CHATTER LII

OPPY, temporarily known to the world as Miss

Poppy Smith, was cnjoying herself thoroughly.

She had arrived at one of the quicter snaside towns

on the South Coast by cxcursion train, and a nice
old man had shared his oranges and sandwiches with her
on the way down, A nice porter had recommended a
really good boarding-house at fifty shillings per week, * all
in.”

The room allotted to her was small and somewhat
disfigured by cheap coluured prints from Christmas numbers
and a photograph of the proprietress’s late aunt. However,
the sheets were clean and not too damp ; the catering was
good if the service were a little irregular, and she likad
her fellow-boarders, so she was enjoying herself thoroughly.

There were two honmeymoon couples, who were just
“sweet,” and some jolly girls fron. London cffices, 4nd
young men from other London offices making timid
advances to the jolly girls, Last, but not least, there
was a quiet young man, Mr. Tom Russell, all by him-
self.

Mr. Tom Russell rather interested Poppy, although she
did not quite know why. F= was in the carly thirties, she
decided, and rather tall and much too silent. He never
tried to “ get off ” with her like the other young men, nor
did he seem to bother much about the jolly girls, to their
inward indignation. Once or twice he had smiled rather
pleasantly at Poppy.

Unc way and another, Poppy was enjoying hcrsclf
though at first sather casual in answering to the name of
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“ Miss Smith,” which casualness she feared might betray
her. .

“ It seems rather a guilty secret—something awful—to
have an alnbs, but I just couldn’t come here as myself.
Gran’pa is such a great man that no one would be natural
wn:h me,” she had thought. )

o “ Misy Poppy Smith” bathed and paddled and went
to see thef pierrots and tried the automatic machines on
the pier and in between thought somewhat of Mr. Tom
Russell,

« It was on the third day of her stay that he spoke to her.
It was a splendid summer morning, calm and flooded with
sunlight. Poppy had gonc out to the rocks, and the little
waves whispered so sedactively that Jhe had taken off her
stockings and her small shoes and waded into the water
like a happy child. Whilst she stood on the edge of
the sea, with the warm golden sund ocozing between her
pink toes, Mr. Tom Russell came by and said that it was a
lovely morning.

« “Lovely,” said Poppy, and then he spoke again and
Poppy talked to him. Soon they were sitting sule by side
on the beach.

‘He scemed so sympathetic, Poppy thought. He had been
in the War, and the War interested Poppy, as did people
wha had been in it, for during that time she had been a
small child. He was so frank, and spoke of his struggles
and disappointments. She rather gathered that he was
«none too well blessed with this world’s goods, although he
did not tell her so. Perhaps,,she reflected, that was only
her view-point ; she, who had always had so much, might
not have a normal view-point.

“They have a good picture on at the Pavilion to-night,
Miss Smith. Have you seen it? ”

« “No,” said Poppy, and added, quite untruthfully, *1
‘love pictures.” After which it came, qultc naturally, that
Mr. Russell was her escort, and then, in’succeeding days,



300 CATS AND CLOVER

they bathed together and took long walks in the evenings,
and somehow Poppy felt much happier than she had ever
done.

“ I wish you would not call me ¢ Miss Smith ’,” she said
soon. She was innocent of any deliberate intent to advance
tueir relationship to a more intimate footing. She merely
did not like to hear this nicc man calling her by a name
which was not her own. Immediatcly she had said it she
blushed, rcalising the construction which he might place
upon her request,

“1 should like very much to call you * Poppy *—if I
may. I think it is a pretty name, and so uncommon. I
have only heard of one other person with that name.”

“ Who is she t ” : sked Poppy.

“Why, a very fortunate little lady—the great-grand-
daughter of the Earl of Woden, I remember a paragraph
about her in the Tatle.”

“You—you think she is fortunate—Tom ?

He smiied and patted her hand. “ Well, she will be
Countess of Woden when the o]d man dies, and a million-
airess.’

“ Perhaps she wouldrather be ]uSt anordinary httle gird?”

‘¢ And perhaps not. I wish I had h.d a great-grandfatBer
like that. I don’t even know who mine was, and what I
do know of my grandfather—but never mind these
genealogics.”

“ Have you a father or mother, Tom ? ”

“ No.” His face clouded. Poppy thought it because sho
had wakened an unhappy memory.

“1 am sorry if I said anything to lwurt.”

“ No, it was not that.” For a moment he seemed on the
point of making a confession, and then refrained. * Old
Lord Woden is a pretty tough handful from all accounts,”
he added, changmg the subject

* 1 am sure he is not; he is a dear,”” protested Poppy,
incautiously.
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He looked at her. “ Why, do you know him ¢ ”
¢ ]—live quite near him,” said Poppy, rather hesitatingly.

Tomr nodded and gazed at her more closely. Poppy
looked out at sea.

“] met old Woden's grandson in the Army ; he was m
the same battalion.”

Poppy swung round. “ You knew my daddy? Do tcll
me if youfare the Tom who helped him when he was
wounded ! Oh, how wonderful to meet you ? ”

Tom Rusge.ll rose to his feet and looked down at dark-
haired, barefooted Poppy on the sands.

“ So you are the Poppy who will be Countess of Woden 7 ”

She realised that she had betrayed her identity.

“Yed, Does—does that matter? ">

He laughed rather bitterly. “I am afraid it does.” In
that moment she suddenly realised that he was in love
with her and she with him. ?

] did not-know whom I was entertaining unawares.”

“Tom, what does it matter? You saved m¥y daddy;
you are the same ; I am sure of it.”

“1I did what I could to help a friend ; whcther I saved
hir, or not——"

¢ And you were to'come when you were on leave, and
you never came.”

“ I saw in a paper that he had been killed in an air-raid
why should I have called? Lord Woden might have
thought—anything.”

ﬁle would never have thought that you would make
capital of it,” said Poppy with dignity, and her eyes were
moist. *That is th wrong sort of pride, Tom; quite
wrong, though I admire you for it. You must call and sce

now. And—and I've enjoyed your company; I am
only here as Miss Smith because—you know what people
zre. Don’t let that make any difference to you i ™

‘ He smiled at her sadly. It must, and I shall tell 4ou
why. I love you.”
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“I think I love you toco.” .

“And I am poor, and you will be a countesy and a
millionairess. Our sorts do not marry. i :

“ Tom—dear.”

“And you are descended from an earl. My father—
r.:ver married my mother.”

She clasped her hands and her lips parted. As he strode
up the beach she burst into a flood of tears.



