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CHAPTEHR

ARIA was ten years old. She had dark hair in
two pigtails, and brown eyes the color of mar-
mite, but more shiny, She wore spectacles for

the time being, though she would not have to wear them
always, and her nature was a loving one. She was one of
those tough and friendly people who do things first and
think about them afterward, When she met cows, however,
she did not like to be alone with them, and there were other
dangers, such as her governess, from which she would have
liked to have had a protector. Her main accomplishment
was that she enjoyed music, and played the piano well.
Perhaps it was because her ear was good that she detested
loud noises, and dreaded the fifth of November, This, how-
ever, with the cows, was her only weakness, and she was
said to be good at games,

Unfortunately she was an orphan, which made her diffi-
culties more complicated than they were with other people.
She lived in an enormous house in the wilds of Northamp-
tonshire, which was about four times longer than Buck-
ingham Palace, but was falling down. It had been buile
by one of her ducal ancestors who had been a friend of the
poet Pope’s, and it was surrounded by Vistas, Obelisks,
Pyramids, Columns, Temples, Rotundas, and Palladian
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Bridges, which had been built in honor of General Wolfe,
Admiral Byng, the Princess Amelia, and others of the same
kidney. Maria’s parents had made a desperate attempt to
keep the grounds in order. They had been killed in an ac-
cident, however, and after that there had been no money
left, not even enough to live on respectably in a boarding-
house, somewhere else. The Rates and so on had used up
all the available income, and nobody could be persnaded to *
buy the place for a school nor for a hospital. Consequently
she and her governess had to sleep in two bedrooms which
still had a bit of roof over them, the governess using one
of the smaller drawing rooms to live in, and they had a
cook to look after them, who dwelt in the kitchen. It is
literally true that this cook had a bicycle in the basement
corridor, which she used to ride along the corridor, when
she had to answer the bell,

The house had 365 windows, all broken but six, 52 state
bedrooms, and 12 company rooms. It was called Malplaquet.

Maria’s governess was a Miss Brown. She had been ap-
pointed by the local vicar, who was Maria’s guardian. Both
the Vicar and the governess were so repulsive that it is
difficult to write about them fairly.

The Vicar was § ft. 7 ins. in height, and looked as if he
were fifty years old, His face was red, with hundreds of
little veins of a purple color, because he suffered either from
blood pressure or from a weak heart or from both. It was
difficult to see his eyes, partly because they were of the
same general color as the rest of his face, and partly be-
cause he wore thick spectacles, behind which they lurked
like oysters. His hair was parted in the middle and brushed
flat. He had rather pouting bluish lips, and he walked up-
right and slow, giving a faint humming noise frem the back
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of his nose, like a bee. He had been a housemaster in a public
school before he got the job as Maria’s guardian, and his
only pleasure then had been in caning the boys—but he had
not been able to do so much of this as he would have liked
to do, owing to his heart. His name was Mr. Hater. He
was a bachelor. It was suspicious that he had a Rolls-Royce,
and spent much of his time in London, while Maria had
to live in the ruined house on sago and other horrors.
Miss Brown had been Mr. Hater’s matron at the public
school. She must have had some mysterious hold over
him, for it seems impossible that he could have chosen her
freely, considering what she was, Her nose was sharp and
pinched, with a high bridge, but the rest of her was podgy.
When she sat down, she spread, as a toad does on one’s
hand. Her eyes were pebble-colored and her hair was yel-
low. It was drawn in a tight bun, She wore rimless pince-
nez. She was about the same age as the Vicar, but a good
deal shorter. She was cruel in a complicated way. For in-
stance, when Maria’s Jast uncle had been alive, he had
sometimes remembered to send the child a box of chocolates
for Christmas, Miss Brown’s arrangements for any such
parcel had usually been fixed in stages. First, Maria had not
been allowed to open it when it came, “in case it had
germs.” It had been sent down to the kirchen to be haked.
Then Maria had been sent for, to the Northwest Drawing
Room, in which Miss Brown resided, and-the ruined parcel
had been placed before her to be undone, The next step had
been to claim that Maria had dirty hands, untruly, and
to send her back to the kitchen, a ten minutes’ walk, to wash
them. When she had got back at last, agog with expectation,
and the poor melted chacolates had been unstuck from the
brown paper, Miss Brown used to condemn them as im-
11



properly packed and throw them into the nearest lake with
her own fair fingers “for fear they would make the child
ilL.”

It is difficult but important to believe that this precious
pair may have been trying to do the best they could, con-
sidering the kind of people they were.

Maria had two real friends, the cook and an old profes-
sor who lived in a distant part of the grounds. She was some-
times very unhappy and sometimes very happy, because
people fly between wider extremes when they are young.
Her happiest times were when the Vicar was in London
and Miss Brown was in bed with a headache. Then she
would be mad with pleasure, a sort of wild but earnest
puppy rushing about with the slipper of her imagination,
tearing the heart out of it.

It was on a summer day such as this, with her tormentors
well out of the way, that she decided to visit the Quincunx,
to try some piracy at sca.

The Ouincunx was one of the lakes at the foor of the
lawn on the South Front. It was overgrown with trees, huge
alders and beeches and wild cherries and sequoias and cedars,
all planted by the numerous acquaintances of the poet Pope,
and its surface was matted with water lilies, and there was a
decayed wooden boathouse with a punt in it, which leaked.
In the middle of the lake there was a small island choked
with brambles, and, on the island, there was a plastered
temple in the shape of a cupola, or rather, to give it its
proper name, of a2 monopteron. It wasa dome like the top of
an eggshell, raised on five slender columns, and it was called
Mistress Masham’s Repose.

But nobody had ever reposed there since the death of
Queen Anne. Nobody had cleared the netcles from the little
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island, nor swept the deep leaf mold from the marble steps,
nor cut back the laurels and rhododendrons and blackber-
ries which crowded round the forgotten temple, even seem-
ing to climb the pillars. All the dainty elegance which had
once been made so carefully, by hands which had intended
it to stay elegant, had been abandoned in the March of -
Mind, The lake itself was silted with weeds, because there
was no money left to cut them, and the island had become
a sort of Atlantis, lost in the seas, Maria was the only person
who knew the weed lanes by which it could be reached.
She had never landed there, however, because of the tangles.

Tt was a glorious day in June—for that matter, it was the
Glorious First of June—and the sun was resounding on
the great, green sweep of the lawn. The farmer who rented
the land was chasing his sheep about, with a hot-buttered
face, waving a bottle of lotion for maggots; the gray squir-
rels were chattering and cursing in the Chestnut Avenue;
the bullocks in the Jubilee Field, safe on the other side of the
Quincunx, were flicking their tails and occasionally thunder-
ing off elsewhere, because the clegs bit them; cuckoos were
changing their tunes; the insect world was humming in the
wilderness of shining evergreens; there were rabbits, and
long grass, and small birds, and Maria was as brown as a
berry.

She lay face downward in the punt, looking over the
stern-into the deep water. Her knees, and most of the front
of her, were green with slime; the water from the bailing
scoop had run up her sleeve. She was happy. When the boat
dawdled to a stop, she gave it 2 stroke to keep it going.
Under her nose, she watched the mare’s-tail and other flora
of the ocean floor, as the prow edged its way between the
water lilies, Dragonflies, like blue needles, and damsel flies
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like ruby ones—the husband keeping his wife in order by
gripping her tightly round the neck with a special pair of
pincers on the end of his tail—hovered over the surface. By
going gently, she could sometimes pass above a flight of
perch without disturbing them, Or rather, they would raise
their spiky fins, blush out the dark anger of their bars, and
make mouths at her, Once or twice, she passed a pike, only
six inches long, basking under the flac green leaves, and
once she came close to the meeting place of the tench—who
made themselves scarce with a loud plop. They had been
lazily scratching their backs on the lilies, like a school of
elephants,

The lakes of Malplaquet were, in fact, a wonderful place
for coarse fishing. In the old days, before they were weeded
up, the Northampton Anglers used to go there twice a year
for competitions. The tench ran big, up to five pounds or
more, which was practically the record weight, and there
was sometimes taken a pike of twenty pounds. The perch
were fair, but not impressive. There were also some small
roach,

When she had come abreast of the little island of Mistress
Masham’s Repose, she began to feel piratical. Swouns and
Slids, she said to herself, but you could stap her vitals if she
did not careen there, and perhaps dig up some buried
treasure while about it, She felt that she could do with a
couple of skellingtons, or with a cross marked in dry blood
on the wrinkled parchment of a map,

The island had lilies all round, mixed with frogbit and
water crowfoot, so dense that it was difficult to push
against them.

She paddled round, looking for a place where she could
shove through. She laid her matchlocks bandy on the
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thwart, first blowing on the priming so that the rum in her
breath nearly caughe fire, She loosened her hanger in the
scabbard, and paced the poop.

The only place for landing was a fallen larch—which had
dropped there as a cone since Lady Masham had died en-
nobled, had grown to its full stature, rotted, and blown
down. It lay outward from the isle, bridging the worst part
of the lilies. Some of its branches still tried to dress them-
selves in green,

Maria laid her bark alongside the end of the larch, and
tied it up so that it could not drift away—an Inconvenience,
as Gulliver tells us, which all prudent Mariners take special
Care to provide against, Then she took off her shoes and
stockings, thinking that she would climb more easily in
bare feet, She boarded the tree bole, brandishing her cut-
lass, and swarmed ashore with the battle cry of & Maria, her
spectacles twinkling fiercely in the sun.
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HE island on which she found herself was about

I the size of a tennis court. It had been carried there

on boats, when the first duke had been beaunfying

- his park, and it had risen from the water two hundred years

before, an artificial emerald of green grass, crowned by the

white dome of its cupola, There, perhaps, the Mistress Hill

who was to become Mistress Masham—or even Mistress

Morley herself, had sat in silks and laces, in the summer

weather, drinking tay. If Mistress Morley had been there,

she probably enjoyed a dash of brandy in the smoaking
Tyde.

But now the island was tangled with every kind of briar.
It had a boma round it, an outer ring of blackberries and
nettles, choking the jungle of theshrubbery which faced the
visitor. There seemed to be no way of reaching the little
temple without pain, for the nettles were ready to sting and
the briars were ready to prick, and what she really necded
was a machete—or any similar instrument used by Indians,
in cutting their trackways through the Bush.

If she had been a gamekeeper with thick clothes and
leather leggings, she might have been able to push her way
through; if she had been a farm laborer, she could have
cleared a path with her brish-hook; as she was neither of
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these, but a determined person all the same, except for
cows, she bashed her way with the punt scoop. ‘When she
had beaten down a bramble, she trod on it reluctantly;
when, they caught in her dress, she stopped and took them
out—somenimes; when they scratched her face, she swore
the appropriate oath; and so, slowly but surely, she bur-
rowed her way into the forest belt. She tore her skirt in
three places, and scratched the brown legs horribly, untl
she had to go back for the shoes.

The tanglewood stopped suddenly, several yards from
the steps of the temple, and the intruder came to a halt with
a blackberry branch in her hair.

Where the brambles ended, the grass began: the same
neat, artificial grass which Lady Masham must have known.
Tt was still kept as short, or even shorter. It was as smooth as
a bowling green.

Indeed, the place was Ii]ce a bowling green. It was hedged
with the thicket, as such greens often are with yew. In the
middle, there was the beautiful, sun-drenched temple, rising
airily on its pillass.

But what was strange—and here Maria’s heart went Pat,
she knew not why—the strange thing was that everything
was neac, '

She looked everywhere, but not a soul was to be seen.
Not a leaf stirred in the little amphitheater, nor was there
any trace of a hut to live in. There was no shed to hold a
lawn mower, nor any mower standing on the lawn. .

Yet somebody had mowed the grass.

Maria took the bramble out of her hair, disentangled her-
self from the last branches, and went forward to her doom.

The plaster inside the dome had fallen in some places; but
the wooden slats, which were visible in most of the ruined
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ceilings of her home, were not exposed in this one, Ir
locked as if the roof had been repaired from inside, with -
clay or paper, as if it had been done by wasps. Also, and
this was strange again, there was no plaster on the floor. It
had been cleared away,

Everything was so clean, so different from the wasteland
which she had come through—so square and round and geo-
metrical, just as it had been when first erected—that her eye
was drawn to details.

She saw: first, a square opening, about eight inches wide,
in the lowest step, which she took to be the ventilator of a
damp course—but there was a path leading to it, trodden in
the fine grass, 2 path for mice; next, she saw a seven-inch
door in the base of each pillar, possibly also connected with
the damp course—but, and this she did not notice because
they were nearly as small as march heads, these doors had
handles; finally, she saw that there was g walnut shell, or
half one, outside the nearest door., Several walnuts grew in
the park, though none were very close. She went to look at
the shell--but looked with the greatest astonishment.

There was a baby in it

She bent down to pick up the cradle, which she took to
be some kind of toy, 2 toy made more beautifully than any
she had ever seen. When the shadow of her hand fel] across
the baby, which was nearly an inch long, it wagged its
head on the minute cushion of moss, put out its fists in both
directions, pulled up its knees as if it were bicycling, and
gave a thin mew, which she could hear,

She did not snatch away her hand when the creature
mewed. On the contrary, s{'e grabbed the walnut, ¥f there
were one thing now in all the world which Maria was in-
clined to snatch, it was the baby,

18



She held it tenderly in the palm of her hand, not breath-
ing for fear of spoiling it, and examined its wonderful per-
fection as well as she could. Its eyes, which were as small
as a shrimp’s, seemed to have the proper marble-blue for
babies; its skin was slightly mauve, so that it must have been -
a new one; it was not skinny, but beaurifully plump, and
she was just able to distingnish the creases round its fat
wrists—creases which looked as if the thinnest hair had been
tied round in a tight bracelet, or as if the hands had been
fitted, on the ball-and-socket principle, by the most cunning
of all the dollmakers there had ever been. :

It was truly alive, and scemed to be fairly pleased at being
picked up, for it held out one hand toward her nose and
chuckled. At least, by listening to it like a watch, with
her head on one side, she was certain that it made 2 noise.

While Maria was in a rapture with this windfall, she fele
a sharp pain in her left ankle, as bad as if she had been stung
by a bee,

Like most people whose ankles are stung, she stamped her
foot and hopped about on one leg—a useless procedure, so
far as bees are concerned, because it only annoys the others,
and the first one cannot sting again.

She held the cradle with the greatest care while she
hopped, clapped her spare hand to the hurt ankle, and con-
fronted her assailant from a safe distance, standing on one
leg.

g'.I‘here was a fat woman, about five inches high, standing
on the marble pavement of the temple, and brandishing a
sort of harpoon. She was dressed. in rust-colored stuff, like
the breast of a robin, and she was wild with rage or terror.
Her little eyes were flashing, her hair had come down at the
back, her bosom was heaving, and she was shouting in an
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unknown language something about Quinba Flestrina. The
harpoon, which was as sharp as a needle, had a steel head
half as long as the baby. Some blood was trickling berween
the fingers of Maria’s spare hand.

Now in spite of the homicides or other torts which she
might have committed as a pirate, who was partial to the
Plank, Maria was not the kind of person who bore malice
for injuries, and she was certainly not the kind of kidnaper
who habitually stole babies from their heartbroken mothers,
for the mere cynical pleasure of hearing them scream. She
guessed immediately that this was the mother of the baby,
and, instead of feeling angry about the harpoon, she began
to feel guilty about the baby. She began to have an awful
suspicion that she would have to give it back.

Yet the temptation to keep it was severe. She would
never drop on another find like this, she knew, not if she
lived to be a thousand.

Think to yourself, truly, whether you would have re-
turned a live one-inch baby to its relatives, if caught fairly
in the open field?

But Maria did her best,

She said: “I am sorry if this is your baby. Please, I have
not done it any harm. Look, you can have it safe.

“And really,” she added, almost tearfully, “it is a beauty.”

She leaned forward to put the cradle at the mother’s feet.

The ficrce little woman was either too hysterical to listen,
" or else she did not understand English, for she slashed at
the huge hand with her weapon as soon as it came within
reach, and cut it across the thumb.

“Oh, you would, would you?” cried Maria. “You little
viper!”

So, instead of giving up the baby, she wrapped it in her
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handkerchief, cradle and all, and put the bundle in the
pocket of her skirt. Then she took a second handkerchief
out of the other pocket, waved it in the face of the mother
so that she fell on her back, dropped it over her head, flicked
away the fallen harpoon, and gathered her as well. She so
seldom had two handkerchiefs, or one for that matter, that
she felt that the hand of the Lord must be upon her. Then,
hearing 2 kind of hum in the pillar beside her, like the
hum of a hive, she felt also that it would be wiser not to
tempt the Lord’s hand further,

Stuffing the larger bundle into the other pocket—it was
kicking as hard as it could—she made for her passage
through the brambles, When she got there, she turned
round for a last look at the temple. She saw a group of three
men struggling at the pillar door. Two of them were hold-
ing the third by the arms, to keep him back, and he was
fighting them to follow her. He was a splendid fellow in a
fur tunic, made of moleskin, and well over six inches high,
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“N she had pushed off the punt and paddled
to a safe distance, she laid down the scoop and
took the larger package from her pocket. The

woman had been kicking all the tme, with fluttering skips
and flops, so that it had felt like a small bird trying to get
free. As soon as Maria had unwrapped and set her down on
the slimy bottom of the boat, she stood panting, with a
hand pressed to her heart. It was like a carving in ivory.
Then she ran for the side, as if she were meaning to leap
into the water, bur checked herself, and stood glaring at
her captor, the very picture of a wild thing fallen into
hunan hands. Maria produced the other bundle and laid
the baby, still in its cradle, not far from the mother’s feet.
This brought her back from the side. She ran to the cradle,
snatched the baby out of it, and began talking to it in 2
foreign language, examining it all over to see if it were
hurt. It was clear that she was telling the baby that it was
Mammy’s Wazzums Qodlums, and did a nasty female
mountain try to steal it then, the precious pet?

Maria licked her wounds, washed them in the cool water
of the lake, dried them with the handkerchiefs, and kepta
tight eye on the maternal scene,

It was getting on for teatime, and she had a lot of things
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to fix. She was determined never to be separated from her
treasures—or at least, not from the baby—but she knew per-
fectly well, on the other hand, that Miss Brown would re- -
fuse to let her have them. Either she would confiscate them,
and keep them in a box with Maria’s penknife and sixpenny
compass, or else she would take them for her own use, or
she might even arrange to have them drowned, as she used
to do with the favorite kittens. None of these things was
going to happen, if Maria could help it

Where could she hide them? Miss Brown was con-
stantly peeping about for faults, and there was not a private
place in all the palace of Malplaquet which our heroine
could call her own. There were no longer any toys in the
toy cupboard, so that to keep them there would only call
artention to it. Her bedroom was ransacked once a week.

“IL will put them,” she said, “in the little drawer of my
dressing table for tonight at any rate, since Miss Brown’s
headache will prevent her from interfering until tomorrow.”

This time she made a bag from the wet and gory handker-
chicf, and, after cornering her captives, she put them both
in this together, loose. She tied it round the top with string—
for she was 2 handyman who generally carried string, hav-
ing been told by her professor that efficient people always
had a penknife, a shilling, and a bit of this useful article. She
kept the cradle separate, thinking that it would be a bruising
thing to be with, if one were bumping about in a bag with
a baby. Then she made for the boathouse, put up the punt,
and hurried home for tea.

She looked in as she passed the kitchen, which had ovens,
Spits, and ranges suitable for serving a twelve-course dinner
to one hundred and fifty persons—but now they cooked on
a primus stove—and inquired about Miss Brown from Cook.
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“Lawks, Miss Maria, them stockings! And, glorious me,
them reats all over the dress!”

“Yes, I know. I was wondering if Miss Brown.,..”

“You won’t see her tonight, my lamb, and for which we
may thank our tender stars. You run up to 'your room now
quiet-like, and bring me back them stockings when yon
have ‘em changed. You'd best put on the dressing gown,
until I mend the skirt.”

“Is there anything for tea?”

“Yes, Miss, there’s strawberries,

“Seeing as She,” continued Cock, tossing her head, “was
took bad-like, as we might say, I presumed the little liberty
for to beg a pound on ’em from your professor, and this,
with just a touch of condensated milk, which we was asav-
ing of for Christmas, should make a dish, however humble,
as might be savored by the Mistress of Malplaquet.”

It is needless to explain that Cook was an Old Retainer,
who bore with Miss Brown as well as she could, She lived
her life in the gloomy kitchen, with nobody to love but
Maria, except for a fat collie dog who had been left to her
by her deceased husband, and whose name was Captain. He
used to fetch the newspaper from the village every morning,
in his mouth, and sometimes he went shopping with 2
basker.

Maria said: “Cook, if you are ever captured by pirates,
or surrounded by Indians, or if you should fall into the sea
and be chased by a shark, I will see to it thar this day’s
work is not forgotten, if it costs me the Jast drop of my
bleod.”

“Thank you, Miss Maria,” said Cook, “I'm sure.”

She climbed the Grand Staircase and trotted down the
Ducal Corridor, mounted the Second Best Sraircase and
passed the Corridor for Distinguished Strangers, plodded
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up the Privy Stairs in Ordinary and tiptoed down the Third
Best Corridor Once Removed. At the end of this, where
part of the main roof was still sound, there were the two
small bedrooms in which she and Miss Brown were accus-
tomed to sleep. It used to take Cook about three-quarters of
an hour to get there from the kitchen, because she had Bad
Legs, and Captain panted dreadfully as he padded up the
stairs behind, But Miss Brown made them do the bed for
‘Ther, all the same.

She peeped in at the open door.

There lay the tyrant on the bed, with her nauseouns nose
erect. She was reading a mauve book with a stuffed back,
like a cushion, which was called The Daily Light. In her
other hand she held a handkerchief soaked with ean de
- cologne, and with this she occasionally fanned The Daily
Light, and occasionally patted her nose tip, which had
grown pink and polished under these attentions,

Miss Brown’s personality lay about her. There, beneath
Maria’s fearful eye, stood the thirty pairs of pointed shoes,
sharp as builder’s trowels, wrinkled at the toes, dressed in a
neat line under the dressing table. There, on top of the
wardrobe, stood the gray toque hats with pins in them. On
the bedside table stood the range of books which Miss
Brown considered delightful: the Jowrnal of George Fox,
Holy Living by J. Taylor, and The Pilgrin?s Progress,
about which Huckleberry Finn once remarked that “the
statements were interesting, but tough.” In a corner of the
room there was 2 cupboard, containing the fichus and frills
 with which Miss Brown adorned her bosom; the dressing
table was covered with sharp things or hard things; and the
"whole place smelled of unused purses locked away in lav-
ender or naphthalene.
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On the window sill there were some instruments for spy-
ing; the telescope with which she watched from the win-
dow, and the magnifying glass with which she looked for

Her pupil went down on hands and knees. She crawled
past the bed, below Miss Brown’s line of vision, and reached
the window uncbserved. She put the magnifying glass be-
tween her teeth, where pirates keep their cutlasses, except
when drinking, She crawled back to the door, dropping a
drawing pin, which she kept handy for such oceasions, into
one of the shoes while passing, and regained the corridor
without mishap.

Then she hurried to her room.

In the bare room, where all the furniture was made of
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iron, she took the precious bundle out. She opened it upon
the bed. The little woman lay like a suffocating frog, still
clutching her baby, and Maria examined them at leisure,
with the glass.

The dress was poor. It was a simple garment, tied at the
waist like a monk’s, and it seemed to have been knitted from
silky wool. It was raveled in some places and worn, but
serviceable. The woman’s face was red and healthy. The
baby, as she had suspected, had blue eyes.

Maria put them in the small drawer when she had fin-
ished, made a bunch of her own spoiled clothes, and tiptoed
down to tea.
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