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      BARBARA PYM (1913–1980) was born in Oswestry, Shropshire. She was educated at Huyton College, Liverpool, and St Hilda’s College,
         Oxford, where she gained an Honours Degree in English Language and Literature. During the war she served in the WRNS in Britain
         and Naples. From 1958–1974 she worked as an editorial secretary at the International African Institute. Her first novel, Some Tame Gazelle, was published in 1950, and was followed by Excellent Women (1952), Jane and Prudence (1953), Less than Angels (1955), A Glass of Blessings (1958) and No Fond Return of Love (1961).
      

      
      During the sixties and early seventies her writing suffered a partial eclipse and, discouraged, she concentrated on her work
         for the International African Institute, from which she retired in 1974 to live in Oxfordshire. A renaissance in her fortunes
         came in 1977, when both Philip Larkin and Lord David Cecil chose her as one of the most underrated novelists of the century.
         With astonishing speed, she emerged, after sixteen years of obscurity, to almost instant fame and recognition. Quartet in Autumn was published in 1977 and was shortlisted for the Booker Prize. The Sweet Dove Died followed in 1978, and A Few Green Leaves was published posthumously. Barbara Pym died in January 1980.
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      Introduction

      
      My grandfather was a clergyman so loved by his parishioners that he was known as ‘St Richard’. After a stint as chaplain in
         the trenches, where he won a Military Cross, he returned to his West Riding parish and eventually became a canon. My grandmother
         (not the ideal helpmate) was beautiful, and much preferred reading novels to parish work. When my grandfather came home she
         would hastily slide Jane Austen or Anthony Trollope under the socks or com binations she would then pretend to be mending.
      

      
      My mother used to regale me with wonderful stories of how her sister Barbara added the cat and dog’s names to my grandmother’s
         prayer list, so the entire Mothers’ Union was exhorted to pray for Mewkins and Raggety Bones. On another occasion, Raggety
         Bones was chased home by a large marauding mongrel. To deter the beast, my mother tipped a bucket of water out of the vicarage
         window and drenched a visiting curate.
      

      
      Money was always short, so whenever the bank statement came in my grandmother would steam it open, faint, stick it up again
         and go on a spending spree for herself and her pretty daughters. When my grandfather came and opened the envelope he would
         insist on cutbacks, which meant my mother and her sisters using the back stairs for a few weeks, so as not to wear out the
         front-stair carpet.
      

      
      In the mid-fifties, after my grandparents died, my family moved to London. Desperately homesick for the Yorkshire countryside,
         and demoralised by a succession of dreary temporary typing jobs, I sought solace, like my grandmother, in novels. Quite by
         chance I borrowed Jane and Prudence, by Barbara Pym, an author unknown to me, from Westminster Public Library, and fell so much in love with the book that I shamefully
         lied to the librarians that I had lost it, paying a 3s 6d fine. I have kept it as a treasured possession ever since.
      

      
      Over the years, as Barbara Pym replaced Nancy Mitford, Georgette Heyer, even Jane Austen, as my most loved author, I devoured
         all her books, but Jane and Prudence remains my favourite. Even an umpteenth reading this weekend was punctuated by gasps of joy, laughter, sympathy and wonder
         that this lovely book should remain so fresh, funny and true to life.
      

      
      Jane, of the title, is a vicar’s wife who, after her marriage, returned for two years to her old Oxford college to teach English.
         Prudence was one of her pupils and they remained friends – which is perhaps surprising as they are complete opposites. Jane,
         in her forties, is an academic with a shiny, unpainted face, and hair cut with the garden shears, who deliberately makes the
         worst of herself, wearing the kind of coat ‘one might have used for feeding the chickens in’ even to meet Prudence in London.
      

      
      At the beginning of the book, Jane and Nicholas, her mild, kindly husband, move to their country parish, where Jane proves
         to be an even worse vicar’s wife than my grandmother. Catastrophically undomesticated, she forgets collection money and to
         provide poor Nicholas with clean shirts. Although her research on metaphysical poetry came to nothing, she has a novelist’s
         insatiable curiosity, a loud, raucous voice, and cannot resist interfering in parish disputes which Nicholas has to referee.
      

      
      She also embarrasses her pretty teenage daughter Flora, by her fatuous remarks when potential suitors visit the vicarage.
         While I was writing Wicked!, which is set in schools, GCSE pupils told me that the character they liked best in their set book Pride and Prejudice was Mrs Bennet, because she was ‘sooo embarrassing’, like their mothers. Despite her chronic tactlessness, Jane is good-hearted and much more like
         Emma Woodhouse in her desire to find a husband for her friend Prudence, who is twenty-nine – which, back in the fifties, was
         considered rather a desperate age for an unmarried woman.
      

      
      Prudence, unlike Jane, is a hothouse bloom given to pampering herself. Beautiful, fastidious, exquisitely dressed, with never
         a chip in her nail polish, she has such an elegant flat that a husband might seem out of place. She has also got into a habit
         of preferring unsatisfactory affaires. Her dull research job, which so resembled mine in London, is typified by office crones
         upstaging each other over who got to work earliest, and a boredom only relieved by the arrival of the tea trolley and the
         crushes developed on the most unsuitable male colleagues. Prudence herself is yearning for a horror – her grey, ugly, self-important,
         academic boss, who hardly knows she exists. This saddens her, particularly at weekends, ‘when a melancholy summer Sunday evening
         is a thing known to many women in love.’
      

      
      Another of the reasons I loved Barbara Pym’s books when I was single was because she seemed to understand the utter desolation
         of losing a man, or not having one to love. Barbara had, in fact, bitter experience herself and was so heartbroken by one
         love affaire in 1943 that she burnt all the diaries covering it. The bleakness of its aftermath, described in her autobiography
         A Very Private Eye, makes unbearable reading. But from the ashes, nine years later in Jane and Prudence, rose Fabian Driver, who was based on the ex-lover and who in self-obsession and vanity, (Ego and Narcissus), ranks alongside
         Mr Collins, Kenneth Widmerpool and Malvolio as one of literature’s great comic creations.
      

      
      Jane is made aware of Fabian when she is first wandering around the churchyard and finds a large photograph of a very good-looking man topping a grave instead of a headstone. Buried in the grave is Fabian’s wife Constance, who brought him love
         and a lot of money. Despite repaying her with chronic infidelity, Fabian is now milking it as an inconsolable widower.
      

      
      The parish flower-arrangers, meanwhile, are preparing the church for Harvest Festival, led by Miss Doggett, a resplendent
         bossy-boots who is aware that men want only one thing, but has forgotten what it is.
      

      
      Fabian enters and gravely offers Miss Doggett a vast vegetable marrow, like some pagan fertility rite. Having been introduced
         to Jane, his new vicar’s wife, he retreats home to a ‘casserole of hearts’ cooked by his daily woman.
      

      
      Prudence is duly invited down for the weekend and shivers at the bleakness of the vicarage and her unheated, bare-floored
         room with no reading lamp. She also notices that ‘being a clergyman and a husband had done their worst for’ Nicholas, who
         used to be so attractive with his ‘delphinium-blue eyes’. Defiantly, she overdresses for the evening’s whist drive.
      

      
      There follows a lovely moment, when Jane, shocked at Prudence’s bright green eye-shadow flecked with silver, is amazed to
         see Nicholas looking at Prudence with admiration. Would Nicholas look at herself with renewed interest, Jane wonders, if she
         had green eyelids?
      

      
      At the whist drive, the personable young MP is fawned on by all the parish ladies. Fabian, determined to gain the ascendancy,
         waits until the whist is finished and the dull speeches are over to make his entrance, leonine head held high. Green eyelids
         work their magic on him too, and to Jane’s ecstasy, he promptly whizzes Prudence off to the pub, where gazing into each other’s
         eyes makes up for rather laborious conversation.
      

      
      *

      
      Barbara Pym was a great admirer of Jane Austen and writes in A Very Private Eye of studying her novels to see how to tie up loose ends. On a visit to Jane Austen’s house, she describes putting her hand
         on Jane’s desk, bringing it up covered in dust, and wishing some of Jane’s genius might rub off on her.
      

      
      In fact it did rub off, in her wit, plotting, characterisation, and miraculous observation. But when it comes to portraying
         men, the two writers differ hugely. For there are no romantic nor heroic heroes in Barbara’s novels, no glamorous Captain
         Wentworths, nor Knightleys leaping to the defence of poor Miss Bates, nor Darcy because of his love for Elizabeth Bennet sorting
         out Lydia and wicked Wickham.
      

      
      Barbara has a more jaundiced, realistic view of men. A theme running through all her novels is that women need something to
         love and cherish, whether it’s a cat or ‘some tame gazelle’ or ‘sweet dove’ of her titles, or even a young man whom they are
         unaware is homosexual.
      

      
      In Jane and Prudence, which was admittedly published long before the Women’s Movement took hold, we see parish ladies fussing over vicars and
         church wardens, saving oyster patties for visiting MPs, and catering for every masculine need. When Jane goes to a hilarious
         literary society meeting in London, even the mousiest, mildest male critic is surrounded by a ring of female admirers. As
         a result, men accustomed to women waiting on them hand and clay foot become thoroughly spoilt: drones to the female worker
         bees.
      

      
      This is illustrated in a wildly funny tea party where, despite poor Prudence looking stunning in a lilac cotton dress, the
         personable MP is far more interested in pointing out that he can’t remember the last time he sat lazily in a garden than to
         converse with her. To which Fabian counters with how intolerable he finds the bustle of his two days in the city, then is
         too exhausted to explain what he does on those days. Even mild, stoical Nicholas starts grumbling about the plethora of home visits and services. When a rival
         for Fabian’s love purposely spills tea over Prudence’s charming dress, the three men are merely irritated at having attention
         taken away from their weariness. Not the stuff of romantic heroes.
      

      
      But heroes apart, there is so much to enjoy in Jane and Prudence.
      

      
      Barbara loved clothes, and has such fun dressing her characters: Miss Doggett resplendent in her skunk cape; the late Constance’s
         ‘lizard courts’, specially made to fit her long, gentlewoman’s feet; Prudence’s dark red velvet housecoat, as out of place
         at the vicarage as Jane’s old schoolboy camel-hair dressing gown is in London.
      

      
      Perhaps too because of wartime austerity and rationing still in existence when Jane and Prudence was published, food is always described with rapture; hot buttered toast, walnut cake, ‘Brie, all creamy and delicious’,
         chicken with a ‘wonderful sauce’, cheer the most mundane occasion. Greedy novelists at the literary society meeting are seen
         storming the buffet. Even jilted Prudence eats a good breakfast, followed by an expensive restaurant lunch, and buys specially
         favourite things to comfort herself over the weekend. No one mentions dieting.
      

      
      In addition, the whole novel, because Jane and Prudence both read English, is silver-flecked, like Prudence’s green eye-shadow,
         with glorious quotations, mostly from the metaphysical poets. Prudence hardly notices a colourless, sarcastic young man in
         her office until he tellingly reels off Coventry Patmore. Fabian, however, gets a black mark when he writes the same four
         lines of Marvell on the flyleaf of the books of poetry he gives to both Contance and Prudence.
      

      
      Despite such lapses, Barbara loves her characters, and so do we. If Jane’s outspokenness sometimes verges on the bitchy, and
         Patience is touchy and self-centred, we forgive them. We even feel for frighful Fabian, when he is trapped into a marriage to someone too beady and tough to tolerate his
         infidelities, the pity at seeing a fine lion condemned to a cage.
      

      
      The novel ends optimistically, even if no one seems to learn from experience. We leave Prudence revelling in a new, doomed
         love affaire, with the prospect of another in the offing, while Jane, forgetting she has caused Prudence such unhappiness
         with her disastrous matchmaking, is joyfully planning for her friend an infinitely more brilliant marriage.
      

      
      For me too, there was a happy ending. In April 1979 I was thrilled to be asked to the Author of the Year Party, to which Hatchards
         invites the one hundred bestselling writers of the year. Thoroughly over-excited to be meeting so many icons, it was only
         as the party was breaking up that I nearly fainted with excitement to see two sweet-faced women standing smiling, slightly
         apart from the mob. It was Barbara and her sister Hilary. Rushing over, I only had time to stammer out a few words of gratitude.
      

      
      In A Very Private Eye, Barbara describes the same party, noting Iris Murdoch in a red dress and black stockings, and her own latest novel, Less Than Angels, displayed beside Diana Dors’s autobiography, and how irritated Olivia Manning had been that her books weren’t displayed
         at all.
      

      
      Then, ‘As we were leaving,’ she wrote, ‘we met Jilly Cooper’. It was like that Browning poem: ‘Ah did you once see Shelley
         plain/and did he stop and speak to you?’
      

      
      Barbara tragically died the following year from cancer, but her books will be read for ever.

      
      Jilly Cooper, 2007

   
      
      1

      
      Jane and Prudence were walking in the college garden before dinner. Their conversation came in excited little bursts, for Oxford
         is very lovely in midsummer, and the glimpses of grey towers through the trees and the river at their side moved them to reminiscences
         of earlier days.
      

      
      ‘Ah, those delphiniums,’ sighed Jane. ‘I always used to think Nicholas’s eyes were just that colour. But I suppose a middle-aged
         man – and he is that now, poor darling – can’t have delphinium-blue eyes.’
      

      
      ‘Those white roses always remind me of Laurence,’ said Prudence, continuing on her own line.’ Once I remember him coming to
         call for me and picking me a white rose – and Miss Birkinshaw saw him from her window! It was like Beauty and the Beast,’
         she added. ‘Not that Laurence was ugly. I always thought him rather attractive.’
      

      
      ‘But you were certainly Beauty, Prue,’ said Jane warmly. ‘Oh, those days of wine and roses! They are not long.’
      

      
      ‘And to think that we didn’t really appreciate wine,’ said Prudence. ‘How innocent we were then and how happy!’

      
      They walked on without speaking, their silence paying a brief tribute to their lost youth.

      
      Prudence Bates was twenty-nine, an age that is often rather desperate for a woman who has not yet married. Jane Cleveland
         was forty-one, an age that may bring with it compensations unsuspected by the anxious woman of twenty-nine. If they seemed
         an unlikely pair to be walking together at a Reunion of Old Students, where the ages of friends seldom have more than a year
         or two between them, it was because their relationship had been that of tutor and pupil. For two years, when her husband had had a living
         just outside Oxford, Jane had gone back to her old college to help Miss Birkinshaw with the English students, and it was then
         that Prudence had become her pupil and remained her friend. Jane had enjoyed those two years, but then they had moved to a
         suburban parish, and now, she thought, glancing round the table at dinner, here I am back where I started, just another of
         the many Old Students who have married clergymen. She seemed to see the announcement in the Chronicle under Marriages, ‘Cleveland-Bold’, or, rather, ‘Bold-Cleveland’, for here the women took precedence; it was their world, the husbands existing
         only in relation to them: ‘Jane Mowbray Bold to Herbert Nicholas Cleveland.’ And later, after a suitable interval, ‘To Jane
         Cleveland (Bold), a daughter (Flora Mowbray).’
      

      
      When she and Nicholas were engaged Jane had taken great pleasure in imagining herself as a clergyman’s wife, starting with
         Trollope and working through the Victorian novelists to the present-day gallant, cheerful wives, who ran large houses and
         families on far too little money and sometimes wrote articles about it in the Church Times. But she had been quickly disillusioned. Nicholas’s first curacy had been in a town where she had found very little in common
         with the elderly and middle-aged women who made up the greater part of the congregation. Jane’s outspokenness and her fantastic
         turn of mind were not appreciated; other qualities which she did not possess and which seemed impossible to acquire were apparently
         necessary. And then, as the years passed and she realised that Flora was to be her only child, she was again conscious of
         failure, for her picture of herself as a clergyman’s wife had included a large Victorian family like those in the novels of
         Miss Charlotte M. Yonge.
      

      
      ‘At least I have had Flora, even though everybody else here has at least two children,’ she said, speaking her thoughts aloud to anybody who happened to be within earshot.
      

      
      ‘I haven’t,’ said Prudence a little coldly, for she was conscious on these occasions of being still unmarried, though women
         of twenty-nine or thirty or even older still could and did marry judging by other announcements in the Chronicle. She wished Jane wouldn’t say these things in her rather bright, loud voice, the voice of one used to addressing parish meetings.
         And why couldn’t she have made some effort to change for dinner instead of appearing in the baggy-skirted grey flannel suit
         she had arrived in? Jane was really quite nice-looking, with her large eyes and short, rough, curly hair, but her clothes
         were terrible. One could hardly blame people for classing all university women as frumps, thought Prudence, looking down the
         table at the odd garments and odder wearers of them, the eager, unpainted faces, the wispy hair, the dowdy clothes; and yet
         most of them had married – that was the strange and disconcerting thing.
      

      
      Prudence looks lovely this evening, thought Jane, like somebody in a woman’s magazine, carefully ‘groomed’, and wearing a
         red dress that sets off her pale skin and dark hair. It was odd, really, that she should not yet have married. One wondered
         if it was really better to have loved and lost than never to have loved at all, when poor Prudence seemed to have lost so
         many times. For although she had been, and still was, very much admired, she had got into the way of preferring unsatisfactory
         love affairs to any others, so that it was becoming almost a bad habit. The latest passion did not sound any more suitable
         than her previous ones. Something to do with her work, Jane believed, for she had hardly liked to ask for details as yet.
         The details would assuredly come out later that evening, over what used to be cocoa or Ovaltine in one of their bed-sitting-rooms
         when they were students and would now be rather too many cigarettes without the harmless comfort of the hot drink.
      

      
      ‘So you have all married clergymen,’ said Miss Birkinshaw in a clear voice from her end of the table. ‘You, Maisie, and Jane
         and Elspeth and Sybil and Prudence …’
      

      
      ‘No, Miss Birkinshaw,’ said Prudence hastily. ‘I haven’t married at all.’

      
      ‘Of course, I remember now – you and Eleanor Hitchens and Mollie Holmes are the only three in your year who didn’t marry.’

      
      ‘You make it sound dreadfully final,’ said Jane. ‘I’m sure there is hope for them all yet.’

      
      ‘Well, Eleanor has her work at the Ministry, and Mollie the Settlement and her dogs, and Prudence, her work, too …’ Miss Birkinshaw’s
         tone seemed to lose a little of its incisiveness, for she could never remember what it was that Prudence was doing at any
         given moment. She liked her Old Students to be clearly labelled – the clergymen’s wives, the other wives, and those who had
         ‘fulfilled’ themselves in less obvious ways, with novels or social work or a brilliant career in the Civil Service. Perhaps
         this last could be applied to Prudence? thought Miss Birkinshaw hopefully.
      

      
      She might have said, ‘and Prudence has her love affairs’, thought Jane quickly, for they were surely as much an occupation
         as anything else.
      

      
      ‘Your work must be very interesting, Prudence,’ Miss Birkinshaw went on. ‘I never like to ask people in your position exactly what it is that they do.’
      

      
      ‘I’m a sort of personal assistant to Dr Grampian,’ said Prudence. ‘It’s rather difficult to explain. I look after the humdrum
         side of his work, seeing books through the press and that kind of thing.’
      

      
      ‘It must be wonderful to feel that you have some part, however small, in his work,’ said one of the clergymen’s wives.

      
      ‘I dare say you write quite a lot of his books for him,’ said another. ‘I often think work like that must be ample compensation
         for not being married,’ she added in a patronising tone.
      

      
      ‘I don’t need compensation,’ said Prudence lightly. ‘I often think being married would be rather a nuisance. I’ve got a nice
         flat and am so used to living on my own I should hardly know what to do with a husband.’
      

      
      Oh, but a husband was someone to tell one’s silly jokes to, to carry suitcases and do the tipping at hotels, thought Jane,
         with a rush. And although he certainly did these things, Nicholas was a great deal more than that.
      

      
      ‘I like to think that some of my pupils are doing academic work,’ said Miss Birkinshaw a little regretfully, for so few of
         them did. Dr Grampian was some kind of an economist or historian, she believed. He wrote the kind of books that nobody could
         be expected to read.
      

      
      ‘Here we are all gathered round you,’ said Jane, ‘and none of us has really fulfilled her early promise.’ For a moment she
         almost regretted her own stillborn ‘research’ – ‘the influence of something upon somebody’ hadn’t Virginia Woolf called it?
         – to which her early marriage had put an end. She could hardly remember now what the subject of it was to have been – Donne,
         was it, and his influence on some later, obscurer poet? Or a study of her husband’s namesake, the poet John Cleveland? When
         they had got settled in the new parish to which they were shortly moving she would dig out her notes again. There would be
         much more time for one’s own work in the country.
      

      
      Miss Birkinshaw was like an old ivory carving, Prudence thought, ageless, immaculate, with lace at her throat. She had been
         the same to many generations who had studied English Literature under her tuition. Had she ever loved? Impossible to believe
         that she had not, there must surely have been some rather splendid tragic romance a long time ago – he had been killed or died of typhoid fever, or she, a new woman enthusiastic for learning, had rejected him in favour
         of Donne, Marvell and Carew.
      

      
      
         Had we but World enough, and Time

         
         This Coyness Lady were no crime …

         
      

      
      But there was never world enough nor time and Miss Birkinshaw’s great work on the seventeenth-century metaphysical poets was
         still unfinished, would perhaps never be finished. And Prudence’s love for Arthur Grampian, or whatever one called it – perhaps
         love was too grand a name – just went hopelessly on while time slipped away …
      

      
      ‘Now, Jane, I believe your husband is moving to a new parish,’ said Miss Birkinshaw, gathering the threads of the conversation
         together. ‘I saw it in the Church Times. You will enjoy being in the country, and then there is the cathedral town so near.’
      

      
      ‘Yes, we are going in September. It will all be like a novel by Hugh Walpole,’ said Jane eagerly.

      
      ‘Unfortunately, it is rather a modern cathedral,’ said one of the clerical wives, ‘and there is one of the canons I do not
         care for myself.’
      

      
      ‘But I’ve never thought of myself as caring for canons,’ said Jane rather wildly.

      
      ‘One woman’s canon might be another woman’s …’ began another clerical wife, but her sentence trailed off unhappily, giving
         an effect almost of impropriety which was not made any better by Jane saying gaily, ‘I can promise you there will be nothing
         like that!’
      

      
      ‘It is an attractive little place you are going to,’ said Miss Birkinshaw. ‘Perhaps it has grown since I last saw it, when
         it was hardly more than a village.’
      

      
      ‘I believe it is quite spoilt now,’ said somebody eagerly. ‘Those little places near London are hardly what they were.’
      

      
      ‘Well, I expect it will be better than the suburbs,’ said Jane. ‘People will be less narrow and complacent.’

      
      ‘Your husband will have to go carefully,’ said a clerical wife. ‘We had great difficulties, I remember, when we moved to our
         village. The church was not really as Catholic as we could have wished, and the villagers were very stubborn about accepting anything new.’
      

      
      ‘Oh, we shall not attempt to introduce startling changes,’ said Jane. ‘There is a nearby church quite newly built where all
         that has been done. The vicar was up here at the same time as my husband.’
      

      
      ‘And we are to have your daughter Flora with us, next term,’ said Miss Birkinshaw. ‘I always like to see the children coming
         along.’
      

      
      ‘Ah, yes; I shall live my own Oxford days over again with her,’ sighed Jane.

      
      There was a scraping of chairs and then silence. Miss Jellink, the Principal, had risen. The assembled women bowed their heads
         for grace. ‘Benedicto benedicatur,’ pronounced Miss Jellink in a thoughtful tone, as if considering the words.
      

      
      There was coffee in the Senior Common Room and then chapel in the little tin-roofed building among the trees at the bottom
         of the garden. Jane sang heartily, but Prudence was silent beside her. The whole business of religion was meaningless to her,
         but there was a certain comfort even in the reedy sound of untrained women’s voices raised in an evening hymn. Perhaps it
         was because it took her back to her college days, when love, even if sometimes unrequited or otherwise unsatisfactory, tended
         to be so under romantic circumstances, or in the idyllic surroundings of ancient stone walls, rivers, gardens, and even the
         reading-rooms of the great libraries.
      

      
      After chapel there was more walking in the gardens until dusk and then much gathering in rooms for gossip and confidences.
      

      
      Jane ran to her window and looked out at the river and a tower dimly visible through the trees. She had been given the room
         she had occupied in her third year and the view was full of memories. Here she had seen Nicholas coming along the drive on
         his bicycle, little dreaming that he was to become a clergyman – though, seeing him standing in the hall with his bicycle
         clips still on, perhaps she should have realised that he was bound to be a curate one day. She could remember him so vividly,
         wheeling his bicycle along the drive, with his fearful upward glance at her window, almost as if he were afraid that Miss
         Jellink and not Jane herself would be looking out.
      

      
      Prudence had her memories too. Laurence and Henry and Philip, so many of them, for she had had numerous admirers, all coming
         up the drive, in a great body, it seemed, though in fact they had come singly. If she had married Henry, now a lecturer in
         English at a provincial university, Prudence thought, or Laurence, something in his father’s business in Birmingham, or even
         Philip, small and spectacled and talking so earnestly and boringly about motor cars … but Philip had been killed in North
         Africa because he knew all about tanks … Tears, which she had never shed for him when he was alive, now came into Prudence’s
         eyes.
      

      
      ‘Poor Prue,’ said Jane rather heartily, wondering what she could say. Who was she weeping for now? Could it be Dr Grampian?
         ‘But after all, he is married, isn’t he? – I mean there is a wife somewhere even if you’ve never met her. You shouldn’t really consider him as
         a possibility, you know. Unless she were to die, of course, that would be quite all right.’ A widower, that was what was needed
         if such a one could be found. A widower would do splendidly for Prudence.
      

      
      ‘I was thinking about poor Philip,’ said Prudence rather coldly.
      

      
      ‘Poor Philip?’ Jane frowned. She could not remember that there had ever been anyone called Philip. ‘Which, who …?’ she began.

      
      ‘Oh, you wouldn’t remember,’ said Prudence lighting another cigarette. ‘It just reminded me, looking out at this view, but
         really I haven’t thought about him for years.’
      

      
      ‘No, I suppose Adrian Grampian is the one now,’ said Jane.

      
      ‘His name isn’t Adrian; it’s Arthur.’

      
      ‘Arthur; yes, of course.’ Could one love an Arthur? Jane wondered. Well, all things were possible. She began to think of Arthurs
         famous in history and romance – the Knights of the Round Table of course sprang to mind immediately, but somehow it wasn’t
         a favourite name in these days; there was a faded Victorian air about it.
      

      
      ‘It isn’t so much what there is between us as what there isn’t,’ Prudence was saying; ‘it’s the negative relationship that’s so hurtful, the complete lack of rapport, if you see what I mean.’
      

      
      ‘It sounds rather restful in a way,’ said Jane, doing the best she could, ‘to have a negative relationship with somebody.
         Of course a vicar’s wife must have a negative relationship with a good many people, otherwise life would hardly be bearable.’
      

      
      ‘But this isn’t quite the same thing,’ said Prudence patiently. ‘You see underneath all this, I feel that there really is
         something, something positive …’
      

      
      Jane swallowed a yawn, but she was fond of Prudence and was determined to do what she could for her. When they got settled
         in the new parish she would ask her to stay, not just for a weekend, but for a nice long time. New surroundings and new people
         would do much for her and there might even be work she could do, satisfying work with her hands, digging, agriculture, something in the open air. But a glance at Prudence’s small, useless-looking hands with
         their long red nails convinced her that this would hardly be suitable. Not agriculture then, but a widower, that was how it
         would have to be.
      

   
      
      2

      
      ‘I feel that a crowd of our new parishioners ought to be coming up the drive to welcome us,’ said Jane, looking out of the window
         over the laurel bushes, ‘but the road is quite empty.’
      

      
      ‘That only happens in the works of your favourite novelist,’ said her husband indulgently, for his wife was a great novel
         reader, perhaps too much so for a vicar’s wife. ‘It’s really better to get settled in before we have to deal with people.
         I told Lomax to come round after supper, perhaps for coffee.’ He looked up at his wife hopefully.
      

      
      ‘Oh, there will be supper,’ said Jane in a firm tone, ‘and there may be coffee. I suppose we could give Mr Lomax tea, though
         it wouldn’t be quite the usual thing. I wonder if we are well-bred enough or eccentric enough to carry off an unusual thing
         like that, giving tea after a meal rather than coffee? I wouldn’t like him to think that we were condescending to him in any
         way because his church is not as ancient as ours.’
      

      
      ‘Of course coffee does tend to keep people awake,’ said Nicholas rather inconsequentially.

      
      ‘Lying awake at night thinking out a sermon,’ said Jane; ‘that might not be such a bad thing.’

      
      ‘What are we having for supper?’ asked her husband.

      
      ‘Flora is in the kitchen unpacking some of the china. We could open a tin,’ added Jane, as if this were a most unusual procedure,
         which it most certainly was not. ‘Indeed, I think we shall probably have to, but I know we’ve got some coffee somewhere if only we can find it in time. Will he be bringing Mrs Lomax with him?’
      

      
      ‘No, he is not married as far as I know,’ said Nicholas vaguely, ‘though it is some time since we’ve met. Our conversation
         yesterday was mostly about parish matters. I remember at Oxford he rather tended towards celibacy.’
      

      
      ‘I dare say he was a spectacled young man with a bad complexion,’ said Jane. ‘He may have thought there was not much hope
         for him, so he became High Church.’
      

      
      ‘Well, my dear, there are usually deeper reasons,’ said Nicholas, smiling. ‘Not all High Church clergymen are plain-looking.’

      
      ‘Nor all Moderate ones, darling,’ said Jane warmly, for her husband’s eyes were still blue and he had kept his figure.

      
      They were in the room which was to be Nicholas’s study, sitting in the middle of a litter of books which Jane was arranging
         haphazardly in the shelves.
      

      
      ‘These are all theology,’ she said, when Nicholas suggested that it might be better if he did them; ‘as long as nothing unsuitable-looking
         appears among these dim bindings I don’t see that the arrangement really matters. Nobody could possibly want to read them.
         You’re sure you wouldn’t rather have the room upstairs for your study? It looks over the garden and might be quieter.’
      

      
      ‘No, I think this room is the best for me. It seems somehow unsuitable for a clergyman’s study to be upstairs,’ said Nicholas, and then, before Jane could enlarge upon the idea with her vivid fancy, he added hastily, ‘I shall have
         my desk in the window – it is sometimes an advantage to be able to see people coming.’
      

      
      ‘Then you must have a net curtain across the window,’ said Jane, ‘otherwise you will lose your advantage if they can see you
         too. But at the moment it seems as if nobody will ever come to see us …’ She looked out over the laurels to the green-painted
         gate. ‘You would think they’d come out of curiosity, if for no nobler reason.’ She turned back to arranging the books.
      

      
      ‘But there is somebody coming,’ exclaimed Nicholas in a rather agitated voice. ‘A lady, or perhaps a woman, in a straw hat with a bird
         on it, and she is carrying a bloodstained bundle.’
      

      
      Jane hurried to the window. ‘Why, that’s Mrs Glaze. It must be! She is to do for us. I quite forgot – you know how indifferent
         I am to domestic arrangements. I hadn’t realised she was coming tonight.’ She ran out into the hall and flung open the front
         door before Mrs Glaze had even mounted the steps.
      

      
      ‘Good evening, Mrs Glaze. How kind of you to come to us on our first evening here!’ Jane cried out.

      
      ‘Well, madam, it was arranged, Mrs Pritchard said you would want me to.’

      
      ‘Ah, yes; she and Mr Pritchard were so kind …’

      
      ‘Canon Pritchard,’ Mrs Glaze corrected her gently, entering the house.
      

      
      ‘Yes, of course; he is that now. Canon Pritchard, called to a higher sphere.’ Jane stood uncertainly in the hall, wondering if perhaps such words were found only
         on tombstones or in parish magazine obituary notices, and were hardly suitable to be used about their predecessor, who was
         still very much alive.
      

      
      ‘Well, if you will excuse me, madam—’ Mrs Glaze made as if to pass.

      
      ‘Oh, certainly!’ Jane stood aside, for she had hardly yet grasped where the kitchen was and in any case it was a part of the
         house in which she took little interest. ‘I don’t know what we are going to have for supper.’
      

      
      ‘Don’t you worry about that,’ said Mrs Glaze, raising her bloodstained bundle and thrusting it towards Jane. ‘I’ve got some
         liver for you.’
      

      
      ‘How wonderful! How did you manage that?’

      
      ‘Well, madam, my nephew happens to be a butcher, and one of the sidesmen at the Parish Church too. I warned him when you would
         be coming and naturally he wanted to see that you had a good supper. He loves his work, madam. He’s as happy as a sandboy
         when the Christmas poultry comes in – looks forward to it all the year round. Of course, he can’t take the same pride in it
         that he used to, not every day, that is – meat has never been at such a low ebb as it is now, what with everything having
         to go through the Government; it’s no wonder the butchers can’t go on grinding out the ration, is it madam?’
      

      
      ‘No, indeed, one does wonder how they grind it out,’ said Jane fervently. ‘My husband is so fond of liver. But what about
         vegetables?’
      

      
      ‘Why, in the garden, madam,’ said Mrs Glaze in a surprised tone.

      
      ‘Of course – “well-stocked garden”. We didn’t have much of a garden in London,’ said Jane apologetically.

      
      By this time they had reached the kitchen, which was at the end of a long stone passage. Flora was just putting away the last
         of the china. She had not inherited her mother’s vagueness and looked very much like her father, tall and slim with blue eyes
         and dark smooth hair. She was eighteen and looking forward to going up to Oxford in the autumn.
      

      
      ‘This is my daughter Flora,’ said Jane. ‘She’s been putting away the china.’

      
      ‘Well now, isn’t that kind,’ said Mrs Glaze; ‘that’s saved me a lot of work. And I see she’s even got the vegetables; I can
         start getting supper right away. Then you will be ready for Father Lomax when he comes for coffee.’
      

      
      It was almost soothing that she should know so much about one’s life, Jane thought. ‘Yes,’ she said. ‘I do hope he will be
         able to tell us something about the parish and what we should know about everybody. You see, we are like people coming into
         the cinema in the middle of a film,’ she went on, losing consciousness of her audience. ‘We do not know what, if anything, has gone before, or at the best we have
         a bald and garbled synopsis whispered to us by somebody on his way out; that’s Canon Pritchard, of course.’
      

      
      ‘Mother,’ said Flora a little desperately, ‘shall I put out the coffee cups on the silver tray?’

      
      ‘Yes, darling, by all means.’

      
      ‘Oh well,’ said Mrs Glaze in an easy tone that promised much, ‘I’ve lived in this parish all my life. If Mr Meadows, our curate,
         had been still here, he’d have been a great help to the vicar. But of course he left when Canon Pritchard did. He was married
         just before he went.’
      

      
      ‘Married? Oh, how nice. Was his wife from this village?’

      
      ‘No, madam. He was engaged when he came to us.’ Mrs Glaze turned her back and busied herself at the sink. A certain flatness
         in her tone roused Jane from her own thoughts and caused her to look up. Engaged when he came to them. Oh, but that was bad!
         Bad of the Bishop to send them a curate already engaged. It was a wonder the ladies of the parish hadn’t torn him to pieces.
         A married man would have been preferable to an engaged one, for a curate’s wife was often a dim, manageable sort of woman,
         whereas a fiancée, especially an absent one, has an aura of mystery, even of glamour about her. Who else is there? she wanted
         to ask. Tell me all about everybody. But she couldn’t put it as bluntly as that even though Mrs Glaze was obviously ready
         to do her part.
      

      
      ‘Has Mr Lomax a curate?’ she asked at last.

      
      ‘Father Lomax, he calls himself,’ corrected Mrs Glaze; ‘but of course he isn’t married. There’s no woman sets foot in that
         vicarage, except Mrs Eade to clean, and the ladies of his parish, of course. No, madam, Father Lomax hasn’t got a curate.
         Not more than twenty or so go to his church. You see, madam, it’s the form of service. Romish practices, you know what I mean.
         Though I must say he’s got Mrs Lyall going there and that’s something. But we’ve still got Mr Edward,’ her voice softened and she looked up from her vegetables, a smile on her face, ‘and that’s as it should
         be, isn’t it, madam?’
      

      
      ‘Mr Edward?’ echoed Jane hopefully, for there was much here that she did not understand.

      
      ‘Yes, Mr Edward Lyall, our Member of Parliament, such a nice young man. Of course his father was Member before him and his
         grandfather, oh, we couldn’t have anybody but a Lyall as our Member. They’ve always lived at the Towers as long as anybody
         can remember and always come to the Parish Church, except this Mrs Lyall, that is. Some vicar in Kensington, London, got hold
         of her, madam, ten years ago she started going to Father Lomax’s, but Mr Edward’s always come to the Parish Church.’
      

      
      ‘Does he read the Lessons sometimes?’ asked Jane. ‘It seems right for a Member of Parliament to read the Lessons in his constituency.’

      
      ‘Oh, yes, madam; when he’s here he does. But of course there’s Mr Oliver too, he reads the Lessons sometimes, though Mr Mortlake
         and his friends, oh, they don’t like it, madam, but no doubt you’ll be hearing about that. And they do say that Mr Fabian Driver would like to do it. Oh, he’d fancy himself standing up there looking like a lion
         above the bird, but we haven’t come to that yet. Have you got a flourdredger, Miss Flora? I’ll just be flouring the liver.’
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