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Her Table Spread

Alban had few options on the subject of marriage; hiis atticude to
‘women was negative, but in particular he was not attracted to Miss
Cuffe. Coming down early for dinner, red satin dress cut low, she
attacked the silence with loud langhter before he had spoken. He
_ recollected having heard that she was abnormal—at twenty-five, of

statuesque development, still detained in childhood. The two other

ladies, in beaded satins, made entrances of a surprising formality. It -

occurred to him, his presence must constitute an occasion: they
certainly sparkled. Old Mr Rossiter, uncle to Mrs Treye, came last,-
ore sourly. They sat for some time without the addition of
-lamplight. Dinner was not announced; the ladies by remaining on
guard, seemed to deprecate any question of its appearance. No
‘sound came from other parts of the Castle, '
_ Miss Cuffe was an heiressto whom the Castle belonged and
 whose guests they all were. But she carefully foliowed the
" movements of her aunt, Mrs Treye; her ox-eyes moved from face
to face in happy submission rather than expectancy. She was
continaally preoccupied with attempts at gravity, as though
holding down her skirts in a high wind, Mrs Treye and Miss Carbin
_combined to cover her excitement; still, their locks frequently stole
' from the company to the windows, of which there were too many.
He received a strong impression someone outside was waiting to
come in. At last, with 2 sigh they got up: dinner had been
announced. _
~ The Castle was built on high ground, commanding the estuary; 2
‘steep hill, with trees, continued above it. On fine days the view was
- remarkable, of almost Italian brilliance, with that constant reflection
up from the water that even now prolonged the too-leng day. Now,
'in continuous evening rain, the winding wooded line of the further
. shore could be seen and, nearer the windows, a smothered island
* with the stump of a watch-tower, Where the Castle stood, a higher
 tower had answered the island’s. Later a keep, then wings, had been
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added; now the fine peaceful residence had French windows
opening on to the terrace. Invasions {rom the water would
henceforth be social, perhaps amorous, On the slope down from
the terrace, trees began again; almost, but not quite concealing

- the destroyer. Alban, who knew nothing, had not yer looked

down.

I was Mr 'Ro_ssitcr who first spoke of.the destroyer—-—Albaln
meanwhile glancing: along the table; the preparations had been

~ stupendous. The destroyer had come today. The ladies all turned to

Alban: the beads on their bosoms sparkled. So-this was what they
had here, under their trees, Engulfed by their pleasure, from now on »
he disappeared personally. Mr Rossiter, rising a note, continued,’
The estuary, it appeared, was deep, with a channel buoyed up it. By
-a term of the Treaty, English ships were permitted to anchor in
these waters, B : o '
. ‘But they’ve been afraid of the rain?’ chimed in Valeria Cuffe.
‘Hush,’ said her aunt, “that’s silly. Sailors would be accustomed

to getting wet.’ i :
But, Miss Carbin reported, that spring there had already been
one destroyer. Two of the ‘officers had been seen dancing at the
hotel at the head ‘of the estuary, ‘ '
“So,’ said.Alban, ‘you are .quite'in the world.” He adjusted his
glasses in her direction.
-Miss -Carbin—blonde, not forty, and an attachment of Mrs,
Treye’s—shook her head despondently. “We were all away at

.Easter. Wasn’t it curious they should have come then?. The sailors

walked in the demesne but never touched the daffodils.’

‘fms though I should have cared!” exclaimed' Valeria passion-
ately. : .

- ‘Morale too good,’ stated Mr Rossiter.
‘But next evening,” continued Miss Carbin, ‘the officers did not

‘ - 8o to the hotel. They climbed up here through the_ trees to the

terrace-—you see, they had no idea. Friends of ours were staying
here at the Castle, and they apologized. Qur friends invited them in
to supper ...’ ' :
‘Did they accept?’

The three ladies said in-a breath: ‘Yes, they came.’ -

Valeria added urgently, ‘So don’t you shink—p’

‘50 tonight we have a destroyer to greet you,” Mrs Treye said
quickly to Alban. ‘It is guite an event; the country people are



coming down from the moumams These waters are very lonely;
" the steamers have given up since the bad times; there is hardly a
- pleasure-boat. The weather this  year has driven visitors right awvay
. “You are beautifully remote.” - .

. “Yes,’ agreed Miss Carbin, ‘Do you know much about the Navy?
_Do you think, for instance, that this is- likely to be the same
destroyer?’

W ill they vemember? Valeria’s bust was almost on the table, But.
~ with a rustle Mrs Treye pressed Valeria’s toe. For the dining-room
also looked out across the estuary; and the great girl had not once
" taken her eyes from the window. Pethaps it was unfortunate that

uufortunate for Mr Alban too.

. For he saw néw he was less than half thc feast unappeased, thc

- party sat looking through him; all grouped at an'end of the rable—

.- to the other, chairs had been puiled up. Dinner was being sexrved

~ very slowly.. Candlcs—-——poss:ble to sce from the water—were lit

" now; some wet peonies glistened. Ouiside, day still lingered

- _hopefully. The bushes over the edge of the terrace were like heads—

© you could have sworn sometimes you saw them mounting, swaymg

. in manly talk. Once, wound up in thc rain, a bird whistled, sceming
. hardly a bird.

.. ‘Perhaps since then they have bccn to Greece, or M.alm”

" -“That would be the Mediterranean fleet,’ said Mr Rossiter.

- They were sorxy to think of anything out in the rain tonight

" “The decks must. be streaming,’ said Miss Caxbin.

Then Valeria, exclaiming ‘Please excuse meP pushed her chair in

.-and ran from the rocm.

- *She is -impulsive,’ explained Mrs Treye. ‘Have you been to
Malta, Mr Alban?’

R thc drawing-room, empty of Valeria; the standard lamps had

'bccn lit. Through their ballet-skirt shades, rose and lemon, they

gave out a deep, welcoming light. Alban, at the fadies’ invitation,

undraped the piano. He played, but they could see he was not

- pleased. It was obvious he had always been a civilian, and when he

three times, rather: fussily—his dinner-jacket wrinkled across the

- from. London. Mendelssohn was exasperating to them—ithey
- opened all four windows to let the music downhill, They preferred
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Mzt Alban should have coincided with the dcstmyer Perhaps it was ‘

" had. taken his place on the piano-stock—which he twirled round

" shoulders. It was sad they should feel so indifferent, for he came-
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not to draw the curtains; the air, though damp, being pleasant
tonight, they said, -

The piano was damp, but. Alban played almost all his heart cut.
He played out the indignation of years his mild manner concealed.
He had failed to love; nobody did anything about this; partnerss at
dinner gave him less than half their attention. He knew some spring
had dried up at the root of the world. He was fixed in the dark rain,
by an indifferent shore. He played badly, but they were unmusical,
Old Mr Rossiter, who was net what he seemed, went back to the
dining-rcom to talk to the parlour maid.

Valeria,. glittering vastly, appeared in 2 window.

*Come in!’ her 2unt cried in indignation. She would die of a chill,
childless, in fact unwedded; the Castle would have to be sold and
where would they all be?

But—"Lights down there! Valeria shouted above the music,

They had to run out for a moment, Jaughing and holding
cushions over their bare shoulders. Alban left the piano; they
locked boldly down from the terrace. Indeed, there they wete: two
lights like arc-lamps, blurred by rain and drawn down deep in
vefléction into the steady water. There were, teo, ever so many
portholes, all it up.
~ “Perhaps they are playing bridge,’ said Miss Carbin.

‘Now I wonder if Uncle Robert ought to have called,” said Mrs
Treye. ‘Perhaps we have seemed remiss—one calls on a regi- '
ment.’ :

‘Patrick could row him out tomorrow,” -

‘He hates the water.” She sighed. ‘Perhaps they will be gone.’

‘Let’s go for a row now—let’s go for a row with a lantern,’
besought Valeria, jumping and pulling her aunt’s elbow. They

produced such indignation she disappeared again—wet satin skirts
and all—into the bushes. The ladies could do no more: Alban

suggested the rain might spot their dresses.

"“They must lose a great deal, playing cards throughout an
evening for hlgh stakes,” Miss Carbin said with concern as they all
sat down again.

*Yet, if you ¢ome to think of it, somebody must win.’

But the naval officers who so joyfully supped at Easter had been,
Miss Carbin knew, 2 Mr Graves, and 2 Mr Garrett: they would
certainly lose. ‘At all -events, it is better than dancing at the hotel;

there would be nobody of their type.’
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.*There is nobody there at all.’ o

‘T expect they are best where they are . . ., Mr Alban, a Viennese
waltz?’ o ‘

He played while the ladies whispered, waving the waltz time a
lictle distractedly. Mr Rossiter, coming back; momentously stood:
they turned in hope: even the waltz halted. But he brought ro news.
“You should call Valeria in. You can’t tell who may be round the
place. She’s not fit to be out tonight.’ ‘

‘Perhaps she’s not out.’

- ‘She is,’ said Mr Rossiter crossly. “I just saw her racing past the
window with a lantern.’

Valeria’s mind was made up: she was a princess. Not for nothing

“had she had the dining-room silver polished and all set out. She

would pace arcund in red satin that swished behind, while Mr

Alban kept-on playing a loud waltz. They would be dazed at all she

had to offer—also her new stacues and the leopard-skin from the
auction.
When he and she were married (she inclined a litde to Mr
* Garrett) they would invite all the Navy up the estuary and give
them tea. Her estuary would be filled up, like a regatta, with loud
excited battleships tooting to one another and - flags flying, The
terrace would be covered with grateful sailors, ieaving room for the
band. She would keep the peacocks her aunt did not allow. His
~ friends would be surprised to notice that M Garrett had
meanwhile become an admiral, all gold. He would lead the other
~ admirals into the Castle and say, while they wiped their feet
respectfully: “These are my wife’s statues; she has given them to me.
.One is Mars, one is Mercury. We have a Venus, but she is not
dressed. And wait till I show you our silver and gold plates .. " The
" Navy would be unable to tear itself away,

She had been excited for some weeks at the idea of martying Mr
Alban, but now the lovely appearance of the destroyer put him out
of her mind. He would nct have done; he was not handsome. But
she could keep him to play the piano on quiet afternoons.

Her friends had told her Mr Garrett was quite 2 Viking. She was
so very familiar with his appearance that.she felt sometimes they
had already been married for years—though still, sometimes, he
could not realize his good luck. She still had to remind him the
island was hers too . . . Tonight, Aunt and darling Miss Carbin had
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so fallen in with her plans, putting on their satins and,-decoraiting
the drawing-room, that the dinner became a betrothal feast, There
was some- little hitch about the arrival of Mr Garrett—she had

- heard that gentlemen sometimes could not te their ties. And now

hie was late and would be discouraged. So she must now go half.
way down to the water and wave a lantern,
*But she put her two hands over the lantern, then smothered it in

 her dress. She had a panic, Supposing she should prefer Mr Graves?

She had heard Mr Graves was stocky, but very merry; when he
came-to supper at-Easter he slid in the gallery. He would reach her -
to dance, and take her to Naples and Paris . . . Oh, dear, oh, dear,
then they must fight for her; that was all there was toit... She lex
the lantern out of her skirts and waved, Her fine arm with bangles

‘went up and down, up. and -down, with the staggering lighi; the

trees one by one jumped up from the dark, like savages.

‘Inconceivably, the destroyer tock no nofice, - ‘ : _
. Undisturbed by ocars, the rain stood up from the water; not. 2
light rose to peer, and the gramophone, though it remained very

“faint, did not cease or alter.

In mackintoshes, Mr Rossiter and Alban meanwhile made their
way to the boat-house, Alban did not know why. ‘If that goes on,’

" said Mr Rossiter, nodding towards Valeria’s lantern, ‘they’ll fire

one of their guns at us,’ o

“‘Oh, no. Why?’ said Alban. He buttoned up, however, the collar
of his mackintosh, - . ' ‘

‘Nervous as cats. It’s high time that girl was married. She’s a nice
gitl in many ways, t00.’ .
- ‘Couldn’t we get the lantern away from her?’ They stepped on a
paved causeway and heard the water nibble the tocks,.

‘She’d scream the place down. She’s of age now, you see.’

‘But if—’ o . S

*Oh, she won’t do that; ¥ was having a bit of fun with you.’
Chuckling equably, Mirs Treye’s uncle unlocked and puiled open
the boat-house door. A bat whistled out, -

*Why are we here?”’
- *She might come for the boat;. she’s a fine oar,” said Mr Rossiter
wisely. The place was familiar to him; he lit an oil-lamp and, sizting
down on a trestle with a staunch air of having done what he could,

~reached a bottle of whisky out of the boat. He motioned the bottle



Her Table Spread. 317 -

- . to Alban. ‘I's 2 wild night,’ hc said. ‘Ah, well we don t have. these
destroyers every day.’ : :

, . -“That seems fortunate.’ E

C L “Well, it is and it isn't) Restormg the bottle o the vertlcal ‘Mr
Rossiter continued: ‘It’s a pity you don’t want a wife. You’d bc the

better for 2 wife, d’you see, a young fellow like you..She’s got a nice -

character; she’s a girl you could shape. She’s got a nice income.’

" The bat returned from the rain and knocked round the lamp:

. Lowering the bottle frequently, Mr Rossiter talked to Alban (whose
. atritude remained negative) of women in gcncral and-the parlour-
- maid in particular . .

*Bat? Alban squcaled irrepressibly, and with hlS hand to his -
car—whcre he still felt it—fled from the boat-house. Mr Rossiter’s .-
" conversation continued. Alban’s pumps squelched as he ran; he'”

_skidded along the causeway and balked at the upward steps. His

“soul squelched equally: he had been warned, he had been warned.

" He had heard'they were all mad; he had erred out of headiness and ~
" curiosity. A degree of terror was agreeable to his vanity: by express

. wish he had occupied haunted rooms. Now he had no other pumps

" in-this country, no idea where to buy them, and a ducal visit ahead.-
.- ‘Also, wandering as it were among the apples and amphoras of an

art school, he had blundered into the life room: woman revolved

i _gravely.

* ‘Hell,” he said to the steps, moummg, his -mind blank to the
: _outcome

~ He was nerved for the ]umpmg lantern, but half-way up.to thc'

Castle darkness was once more absolute. Her lantern had gone out;

_he could orientate himself—in spite of himself—by her sobbing.
" Absolute desperation. He pulled up so short that, for balance, he
:_,had to cling to a-creaking tree.

.- “Hi?* she croaked. Then: ‘You are there! I hear you?
“Miss Cuffe—
‘How toc bad you arc‘ I'never heard you rowing. I thought you

\*. were never coming—’

*Quietly, my dear girl.’ -

“*Come up quickly. I haven’t even seen you. Come up to the
- windows—"

© ‘Miss Cuffe—

" “Don’t you remember the way?’ As sure but not so. noiseless as a

" cat in the dark, Valeria hurried to him.
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‘Mir Garreti—' she panted. ‘Tm Miss: Cuffe. “Whete have you
been? I've destroyed my beautiful red dress 2nd they've eaten up
your dinner. But we're still waiting. Don’t be afraid; you’ll soon be
there now. I'm Miss Cuffe; this is my Castle—"
~ ‘Listen, it’s I, Mr Alban—"

‘Ssh, ssh, Mr Alban: Mr Garrett bas landed.

Her cry, his voice, some breath of the joyful intellizence, hmught
the others on to the terrace, blind with lamplight.

“Valeria?’

‘Mr Garreit has iamdedﬂ’

Mrs Treye said to Miss Carbin under her breath, ‘Mr Garrett has
come.’

Miss Carbin, half weeping with agitation, rephcd “We must go
in.” But uncertain who was to speak next, or how to speak, they
remained leaning over the darkness, Behind, through the windows,
lamps spread great skirts of light, and Mars and Mercury, unable to
contain themselves, stooped from their p@desmls The dumb

- keyboard shone like a ballroom floos. .

Alban, looking up, saw their arms and shoulders under the bright
rain. Close by, Valeria’s fingers creaked on her warm wer satin, She
laughed like a princess, magnificently justified. Their naseen faces
were all three lovely, and, in the silence after the laughter, such a
strong tenderness reached him that, standing there in full manheod,
he was for a moment not exiled. For the moment, without moving

or speaking, he stood in the dark in a flame, as though all three
said: ‘My darling . . '

Perhaps it was best for them all that early, when next da‘y'ﬁ.ﬁ’st
lightened the rain, the destroyer steamed oni—below the extin-
guished Castle where Valeria lay with her arms wide, past the boat-
house where Mr Rossiter lay insensible and the bat hung inasked in
its wings—down the estuary irito the open sea.



