” he said. “Yon know it marks people off at once as
coming from a certain dase, to stare at anyone who has raised
nimsclf the least bit above the comrum lev el It's tantamount to
acknowledging ene’s own infenerity, and 1 for one won't do that.”
ANl Theotald’s pent-up vexation of the evenng theeatened to break
over the head of the defenculess Samuel. ‘How is it no one ever
stares at us when we go inta these plices? fsn't there a single one of
us distinguished enough in some way to altract a little attention
from uthers instead of cur always being attracted to them?

Samuel did not reply, not knowing whether it was wiser to reply
or to remain silent. Theobald's words might be no more than a
protracted exclamation, and a replv might proveke an argument. As
they walked on a few mare paces im silence it seemed as if he had
followed the wisest course. But when they were passing under
another lamp-post Theobald stood again.

I never get used o, he cried.

This time Samuel was penunely caught.
1aken by surprise.

But it was only the same ald pill in another coating,

“To the poor marriages they made,” Theobald said, and of course
he was talking about James and Ernest. Samuet sighed. He was into

the thick of it. “It makes me sad every time 1 think of them,” Theobald
went un. ‘1 don't feel so bad about Hennetta, but | hate to think of
the chances our brothers et slip ~ with their positions and their
1ooks, and above all, with their money Think of the opportunities
they had. They might have made excellent marriages. Insiead of that
- what did they do?” Unable o find words caustic encugh to answer
his own question, Theobald made a naise in his throat to indicate the
greatest of contempt. Then he put out his hand and patted Samuel
on the shoulder. “The only hupe we have rests in you, old man.” he

s well as

“Fo what? he asked,

“said.
Eacept for the fact that Theobatd was younger than him, which
gave an unpleasant sense of patronage to hus brother's words and
gestures, Samuel felt flattered. He immediately paid more heed than
e Deckers normally paid to Theobald. This did not mean he
appruved of Theobald's nonsense. e was just vaguely titillated by
his brother’s confidence in him, though there was something alout
his brother's attitude that he stil) didn's ke
“When your tinie comes, Samuel,” Theobald said. ‘T hope you'll do
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Tori was it Lt was the undertone Sasrael delibad e had not
Cos finger on it Beteres AL this talk abeut lifting,

f:‘riwr tevel implicd 3 criticism of tleir prose .;
piedly disaggzevabile to i

ook here, The aid,” he said, They weie passag under yet
another limgs-ps i he the time who came l(: a st m'l) ‘1
don‘t hnew what <4 re talking about and 3™ know \\'hﬂl: Ie.\';-k
ot want to reachy i personally I dow't think there 16 anyone in this
r-.l\", whalever T cesition, with whoms [am un‘xcqum:nlml. Why
:V"“.(.'V\c;!.l‘l'\";“::fn?!‘.‘: w s tadhing to Sir forhua Lundon over a cup of

aolvec up to

level winelt wa

Sl vae o o apeak craaity, bt as he utiered the
bazoned's name [ voace roce to a hicher and thinnes note, and his
evees bubged g seath the strain of tiving to appear 'ndlifcn:nl‘
He drow Tach 1 e ne of two on the protest of chearing his lhm.\;
Behind a large ey <ilk handkerchiel heavily sonosrammed in
P phe silk o man 1 the silk cocks that san up the oute l‘s‘idcs of his
grey Bale socks B v the most dlepant of the Fechers hut he was
smart enough b s that the only fime therr vouages l\mlhﬂ"%
Views were "f{":“'"“v;r 1o anv of them was when the futlow mnnwl-x‘l
to oot hold of one . them wpatately - as now - bec 1w while tl;cv
were Ml unable to poly his counsels and criticisms to themsclves,
they aanee within seasonable distance of agreong with Ilimﬂ whe X
discusang exch other ’ "

And, of conrse, n the present cise Semudd felt sure these could
nat possibly be anv pessanal application intended, Unlims Theobald
was wing the pase of the others as a future warning o him, whe
theugh he might ivoe the elegance, had few other nl'ml*ulM’nf lhx:
roal deed-inthew of hacheler, Samuel indeed enbirely lacked the
Stamna af the soeess fol tachelor, wd ot the time of this Late night
walh with Theob 17 he was almost at the end of his tether "s‘u).hc
was at one and the 2 o

. ene draws tosvards the daeserouns topic of
matrimony and . asions to skt b He el hoveever, that lus
reference 1o the Faenet had been particulasly clever, bacause {t
r!m‘. 1 srrve o “Theobald out in his views without leaving him
Samuel, open W dret eximination. Yot when he <aw the fook Ilu;
came on Fheabald  face, e had an unersy fesbng that he had made
2 faie move, and be was abont ta be o Nanked. -
Yoo, he sand o manede. repeating bes words, as it having taken
up o poar posites he felt it was best 1 dig himsolt in - “Yes, Sir
ot Lundan 1 sme over and b down at table, We h‘l\‘l a
mued lerestingg L. ' ) o
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Rut whereas on the firt accasion e had lovked at Theabald as
much as to say What do you think of that?” e now looked at him as
much as 10 ask ‘What can you sav aganst Y

Theahald, however, had another most igritating habit, leamed no
doubt from his profession He kept prople in suspease belme
reglying to their simplest remarks, thereby giving his own words a
Jisturbing preponderznce.

My dear Samuvl,’ he said at last. have no doubt but that you
pave often «at down with peuple as notable and Thoape a kst imare
intoresting - than old Sir Joshua. One mecls Al kinds of people in
public places.”

Under Samuel’s heavy chin s Blush began 1o spread. That was a
confounded insinuation. No doubt it was another trick of the trade,
No Becher had ever been bred to such ane wavs. Not that he,
Samuel, couldn’t summon up certain wiles it nevdind and beat the
Jdamn fellow at his own gamme. He knew very weli what was implied.
And he'd give an answer in the Sanw wWISPPINg.

‘Cunous - that's just what Sir Joshua was saying to me only
today.” he said, as casually as possible. He was remarking on that
very thing - the promiscuity of penone one meets with when one
ventures into public places. “As o mattee of fact, Becker” he sud 1o
me. “I'm always defighted to see you, or sommenne like you, with
whom one can suitably «it down when one is foreed to come into
this kind of ptace™’

As he speke, Samuel’s confidence returned, and he felt there was
no small skill in the way he parried the lawyer's thrust. Heeven felt
for an instant that the Cld Man could as readily have sent him,
Samuel, for the Bar as the younger brother. Now, of course. after a
aumber af years, training told, but if it carme to native wit and
patural aptitude be polieved he woukd be prepared to croas swonds
with Theolald any day Why, Theabald was as good as rating his
words. Listen to him!

4 didn't think veu knew the haronet ~o well, Theubald was
aving. And n apite of Camuel's efforts o tuitch it away, a ook of

gratification stole over his face. This was almost an apology. He felt
¢ could afford now Lo be magnanimous abaut the whate thing

‘Oh, yos, yus. T've known hima fong, e, he <aid. V'd hike youe to
mevt him - 1 must arrange samething some dav. You ght come
and have a meal with me in the ¢ty He Jeoked at his younger
brother. The fellow appean:d to be thoroughly deflated. Oh, how
Samuel wished that James of Eroest could roe him, “Yes. he said,
intent on enjoyiag his posation, “as a matter of fact | have had itin
mind for some time to make you twe sequainted. The baronet might
stance to vou. And Lthink be'd be glid of 3 chanwe to

be of some ¢
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orme v s e Bdon'tmind tetling vou d tave abdied lum
wer e vears
: el” Fheolald soias andg samedd aomld hasdly
credit the ook o aamility that he theught ae saw on the other's
rev. Bt all ot on e be felt a twinge of encasiness. Sarely there was
A eseessive quoetan the tone of §heobald's veice® Yos, unduuhlnill\'
j?wu‘ was, Al chat was he saving?? However suave it counded
Satnuel was on th - alert.
Bt Theobabd v o
“Thank you,

v thanking ham.
- L he'd <aid. ‘T'd ke that very much indeed.”
Then he paused T itave often thought that L.‘dvv 1 undon looked
more intelligent o the old man, I'd be most interested in makin
hc'r- avqunntance or when shall we arronge™ *
v For ane Mot Samuiel measured eves with Theobald and
nfnu;:lu of Linrye - uge modissimalation, aving that he wonld droy
him o hine wvhen b dad arranged comething, But at the thought (Fl
the calentaning v he lad been ed into this conversational lu’:v his
temper <o ot the - stter of lam that dissimulation was i'1|p|nuil;|.n- A
fevhing of positive caved for Theobald rese within him, and he l('il X
et begin fo gl s forehead, and s jaw to twitch invol ~:-
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sowever. Theohald wanted a litlle more time with Samuci to say
anmething important he thought vught 10 be said

For neaven's sake let's drop the pretence, samuel” he cried.
Con't try to pall the wool over my eyes with your <ocal contacts in
public places Of caunwe, vou don’'t know Lady Lundon, or anyone
like her if it comes to that, and il you did you'd keep your muuth
<hut about it or the rest of the family would be living, vicatiously on
voure relationship.” Dropping his normal tone, ‘Theobald affected o
thin, high and whaolly unnatural tone, instantly recognizable to his
truther as the voice of their sister-in-Jaw Julia. ‘Oh, Lady Lundon,’
he mimicked. ‘Oh yves. Oh ves. | haven't met hwer my~cll vet.
personally, but she’s a great friend of Samuct's. | believe she is 3
charming person = simply charming - and most unacsuming. 1
understand she is a very triendly person. and so simple - just like
anyone else in fact.’

Theatold as he imitated her was so like Emnest's wife that Sarmuel
had 10 smile in spite of himsell. And somv of his resentment left

him.
Ton't that true? Theobald asked. although he had not actually
[{ fated a question.

Hy, Hle was only - cll aware of the<e distressng indications of ill
luu, 1, andd b ess did nothing 2o eas s them

Mhevoueg cu- e spostrophized. He was well suited 10 the Law
:\ f:lu t the <o Ve himselt could do sotaing but sark out lhc.
ruth.

A Lady Lo vou w ot o meet you can get semeone else (o
::\!r::ziuxn'\- venr,” aeond sourdy., T only know the ofd man »

Thic, of course, —<an what Theobald was waiting to hear, He met
the explanation w.h cne simple woa! ) .

AhY Be rd siet that, no more. AR The ven an Samuel's
temple thralbedd mione viotentlv, but Theobald pat out his band and
p.mul‘ him on the Shoulder, “Take it casy, Simael,” he Qid :!'m
sarry for baiting on. ont it pete to bea babit with s fellins at the
Courts, I'm atraid. »

As e patted his eother approvingly, iwever, Theobald looked
ansonshy at him, How the chap shook when he Rt agitated! But
when Sammiei teleswd again into Ins ueaal rnfnpl.\u-m\"‘ Tln-n.hnld
abruptly withaeew his hand. Vou did rather ash for it heough, old
tellow, he <o’ o

They had seochdthe street in wlaeh Symuel eesided ané had
stachened pane i then e tinee at therr disposal, forin %pil;' ofa
customary invitation to do e, it was not a practice tor the brothers to
accept honpitabitn - mm cach other on cuch aceasions 'l‘oni;;hl.

AWell - up to a pomnt 1 suppose it's true Samuel said, knowing
what Theabald meant.

‘Of cour-e, you understand i have nothing, agamst them.’
Theobald said, and in spite of a certain ambiguity in s use of the
pronoun, it was possible 10 tell by the demgatary tone of his veice
that Theobald was reforring to his sisters-in-law. “In fact,” b said
more explicitly, ‘Julia is a very decent sort really. Those socks she
knit for me last winzer ook as if they’ll never wear ont. altheugh the
colour is a bit drastic, but all the same she meant well ard poor
Charlutte isn’t a bad sort vather, f's anlv a puly James and Emest
didn‘t do a little bat better for themselves

Samuel couldr’t let this pass

“They re happy!” he protested weakly

‘Happy! Well, 1 shouldt hope so!’ Theobald said with a flash of
contempt. ‘That's ail they considered at the time, thelr own comfort
and pleasute. If they'd bren let down about that | wouldn't know
what to say. But happy or not, 1 still maintain, and will do sotill my
dying day, that it's a pity their wives hadn’t & httle more to
recommend them!’

Tt is cortainly regrettable that not one of them - Robert included -
had a single penny to bring into the business,” Samuel said with a
sudden burst of animatien.

“There you are!” Theobald was delighted by Samuel’s agreement,
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e calo sl oo he had e ded it this cenveasstional trap, his
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Thee, of conr o, was what Theatsthd swas woaiting to hear He met
the explasation scth ene ample worsd

cAh' he sl ust that, ne more CAN The venin Samuel’s
tenmple thrdded more violently, but 1 Keotraid put out his hand and
patted T e e shoulder, “Take it ooy samuel,” e said, ‘I'm
sorey for bt you, but it gets to be o babit sith e fellows at the
Courts, I'm alrind”

A e potte B brothwes approsinale. however. eobald looked
Aoty 2t o Fow the chap shook when be got agtated” Rut
when Samnel chaed again inte his usacd complaceney, Theobald
Abruptly withe s his hand. “You Qied rativer ask tor it though, old
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accept hospita ty from cach other on wuch occasions, Tonight,

Tie Becker Wivs &
however, Theobald wanted 4 ltthe more lime with Samael 1o say
comething important he thoeaght ought fo be id.

‘For heaven's sake ler's drop the pretence, Samuel,” he cried.
Don't try o pull the wool over my eves with vour soaal coptactsin
public places. Of course. vou don’t wnow Ly Lunden, or anvone
like her if 1t comes to that, and if von did you'd keep your mouth
shut about it or the resl of the family would be Hiving vicaronsly or
vour relationship.’ Dropping his normal tone, Theobald Miected 2
thin, high and wholly unnatural tene, instantly recognizable to his
prother as the voice of thesr sister-in-law fuba *Oh, Lady Fundon)’
ke mimicked ‘Oh ves. Oh yes T haven't met Ter mysdf ver,
personallv, but sie’s a great (riend of Samuel’s.  befieve e v a
chanming person - simply charming - and most unasarming,
understand she is a very frondly person. and so simple - st like
anyone else in fact.”

Theobald as he imutated her was so like Lrnest's wife that Samael
had to saule i spite of hrnsell. And some of his necentment lefr
him.

‘st that true?” Theobald ashed, although e had not actually
formulated a question

Well - up 1o g point L soappose it's trae.” Samuel <id, knewing
what Theobald meant.

‘Of courwe. voa understand 1 have nathing apainst them,”
Theobald caud, and in spite of 4 certain ambigity in his use of the
pronoun, it was possible to tell by the derogatory tone of his vaice
that Theotald was refersing to his sisters-in-law. ‘In fact,” he said
more explicitly, Julia is a very decent sort weally, Those swcks she
knit for me last winter lock 23 if they'll never wear out, although the
colour is a bit drastic. tut all the same she meant well and poor
Charlotte isn't a had <ot either. IUs only a pity James and Ernest
didn’t do a little bit Letter for themselves

Samuel coutdn’t ket this pass,

“They’re happy! he protested weakly.

‘Happy! Well, 1 should hope so” Theabald <aid with a flash of
contempt. That's ail they considered at the tme, their own comiort
and pleasure. If they'd been let down atout that Twoukint know
what to say. But happy or not, 1 stll mamtan, and wall do so tll my
dying day, that st's a pity their wives hadn®t a litthe mone to
recommend them

It is certaindy segrettable that not one of them Robertincdnded -
had 3 single penny to bring mto the business.” Samuel caid with a
sudden burst of ammaticn.

There vou are!” Theobald was dehighted by Samuel's agreement,
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Aafunt o esh voses of the feliomos step Samuet

W tebang, oeealone refrained from tdes ea tuestioning beease
Tt o rintained. wenkd e sothire 1o <y um\“‘. Samued
Badcarn o rem urdes B et

And e eaehy what St Dhimselt el be had done.

B e aut witht Samuel soid bt 1°d dearly like to
Anow o s md,

Andlthe o Samuel por o shock wien he was told what
e et e, e brsthers

T th: A ne always had to
make allow.ases for a cortain amoun® of 1caleusy.

Only whis be was alone with Honorda did Samuaed allow Dimeeli
te brood ov- - vsobald®s peaction,

Theolad ur voungest brother =o't he?” Honoria asked. To

i anly chitc B Becker fanly seeaned gl tiines bew uderingly large.
Thesrd com g ar ether about him, §think, <he said, but | can’t
rememine ¢l what it was - Anvway I'm dving to mest him,*
‘ Yo llsbe bose meeting them s, my dear,” Samuel saud., ‘James
i ogving a correr for that purpose | understand.” Then suddenly
remembyore s fast dinner party James had given, and his walk
Wraw sh the ot strevts afterwards warh Theeoald, be frowned. ‘l
hope lame ) apree to piving o his own howse,’ he said, Tt
would e - nitable thanin a restauraint. don't vou tunk?

Oh e row 5o much abwuz that,” Honona svid, and she
seemad diey wonted, Tlove eating cut. she <aid. 1 love looking at
the oiher g b Fatbae and [ po out for dinn o oceasmonally, st ‘for
ih.v‘. Al nloak ot peoples We went ot last v\‘n-r;inr and
Sumuel. vor L cever gaess who was sitting at the neat table l.o uﬁ-'
Father knows i slightly - Sir Joshua Lundon. tather whispered
who he was - voes And Tady Lundon was with him  Oh Samuel
she swavso mee ustas simple as could Be! She ordered the umples;

food too, st b vonr or me, or anviody else,”

Where hac samuel heard that before? Familiar ang uspleasant
evboes sound -d s his brain. Had he wmself not sad comething like
this (:- ot S revently and been promptly and severely shown his
orror:

voee suitable fer v o reet it lames's house, he
e ved toansast ent,
"“ hipy S, - OLLL] . " N B H
] hen Sane - metioned the matier 1 James, lames agreed - if
icftetontly

Nerv el aid T el Civartorse and we'li arrange for some
night nest we o Allright™
It was more thar all nght. 11 wae perfect, For once the whole
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f2mih was in avvond i its po e for the betiothal celebations o
e o private as possible. For once ther attention was fx used fudly
or remselves, Therr was not ane member af the famly but wanted
w witness Theoleld's teaction to the wealthy brideetobe Thew
inte as contred on their o afains [0z apother reason toa Was
there not a growing rumour that Theotubld himself was about to
ntraduce A new member nto the danily? And might it not b
posuble that in the intimacy of Samued's pasty there could be fusther
disclosures made? The hearts of the Becker women beat fuster at the
thoaghl, The gid that was pood enough for Theobald! How thev
fonged o <oe her.

Who was she? What would she b fike? Abave all. would <he live
up 1 Theabald’s awan lefty notions? Net vne single membyer of the
family but was sorelv tempted te hope sie would not. And this.
from no more unworthy motive than the common one of seli
preservation. It would be cuch an cawe 1o evervone i Theabald’s
mouth could be shut once and lor ever

And as the rumour prew this ungencrous feeling grew with ot
until finatly the nearest any of his sisters and brothers could o to
Jetting themeclves belicve Theobakd's principles were inviolable was
to Jisbeheve the rumour entineiy

‘It con't be trae,” Henrietta declared Batly on the mormngg of the
dav lames and Chardotte were giving their bttle dinner for Samuel
ard Heonena. ‘1 don't believe ot

Well, Lda! Crarlotte said “And so does Jalia.*

‘What about vou, Robert? What de vou think? Henrictta ashed,
Bevause Robert had come dong with her to Lames's place to el
they could give 2 hand in the hst-minute preparations

‘I must say I'minclined to belivve the nmmuanrs,” Robert said with a
grin he couldn’t seem 1o control

Why don't vou ask Theobald steaght out, Hennetta? Charlone

saudd slyly.

“Fhat's just what Lintend dung,” Honoetta said. T make a point
of acking him the very nest oppartunity - thatis to sav the venv nest
time I'm alone with hum.”

It was therefore rather unfortunate for Henrietta that o fow
munutes later, having voluiteesed o collecta tew pot plants i town
for Chatlotte and baving left Robert behind to attend to some hitch
in the lighting arrangements, who should she run mto - nght
outside Charlotte’s door - tight under the windows in fact - but her
vounger brother. There was nothing to do but take & rush ot hum,

‘I it tre, Theobald? she demanded, and she actually put cut her
arn to bar his way as if she feared he might bolt off.
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S albsiche, Pepneta!?

sentietta coald aol brong herselt to spisak any
frond e 8oy something sne teok mefugs Lehind

seohed o ber even mere

;L seidd, ali bean <avin L hove voull do s wel?
e she hea done what she proechained she would
smplant tlance wp ot the window's of the

foeling protty suae ihat Chartotte would be
u cehind the curtains Sk was <o earried away

o tovrage he wished Charlotte conld have
v een bher
o harm that ber aster-indaye bad not heard,
oot <eem to uaderstand wiat she'd been
by, B was meosaible: Noone contld ever
Herrietta <tazed at him 1oty and figore
woback of e saind. Dot e nest minste she
sald’s oo lad Bepun to work as i he

Theabald? she crd

dald, althouga be hod catimed down again. still
‘Cray tell me, Henretta,” ite said thcn:"m what
1 brother Samucd bas done <o woll for himself?
ded nol know what to make of him. Who were

wvway? Him or Samue!? She'd been under the

vasamcanthing safoumation abvout hie,

e aback, “Honona has plesiv of money.

d positively snecred al the word What dews
Samue] anvivav! Wihat does he want with any

abaady? Money, my des: Fericlta, is not the
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How is that? she asked fainthy.

“Oh, can’t you see!” Theatuld ened inpationtly. "What difterence
does 1t make to Samuel whether e has thinty thousard or §ifty
thousand. I isn't more money Samned newds it Jess. And that
applies to all of us.”

Less? The daughter of the Beckers felt faint at the suggestion.

“Exactly,” Theobald sard. 1 thought Samuel would have had the
wit to forget about moitey for ence and tiy and acquire some of the
unas of which this fazuily stands in such sore need.”

‘Ard what are they? Henrietta gaped

[heobald fixed her wath a cold eve

‘Social position for one thing, and distincton for another: profer
ablv the latter  But iestead of that Samucl ems up with this
medicre Croher person. As 1 said before, s made 2 woerse
mistake than any of you, What Jid the rest of vou de? - Well, to put
it Bluntly you did no worse than keep wathin, whereas Samued has
widened, the drcle of our medioenty”

In bis vexation Theohald made several extravagant gestures. that
1o Henrielta appeared most niseemly o the street. but when his
arms tell suddenly 10 his sides sl felt stll more uneasy about hamv,

Tell me.” he <aid in a low despainng voice, 1expect thus gl has
horde of relatives? How many ot them do you think there will be at
James's tonight?’

‘Only her father, 1 think,” Henricta «aid quickly, ‘and maybe an
old aunt, but the aunt is deal.” The question had made her very
anvious. ‘Why'?

Tecause,’ Theobald sad, 1 was thinkingg that if there wrten't oo
raany Crokers there, topight might be as goud o timwe as any for the
family to mect my Flora.®

Flora? Henrietta said shaputiv, and then with a rush of Hood to
the head, she reatized that this Flors, whoever she was, mist be the
living embadiment of the very sumours she had been teyieg to run
to varth. “Why, Theobald,’ she aicd. is fier name Flora? | mean isit
true? What 1 mean to say is we heard & rumour but -

“That's all right, Henrwetta,” Theobald said, cutting her <hont, and
he allowed her 10 find 2nd brivily hold the hand she was vaptely
fecling for, as her words stumbled and tumbled over each other. Her

muttered incoherence was paintul to him. and it was panful 1o for
him to have to watch what he teok to be her embarrassment,
knowing that Flaea would call eacheric.

But Theobald was wrong, for although 1 lenrietta was confused,
het confusion came, not from vmbarrassment, but fro toying to do
two things at the vne time, to talk, and to think She was thinking
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scediti was e o of theme Floc: cettainis coulid 't elaim io be the
heess ther te o - was, Honw far hemebane was it wise — she was
thinking e lore CSworbdy wsdonr ol eeagie — to metke use of the
party pven aour of Bonons optedue nte the tamily
S bside wha conthi mones aper, of Th bald's
A nese out of jomng
Was it even i ol above all, was sihe, e tts, fo be e only
ene foa s e bombshell that her veung brother was planning
ot st that night® i se, the respansibility waes just
toer mueh ter e pair of shoulders Should sbie Bl him o?
Dectrdedly <dve i have to tell bim

[‘h‘\c were o thoughts that ming tirosgh hee Read
while actuaiv s was shaking his hand i feliotation

UM caure e besming to oneet ber, Theobald, " shie <2id, w bea she
T Gt wondoras i tonight s the proper
aashonr b LN et e
W et voald said. "She s tooteet vor sometime.”
Memane o etiung rermanne Theckald hed made about
vith Henretty aed they bred o sudden vicious
vt § Vs Feoahamed o this Flora®
vand infact sudely shiew= hew wrong she was.
B was not ol oo 0 Dieabakd was ashamed

TH have te ot over some time o anotiner! he said. Cits
st th Dave te e faced sooner srlaer and anvhow I'm
sure Flore wili s o allmcaness. Iis alivavs people bke her whe are
most unders o s when it comes 0 the shapcamings of others.’

Henriette o derved quickly, amd ok a deep breath, Was o
teresibie Do cadarcomplishod the feat he erected of himsolf?
She cwaitmerdt oo A he ore reason, then, to protect poar
benenia fram e 7 ocards of g oompanan, )

AR e e Fhcobald, she said ol 5 thank it woulde'e be
A -t vintoguce her tous casually like
that Fthant we eht Lo wait and tall to bames ancd get him to name
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She apue ceraly Theohald sheew 2oo0 iy bead and gave 2
foud gudian
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Farmal® o

+ Bastly seer ver dos't Know her, Ny deas
Vlenriotta  dor ans think for o avenent that Jhe's the Kind of
erron who'd o dian te one of cur voigar spreads. Wy, Tdon’t
fefiove o 1w o ach orgies o Aver ail, they are purely
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middle-class tunetions. As . matter ol fact when 1 was wlling her
sbout this evenings party { must contess 1hat 1 owee or tens
conveved that we curselves didnt andinanily goin for thus hand ol
gathenng. 'm afraid 1 old @ whats be - $rather gave the mpression
that we were gomg thrawgh with 12 nanly 1o please the Crokers,
whes were a bit old-fashioned. { wort of suppested that for s it was
poing 10 be quite an ordeal So 1 be glad, Menrietty thas time at
was he wha reached for ker hand - o vou'd help me out a bit and
play up that supgestion?’

Ayell = Henriotta <sad ~lowh f vou neist on bringing her. 1
suppose Lean’tshow you up for s ar, Butit s il e very hard to do it
convncingly.’

‘I know that,” said Theobald divly

Henrietta wasn’t sure what he meant, and she didn’t at all like his
tone, bult she felt she more o7 less had him ata disadvantage

We must warn the others, Theobaid.” she said.

‘On no account must that be doae, Hennetta,” Theobald ened. His
voice ose urgenty and he glanced over Henrietta's head towards
(ke windows of the house in case the wind might have carried their
words in that direction. T dor't want anvone to know aboul it, anly
you and me and Flora. | want fo take everyane by surpnse. ndeed
these were the only conditions under which | could make Flora
consent to come. She wouldn’t come under any other.”

But, Theobald” Henretta protested once more. She felt her
responsibility in the matter come down on hes with an insuperable
weipht. ‘Ul have w tell James, And Fil have to tell Charlotte. We
might get away with keeping it from the others, but we'll have to tell
them, You can’t possibiy expect (o land an extra person down on
them without netice - and for that matter - vou can’t et Flora arrive
amd find no place aet for her! There mightn’teven be cnough chais?
Henrictta was as embarrassad as if she were the hostess and
Theobald’s bombshell was about to (all on fer dinner table,

Theobald only lughed. "Don't worev about that, Hearivtta,” he
said. “We're only going, 10 ook 1 on vou for & minute or (wo
towards the end of the meal We're not going o stay We'nenot tobe
counted as far as place cetting atul that are concened.” Te fooked
sternly at her. T thought 1 made it plain to you that Flera wouldnt
anderstand sttng dawn to the by gorges that lanwes and Charlotte

provide.” e gave anather laugh. a different sort: o pleased baugh
“Flora doesn't cat as much as a bird.

A turd? All the time they'd been talking, Hearietta had been tnving
unsuccessfully to visualize the appearance of this petson. Flota
Now. all at ence, with Theobald's mention of her bindle appetite.
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“Wihat viroun o
cxw Hennetto o e b

Theohald ashed com put then as he
underatoad, ‘Oh, vou nradn’t worgy on
t Loea’s lie s oo neh oo fdled seith variety, to
netice that at ol s uree vou she i<t tee Lind of rerson ta take in
Sitthe detait

at sonre eathe

Lattle detnds? enetta reddened, thie e with sapovance
thoe was omy e detasl and shie wonle it litte. Ym;
wenkdn®t huve @ care very hard ja be awwe of i One of the
crrenmstanees o soanch che had allusod woas the fact chat she was
progmant again, o 1 egnming to e more than a titthe remarkatle.
the other arcum e necs wore the pregrancies. of her two slste

2 3 T . iti
Jaw, both of win swore i the same condition, cnly more ad-
vanced. Anice i - thought, 1o brisyg to the hearae a giddy little

trd dike this Pioso Pocanse aow Heonetta's concestion of Flora's
arnearance bed boadenad like cement

Your don’t wedocamd, Theobald,” <.
erbarrassing fon - ounrisd young woman *

Nensense! Do ald sand. Bud it soo what about embarrassing
Honosa?

Oh, at's diflens oe Honoria,” Henneita eeplied, although im-
madiately after ske Ucohen, itocettsed o he that she hadn't Leen
viry hind o Same U istended. Honarie's plump. well-fed figure
was furred and besbaned 24 much as any matron in token ol‘her
independent mean and there woulin't be any thing like the same
embarrassient lo: her that there could be lor 3 bindy bride-like
creatuie with a noeve tike Flora, Why Honena might as well have
Sovn o matron alees by

suffiv. ‘it could be

'

s alteyerheo ditferent tas Hororta,” she said. leving to make

crarhosis da for o Lostion, IEwas pot . antier e could explain
STV

. Pooman e Theababd who vas oo lacking in
ronderst oy

Fackmg iy vn oading Theobald vestamly appeased o be thal

Pk voas re v g Heoneita,” e said. ] can ondv attrbute it to
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your condition. I'm soery | mentioned the matter. Please furget it
Raising his hat, her brother was abeut to move away.

Henrietta was spevchless. This made things worse. She did not
*now whether he was going 1o carey out his mtenlion or not. Iteas
unpossible lo remain in such uprcertanty.

Thevbald! size called.

Theobalid, upon being called, turned with forced politeness.

Niaes that mean you are not going to bring her? Henrietta asked.

‘t does not'" Theobald stopped. ‘I not going to miss an
opportunity like this for kitling two stone. with the one - I mean two
birds with the ene stone. Good morning, Henrietta.” This time I
quite definitely walked away.

Henrietta stared after him, more upset than ever, Her brother
usually affected such a slow and deliberate manacr of speech there
was seldom danger of a verbal mishap such as he had just suffensd.
Henrietta shook her head. He must be out of his mind about this
Flora, she thought, and she shivered. To think of having to meet and
entedain 3 person capable of tuming the head of a man like
Theobald!

All during that moraing as Henrielta tried tv do Charlotte’s
messages for hez, she continuedd to expenicnee unpleasant shivers of
apprehension, and several times when Theabald's lip of the tongue
came to her mind, she had 2 sensation of the ground yoing from
under her, But at bottom Henrietta was o sonnd and sensible
woman, By the ime she’d done the messapes amld got back to James's
house she had made up her mind - Theabakd’s injunctions apart.
She'd say nothing at all about the impending surpnse. For, unlikely
as it seemed that Theobald would play a joke, the thougit had
occurred to her that he might be having her on. And if that were the
case, what a fool she'd make of herself i the eves of the othere.
Henrictta depusited with Chaslotie the flowers, the alls bor the
cutlets, and an extra carton of fresh cream, and depatted with
Robert, taking with her the secret about Flura.

Tt was really unly later that evening when she touk her place at
Charlotte's beautifully appointed table where she'd been seated
between Honoria’s fathes and Ernest that the burden of her guilty
knowledge began to tell.

*Are vou feeling all ripht, Henrietta » Charlotte asked on ai beast
twe oviasions, once duging the «woup, and onaee during the fish,
witen Henrietta, thinking she'd beard a foatfall on the stairs, bepan
to pesspire across her forehead.

Oh, why hadn't she told sominne - if only Robernt? She looked
across the table at him in desperation, Could she, even now, cenvey
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er fears te bzt B Robes? was nod atodim g to dnhia on s lelt,
much Jes o Hetewila aczoss the biard, Pecanse Robert was
nervous ot swatlow g smail fish bonss e nvde it a rule never o
tatk when cating i iz

The tish, howeves, had gone the wav of the <oup and there was
noe sign of Theobak!, and soon the dinner was mid-way through its
cotirses b least with regard to the number of dishes consumed,
although considering the rich nature of these tirst dishes it might
perhape be said to e nearing an end. The guests having, as it were,
successiully cronse the iggest of the fences. were coming into the
strarght, and would ne doubt gather speed now tor the gallop home.
In other words, taving consumed the turtle soup, the cusled
whating, the crow of roast young pork feccompanicd by mounds of
mashed potatoes, Itle heaps of brussels sprouts and a ladic or two
of apple saucel, mpht be eapected to make quicker progeess
through the geven oad, the peach melba, the anchavy on toast, tive
catfee, and the areme de menthe Stlb wo sign of Thealald! Fe must
arnve soon if he exipecied theny to b Sl an the able as Henrietta
understoad him to pave intended.

e spte of her ritation with bim, ilenasetta fonmd berselt tryving
o o slow with ber peack melpa, until teeling Chariotte’s eye upon
herand fearing ber sistersinslawe pughit think there was something
wrong with the deveert, she had to act like everybody else and
gobble s up

In a trice the ancluwies were being pas<ed. I a trice their remams
were being temove ! and the choese and crackers were being camned
on stage

11 was then, just o~ the crunchy of crachers made acanng difficult,
thet Henrdetta once more fancied she heard sounds indicative of
Thoohald's arrival. v vab had stapped i (e strevt below right
outside Jameds doce it st be Theobatid, Honnetta told her<elf
that she might have known that a persen ke Flora would have
insisted on arriving Iy vall She put down her cracker and listened.
Yo, there were voioes in the hall. There was Linghing. She looked
arcund the table. Did no one else hear? Apparently not, Hennetta’s
heart stood still. Then, all at once, with a belatad aceess of lovalty
shie came 1o a decion <he'd have to et the others know what was
abant to befall theny: she must prepare them for the shock.

‘Fxenee me. Forg e me for interrupting,’ she cried, breaking in
upon what, unforturately, was the fiest time the whaole evening that
Honomia had escave * to dicplay the conlidence to which her posilion
entithed her by teliing 3 story. Realizing how unfertunate her
interruption was, §lennetts felt she had no eption bul to continue,
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T st el vou all <omething,” she went on desperately. “Thnew
since mormmy, but he wanted it to be a surprise.”

Nermally, having a rather squeaky voice, Henriella snight not
have made heraell heard if she tried ta addrs the whele table, but
as everyone was giving punctilious attention to the story Honotia
was trying to tell, every single word of what Hlennietta had to say fell
on uprighl ears.

‘AWhat's that?’ several of the Beckers cried, speaking all together,
and looking first at Henrietta and then al cach other.

fames alone kept his head.

Who wanted what to be 2 surprise?” he asked, almost shouting at
Heorietta,

“Theobald, of course,’ Hengietta <aid impatiently. bocause surcly
the others had cars as well as hersell and ought (e be able to
recopnize Theobald's laugh, rare as it was, and he had just given a
hearty laugh on the stairs. “Theobald, of course, who clse? she sad,
permitting herself this tick-aff, before she fastened her own eves on
the dining-room door.

“Theubald? James scemed to affect some diminution of interest at
the sound of his brother's name. Indeed a curious Irigidity had (allen
on the company in general, becanse if Theobald had nat cume this
would have been the first oecasion that a member of the Becker
family had voluntarly absented himself from a family celebration.
And although on this occasion Theebald had been formally excused,
there was an underground feeling of dissatisfaction with him,

“Theobald? Honoria’s deaf aunt asked loudly, addressing herselt
to no one in particular.

‘Oh, he's another brother,” Honoria seplied impatiently

“Is it the ot vou dislike so much? Honoria®s father asked, and as
the Bockers all seemed to ke at hounds and hares, he didn’t fecl it
necessary 1o lower his voice all that much. Charatte, n fact, was the
only one to hear and as hostess felt obliged to cover up for her
trother, Theobald,

‘It’s nice that he's been able to join us after all,” she said. Trath will
out, however, and she added an unfortunate rider. ‘1 can’t believe
that whatever appointment he said he had would have kept him
busy all day anul all evening. I'm glad he has decided to look inon us
even for a few minutes!”

‘But that - * Hentielta cricd, addressing herself to Charlotte first
and foremost, and then the whole (amily - “that is just what 1
wanted 10 tell you. He is coming! It was to be a surpnse” In her
excitement she 1ose in her chair. *And now he's here with her”’

‘With ker? With whem? they all cried.
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Florat Flem W almest screamied the acane. “Flora was to be the
s

Tlors™ fame pave o sttled look ot Hennetta, “Are vou ont of
your med Lo oo™ he cowed, Pecause at the soand of the name s
vague memory <tisred in him and pandy and tinsel images piroucts
ted before us mind'c eye. Hadn't there been an opezetta inhis youth
colled fie Flons Vhat on carth was coming over } |0micl‘a. he
worddered? Fliea® Flora? What we you lalking about?” he de-
mandeid.

. It was all Henretta could do o refrain from <aving that Flora wasa
bird. But suddenly she recalled Theabatd’s slip of the tongue about
kifling two stere s vath the one bind, and whatever about hus fiancde, it
scemed 1o her that when, at that moment the dining-roem door was
fung open by Theabald, all the <eated Bockers. and all their seated
puests, ceemed v have been tumed into stone,

And the biad?

Hearetta sear d Perched on Thoeobald's army, or rainer hanging
froa it by one <onald hand. was the Tintle ciafinch tvpe of thing she
had expecied 2 e

Flor was skl She was excesbingly siall. She was fine-boned

as well, so that. . with a bird, you felt if you pressed het too hard
she woukl be ceshad But in spite of e smallness. like a bird she
was exquisitele proportioned, and her clothes, that were an assart-
munt of hight cocors, seemed to ching to her ke feathers, a part of
her being, 2 F U morcover of which she borself was entirely

unconscioun, S arcepted Rer clothes as the binds thew feathers: an
inevitable raiment,

Indeedd Flora appesred (o be entirely unconscious of her person,
She was hardly into the room before her bright eves darted from one
face 10 another, ter own small pointed face va'ut‘r with interest in
them It was o biddiike face, thin and sharp, and since her chin was
slightly undershot, he gave the impresaen that ke a bird her head
was tlted at sist st enggles 1o her Tittle bediv, She was evadentiy very
inons about thom all, but unlike the cunivsity of the Beckers that
strove to coneeal Baetf, her curiosity had taben open possession of
her It almost coeped that the esated beating ot her heart was
cawang her frail sase o vibrate and tremble, and that she would
simply have 1o fizud some outlet: beat her wings, flutter her feathers,
or chuteh at hee 2xoh and bumst inte ony, same o rapturous the
perch ton would sway up and dowe
] Theobald, however, was not that kind of perch, and no tremor of
.l-lur.\'s excitenen: shook the arm 1o w Lich sle cung. Theobald was
intent on makang; i< enlry.
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Well, everybody? he said, and with his free hand he possessively
damped to his arm Flota’s litthe hand with its long vamished
fingeraals, “Hello, Samuct. Hello, Honoria 1 want yeu all to meet
another future Becker bnde.’

Had the Beckers been totally unprepared for this shock there is no
Anowing how the scated table would have reacted, but Henrictta
had, as it were, broken the fall for them. And so when Theobald
leoked around for evidence of surprise, all he saw was stupefaction.
The {sces that stared at Flora and himself seemed to stare &t them
out of a coma.

Well” he repeated, a little half-heartedly. “Aren’t you going to
welcome us?’

At this, James, who had been the most stunned of all, upan being
given a dig in the ribs by Julia. got awkwardly to his feet.

‘e are unfortunately nea:ly finished dinner.” he said, lecking
arvund the table, ‘but we are just going 1o have coffee.’ He ventured
his first veal look at Flora - ‘Pethaps you'd care for 3 anp”

AR That was better. Good old James' The Bechers relaved and
tuan to breathe again.

“Where will they sit?’ Juba asked, and she went to move her chair
10 ane side, Not that there was much room for movement round the
massive mahogany table bevause it was already so crowded. It was
doubtful if a single extra chair, much less two. could be squeczed in
at any point. And since. to add to the difficulty, everyone at the table
was following Julia’s example and trying to make room for the
neweomers, there was soun complete confusion. As Julia moved her
chair to the right, Henrietta at the same moment was trying to move
hers to the left, and on Henrietta’s other side Ernest, moving righl,
was clashing with Charlotte, moving teft.

They look as if they ate plaving some game,” Flora said to
‘Theebald in a whisper, but a whisper which Charlotte to her intense
mortification ovetheard wiile she was leaning forward lo try and
eatch the attentivn of that stupid, stupid James, as she crossly
apostrophized him in ker mind. Giving up diseretion, Charlotte
shouted at him.

“Why den’t we have coffeen the other room?’

“Just a minute?

To everyone's surptise the voice that sang out was as sweet and
melodious as a bas of music. 1L was Flora’s.

Pleate don’t move, any of you she cried. Please, please stav as
you are. We've had dinner. Just ignore us.’

There was such poised authurity in Flora’s voice that onc or two of
e Beckers who had stood up, sat down again immediately. In fact




ot e Reser d
anlu Lames res, andang, amd hedud so from uncertanty about

t Chardotte grateitlly s2ized on Flora's words,

James she <aid, and she turned to Theobald.

had your dine vhy don’t vou beth gointo

v chile we Giish our coffive, You can show Flora
wae wantng.”

Bast e she ma e the sugpestion, Chardotte knew il was net a very
gowd ane. Vet wnas was the alternative? They couldn’t be fet stand
there  Really the was an autrageeus thing ter Theobald to have
done Te brng . sirange gied in on top of them like this, and take
thean at such - disadvantage, particulacly when - as Charlotte
couldn’t fail tr ~oe - there was something so distinctive alsout the
gitl, something rausual, something indecd downsight remarkable,

Al at once, clevant though it might seem Charlotte was shot
through with biter regret that shie had not had the dining-reom
redecorated last mwonth as she had intended. But enough of that!
What wai to be done with the pair now  they didi't seem to be
moving off into e drawing -room?

Durng her briof reverie, however, Charlotte had minsed same-
thing Flora bad ndiled, and Flora's smile was not something to be
missed. It was waat the Beckers were alwavs to remember about her
- hes sudden, bomoas smile. And 00 that tirst occasion that it
shone out, it iransformed their awkwardness inte gaicty. Flora had
saved the sitnates,

“You wimply 't move! she cried. Such a vhanning group as
you nrake.’ n e the preely exelamatory, her voce changed 1o
he intimately ceaversatioaal ans shie teened to Theobald dsa’tit a
wander photog: sphers never eem to think of posing people around
o table this war* With o channing gesture she indicatnd the group
befere ber, and smiled again This time Chazlotte didn’t miss the
smude. and she (e, dike the rest of the Beckers, felt warmed by i, as
by vellaw sunlizat. "Oh,’ Florg ctivd, ‘oh how 1 swich { was a
photographer.’” Then suddenly she dud the funniest thing, “Let’s
pretend that Lem ore,’ she eried, and bending down het headin the
drollest way, iust as it she had a tripod in front of her, and letting her
yellow hair f2ll down over her face hke o shutter curtain, she nade a
circle with her fingers and held them up 1o her eyes to oot as a lens
or her make-beliove camera @ think 1 can get vou all in,” she said,
armemy her Reve e side o side o get themin b
atill, evervaste, Lock at the dickie-ird. And amile?! Smile!
when she had them all smiting, she reached dowa her hand and
squevzad the inungmary rubber bulb that controlled the shutter.

H was the most uneapected thing that could poscibly have

hic duties as ho
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happened. It was exactly as of she was a real photographe:. The
Beckers had unconscousty stiffened into the unnaturl and rigid
postures af people being taken by the camera. Then, when the girl
straightened up and pushed back her hair. the graup come to Life
again. Realizing how ndiculous they must have fooked. }ulia
lughed. Then they all laughed, even the patlour-maid, even
Honoria, who looked as il she didn’t often do so. Abwve all,
Theebald loughed. He was delighted with himseli. He looked
proudly at his fiancie. She'd be able for any situation.

1sw't she wonderful? he <aid to Charlotte.

But they must be introduced to her.

‘Come, Fora,” he said, starting tn kead her round the table.
beginning, of course, with the head of the house This is James,” he
«nd, and in no way constrained now, he Ied his hand on his older
brother’s shoulder,

In the hilarious mood that had developed, no one really expected
Flora to put out her hand and utter conventional ¢ places.
They watched her eagerly

‘fames? Flora said, and there was a pert little note in her voice that
made some of the family titter Then, to the accompaniment of
general hughter, she circled her eyes with her tingers again and
bent once mare over her make-belicve camera and took a head-and-
shoulders portrait of James,

I was quite a few minules before anyone conld speak, they were
laughing so much, and James himself, although he was startted for a
secand, soon saw what the funny girl was up to, and he too gave
way to the merriment.

‘T hope | didn’t break the camera, my dear? he said.

Theobald's pride in Flora was infectious. It even infected stulfly
old James. He was charmed by her

Flora herself didn’t smule. She was deng, somethuing (o Trer
camera. And her senous eapression convulsed the group. She
straightened again

‘I mus! take one of each of you,’ she said, and she tumed to her
nest subject. “Who are you? You're Julia, aren't you?' she asked,
while she was adjusting the lens. ‘Just a minute please. Try not lo
move * From the intent way she was looking at her it scemed Julia
was a difficult subject, which fortunately Julia found flattering.
‘Smite? Flora ordered suddenly. But when Julia laughed as the bulb
was being squeczed, the photegrapher was quile annoyed. “You
moved,” she said severely. "Your picture will be blurred.” She turned
around. “Who's next?’

1t was Samuel, and she had to speak sternly to him too. ‘1 can’t
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take you, you Lnow, while vou're granniap like that! Please try to
keep still, Loot: <t the dickie-bird!” When she'd taken himn she didr't
srem altogethe: satisfied, and she teok another shot. ‘You're
S.l‘mnrl, aren’t vou? she said, “You're a bad subject I'm afraid, but
with a bit of luck it may come oul quite well.” She moved her
apyparatus furth-r along. Her sobricty was the best part of the fun.

‘Who have 1 now? she asked. It was Henrictta, “You're very
photageni,’ ehe said to the delighted Henrictta, “Your face is so
angular. Turn yvour head alittle to onv side, if vou please. Yes -1
think a profile wonld be best in your case.”

It was side splitting. Never in their lives had the Beckers met
anyane remotely like this.

‘Well, what Ja vou think of her?” Theobald ashed James in an

undertone. Thes performance is nothing! $he's a sort of genius
really. You've no idea how people stare at her everywhere we go. dl
course, she's weil known anyway; she comes froma very old family,
but that doesn’t account for all the attention she attracts. It's bccausé
:f»hn's s0 m‘nazi:‘.j' There is nothing she cannot do.” He laughed.
And nothing she won't attempt ton, if she takes it into her head,
She's very accomplished, You should hear her play the piano. And
she paints. You <hould sce her water colours. She's poeing to hold an
exhibilion one of these days. And | believe she has t;ied her hand at
poetry 100, it you don't mind' Sonvwe publisher hac approached her
with a view to bringing out a little volume. Oh, there's no end to her
gifls, ButTakway: tell her that her real talent is for adting, You've just
seen for yourselft And she’s » wonderful mimic. You should see her
impersonations!”

‘Well, if that was anv indicatio amuel said adminngly, coming
up to the other two just then, because the party had loosened up
and one or two people were going around with Flora pretending to
be her assistants, Lelping to move her equipment and pose those yet
to b taken.

They were st about to photograph Honora's ather, and at the
expression on the father's face even Honoria burst out laughing,
although up to now her laughter had only been following suit. )

‘Look at my father's face. Please, please,’ she begged, and she was
laughing so much she had to hald her sides te keep from shaking the
whale table,

“That girl is a born actress,” Samuel said, happy to be able to give
free rein to his admiration becanse up (o then he’d had some
misgivings abou ~flending Honoria, having noticed that her merri-
meat had been somewhat more subducd than that of his family.
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wow he could let himself go and enjoy this extraordinarily exating
yeung woman who unbelicvably - thanks to that dry stick Theobatd
~ was about ta become one of them.

Samuel ventured a good look at Flora. This e had avoided doing
previously, as it didn't seem generous (0 do so with Honoria
present. And he was surprised at a boyish quality about her,
because urconsciously, and perbaps because of her name, his first
impression had been of quite entravagant girlishness. In fact before
he'd met her at all, from the first instant he’d heard the name Flora,
it had brought a vision to his mind of a nymph in a misty white
dress, with bare feet and doudy yellow hair, who in a flowering
meadow skipped about, gathering flower heads and entwining
them in a gardand. Tt was a bit of a shack to see she was wearing 2
trim black suit and that her small black shoes had buckles, not bows.
There was just one thing about her that was flowery though: her
perfume. Honoria never wore perfume. Samuel wished she would,
It was captivating.

Captivating was the word: all the Beckers were captivated. Flora
was not in their midst more than a few minutes before they had all
succumbed 1o her charm. As Fraest expressed it aftenwards when he
and Julia were going home, there was only cne thing that botherad
him and that was to think that such a (ascinating person should be
tying herself up to a bore like Theaobald.

“He is a bore, Julia, you know, with all his thearies and principles.”

‘He has put them into praclice, though,’ Julia said, “you must
admit that. 'l confess something now, Ernest: it was always my
belief he'd make a fool of himself in the long run. People who are too
particular always do. [ felt certain he'd make a disastrous marriage. [
really did.

Emest would have liked to confess that he too had often thought
the same, but at that moment he felt so well disposed towards his
yaung brother that he hedged.

“Theobald hasn't made many mistakes in his day,” he said.

That's what T mean!” Julia cried. ‘It's that kind of person who
makes the worst mistake of all in the end.”

But Ernest wasn't listening. He was thinking about his brother. So
there had been something behind his nansense. He wasn’t such a
blower after all. Ernest felt subdued, le wondered if Flura had
money? The jewellery she was wearing must have cost semething.
He tried to recall it in greater detail, but as he did he got coniused.
Had she jewellery on at all? He was puzzled. It didn’t seem possible

that someone as observant as he prided himsell en being could be
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wbidaction of knowing e ~ Jone so much better for hime«elf than
the rest of you.'
hs just about expres<and the reaction ot all the Beckers. Not one
of them but could see the distinehon and talents possessed by his
intended, yet not ene but felt that in the lang; run these would enly
add to his roncuit.
Never mind though, Theie wedding, would be the nest thing.
Thev had that to look forward to anyway. Wihen would it be?
The wedding would take place quite soon. Flora didn’t believe in
lony engagements, 1t seemed, a fact which might have elicitad some
cynical remarks were it nol that the family all agreed. Theobald
wasn't half good enough for her, and the yuicker he made sure of
her the better.
lames kept his head, though, and pointed out that tamily protocn]
demanded that Samuel’s wedding be first. He planced at Flora's
hand: Theobald had not got the engagement fing vet
But, it appeared, that was another thing Flora didn’t bl
enpagement rings  And thix the Becker women found completely
halfling.
‘She says the feel of a4 ring on her finger makes her fidgety.’
Charlolie reported.
“She'll have to wear a wedding ring, won t she?” Julia said
1 wouldn't be 100 sune of that vither,” Charlotie said. °} heard ber
saving they look dowdy
Charlotte and Julia looked down at thetr vwn thick banids of gold,
guarded by big solitaires set in massive daws, They used to be so
proud of them, but now ot every ninute they found theis rotions of
things sulivring 2 jolt And ceon the jolting wes as good as
conlinuous.

First of all Theolald broke it to them thal he was not going to buy
a house. He and Flora were going to live in apartments. it now
appearcd Fera could not saddle herself with a house. She was 3t
that particular time engaged in bringing out her book of peems, and
abe had a n.-spun«ibﬂil)' to her publisher Afterwards they mugit
consider the possibility of a house; but not until aftenvands

“That may be all very well now,” fames saicl, ‘but it could be
awkward later on.’

The others nodded. They knew what he meant

‘Although, mind you, | woukln't be surprised = Hennetta said,
beginning to say something, but stopping. She had recollected the
presence among them of Honena, who although only one manth
married might take offence. Afterwards she had 3 private word with
Charlotte.

“Of course,” she raid to Charlotte, it waould not matter 5o much i
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Tora's cose, she i ed in al} irecti
Plora’s case, she i ed in alher divections, sind Edan't beliove

! ! Vo as mnch as another maa - he'd have such a
Tot o compensations
Flord's gilts were i cod many A fow weeks bafore the wedding
hn'—'l‘nv.\ of poems (e uat, and although frankdy the Beckers wnn:‘
unabie e understaes! wo words of i, their prid'e in her was even
Areater lhAm Theobats . Camuel was paritctlarly sleased. He made
i his S to o v v o the cub every dav to sog it :hvn-A\\-on'
any eviews of the b ' ’
She should have by L Nestrated,” Be momtained overy time the
ook was r}\:*ntim’«\i. e shonld briiig ot aa illustrared edition.”
uel in fact wer o ene fusther than them all at times in his
ion for her, wee actually took a consoricus atiitude towards
powr Hheobald, “That “Hew deeen’t mealize a man fas lcﬂ]“un‘il‘i]i.-
tivs towards 2 woman ke Flor.* he muitered. ‘He should tane her
around mere. There - an exhibition of modern paintings last
week in Charlevelle Feas o L read about it in the paper. But | bc;‘l
Theohald knew nathins about it. 1 hepre <he didn't ’n..lul to go
without an cecort, vvause Pmocune e the Kind of thing %ﬁ(‘
wouhin't wind o mis. o
) And tiwere and tien e promiscd imsoll that when she was his
i -:.rin-l.w.'. hetd mat o point of remedving Theobald’s deficien-
cies in such mattess, T wes beginning to éuspoﬂ that Theobald, for
.14!] s '.xlk.. did nat seat A very deep feeling fur the Arts 'l le,
SAfl\-:.‘l. might not and. witand a great deal about ost, and with one
thing st another he b. 't hag mnch time for it bt he intended to
do wr‘m-l'ni:'.;: about - Sad now, willy the added security of
Honoria's dn‘wvr e migat even venture to buv i fow pictures: darta
small private collection serhaps. If bought wisely, pictures could be
a profitable investment be’d heard. And in this sphere Flora's advice
would probably be invairable. He'd make o start at eney; g t0a few
gallerics, make o few eacyeiries. If Flora sere with himy he'd foel safe
Yes, thev'd make a fow Lnlative expeditions. o
The prospeet of enteragy the reaim of art in the compony of Flora
was a particulasly pleacant one for Samus] just then, because he
watild soon be temperanily deprived of Honona's campany. A few
vreeks after Henrictta's aetful regard for her foslings on a certain
subject. Honosia had giv ' evidence that such tact was superfivous.
But he must not et Lis onthasiasm mn avway with him. The
proprivties bad ta e coaanlered. Oh well! The ;\'n-ddim; was just
around the commer, )
Meamwhile there was e question of the wedding presents.
Presente were o meain, meern with the Beckers. Eveny orcasion for
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shing an exchange of gifts was cagery sdized on by twem. wed-
dings of course being the best occasions of all. The giving and
recoiving of presents had always been a way of expressing emolions
which nervous reticence made it impossible to express in any other
way. Presents were a siient symbol of their family solidarity. They
spoke loud to the Beckers, and in a language they understood. Thus,
when the lames Beckers went to visit the Ernest Deckers it always
gave them a feeling of family unity to drink coffee after dinner from
the Crown Derby service they themselves had given the couple on
their wedding day. The Erest Beckers in tumn felt something
identical when having spent an evening with Janes and Charlotte,
they were abliged 10 acquaint themselves with the time by consult-
ing the big ormolu clock of which they were the denors on a recent
arnivensary of the maniage of their host and hostess. And both the
James Bockers and the Emest Peckers found it pleasurable, when
visiting Henrictta and Rebert, to be given tes from an old Georgian
silver service, the tray of which had been the gift of one and the
service itsell of the other, both bought separately, as it kappened,
but matching exactly due to the tact and intelligence of the very
seliable antique dealer from whom the Beckers had bought all their
furniture, porcelain and silver since ime began.,

The Becker men, and Henrictta, of course, had grown up in an
aura of good sound taste, and it hadn’t taken the Becker wives long
to learn from them. It hadnt taken them long to profit by good
example and to realize the stigma that attached itself to the brand-
rew furniture that in their single state they wsed to admire in the
shop windows of Grafton Street. Just exactly what lhe stigma was
tkey were nol certain, but nevertheless they weren't tong in resolv-
ing at all costs to aveid having it attach itself to anything belonging
fo them. They rapidly reduced their disturbing new knowledge to
the working formula that nothing swas werth buying that was less
than a hundred vears old.

It was therefore the biggest jolt of all for the Becker wives tolearn
that Flora had other ideas about fusniture and decoration. Fora, or
so she declared, would not tolerate anything in her home that
wasn't as fresh as paint. They were not only startled; they were
dumbfounded. This was clearly not another case of their own former
ignorance, when they had been unable to distinguish between the
merely old and the anlique and had contemptuously classed bath as
second-hand. Not that they often dwelt o those days. Sametimes,
hewever, they had to entertain iriends from those carly davs,
friends who had made less fortunate marriages - and who were
inclined to voice surprise that they, the Becker wives, having
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Atter Samuel nad purchased the painting and Flora had been
quite pleased vath i, some of the others taok urage. l'tt;csl and
Jubia hought a0 eching, and Hearietta a most llllt’llll;’l)!l:ll'll‘ mud-
crn chair B by never ot the ame fecling of pade in these
prresenits tha ey formerhy used 1o got Puscing Qunaes for wach other,
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when dining, e the Theobkalds that thev got when dimng with
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ta stlow that they might not wee very much of these presents after
they teft their hands, becanse they might not e very prominently
deplayed v the Theobalds ar event displaved at Al Net that they
wantd teaent this, recognizing that she fault corld be in themeelves:
they might it have seally mastered all the niances of the new
brand cf good taste.

In consequence Tora becanw vested with still geeates chagm. Only
Gumuet claimed 10 come anywhene near understanding her. He had
w fact confided to Henrietta that in some ways he had a greater
aftinity with her than Theobald And when he was naquested to b
the best man at their wedding, he felt it was a tribute to this affinity
and that Flora was behind the request

"My height is about right. 1 dare «<ov.” he @il deprecatingly when
talling to James. “Texpect Ihev npave 10 ook inte that kind of thing M
a large fashionable wedlding where these will be newsmen galore
and photographers

Avill there be a tot af photographers?” James asked, He really was
stupid at imes, Samuel thought, in spite of his tarsiness capabilities,

Dot you know thees wil?’ Samuel said curtly, ‘with a bride like
that!”

‘| suppose you'ne nght,” jemes said, and he began to feel netvous
at the prospect of cuch publiaty. But his nervousness was quickly

superseded by 2 teelng, of family pride. Thwohald's acquisition of
Flor was the best tlung that had happensed to the Beckers for along,

time

Everywherne she went Flora attracted attention Shades of the davs
when Theobald had sighuad aver the nonentity of his fanuty! Now,
wheiever they went - that s to <av if Flota was with them - they
were followed at every step by glances of admiration or curiosity.
And if they h.\pp--mm' to take a mueal cut i a public restaurant,
which they did not Jo s often nowadavs, far from worrving
Theobakd by stanng around the soum, it was almoest abeurd the way
the Beckers fastened thein eves on Fora and hept them on her. They
certainly had 2 common fovus pow, a5 indeed did evervone in the
room. The funny part of it was that it began to look as if in this
repard Theobald could have had too much of A good thing, Te the
amusement of his brothers and sister it seemed at times tat he
rather wished he cnuld hide Flora's tight under a bushel.

1 think he's jealous,” Flome hereolf said jokimely in his heanng, to
Gamuel the day she and Theobald came home from their bonev-
moon, whea he and some of the others called at the apartment to
pay their respects to the Bappv pair.

“Ihat is absurd, Theobald replied. disclaiming such unworthy
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Thevald! Do you hear that> Flosa cried. She tumned

confidingly w0 Samuel. 1 wish Theobald had yowr appreciatis of
things. Why! he was even annoved with my little green dragon.”

Ir spite of hineelf Theobald had to laugh at her this bine He

sidn't approve greatly, but there was semethieg irresistible about

the casual, timate way Flora spoke of these imapnative creations

N,

of hers

What gievn dragon? 1» thie something new Sanned asked.

‘A preen dragon? At the other end of the room MHensietia had
overheard and given a little fictitious scream as she hurried over tu
them “What are you talking about? she crind, and in a minute
CUEROnE wWas damouring for an explanation.

The green dragen was evidontly one of Flora's most s
pericrmances, and the one she had put on mast fepuently at the
hotel, The affair of the photography «n Ihe first day they met het
had been impromptu, but the green dragan was apparently part of 3
steady repertoire

“Oh, do it for us, Do itt Please, Flara. several of hee new relaves
¢ritd, speaking all together

- dan'tdo it Flora said et

They dul not understand.

‘s really very ever.” Theotald was Loftenting. 1 have to admit
that. It's sbaurd of her lo say | was annoyed about it ftwas anly that
1 thought she put on the act oo often. And that strangerss woeuldn't
enderstand anyway. They werea Jult 1ot on the whole in that hotel!’

Samuel appeated to his pew sister-in-law
veu, Flora, plrase remove the imputed stigma that we are

lease see the geeen dragon?
1 tried to make it casier fur

cevsstul

Tlep
e Dettes than that dull fot. May we p

Mheobald nodded his cansent. He eve
s ixmily to enter into the spirit of the thing,.

1< quite a simple trick, Lasically,” he exphined. ‘Florajudt stands
up and looks in front of her and ciaims she sees it - sitting on the
table o7 on a chair - anywhere in fact. That's all there is to it, but the
way cke starcs at it you'd swear it was there. Her way of looking at it
is so convincing, And she puts on s wh o comical expression”

‘Oh. ot sounds mast amusing. Henrietts said. Tlease, flora,

please.”

“Please what?” Flora asked, and truly her eypression w
at that moment. Noone could have been more setious. That was the
core of her genius: that she could keep her face straight when
everyone else was doubled up with laughter. They were all sure that
she was going to oblige wilh the entertainment. There was a look of
exprelancy on cvery face.

But Theahald, who was able

as mastetly

to read Flora'= face a little botter now
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< me to tickle him

‘'t he a dagling?” Flora saxi. Took! He tik
behind lus car”

‘Oh please, please, Flora.” The Rocher ladies bepged for mercy.
They had slecady taughed o mudch they couldin't bear 1o wateh any
more But Flora went on. It was exacliy = oh bt evactly - as if she
hee a filtle animal i her arms cuddling it and tllang o it and
tickling it. in much the <yme way that they themselves  come of
them anyway - Robert perhaps® mpht play with a bitten of puppy;
except - and this was important - except that Tlora’s fingers moved
delicately, guardedly, as il her pet had <ome prohibitive quality,
such as a scaly shin.

‘Genius. Sheer gemus,” Samuel sand.

Even James rose to the occavon with wnother rare Nash of wat

Take nim mside. my dear” be and Ceed night. good nitht
Well find our way vurselves, Don’t siand out here in the night air.
Thie Uittle fellow wrgizt cately oeil.”

The little feltoas? He meant the httle dragon. James had never been
known to make such a paod joke. #t showed how he responded to

his new sister-in-law,

There was a further peal of Lasghter, and shatang with merriment
the women had difficulty finding their teet on the steps. Theobald
stared after them. Had the Beckers eves before laughed out Toud like
that in the street? A change had certainly come aver them. And this
was only the beginning. With Fora around, new and surpnising
things would he happening cvery hour.

Some days, with no more than & few hunars' warning, the
Theobald Bockers would invite the whole family to in them at the
theatre, and all becatse Flura, when she went out to buy fish, had
booked a whole row of seats for the theatre, and it would take every
available Becker to fll them it Theotwlil's money was nat o be
threnvn upon the waters

Another time it would be a picoic in the country. Theobald would
have to make a hurried round of ealls to gather the James Bechers or
the Ernests or the Samucls or Henr and Robert to ill the seats on
a side-car that Flora had scen outside the Shelbourne Hotel and
couldn't resist hirings, And if anv of them delt it made them oo
remarkable to be <een silting up on an abf-flashioned vehide, no
malter, the next week 11 could be 3 char-d-tans. lonward in ime or
back in time, i made no difterence to Flora as long as she could
eccape from the tediumr and boredom of the present, just as it didn’t

autter to her whether it was Hennetta or Honona she was imperso-
nating as long as she stepped sut of her own personality ard became
ancther being. When this divire for change came over her nothing

:as allowed to come between her and making the change. Otten in

o et e

s

.
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Chuslotte’s washerwoman was what was called a ‘character’. She
was one of the people that Flora could imitate to the life. If there was
2 gull moment in a conversation, or even a lull, Flora was liable to
sav something in a voice ulterly unlike her own.

‘Charlotte’s washerwoman? four or five peeple would shout out
at once, as if it was 2 guessing game. Thees wac never any nreed to
tell them who was being impeesonated, yet Flora's appearance
hadr't altered in any wav. Of course there were times when she
teok more trouble, pulled her hair over her fsce and dragged her
ithes half off 1o make hersell ook disorderdy. When she did that
you'd swear it ts the washerweman. <he even loaked hike her

Flora really enjoyed impersonating people but she khed them te
recognize at once who it was she was reproenting And at was
surprising how irritable e could become i anvone guessed
wrongly.

“No! How could you be o stuprd!” she said crossly to poor James
one evening when he took her to be doing Heanetta I'm Charlotte.”
she <aid. “Are you blind? Didn’t vou see e bending when fcame in
the door? For Charlotte being unusually tall hud a nervous tendency
to dip her hwad when she came through the doarway although there
was no danger of hitting hor head in ker own home where the rooms
were spacious and high-ceilinged.

‘But you weren’t Charlutte when you were coming into the reom?
James said a bit argumentatively, Samucl thought, because tooking
at Flora now anyone could see she was holding herself exactly like
Charlotte.

Flora herself gave James a deadly Took

“Charlutie ] was born,* she sakd, ‘and Charlotte | will remain!”

There was a peal of laughter at this which James did not quite
understand, not having been of the company on the previous
evening when, in answer to a suggestion from Flora that she shoulkd
call herself Lottie, Charlotte had tahen wmbrage, and uttered almost
the same werds in identically that tone.

“Charlotie 1 was born and Charlotte 1 will remain untl T diet’ Flora
was Charlotte to the life.

There were, however, times when Flora’s impersenations were
bit 100 subtle for anyone W guess. These wete times when avoiding
the abyvious landmarks of voice and gesture, she ventured into the
interpretation of some inrer characteristic, some quality sormally
hidden in the other peron. There were even times when regardicss
of an audicnce, almost it seemed indifferent to one, undesirous of
one, for some purely creative satisfaction she could be observed

tryving 1o project herself into another person. That, Samuel thought,
was the mark of the real artist. He had caught her at this on a
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answered out loud, and her veice was impatient. Whal do vou
want?” she vaid.

Samucl was always very understanding. He made allewances,
She was probably afraid the others would discover her secrel game,
He resolved not to intrude on her in that way agait. And when a
few days later he did, it was only under the compulsion of
unbearable curiosity, because nut for the world would he want to
forfeit her frendship. 1le was becoming more and mare dependent
on it, particulatly of late, because Honoria, although in no way
noticeable yet, had alrvady taken to staying home in the evenings
and having Charlotte or Henrietta come over 10 sit with her. Very
considerately she refused to keep Samuel tied to the house. One or
two nights a week at least she insisted he go out, and if it weren't fos
having Theobald and Flora, where would he spend those evenings?
Cestainly not with James or Emest. And to put ongself voluntarily
into Robert's company would, of course, have been ludicrous So to
Flora’s he went, every evening Honoria could spare him.

Then came one particular evening. Samuel had had dinner at
home. but after dinner walked over to the Theobald Beckers to
spend a shost while with them before retiring. J1 was a summer
evening and the lamps were not lit when the servant admitted Jum
The master, she said, was dining at the dub that evening. but the
mistress was in the drawing-room. Would she announce him, or
would he go in to her?

Gamuel went across the hall and opened the dining 10om door.
For a moment he thought there was no one atall in the room. It was
only faintly lit by the paling davlight and the furniture had begun to
confound ilself with its own long shadows on the wall. Beyond the
window the trees in the garden were still visible. Samuel was staring
at the black branches when he saw Flora.

She was standing by the side of the window, leamang back agamnst
the white woodwork to which her hack was closely pressed. her
shoulder blades drawn downward. and her face tilted upward maore
than usual. She secmed to be waring thzough the upper pancs of the
glass, and when he moved nearer. Samuel saw the thin spikes of the
firet stars. She was like the bowsprit ¢f an ancient smp. he thouiht,
and as sightless - at any rate sightless so far as he was corcerned
She was unaware of him until he came close - ar <o at seemid,

although he did not think 1t possible she had not heard him when he

first entered. But then, when he’'d come close and seen the ngidity
of her body and the intensity of her expression, he was paralysed
with emlarrassment. He did not dare to break in upon her, but
sicod silent 1o, afraid to breathe. He feltas if he was in the presence




TR ——

FERNE i £ SR VR RN

M Loeone e o ey
OF comweone e o sever Rnown { b Destan to tremble and b
N 1] v, f e . B 3 - i o AI.
Iu'x‘ toteatckar v i had not done b s Longs tigne
Mavrs et e old s, Th .
T Wl : oo [hwwe coreone ohe But who? it
h,ﬂ.lhl., ‘“ : e Phad never seen tefone He pulled himself
.‘“;"“;‘_ " : .x;A woure, quite por o that it was same forx;mc;;
‘ .v mlll e ei Lo Ot could even be sorwe person who did not
- At all exeeps o or i i
e AW exeeps mber imagimation, romevne who borrowed life
S i
o ;r a :In- crvin a book becrow dife trom their ereator, 1§
it v it o ) ;
" oli " ol eroanists could mvent people, well then, why aet
a7 She sl N ' . .
o r] W ‘ site, he thought. A play perhaps? Shie must! She
SUEhe mast! s cathing more 1} 5 ingi \ red
¢ han speakisgg it he whi e
gacstion Ut et wented him preabitas i e whispered the
ay > 5
lj"“‘ﬂ B hicpered. Wha wre vou now™
et Uowile s
o ,1“ ’1L wile shuddercd. Then she tarned. and her vves
v d we de 3, 1 1
Wmt;.'« and woded Semuel felt o catch at his heart. Was there
comething wron. © ut her ve  wh h
e 100 was nonral cnough when she
Why Samuel” i}
e urt a slrange thing 1N
i 5 £ thing to ask! oy Hena, of course
Who else inde i
N o ;l& ndeea Wvho else would have made such an answer?
s, iwes P g ‘ 7 .
.,..".,;“ i wes Fie Y,“' if ever a person was caught in the act of
e :‘u;:nn’lm tiat person was Theobald's wife, for in that
SRR, » e > chi .
e 0 otionfess 2. .| which a moment before had been unaware
presence, o realized that Flo wh
3] ra lad concentrated he
oI priance, ol wrated her whole
:'”' " ty. And he essence of that persenality was o salt-bitter
At ¥ i came into bis heart too
I understand.”

“aidd guickly. 3 won't im : i
h . ke away
swifthy he went o of the house Furning away
Yo v et eve i )
o, the next eveding Flora was as gay as ever, If possible she was

e Bilagren :
:\:!‘I'l J‘\;’:r;:n o e spints, and mere ierepressible than they'd
e ‘-Y,.| oot .ﬁr}ulm, the Beckers were all enthralled.
“1".,: ::,:::,.-g‘ 1 :.1 d‘ ('..I" her, not just irrepres<ide,” Tulia said
fhon du "“ \1::\ n(:" .i\‘c If\'cn;n;; Y 12 Fad twav mimicked
e 5 tof the room ‘It he ever fiunds out he'i)

O he won's G
hat particuts ot

I IRV AR}

arlotte <ud. She'd hode Lo beve missed
.thc oreahe en ey ed the best of the ot
;-,1: ls:.u!, haching apain ot the thought of it
Chor back to us Dot there i '
e wnk: s ~ s annething abo
Bres that swonld i - van ssvear she v Theob o ld, oot
Al the same,” § ed, e didoval
[ o e ;vmi, b2 carped, ULtk o didoyal of Ber, and what
i i 1 [SPET Y N i ’ y .
more, 14 ;I"; '.a(‘ of her other imperonations are coarse,”
Coarse? Julial” ¢ ariatte vas aste iciusness
’ rir s astonshed a > Vg
e at the viciousness of the

‘Sl onle e

Thr Backer Wites 63

well,” Jutia «id, determined to e even more expliait, “Tsuppase 1
ought't to mind as long as Honeria herself doesn't reem o care
‘Ol that Chartotte was relieved and she laughed agvin. 1t was,
pethaps, a bit coaree, but ot the same tine it was comcal o w cha
lile scrap of o thing like Flora imitating - and with such suciess - a
tig tump like Honaria, particularly in view of Honona's increased
size. ‘Anyway, Honuria enjoys it as much as any of us,” she said,
defending Flora further. Charlotte, being the most insipid of the
Bockers except for her height, had up to then been relatively safe
from Flora’s mimicry, and so, next after Samuel, she had the heenest
appreciation of it. But it was true that Honara teok the imitations in
surprisingly good part, considening how often she was the victim.
In fact, where, at the beginning of her relationship with the
Beckers, Flora had been continually calling upon them 16 witness
that she was now IHenrietta, now Chaslatte, pow James, now Julia,
rew Emest. and now perhaps one of the servants, or a Iradesman
with whom they were all familiar. of late she had confined hesself to
making Honoria the butt of her humour. She had merely 10 smile in
2 certain way, or ;o up to Samuel and pick a bit of flulf off his sleeve,
ot do no more than take cut her handkerchief and blow her nose,
and everybody sereamed.
‘Lovk at Honoria! they'd cry.
Onee or twice Flora carried things so far as to
Honoria when Samue! came into the roem and called his wife
m here, Samuel,’ she said. "What da you want?’ And once when
Honoria answered at the same time, Flora was so funny. so
amusing, She turned on the real Honaria and gave her a chilling
look, calling hier Flora.
“Please, Flra,” she said. "Please give up these childish impersona.
tions * As if it was Honoria who had Leen pretending!
It wad side splitting.
And in spite of Julia’s misgivings, when summer came and at
Florr's instigation the Beckers made a by family party and rented a
©illa on the coast, it was enlivening for them all in the monatony of
their ruml surroundings to have hee with them, up to her pranke
and antics.
“f gealize all that,” Julis <aid, when this was painted out to ber, ‘but
1 still say she shouldn’t ek on Honoria. 1 { were vou, Samucl, I'd
putanendlo it quich. now that Honotia is o near 1o her time.
‘Oh but surely,” Charlotte interrupted, and <he was about ta say
that Flora would have too great a delicacy to continue making fun of
Honoria much longer, until at that very moment she saw Theobald’s
wife going over to Samucl, and e was walking with a most

peculiar gait. Julia saw her 100,

answer for the real
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s disgusting! Fve said <o before.” Julia said. T <yt apain.’
She glanced around her to make sure the women weze alene. ! hope
the men don't notice,” she said, “I's making a m nother-
heod.” And having glanced pertinestly At the waist-line of the olbier
o, she indicated her own lousely slung garments, ‘Is all due to
jealomey, 1 hope vou realize that. Flora is jealous of all of us, but
particularly of Honotia because they were married so nearly the
same tlime.’

Whatever malice underlay these words however niscarried of it
effiet because both Charlatie and Hendetta suffered o« sudden
suftusian of pity for Theobald’s poor Little bride.

‘Oh, poor, poor Flora,” they cried, and Foth together they koked
in her direction. “Perhaps =" thev began caprrly, but Flo's wast
was as slim as ever, and her figure gave 3 complete denisl to theie
kendly hopes for ber, Julia hadn’t bothered to ook it Floza atall.

‘Quite the contrazy,” she sad, then she lowered ket voree “And of
I'm any judge of these things, et will be the fy m Theobald's
aistment.”

‘Oh" Chardotte excla:med. “vou don't thnk so. really, do vou® It
would Be such a pity.” Her thoughts raced to the nurswry upstars
where her big pale batw lay sucking its thumb “Why, I've heard of
dozens of cases where there was na sign of anythung for much,
much longer than this, and vet there was success before the end!

But two days later, it was Charlotte herselfl who hadl to bring up
the subject again.

‘A you sure, Julia? she asked. “Are you sure there couldn’t be
some possibility of mistake in what you said yesterday?”

‘Why? Julia said coldly.

Pecause,” Charlotte said, ‘1 couldn’t help noticing how she actid
at supper 1ast night.” No newd now to name aames. ‘She used to love
pekled onions, vou know that? Well, fast night she didn’thave any.
Wouldnt touch them n fact! And it was the same with the apple
sauce She used to tove that too. 1 couldn't help thinking it odd after
what vou were saying because | myself couldn't bear anything with
the <lightest lavour of onion in it when 1 was expucting, and {
couldn’t touch apple sauce. It used to give me the mowt appalling
heartbum. But that wasn't all. During supper the whale time in
fact - <he sal - well she wat a foot out from the table just like when

she was plaving the piano. IUinay be that the thing hay got on my
nerves, but as well as everything else, [ thought she was walhrey
queeely after supper when she and | went tor a shont stroll i the
garden. The stroll was at hier supgestion, mind you, which | thouglt
odd — and here's another thing! — 1 hope vou won't think me coarse
o mention it, but [ couldn’t help noticing that she rever lattons her

ol w2 -z.’vwmmenmmm ;
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R wemblance! Did you ever hear amyvthing mose atsurd?’

Tt auoes seem a it absurd, deesa't it Charlette waid. “On the
otner and, T must say 1 did think once of twice that Flora was
peginning to have & ook of Honorta 'm interestedd to hear James
povicad it 1 wonder if any of the athers Sid?

When discrest vnquirics were made n the course of that amwe
afterneun, Hensietta oo thoupht she had nosced o slight resem-
plarnge.

1 thought it was only my imapination,’ she ded lared, “and Folidn't

w0 mention it 1o anyone m e it might b put down temy
condtion. 1'd hate anvone to think | was getting nervy of hystencal,
or bepinning o get fancies.”

That. however, was just exad
Hochers, and espeaally to the Becke: wives

t'e all Flora's fault,” Julis <and.

a0t it strange, though, that Honens daesn’t appear to potioe:
Charlstte said.

‘O, that's part of her nature,” Hengictta aaid, but al) the same s
v belief she’s more upset than we \hink. | came across her by
surprise the other day and [ could have sworn she had been crying.

‘Crng? The other v women started vp in matronly coneern.

A it of arying would be the worst thing in the world for her at the
present timw. 1t could v the cause of .mj.lhiny_!’ With this far from
luad statement Julia stoed up. Tm gong o <peak 10 Samudl again.
she said.

Charlatte felt her kne
champion. She'd have thought
approach him than Theobald, and o app
was unthinkable.

Samuel, however, was 0o match (or fula. When he tried te
poot-pooh her complainte, b went 1or him with fire in ber eves.

Samuel Becker, she cred. JATe vou going to put Hora before

Honotia? I'm telling you that for come geason of ather, Theobald's

wife 15 deliberately tryving to make vour wile ook ridiculous, andd

what is more, Honoria is beginmng te notice.”

Samuel's face was white and drawn. Te ma
evade the issue.

‘e nat deliberate,” he said speaking
offernce [ am certain she 1s unconsanus of it.”
So be was willing 1o admit offence was piven

e what was happenag to abl the

s tremble. Samuel was Flora's stoutest
it would be more dithcult o
roach Theolald of course

de ene last effort 10
towly. ‘Tf Flora s wiving

Julia refaned

somewhal.
‘Consciously or unconsd
stop immediately. Today!

ously,’ she said, ‘it bas got to stop, and
Did you know that Honoda has been
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But whatever ha

o e B ;m‘w’l S,m-uu-l he was now fuming at the fuss
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ot et 19 ' ‘\urln'\l in he couldn’t help derdving, some
wiong,” he ) mnlmuy ot so many Beckers. ‘Fhere's nothing
(«.‘,,,h','m. " m.' d ;:n v \\'nnk"tl 10 have w word with Julia - or
o e or o “A.‘ He hesitated. *) wanted one of them ta step
Lo W room with me. He hesitated again “It's
Cluarlotte i ‘
e <lf:l.l‘::-.'£‘ i to her heart I there something the matter
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‘.-‘,;;::.:]“;.: _:.',::‘ t ‘Ii“",l think ~o, Samuel said, ‘but [ was a bit
sonied becae | “nin tanswer wher ! spoke o her, She was
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e ::;\::",:,I“',;,l,r,.,7. i vh.ﬂLs all, Inmf‘« said, wita an elderly frnwn,
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A mievte, ioces The add thing s that § know she heard

The Becker Wrvw ym

me  He turaed back to the wamen. they wege more uaderstanding,.

‘Linow she did T called her by name, not once bl twwe of three

fimes, and vet she went on sewing And the last time | called she

was putting the threed between et teeth to bieak it and i could see

by the way she paused that she was listening. Then, ignoring me,

she bit the thread and broke it and bent her head again.”
it wasn't much - but it was denndediv odd.

AWhat is she sening anyway? James ashed suddenty.
21 the time.”

‘Oh. for goodness’ sake, James.© Chaslotte waid, ‘what does 1t
atter what she's sewing?” Il was o Lke James t0 fasten on
something trivial. She tumed Fack to Samuel Why didn’t vou go
over to her?”

It was only after Samuel answensi that they

‘She's at it

A began o feel

annious.
‘I thought one of vou women hould di that,” he said. *That'’s why

I came back for one of vou.” He looked at fulia I thought you might
be beat, Julia’

Me? In spite of beng the most aggptessive carlier onom her
assertions that semething ought to be done, Julia was most reluctant
to put hersclf forward now. Will you come with me, Chardotie?

T will of course,” Charlutte waid readily enough, but she made a
sign to the men. ‘Please stay near at hand,’ she said. Then she
addressed hersell to Samuel ain particular, and her voice was very
Knd. ‘We'll leave the door open,” she «aid, and you can stand
outside and listen.”

"But be quet,” Julia warned, because James was still inclined to
protest that they were making o fuss about nothing. ‘Where is
Theobald?’ they coutd hear him as ‘Why isn’t he hene? Why didn't
someone fetch him alung? If there's amvthing weong 1Us his business
mare than il's ours.”

Afterwards everyone remembered what James had said, but they
all felt it was fortunate that Theobald was not there, For Floza gave
Julia and Charlotie a very different reception fram the one she had
given Samuel. Being prepared for similar treatment, they were
patalvsed with fright when che sprang to her feet the mstant they
called her name. Thev'd only called once. and as casually a¢
posable.

Flora? they'd saud nndly. Fioral

But the name had hardly leit thewr hips when Flora sprang up-
Lithe as a cat, she swung herself around, and wripped the back of the
chair 1t which she had been sttt Her sewing had fallen to the

floor. Her eyes were blaning.
AWhat is the matter with you all?” she demanded. ‘Have you gone
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Do th hu .Y.u ¢ make her come in two,” she added, nodding back
.' her shoule o incicate the figure at the end of the arden,
Mes wac the fir<t to enter the room. & '

Ny, v be sai i
”,,,m”'; ;:m\, ‘ be said placatingly, “there's no need to disturh
et A ;‘ Wi :v w:' had <ame litthe sturbance AaMong ourselves
Hheie is mo peed 1o drag peor i > : :
3 3 Honon Snto it It's hest o
" ' N E st for her to
! cpLas et as vatiible under the circumsta ees, ok
Something in imes's wWorl |

Jds ceenmud ta oy i
r——— i ¢ ta cing Flara into another

1 e alo v. Thete was moisture gathenng on her forchead
s mere alazie gl at the comers of her meuth -
Honery™
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: N SMaC e She caught 2 the neek of lier dress
pein. Ve y o .

H ervoa el | warned youo et stand it it owas bad

and tore
’ v.ovu_'hl'.\':um e only her that was trmeating me’ - she pointed
22000 At e e g i, W ot .
o “u’ wrepedting Honovda, 1 pretended not to take any
wrtiee TP i *

utafves e allatin T ean'tstaag i, Tean't and Fwon't! Ske
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dapped her hands over hee ears, and tears sprang into her eyes

‘Bat what are we deing® Charatte cied “We don’t krow what
vou're talking about, Florat’

‘Fora! Flora! Floga?” The girl was atmost beside hersell. “You do
want to drtve me mad. You do' Vou da™ Her eyes ran over the (aces
one by one, and then she scanned them ol as 4 group in a wild
sweeping glance. Tt's & shame for you' she said “Vou cught at least
1o consider my condition.’

Frum where he stood at the back of the group, fooking down o
the carpet, Samudd started violently and looked up.

“Yes - a shame,’ Flora repeated. '1f people only knew how Fin
treated.” She wrung her hands, *Oh, how tersitle - [have ao one to
help me.” Suddenly she placed her hamds on her small lat abdomen.
‘It's pot myself I'm thinking atout - it's the child”

At that the Beckers, sl eacept Charlotte, went ngid. Chardoite
lLaughed hystencaily.

‘Oh, it's only an impersenation, she shrilled, but even as she
spoke ier blood ran cold. Flora's tears bad dricd as quacklv ¢+ thev'd
rushed forth,

A iv's only an impersenation,” she cried, thenit's time anend was
put o it!” She ran over W the window. ‘Leck at her now. Look at the
brazen creature Al this very moment she's out these making &
mockery of me. Oh, how can she do it? How can she be so coarse?
How can you all sce heral it day after day and not be revolted? Don't
you notice the way she sits at the table? Don't you natice the way
she wears her clothes, not fastering the buttons? Suddenly she
stooped and picked up the picce of material she had been sewing.
‘She even went to my work-basket and took out this and pretended
it was hers.”

The frightencd gaze of tive Becker woren (vl on o small white
fannel chemise that was only half-finished. But as she held it up the
sight of it made Flora wail. ‘T wouldn’t mind if she were a normal
waman,’ she eried, "a woman that might have a child of her own
some day, but look at ker, with her hips like 3 sissors, and her chest
tike a cardboard doll! Ske'll never have a child. IUs just that she's
jealous; jealous of me. That's what i ist’

For one moment Flora’s face became tadiant, glorificd, and tien
the light dicd out and it was once more haggard and harasasd amd
aged-looking. "Oh. | can’t stand it she said in a voice that was now
small and whimpering, She put her hand up to her head as if it
ached. ‘She’s got me <o confused.” Then, as if she was taking them
into her confidence, she tried to steady her voice. Tw fighting
aganst it.” she told them. “See!” Tumbhing among the Laas on the
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A Single Lady

Apart from anything else he wasnt that Kind of man; the reverse
ndecd: distant, cool in his manner And 2s for his manner towards
the servants, in her mother's time at Jeast he used o treat them asif
they were made of wood; as if they had no feclings whatever.
Latterly, of course, things hat changed so auuch that they both had
10 alter their attitude towards them. And when it came to having
only the one wretched creature for all the drudgiery of the great
tarrach of 3 house, there had been times when she herself had felt it
recessary 1o be famitiar. But even then, cven when she had made
concession after concvssion. it was g long time lefore he unbent to
any degree. Was itany wonder, then. that she discradited people’s
hints and insinuations. At leastin the beginning! What daughter in
the world would have given any credenoe to them. And vet the
remarks continued to be made.

Oh, bt it all seemed so unreal; so impassible. At his age! Whytif
he had any inclinations of that sort he could have satisfied them long
ago in a manner compatible with his pesition. Thete had been
nothing in the past fourieen yems to prevent Mm from remasrving i
he wished to do se. Up to quite recently hw had kept hisapprasance
faitly well, and with that and his first wife's fortune he stood a fairly
good chance of marrying somie pessen of sutababity. Even five yvears
ago he cut a passable tiguse It this! This' Who could blame her for
having refused credence to this' Her father - and a common servant!
If she were even that! baut u wretched little stut. Yos' What was the
use of denying it. Had she not, right from the start, been repulsed al
thwe wlea of having to have such a poor type of creature 1 the house,
Isabel shuddered. Hadn't she been disgusted by the food? Hadn't
he been afraid 1o Jook too dosely at anything the creature handled?
and as for the creature’s reom, in spite of the fact that she knew it
wac her duty to do so, she had never once gene into it. She knew so
well shat it woukt be like. smelly and close, the windows neves
opened, and the bedclothes bundled about hke rags. A servant

indeed. Too good a word for her!
To think that she, Isabel, was sespensible for bringing the crcature

sy -en
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