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Barbara Pym

      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

      When A Last Sheaf was published, several years after Denton Welch’s death, Barbara Pym wrote, ‘How splendid that we are to be given one more
         Denton.’ When she died in 1980 she left not only nine published novels, but also a considerable amount of unpublished material.
         So I gathered together Barbara’s own last sheaf, a final selection from her unpublished writings.
      

      Barbara Pym was from a generation that disliked waste and was naturally frugal: she made over her old clothes (letting in
         bands of different colours to achieve a newly fashionable hemline) and devised delicious meals from leftovers. She was equally
         thrifty in her work. Characters from her early, unpublished work appear in later novels (for example, Miss Morrow and Miss
         Doggett from Crampton Hodnet are later found in Jane and Prudence, as well as in the short story ‘So, Some Tempestuous Morn’), and when she was unable to find a publisher for An Unsuitable Attachment, she salvaged Mark and Sophia Ainger and, especially, Faustina for use in ‘The Christmas Visit’. So I am sure she would be
         pleased that so much of her work that wasn’t published in her lifetime is available to be read and enjoyed.
      

      From the beginning of her career as a published novelist in 1950 (though she had been writing novels since the age of sixteen), she had consistently good reviews. John Betjeman described
         her, in 1952, as ‘a splendidly humorous writer’ and the chorus of praise grew with each new book until her later novels were
         best-sellers here and in the United States where she had a growing following. The novelist Anne Tyler wrote, ‘Whom do people
         turn to when they’ve finished Barbara Pym? The answer is easy; they turn back to Barbara Pym,’ and John Updike in the New Yorker wrote of her novels: ‘A startling reminder that solitude may be chosen and that a lively, full novel can be constructed entirely
         within the precincts of that regressive virtue, feminine patience.’ Best of all was her champion Philip Larkin’s assertion
         that he’d ‘sooner read a new Barbara Pym than a new Jane Austen’. In 1977 she was on the shortlist for the Booker Prize for
         Quartet in Autumn (even more prestigious then, when there were few literary awards) and received the popular accolade of appearing on Desert Island Discs.

      This late success was especially heartening as she had previously had such a blow to her confidence. When Jonathan Cape rejected
         An Unsuitable Attachment in 1963, Barbara tried to place it with other publishers, but in the 1960s her novels were thought to be old fashioned. As
         one publisher remarked, it was ‘not the sort of book to which people were turning’. There followed fourteen years of rejection
         and frustration until, in 1977, the Times Literary Supplement published a list, chosen by eminent literary figures, of the most underrated writers of the century. Barbara was the only
         living writer chosen by two people: Lord David Cecil and Philip Larkin. She was deemed publishable again.
      

      After her death in 1980 she left behind complete but unpublished novels, half-finished works, short stories and a mass of
         papers – especially diaries and the series of notebooks where she had noted down odd thoughts, comments, overheard remarks
         and ideas for novels. It seemed, given the interest her novels had aroused, suitable to publish the latter. A Very Private Eye: An Autobiography in Diaries and Letters (published in 1984) caused a minor publishing sensation, giving, as it did, a fuller, and unexpected, picture of her very
         varied life. It was received with enthusiasm and there seemed to be a desire for ‘more Barbara Pym’. An Unsuitable Attachment had finally been published in 1982 and received good reviews here and ecstatic ones in the United States: the Washington Post commented, ‘The publisher must have been mad to reject this jewel. The cut-glass elegance of her precise understated wit
         sparkles, her understanding of the human heart gleams more softly but just as bright’ and the New Yorker called it ‘a paragon of a novel’. Then Crampton Hodnet was published in 1985 and An Academic Question followed in 1986.
      

      Civil to Strangers, which appeared in 1987, was the result of requests from the many scholars writing about her novels, who wanted access to
         her earlier work, but which also proved very popular with all her non-academic readers.
      

      The novel at the centre of this collection was written in 1936, when she was twenty-three, and has all the confidence of youth.
         She greatly admired the novels of Elizabeth von Arnim, especially The Enchanted April, and she seems to have made it the springboard, as it were, for this book. There are several parallels: the selfish, uncaring
         husband, the apparently submissive wife who, nevertheless, observes life with an ironic eye, and the transformation of a difficult
         husband by the Romance of Abroad. The style has something of the same cadence – formal, light, elegant, slightly sardonic.
         But Barbara could never be just an imitator and her own personality comes through early on. Then there are the purely Pym
         characters: the Rector and his family, Mr Paladin the curate, as well as the splendid Mrs Gower – and no one but Barbara could
         have written chapter thirteen. This novel is interesting too because it is one of the few in which the heroine goes abroad, and the passages set
         in pre-war Budapest have the charm and interest of descriptions of a vanished world.
      

      The second half of this book is a collection of novels and short stories, mostly written while she was living at home in Oswestry
         before or during the war, which show how Barbara was working steadily at her craft. I also included the radio talk she gave,
         Finding a Voice, in 1978. It was part of a series featuring well-known writers (the author before her had been Beryl Bainbridge) on how they
         developed their own individual style. She was very pleased to be asked to contribute, since it was a confirmation at last
         of her position as a professional writer, a title especially precious after her years in the literary wilderness. Reading
         this piece is poignant since we can hear her quiet, rather hesitant voice, summing up with style and succinctness, her thoughts
         on writing and on ‘finding one’s own particular voice’, ending, typically, on a wry, almost wistful query.
      

      So often, after well-known novelists die, their reputation, high in their lifetime, diminishes over the years. With Barbara,
         the opposite has happened. Since Civil to Strangers, the last of her posthumously issued books, was first published, her reputation has grown. This is most satisfactory, though
         it is sad to think that, after her rediscovery in 1977, she only enjoyed three years of her hard-won success.
      

      It is remarkable to see how many editions of Barbara Pym’s books there have been. In addition, she has been translated into
         French, Italian, German, Dutch, Portuguese, Hungarian, Russian and Japanese and there are to be new editions published shortly
         in Italian and Spanish. So it still goes on and all her novels remain in print. A number of books about her work have been
         published and there seem to be more to come. And she would be delighted to know that she has provided a rich field for students (not all like Larkin’s Jake Balokowski) looking for a worthy subject for a thesis, many of whom come to visit the
         collection of Pym papers in the Bodleian library. Towards the end of her life, Barbara said, with a mixture of pleasure and
         incredulity, ‘I am being taught in Texas!’ She would be amazed and gratified to know that she still provides material for English literature courses (mostly
         in America). There are two flourishing Barbara Pym Societies, the main English branch based on Barbara’s old college, St Hilda’s
         in Oxford, and the American one in Cambridge, Massachusetts. Both hold annual conferences, both well attended and with distinguished
         speakers, and they both include a dramatised reading, each time, of one of Barbara’s unpublished works.
      

      Once, when she was unpublished and depressed, she wrote to Philip Larkin, ‘Here I am sixty-one (it looks worse spelled out
         in words) and only six novels published – no husband, no children’, to which Philip replied sharply, ‘Didn’t J. Austen write
         six novels, and not have a husband and children?’ – not the first comparison with Jane Austen, but one of the best. The fact
         is that all Barbara wanted to be was a writer, that was the main-spring of her life. ‘After supper,’ she wrote in her diary
         in 1941, ‘I did some more writing which quells my restlessness – that is how I must succeed!’ She could have had a husband
         and children (she rejected several proposals of marriage) but the men she really cared for had married other people. As she
         moved towards her maturity as a writer she looked back on her relationships – recollection, not in tranquillity precisely,
         but with an amused and affectionate compassion. She knew she could transmute them, by the alchemy that is creativity, into
         Material, the aim of every writer.
      

      Even though she had such a short time of personal success, she did achieve what she always wanted. That magic year of 1977
         she wrote in her notebook, ‘Who is that woman sitting on the concrete wall outside Barclay’s Bank reading the TV Times? That is Miss Pym the novelist.’ No one else could have written that. At the end of her radio talk, Finding a Voice, published in this volume, she sums it all up: ‘I think that’s the kind of immortality most authors would want – to feel
         that their work would be immediately recognisable as having been written by them and by nobody else.’ And she adds, in her
         typically self-effacing way, ‘But, of course, it’s a lot to ask for!’
      

      But that is the kind of immortality she has achieved. Her voice is immediately recognisable; that word includes the whole person – what she thought, believed in and, especially, noticed. Her
         work is still read not only for the style but for what it says to us, now, as we read it. One of the most remarkable things
         is the way her name has become a sort of shorthand for a certain kind of person, moment or, even, place. It crops up regularly
         (sometimes in the most unexpected places) in books, on the radio and television. Truly, as the novelist Shirley Hazzard has
         said: ‘We may now say Barbara Pym and be understood instantly.’ ‘To say that a moment is “very Barbara Pym”’, Alexander McCall
         Smith writes, ‘is to say that it is a self-observed, poignant acceptance of the modesty of one’s circumstances, of one’s peripheral
         position.’
      

      It would seem that we are still glad to turn to the author who advocated small, blameless pleasures, to provide us with good
         books for a bad day.
      

      Hazel Holt, 2011

   
      
      PART ONE

      Civil to Strangers
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      Civil to Strangers

      
      
         ‘Her Conduct Regular, her Mirth Refin’d,
         

         Civil to Strangers, to her Neighbours kind’

         John Pomfret, The Choice

      

      
      Note on the Text

      
      This was Barbara’s second novel (362 pages), written in 1936, after the first version of Some Tame Gazelle had gone the rounds of the publishers with no success.

      
      In May she wrote to Henry Harvey, ‘Did I tell you I had started a new novel? I am just beginning to get it into form, although
            at first I found it something of an effort.’ By July 17th she had got as far as Chapter 6 and on the 20th she noted, ‘Today
            I wrote about 8 pages in a large foolscap size notebook. I’d like if possible to get the whole thing done by November. It
            will be something to work for.’ On August 20th she wrote to Henry Harvey:

      
      
         Adam and Cassandra are getting on quite nicely though I haven’t done much to them lately. Adam is sweet but very stupid. You
               are sweet too, but not as consistently stupid as Adam. But I wish you were here to show me where to put commas and to help
               me with my novel … I am all alone in the house, except for the wireless, which you despise so much. I am writing rather slowly and laboriously and every time I think of something nice to say I stop
               and consider it well before I put it in.

      

      
      In October she was revising and typing (on the Remington portable her father had just given her): ‘In the morning I finished
            (typing) Chapter XIV of Adam and Cassandra [the original title]. I have now reached p.170 and think I can finish it. It seems to get better as it goes on, I think.’

      
      The later part of the book, set in Hungary, was inspired by Barbara’s own visit in August 1935, when she and her sister Hilary
            went to Budapest with a group from the National Union of Students. As always she had a lively time, with many admirers.

      
      Civil to Strangers marks a turning point in Barbara’s development. The confident but slightly self-indulgent enthusiasm of the first draft of Some Tame Gazelle has been tempered with maturity of style and craftsmanship. Barbara Pym the writer was turning into Barbara Pym the novelist.

      
      Note: the quotations at the beginning of each chapter are all taken from James Thomson’s poem ‘The Seasons’.

   
      
      CHAPTER ONE

      
      
         ‘’Tis silence all,

         And pleasing expectation.’

      

      
      ‘Dear Cassandra,’ smiled Mrs Gower, ‘you are always so punctual.’ She leaned forward, and brushed Cassandra’s cheek with her
         lips. Cassandra responded with a similar gesture, a little awkwardly, for Mrs Gower was a large woman, and her cheek was rather
         difficult to reach.
      

      
      ‘I always try to be punctual,’ said Cassandra with a smile, although the flat, even tone of her voice implied that she had
         made the remark many times before.
      

      
      ‘You have every virtue, my dear,’ said Mrs Gower warmly, as they settled themselves on the sofa.

      
      Cassandra sighed, although not loudly enough for Mrs Gower to hear. She knew that she had every virtue, because people were
         always telling her so. She was twenty-eight years old, a tall, fair young woman, not exactly pretty, but comely and dignified.
         This afternoon she was wearing a well-cut costume of blue tweed. Her hat and shoes were sensible rather than fashionable.
         Cassandra could always be relied upon never to wear anything unsuitable to the place she happened to be in at the time.
      

      
      ‘I asked Mrs Wilmot and Janie to come this afternoon,’ said Mrs Gower. ‘I suppose you didn’t see any sign of them as you came
         past the rectory?’
      

      
      ‘No,’ said Cassandra. ‘As a matter of fact I didn’t come that way. I had to do some shopping. I’d forgotten some things in
         the town.’
      

      
      ‘What a consolation to know that you are human like the rest of us!’ laughed Mrs Gower.

      
      Cassandra smiled a little sadly. People so often raised doubts as to her humanity that she sometimes wondered whether she
         was not indeed some unearthly being, who had found her way into the small town of Up Callow as the wife of Adam Marsh-Gibbon,
         a gentleman of means, who wrote a little poetry and a few obscure novels.
      

      
      Actually, most of the money that enabled Adam to lead this pleasant life was Cassandra’s, but she never reminded him of it.
         Before they were married she had implied that everything she possessed was as much his as hers, if anything more his, for
         she had been so grateful that he returned her love that she would have done anything for him. After five years of marriage
         her rapture had died down a little, for Adam was in many ways difficult, but she was still pleasantly surprised when she realized
         that this handsome and distinguished-looking man was her husband and nobody else’s.
      

      
      ‘There goes another tree,’ said Mrs Gower suddenly. ‘The noise they make is quite frightening until one realizes what it is.
         I’m hoping they’ll cut down that big one next. It will make this room so much lighter,’ she added.
      

      
      ‘Adam loves trees,’ said Cassandra. ‘He says it grieves him so much to think of these opposite your house being cut down.’

      
      ‘Oh, well, of course he’s a poet,’ said Mrs Gower tolerantly, although she had never yet succeeded in understanding his poetry at all perfectly. Nor had she tried very hard, for since she had been a widow it had no longer been necessary to pretend
         an interest in literature. ‘My late husband used to like the open spaces better,’ she declared. ‘When he was Professor of
         Poetry at Oxford, we lived at Headington, although our first house in Norham Road was rather shut in … that must be Mrs Wilmot
         and Janie arriving now,’ she said suddenly.
      

      
      The door opened and in pattered a grey-haired and grey-coated little woman, accompanied by a dark, slender girl about nineteen
         years old, who walked meekly beside her.
      

      
      ‘Dear Kathleen, I’m so glad you were able to come. And Janie too. Holidays again?’ said Mrs Gower, with a kind of vague brightness
         which she adopted when speaking to all really young people.
      

      
      Janie smiled patiently. ‘Oh, no, I’ve left school,’ she said. ‘I’m helping Mother at home.’ She was relieved that neither
         Mrs Gower nor Mrs Marsh-Gibbon went any deeper into the subject. For everyone knew the kind of life that the dutiful elder
         daughter of the rector of a country parish must lead, and Janie conformed exactly to that pattern. She taught in the Sunday
         school, helped with the GFS, and spent a great deal of time decorating the church.
      

      
      ‘I thought the font was so prettily decorated at Easter,’ said Cassandra, remembering that it had been Janie’s own particular
         contribution to the decorations.
      

      
      Janie looked pleased. ‘I’m so glad you noticed it. I was afraid I had put in too much greenery.’

      
      The arrival of tea excused her from the necessity of enlarging further upon the subject, and the conversation turned once
         more to the trees that were being felled opposite Mrs Gower’s house.
      

      
      ‘The new tenants of Holmwood can’t be very fond of trees,’ said Mrs Wilmot. ‘I suppose nobody knows whether it really is let? I heard that some people had been looking over it, but of course they may not have taken it. It’s a very old-fashioned
         house, and would need a lot of alterations.’
      

      
      ‘And Rogers was telling me that if they take a brick out the whole house will collapse,’ said Mrs Gower, in tones of melancholy
         satisfaction, for she had built for herself a large black and white house which still looked very new. When her husband had
         died eight years ago, she had decided to come back to Shropshire, where she had lived as a girl. Over the front door of her
         house she had put a slab of stone, with A.D. 1929 engraved on it, but somehow one never imagined the house becoming old, not
         even in a thousand years’ time. Mrs Gower did not mind this newness at all. She liked solid, well-built comfort, with electric
         light and central heating, better than all the glories of the past.
      

      
      ‘Rockingham is wondering if they will be church people,’ said Mrs Wilmot rather hopelessly, for the last inhabitants of Holmwood
         had been wealthy, generous, but, unfortunately, Roman Catholics.
      

      
      ‘I do hope they will be,’ said Cassandra sympathetically, smiling a little as she always did when she heard the rector’s Christian
         name.
      

      
      There was a short silence during which they heard another tree fall. This noise was followed by that of a car stopping near
         Mrs Gower’s house. Mrs Wilmot could not resist getting up and going to the window to look.
      

      
      ‘Two men have got out,’ she said, ‘and they’re walking up and down the drive, looking at the trees, I think. What are they doing? They seem to be putting up a sort of notice.’
      

      
      By this time the others had risen and come to the window. ‘They are putting up a notice,’ confirmed Mrs Gower. Reading slowly she began to decipher the notice word by word. Everyone agreed
         that it was disappointing. It merely said ‘PEA STICKS & FIREWOOD FOR SALE. ALSO WOOD FOR RUSTIC FRAMES. APPLY WITHIN. TRESPASSERS WILL BE PROSECUTED.’

      
      ‘Well,’ said Mrs Wilmot in a flat voice, ‘so that’s all. I wonder what they mean by rustic frames?’ she added, brightening
         up a little, as if it might possibly be something exciting.
      

      
      Nobody seemed able to enlighten her and there was a depressed silence until Cassandra remarked that Mrs Gower’s pink tulips
         would soon be out.
      

      
      ‘They’re such lovely things,’ she said. ‘Adam says that they’re the heralds of summer. We always think the weather grows warmer
         when they come out.’
      

      
      ‘A writer must be very sensitive to Nature,’ remarked Mrs Wilmot. ‘Of course Wordsworth was, wasn’t he?’ she added uncertainly.

      
      ‘Oh, yes, I’m sure he must have been,’ said Cassandra distastefully, for Adam always quoted Wordsworth at her when he was
         in a bad temper, so that for Cassandra the great poet of the Romantic Revival was inevitably associated with quarrels with
         her husband.
      

      
      ‘How is your husband’s book getting on?’ Janie asked Cassandra shyly. She thought Adam Marsh-Gibbon quite the handsomest man
         she had ever seen and accordingly his writings had an added glamour about them.
      

      
      Cassandra smiled kindly. ‘Well, at present he is working on rather a difficult chapter,’ she said.

      
      ‘I suppose every author gets stuck occasionally,’ said Mrs Gower.

      
      ‘The inspiration flows less easily,’ interposed Mrs Wilmot, thinking that it was a more suitable phrase.

      
      Cassandra smiled at both of them. ‘That’s just it,’ she said, making each woman feel that she had said exactly the right thing.
         ‘It’s so nice of you to ask after Adam’s book,’ she said, turning to Janie. ‘People are so kind,’ she added vaguely, almost
         as if her husband were an invalid who needed sympathetic enquiries.
      

      
      ‘Would you like to see round the garden?’ asked Mrs Gower, feeling that there was not much to talk about now that the subject
         of the new tenants of Holmwood and Adam Marsh-Gibbon’s book had been exhausted.
      

      
      Cassandra sprang eagerly to her feet. ‘I should love to,’ she said. ‘I was admiring what I could see of it when I came in.’

      
      ‘I’m afraid we must be going,’ said Mrs Wilmot hastily, for she disliked walking round gardens in her best shoes. ‘Come, Janie
         … I always say that the worst of being married to a clergyman is that there’s always some good work to be done.’
      

      
      ‘But I’m sure that must come naturally to you,’ said Cassandra.

      
      Mrs Wilmot smiled and told Cassandra to be sure to wish Adam good luck with his novel.

      
      Cassandra thanked her. She liked the idea of Adam being wished good luck with his book, as if he were rowing in the Boat Race,
         or had a horse running in the Derby.
      

      
      When the Wilmots had gone, Mrs Gower and Cassandra walked slowly round the garden, deep in gardening talk. Cassandra was completely
         happy, and all thoughts of Adam were absent from her mind as she and Mrs Gower discussed the advantages of taking up gladioli
         in the winter, or of raising aubretia from seed.
      

      
      When she left, Cassandra took with her a large paper carrier, containing several new plants for her rockery.

      
      ‘You know,’ said Mrs Gower confidentially, ‘I can’t help feeling that the new tenants of Holmwood are going to be rather interesting.
         I’ve a sort of premonition,’ she declared, with a glance at the fallen trees in the drive opposite.
      

      
      ‘I hope your premonition will come true,’ laughed Cassandra. ‘I always think it’s such a fascinating house with all those
         queer little turrets. Adam says it reminds him of the Castle of Otranto.’
      

      
      That must be somewhere in Italy, thought Mrs Gower, but she did not say anything, as Adam Marsh-Gibbon so often meant something
         one had never heard of.
      

   
      
      CHAPTER TWO

      
      
         ‘These are the haunts of meditation’
         

      

      
      Adam Marsh-Gibbon’s study was the nicest room in the house. Cassandra had insisted, and so he was spared the necessity of
         having to be selfish about it. This was one of Cassandra’s special virtues, that she anticipated her husband’s wishes almost
         before he knew what they were. Some men would have been irritated by this, but Adam always pretended that he was so engrossed
         in his art that he did not have time to think of where he should have his study, or in which chair he should sit in the drawing
         room after dinner.
      

      
      On this evening in early spring he was sitting at a table, deeply engrossed in The Times crossword puzzle. All around him was a litter of papers covered with his fine spidery handwriting. His new novel was not
         going very well. Hitherto he had been able to say very much the same things in all of them, with a few variations and slightly
         different characters. He was proudly described by the admiring inhabitants of Up Callow as a ‘philosophical’ novelist, but
         his philosophy, such as it was, was beginning to wear a little thin, and he did not know where to find another. It was over
         a year since the publication of his last novel, Things For Ever Speaking, and already his public was beginning to get impatient, he thought. He was a vain man, and valued especially his reputation in Up Callow, because it was really the only reputation he had. He enjoyed autographing his
         novels and poems and was always delighted to give a lecture to the Literary Society on The Craft of the Novelist.
      

      
      Even the rector admired Adam’s works, not so much for the ideas expressed in them, which were vaguely Wordsworthian, but because
         they were fit for his daughters to read. They might be a little above their heads, for the rector had a low opinion of female
         intelligence, but at least one didn’t have to hide them away, like so many of the novels that were written nowadays.
      

      
      Adam heard the front door open and, looking at his watch, saw that it was twenty past six. That must be Cassandra coming home
         from Mrs Gower’s, he thought. He pushed his novel away from him and took up the crossword again.
      

      
      Cassandra went upstairs to her bedroom. Her feet made no sound on the thick carpets. This house was always quiet, especially
         in the evenings when there was no bustle of housework. It was understood that the master liked to get on with his writing
         after tea. Lily and Bessie looked upon it with some suspicion, but they admired Cassandra and for her sake they put up with
         Adam’s late rising and untidy ways.
      

      
      Cassandra opened the door of her room, taking care not to let it bang as she shut it. Living with an author had made her almost
         inhumanly quiet in her movements, so that shutting doors softly came as naturally to her as breathing.
      

      
      It was a large, pleasant room, decorated in blue and primrose yellow. Adam’s room, which led out of it, was much more gloomy,
         for it had been designed at a time when Adam had ideas about interior decoration. The walls were grey and the carpet black
         and very thick. The long curtains at the windows were of heavy crimson velvet, so that Cassandra could not help thinking of
         a super cinema every time she went into the room. On the wall opposite the bed hung a large reproduction of Böcklin’s picture
         ‘The Island of the Dead’. It was the first thing that caught his eye when he awoke in the morning, so that even if he had intended to
         begin the day cheerfully by leaping out of bed at eight o’clock, he was nearly always plunged into gloom again at the sight
         of it and would sit brooding in bed until lunch-time.
      

      
      Cassandra went to her wardrobe and took out a plain, black velvet dress. It suited her fairness and she thought a bright colour
         might jar on Adam if he had been having difficulty with his novel. She put on only the merest suspicion of lipstick and went
         downstairs looking nice but inconspicuous. In her earlier twenties she had occasionally indulged in scarlet nail varnish with
         lipstick to match, but now, since her marriage, she had felt less tempted to break out.
      

      
      She knocked at the door of Adam’s study so quietly that he need not have heard if he hadn’t wanted to. But as he was stuck
         both with his novel and the crossword, he welcomed her interruption.
      

      
      Cassandra went up to him and kissed his cheek. He stood up, smiling rather wearily, and put his arm round her waist. He was
         slightly taller than she was, a good-looking, thin-faced man, with dark hair and grey eyes. He was thirty-two years old. His
         elegant clothes were always very much admired, although nobody in Up Callow would have dared to copy his velvet coats and
         suède shoes. These were the trappings of genius, even if those who had the opportunity of knowing were reminded of a young
         aesthetic undergraduate.
      

      
      ‘It’s chicken for dinner,’ Cassandra said.

      
      ‘I could eat a whole chicken, now, at this minute,’ said Adam. ‘I haven’t been able to do much writing this evening and I
         feel hungry. I don’t believe I’ve had anything to eat since luncheon,’ he added.
      

      
      ‘Oh, Adam,’ said Cassandra in a shocked voice, ‘surely Lily brought you some tea?’
      

      
      ‘I don’t remember any,’ he said absently.
      

      
      Cassandra laughed. ‘I’ll see if Bessie can manage to let us have dinner a bit earlier,’ she said.

      
      In the kitchen she said, ‘I hope you gave the master a good tea, he gets so hungry when he’s working.’

      
      Lily and Bessie smiled tolerantly, for writing was hardly what they would have called work.

      
      ‘Oh, yes, madam,’ said Lily in her precise voice. ‘He had a nice boiled egg.’

      
      ‘And he fancied a bit of that tinned salmon,’ chimed in Bessie, eager to show that everything had been done as it should be
         in Cassandra’s absence.
      

      
      Over dinner, she reminded Adam about the boiled egg and the tinned salmon, wondering how it was possible to forget such a
         meal. ‘Are you sure you were wise to have the salmon, dear?’ she asked anxiously. ‘You know tinned things don’t agree with
         you. I only keep them in the house because Lily and Bessie like them. When you read about food poisoning cases in the paper,
         they’ve nearly always eaten tinned salmon.’
      

      
      ‘And tinned apricots and fish and chips and ice cream as well,’ interposed Adam, and fell into a gloomy silence.

      
      Perhaps the tinned salmon and boiled egg were already beginning to disagree with him, thought Cassandra detachedly, while
         she reported the conversation at Mrs Gower’s tea party. She asked Adam if he had heard anything about the new tenants of Holmwood,
         but of course he hadn’t, and said that he didn’t even know that it was to let.
      

      
      Cassandra wished he would be a little more worldly at times; it was so tedious having to tell him things that everybody else
         had known for weeks.
      

      
      ‘I hope they’ll change the name of the house,’ he said. ‘Obviously it should be called Otranto, or some other romantic name.
         Oroonoko would be nice.’
      

      
      Cassandra reflected that Adam had some very funny ideas about the naming of houses. Their own house, which Cassandra had wanted
         to call The Grove, or The Poplars, because of the avenue of those trees leading up to the front door, had been named The Grotto,
         although anything less like one could scarcely be imagined, and when she was first married she had always felt self-conscious
         about giving the name of the house when she ordered things from shops.
      

      
      When they were drinking their coffee in the drawing room, she made some tentative enquiries about Adam’s new book. ‘They were
         asking about it at Mrs Gower’s tea party,’ she told him. Adam looked pleased and stood up.
      

      
      ‘Shall I read you what I’ve written, or shall we go on with “The Seasons”?’

      
      ‘If it would help you to read what you’ve written today of course I’ll listen, but I daresay you would rather do some more
         before it’s ready to be criticized,’ said Cassandra. She hoped it was going to be ‘The Seasons’, as she was always a little
         embarrassed when Adam read aloud from his own works. It was sometimes difficult enough to understand what it all meant, let
         alone give any penetrating criticism. And at the back of Cassandra’s mind was the uncomfortable suspicion that perhaps there
         wasn’t very much meaning after all, else why couldn’t it be put more clearly?
      

      
      ‘Perhaps we’d better get on with “The Seasons”,’ said Adam. ‘After all, Spring will not wait for us if we lag behind.’

      
      He sat down on the sofa by her, opened his book and began to read.

      
      It had been their custom ever since they were first married to read together in the evenings. At first Cassandra had been
         a little frightened by her ignorance of English Literature, but Adam had taken her in hand very kindly, and, smiling with
         superior love, had introduced her to the glories of Paradise Lost. Her husband’s name being Adam made it almost inevitable that Cassandra should find in that poem a motto for her own life.
         Thus, before she had been married six months, she was continually reminding herself of Eve’s words:
      

      
      
         My Author and Disposer, what thou bidst

         
         Unargu’d I obey; so God ordains,

         
         God is thy Law, thou mine: to know no more

         
         Is woman’s happiest knowledge and her praise

         
      

      
      although, as time went on, she found herself thinking that while the attitude of wifely submission was an admirable one, it
         was nevertheless just a little absurd.
      

      
      Now, after five years of such instruction in English Literature, Cassandra felt that she could regard herself as a reasonably
         cultured woman. Sometimes she was even so bold as to wonder whether she might not have been even more cultured and intelligent than her husband, if she had had his advantages, Balliol and the Honours School of English Language
         and Literature.
      

      
      Tonight Cassandra tried hard to concentrate on what Adam was reading. She listened attentively to the description of fishing,
         and even noted the advice:
      

      
      
         But let not on thy hook the tortured worm

         
         Convulsive, twist in agonizing folds …

         
      

      
      What funny things the eighteenth-century poets chose to describe in verse, she thought. In spite of the austerity of some
         of their poetry they were very homely, and she loved them for it. Her attention wandered, although she was still thinking
         of homely things. She began to wonder whether the loose covers ought to be sent to the cleaners. Spring-cleaning was so difficult
         with Adam about the house all day. If she chose to turn out a particular room she could be quite sure that he would want to use it just when it was at the height of its confusion. On these
         occasions he would say that it was impossible for him to write in any other room, and, of course, it was hard to argue with
         him, for how could ordinary mortals possibly know where an author could or could not write at a particular time?
      

      
      Cassandra wondered idly how many wives were at this moment having ‘The Seasons’ read to them. Probably none, she decided,
         and looked up at Adam with a happy and affectionate smile on her face. It was comforting to know that after five years of
         marriage he should still be taking the trouble to educate her.
      

      
      ‘Do I sound as if I had a cold?’ said Adam suddenly.

      
      Cassandra pondered a while. ‘Perhaps you do a bit,’ she said. ‘But how could you have got one?’

      
      Adam looked guilty. ‘I was sitting on the bank by the stream yesterday afternoon,’ he explained, ‘and the grass may have been
         damp. “Or lie reclined beneath yon spreading ash” – that reminded me of it. I feel rather shivery too.’
      

      
      Cassandra was at once all concern. ‘Oh, darling, you really ought to be more careful. If only you’d had more sense you’d have
         realized that the grass would be damp at this time of the year. And it’s such long grass too.’ She laid her hand on his forehead.
         ‘I hope you aren’t feverish,’ she said anxiously. ‘I think you’d better stop reading and go to bed.’
      

      
      Adam smiled complacently, for he liked being fussed over when he was in the mood for it. ‘Perhaps I shouldn’t have had that
         tinned salmon,’ he suggested.
      

      
      ‘Oh dear,’ said Cassandra. ‘I’d forgotten about that, but I don’t think it can have been anything to do with the salmon. It
         must have been the damp grass. You must have a hot bath and a hot drink and I’ll rub your chest.’
      

      
      Thus, in the space of five minutes, Adam Marsh-Gibbon was turned from a perfectly healthy man who had perhaps eaten an unwise mixture of things for his tea, into an invalid with a devoted wife fussing round him.
      

      
      When he was in bed Cassandra brought him a hot, milky drink and a box of biscuits.

      
      ‘I’m going to rub your chest,’ she declared, ‘with good old-fashioned camphorated oil. There’s really nothing like it.’

      
      He took hold of her hand. ‘Where should I find another wife who would look after me so well?’ he asked, gazing at her fondly.
         ‘Nobody else would take such care of me when I was ill,’ he said pathetically.
      

      
      ‘Oh, Adam, don’t be so ridiculous. You know perfectly well that if you weren’t married to me you’d be married to somebody
         else,’ said Cassandra sensibly. ‘There are plenty of people who would be only too glad to be your wife and who would look
         after you as well as I do.’
      

      
      Adam smiled. ‘Well, yes, I daresay there are,’ he said complacently, pleased at the picture of himself surrounded by adoring
         wives all ministering to his needs.
      

      
      Cassandra put the cork back into the bottle of camphorated oil. ‘There,’ she said. ‘You ought to be all right in the morning.’

      
      ‘That’s a long way off,’ said Adam comfortably, as he kissed her good night.

   
      
      CHAPTER THREE

      
      
         ‘Well ordered home, man’s best delight … ’
         

      

      
      The next morning Adam decided that his cold was a little worse. He woke up at about ten o’clock to find Cassandra standing
         over him with an expression of anxiety on her face. She was wearing a soft grey dress, and held a thermometer in her hand.
         She seemed relieved when Adam stirred and opened his eyes.
      

      
      ‘I do hope you’re feeling better, dear,’ she said. ‘I’m going to take your temperature.’

      
      ‘How long have you been standing here watching me asleep?’ demanded Adam. ‘You should have woken me up. My time’s too precious
         to be wasted lying in bed till all hours of the morning.’
      

      
      ‘Yes, darling,’ said Cassandra meekly, with a little smile on her face. Her time was also precious this morning, for Lily
         and Mrs Morris, the cleaning woman, were giving Adam’s study a thorough spring-cleaning, and she wanted to get back to them
         as quickly as possible. There were so many things that needed careful handling, and everything must be put back in its proper
         disorder, so that Adam should not know what had been happening behind his back. As she put the thermometer into his mouth
         Cassandra could not help hoping that Adam’s temperature would be just the tiniest fraction above normal. So much could be done in the house if he were safely out of the way for twenty-four hours.
      

      
      She put her hand on his forehead. ‘It feels rather hot, dear,’ she said, and then took the thermometer out of his mouth, holding
         it up to the light to read it. Practically normal, or as near as made no matter, she decided. But no, perhaps it was just
         a little above normal. Now that she came to look at it again she was sure of it, and so she felt justified in giving herself the benefit
         of the doubt. Adam must stay in bed today. It was a golden opportunity. Why, they might be able to turn out the drawing room
         as well. Cassandra bristled with energy at the thought of it.
      

      
      ‘I’m afraid it’s not quite normal,’ she said brightly, ‘but I daresay it wouldn’t do you any harm to get up,’ she added, knowing
         that it was no use commanding Adam to stay in bed.
      

      
      Adam drew the eiderdown round his shoulders. ‘Well,’ he said, ‘I don’t want to make a fuss, but I certainly feel rather shivery.
         I dare say I could work just as well in bed too,’ he added thoughtfully. ‘Perhaps I’d better have breakfast in bed anyway,’
         he said, looking up at Cassandra for her approval. ‘I hope it won’t be very inconvenient.’
      

      
      Cassandra thought that there was no need to remind her husband that never, under any circumstances, did he get up for breakfast,
         although she was surprised that his recollections of such an important event in his daily life should be so hazy.
      

      
      Adam explained at some length that although he did not feel completely well, neither did he feel completely ill. Cassandra
         listened with sympathy and understanding, and not long afterwards returned with a well-laden breakfast tray. ‘Feed a cold
         and starve a fever,’ she laughed. ‘I hope there’ll be enough for you here. If you want anything more, just ring for it. I’ve
         brought you The Times. I thought you’d like to do the crossword. That poet yesterday was Dryden, not Milton. That was what put us wrong. Is there anything else you’d like to read? The new Crime Club book is one of the best we’ve had.’
      

      
      She left Adam happily settled with food, cigarettes, a crossword puzzle and a murder story. He ought to be all right until
         lunch-time, she told herself, and hurried downstairs, stopping on the way to put on her overall, which she had hung over the
         banisters. Then she went into Adam’s study.
      

      
      ‘Please ma’am, what shall I do with all these bits of paper?’ asked Mrs Morris, the cleaning woman. ‘I can’t get at this table
         to polish it.’
      

      
      ‘Oh, leave those to me,’ said Cassandra, gathering them up. She sorted the papers as well as she could, and put them in the
         desk until the room was finished. She wished Adam wouldn’t be so extravagant with paper. Some of these sheets had only one
         sentence written on them. If he didn’t like crossing out mistakes, he could use an india rubber, she thought sensibly; he
         nearly always began by writing in pencil.
      

      
      After a while Cassandra went into the kitchen to give Bessie the orders for lunch, and then she went back into Adam’s study
         and began to arrange his things exactly as they had been before the great cleaning. She put the books back on the table, taking
         care to leave them open at the right places, wondering as she did so why he should be reading an article on Wireless in the
         Encyclopaedia Britannica. After she had done this, she thought about her shopping. If Adam were to be kept contentedly in bed he must be treated like
         a proper invalid, and given specially nice food.
      

      
      She made out her shopping list and went upstairs. It looked cold outside, so she put on the grey squirrel coat that Adam had
         given her last Christmas. On her way down she listened for a moment at his door, but could hear nothing but a contented droning
         sound, which was his way of singing. It was a sign that he was quite happy, and could safely be left for an hour or two.
      

      
      Cassandra walked down the drive. The grass under the poplars was golden with daffodils. On an impulse she stopped, and picked
         a bunch of the nicest ones with long golden trumpets. Mrs Wilmot might like to have them, and she would have time to leave
         them at the rectory.
      

      
      Adam and Cassandra had no children, at least not yet, Cassandra used to tell herself, because she was always hoping that he would see her point of view about it before it was
         too late. He thought they would interfere with his work, and said that it would make him so old to see a creature growing
         up in his own likeness. He did not seem to realize that the child might quite easily grow up in the likeness of Cassandra.
         But she had accepted her husband’s decision very philosophically, telling herself that after all Adam needed quite as much
         mothering as Mrs Wilmot’s two girls and three boys, although at the back of her mind there was always the hope that Science
         might one day prove weaker than Nature.
      

      
      Cassandra decided to call at the rectory first, so that the flowers could be put in water at once.

      
      Janie Wilmot came to the door. Her dark eyes lighted up with pleasure when she saw the flowers. ‘Oh, how kind of you,’ she
         said, ‘and such lovely big ones too. Won’t you come in? Mother will be so pleased to see you.’
      

      
      Cassandra followed Janie into the dining room, where Mrs Wilmot was mending a pair of combinations.

      
      ‘Thank goodness it’s the summer term next term,’ she said, after the flowers had been admired and arranged in vases. ‘Edith
         will be wearing vests and won’t need to take any combs back with her. These are very thin, but they’ll do as an emergency
         pair for next winter.’
      

      
      ‘I hear Edith’s getting on so well at school,’ Cassandra said. ‘You must be proud now that she’s in the lacrosse team. She’s
         only fourteen, isn’t she?’ Cassandra was glad that Mrs Wilmot had such good reason to be proud of her second daughter, for she could not help feeling that she was in many ways a disappointed
         woman. When she had married her husband she had expected great things of him, and had imagined herself at some period of her
         life directing the affairs of the diocese as the wife of a Bishop or at least an Archdeacon. But the Reverend Rockingham Wilmot
         had never got beyond being the rector of Up Callow in Shropshire. The living was quite a good one, and he was very much liked
         in the parish, but Kathleen Wilmot had somehow got it into her head that he had been done out of his rightful heritage.
      

      
      It was therefore a consolation to her that Edith was doing so well at school. Janie was a nice girl, but not particularly
         talented in any direction, although she could decorate the church very artistically. The three boys, also away at school,
         were equally undistinguished, though the eldest showed signs of becoming a fair cricketer, to the delight of his father, whose
         passion it was.
      

      
      ‘I hope your husband is well?’ asked Mrs Wilmot as she walked to the door with Cassandra.

      
      ‘He has a slight chill and is staying in bed this morning,’ said Cassandra, ‘but there’s not really much wrong with him. It’s
         an awfully good opportunity to spring-clean his study. On ordinary mornings he’s always wandering about the house, but if
         he thinks he’s supposed to be ill, he’ll stay in bed quite happily.’
      

      
      Mrs Wilmot sighed as she contrasted Adam Marsh-Gibbon’s pleasantly idle life with that of her own husband. But she did not
         complain, for she was a great admirer of Adam’s novels, and she supposed that such a life was necessary for their production.
      

      
      Meanwhile Cassandra did her shopping. When she had ordered all the necessary things she went into the best fruit shop and
         bought some peaches and some grapes for Adam. In the shop she met Mrs Gower, a mountainous figure in a dark musquash coat.
      

      
      ‘Just the person I want to see,’ she declared, advancing towards Cassandra. ‘My dear,’ she whispered confidentially, ‘things
         really are beginning to happen now.’
      

      
      Cassandra looked puzzled and tried to guess what she was talking about. ‘Things?’ she echoed thoughtfully, and then said,
         ‘Oh, you mean Holmwood?’
      

      
      Mrs Gower paused a moment, and then said in a low voice, ‘A stove was seen going in this morning.’

      
      ‘A stove?’ said Cassandra incredulously.

      
      ‘Yes,’ said Mrs Gower, ‘of rather a peculiar design.’

      
      ‘In what way?’ asked Cassandra, suppressing a desire to laugh, for she did not see that there could be much scope for peculiarity
         of design in things like stoves.
      

      
      ‘It seemed to have coloured tiles on it,’ said Mrs Gower, ‘like those you see abroad. Whatever would the new tenants of Holmwood
         want with such a thing?’
      

      
      ‘Perhaps it’s an heirloom, or it may have some sentimental significance,’ suggested Cassandra, smiling at the idea of a stove
         with sentimental significance. ‘Or they may even use it,’ she added.
      

      
      Mrs Gower agreed doubtfully. ‘Yes, I suppose they may,’ she said. ‘My late husband used to like keeping to old ways. That’s
         why we always slept in that four-poster bed. It was supposed to have belonged to Bishop Percy, the Reliques one, you know. But we always used to find it so hot in summer that my husband usually slept in his dressing-room.’
      

      
      Cassandra was rather taken aback by this intimate glimpse of the late Professor and Mrs Gower’s married life, and did not
         quite know what to say.
      

      
      ‘Shall we be seeing you at Mr Gay’s on Friday night?’ asked Mrs Gower.

      
      ‘Oh, yes, I hope so,’ said Cassandra, ‘and Adam too.’

      
      When she got home she found out by tactful enquiries that Adam had been in his room all morning and had not rung for anything. She walked upstairs quietly, and could hear him droning
         some tune of his own composition.
      

      
      When she went in with the peaches and grapes Adam was lying on his back, looking up at the ceiling.

      
      ‘I knew you must be awake because I heard you singing,’ said Cassandra. ‘Look what I’ve brought for you.’

      
      ‘Oh, my dear, how nice!’

      
      ‘Are you better?’

      
      ‘I don’t know. Just about the same, I think.’

      
      ‘Do you think you’ll be well enough to go to Mr Gay’s party on Friday?’ asked Cassandra.

      
      ‘Why, of course,’ said Adam shortly. ‘You talk as if I were really ill.’

   
      
      CHAPTER FOUR

      
      
         ‘While through their cheerful
         

         band the rural talk,

         The rural scandal, and the rural jest,

         Fly harmless, to deceive the

         Tedious time … ’

      

      
      Mr Philip Gay lived by the church, in a large gloomy house called Alameda. He was a bachelor, between fifty and sixty years
         old, and a disappointed man. As a youth he had not fitted himself for any career, as it had been his intention, from the time
         he was old enough to know about such things, to make a profitable marriage. He had been convinced that his good looks, which
         were of the guardsman type, would be enough to win for him any woman he might choose to woo. But unfortunately his efforts
         had not met with success. It is probable that his proposals lacked the assurances of love and devotion which every young woman
         expects at such a time, for being of a cold nature Mr Gay had never fallen in love, nor was he clever at acting what he did
         not feel. If the young women he pursued were sensible as well as rich they had seen what he was after, and had given him to
         understand that his attentions were unwelcome. None of these rich young women had ever fallen in love with him, in spite of
         his long eyelashes and handsome, if wooden, features. Nor had he ever had the good fortune to meet a woman who was rich and anxious to get a husband at any price. His later attempts to marry wealthy widows had been no more successful,
         for those he met seemed to have reached an age when they could no longer be bothered with husbands. As the years went on he
         still hoped, but lately he had become resigned to what he imagined was a life of genteel poverty.
      

      
      He spent most of his time pottering about in his conservatory and garden. In the evenings he read novels and sometimes a little
         poetry, generally Dryden or Pomfret. He was especially fond of Pomfret, although he could never agree with that poet that
         it was unwise to aspire to riches in excess. It had been one of his happiest dreams, an eligible woman with riches in excess,
         but now it seemed to have little chance of coming true.
      

      
      With Mr Gay lived his niece, Miss Angela Gay. She was the daughter of his brother, who had married a Frenchwoman. Both her
         parents had died while she was a child and Mr Gay, as her only remaining relative, had reluctantly assumed responsibility
         for her. Apart from their relationship there was another bond between them. They were both disappointed people. For Angela
         Gay was thirty and still unmarried. She was a small dark woman with a very coy manner, who would have been pretty if the expression
         of her face had not been so discontented. She disliked Cassandra Marsh-Gibbon more than anyone else in the world, and had
         once imagined herself secretly in love with Adam, although she was ready to fall in love with any man who came her way.
      

      
      Mr Gay and his niece occasionally gave an evening party. Perhaps they were still hoping that there was a rich woman or an
         eligible husband in the town whom they had somehow missed in their search. Certainly there was more hope for Angela than for
         her uncle, as a new curate had just come to Up Callow. He was twenty-six years old and unmarried, and Miss Gay had seized upon him almost as soon as he had arrived. Ever since then he had been contriving to avoid her.
      

      
      On the evening of the party Mr Gay was decorating the hall with potted palms.

      
      ‘Angela,’ he called, ‘where are the aspidistras?’

      
      ‘Oh, we don’t want those, Uncle,’ said Miss Gay sulkily. ‘They’re such dusty old things.’
      

      
      ‘But I polished the leaves with oil only yesterday, and people always admire them so. We must have them in the hall.’

      
      ‘I think they’re in the conservatory,’ said Miss Gay wearily. Anyone would think we were entertaining Royalty, she thought,
         instead of a few couples to bridge and light refreshments. Still, Mr Paladin would be there, and Mr Morrison, a master from
         the Boys’ High School. She had met Mr Morrison several times and knew him to be an efficient bridge player, but a dull and
         silent young man. Mr Paladin was something of an unknown quantity, and Miss Gay had hopes.
      

      
      Cassandra had had the greatest difficulty in persuading Adam to go to the party at all. Suddenly at the last minute he had
         said he wouldn’t go.
      

      
      ‘I shall be so bored,’ he said peevishly.
      

      
      ‘But you’ll be quite as bored here,’ argued Cassandra. ‘It will be a nice change for you to go out and meet people. Besides,
         we’ve accepted, and I don’t see what excuse we can make.’
      

      
      ‘Tell them I didn’t want to come,’ said Adam shortly.

      
      ‘But, dearest, it would be so rude. One simply can’t do things like that,’ said Cassandra hopelessly. ‘There’ll be nice refreshments,’
         she added, feeling ashamed that she should have to coax her husband to fulfil a social obligation by such very childish means.
         ‘And you’ll be able to tell people about your new book, and you’ll probably win at bridge,’ she concluded, and sat down, worn
         out by her efforts.
      

      
      ‘Well,’ she said firmly, after a few moments, ‘I’m going to get ready.’ She went out of the room and Adam followed her quite meekly. He seemed to have forgotten his reluctance to go to the
         party. Cassandra had known for nearly five years now that his difficult moods almost always came when he was bored and had
         not been able to show himself off at one of the town gatherings.
      

      
      ‘May I wear my velvet jacket?’ he asked as they went upstairs.

      
      ‘Of course, dear, everyone expects it.’

      
      Cassandra hoped that he would approve of the grey chiffon dress she was wearing this evening.

      
      He looked at her critically. ‘Very nice,’ he said. ‘You look very pretty. You should always wear pale colours.’ She did not
         remind him that the previous evening he had told her that she should always wear black velvet.
      

      
      On the way, Adam drove with a fine carelessness which sometimes frightened Cassandra, but they had never had an accident yet
         and so she could not say anything to him about it. Only Adam was allowed to have any nerves. Cassandra had learned to keep
         hers in dutiful subjection.
      

      
      ‘I hope old Philip will like your dress,’ said Adam.

      
      ‘And I hope dear Angela will like your velvet coat,’ retaliated Cassandra.

      
      ‘Oh, she’s seen it before,’ said Adam seriously, ‘but she does like it. She said I looked like Shelley.’

      
      ‘How ridiculous,’ said Cassandra sharply. It always annoyed her when unattached women told her husband he looked like Shelley.
         She didn’t want any ideas put into his head. ‘Shelley had fair hair,’ she said emphatically, as if that disposed of the matter.
      

      
      Mr Gay and his niece stood in the hall to receive their guests. They always did this, so that the beginning of their parties
         had an air of formality which some people found alarming. Miss Gay, wearing a dress of rather too bright a shade of green,
         was standing nearer the door, and the guests were then passed on to her uncle, a dignified figure against his background of palms and aspidistras.
      

      
      As she shook hands with Adam, Miss Gay remarked that it was a long time since they had had the pleasure of seeing him.

      
      ‘Not since last Sunday at the Rectory,’ she added. ‘Now I wonder what work of genius have you given to the world since then?’

      
      Adam replied shortly that it was hardly possible to produce a work of genius in five days. Cassandra hoped he wouldn’t be
         rude to anyone, or silly. It always made her feel uncomfortable, especially as everyone expected her to take her husband seriously.
         In places like Up Callow wives did take husbands seriously, in public anyway.
      

      
      They went into the drawing room and Adam began talking to the rector about cricket. Shortly afterwards they settled down to
         bridge. There were just two tables without Miss Gay, who had agreed to sit out for a while. Mr Paladin had been delayed and
         would be arriving shortly.
      

      
      ‘Rockingham doesn’t believe in his curates being too frivolous,’ Mrs Wilmot confided to Cassandra, ‘and, as you know, Mr Paladin
         is young. He needs guidance from an older person.’
      

      
      Cassandra reflected that poor Mr Paladin was such a serious young man that it was impossible to imagine him even knowing that
         such a thing as frivolity existed. In any case there would have been little scope for him here in Up Callow. It was Miss Gay
         who should be watched rather than Mr Paladin.
      

      
      At this moment the front door bell rang, and Mr Paladin arrived. He was a dark, bespectacled young man, who disliked bridge
         parties, and would have much preferred to spend the evening in his lodgings reading Lightfoot on the Galatians, for he intended to rise above the position of parish priest, and even possessed some of those special gifts which Mrs Wilmot
         believed her husband had. Mr Paladin had spent his time at Oxford very studiously, and had been rewarded at the end of his three years with a First in Theology.
      

      
      As he came into the room he saw with horror that of the nine persons there eight were playing bridge, and the one left over
         was none other than Miss Gay herself. And what made it worse was that in order not to disturb the players she began talking
         to him in a thrilling whisper which made it necessary for him to do the same. This gave to their conversation a kind of spurious
         intimacy, so that topics like the weather and the fine aspidistras were somehow pushed aside, and that most horrible of all
         subjects for nervous young men, themselves, was discussed.
      

      
      ‘I haven’t seen you for so long,’ said Miss Gay, pouting a little.

      
      ‘No, indeed … ’

      
      ‘I almost wondered whether you were avoiding me.’ This was said with such coyness that Mr Paladin drew back visibly.
      

      
      ‘Oh, Miss Gay, really … ’

      
      After more in this strain Mr Paladin made a great effort to drag the conversation back to more reasonable subjects. ‘I was
         admiring your palms, as I came in,’ he said in a very impersonal tone of voice.
      

      
      ‘Yes, aren’t they lovely? But we have some even finer ones in the conservatory. Would you like to see them?’ she asked sweetly.

      
      There was nothing Mr Paladin could do now but go quietly, for he had brought it on himself. He vowed that he would never again
         look on a palm without feelings of loathing, except, of course, the ones used to decorate the church on Palm Sunday, but they
         were comfortably dead and dried.
      

      
      The conservatory was very hot and smelled strongly of arum lilies, so that Mr Paladin was appropriately reminded of a funeral.

      
      ‘Here are the palms I was telling you about,’ said Miss Gay, with triumph in her voice.

      
      ‘But they’re exactly the same as the ones in the hall!’ exclaimed Mr Paladin indignantly, for when he saw that he had been
         brought into the conservatory under false pretences, his anger got the better of him.
      

      
      Miss Gay laughed coyly. ‘You men are all alike,’ she said, ‘so blind.’ These last words were said in tones of lingering tenderness which were most alarming to a young curate.
      

      
      Mr Paladin put up a gallant fight. ‘I know I’m short-sighted, but I really cannot see any difference,’ he said politely. ‘Perhaps
         the ones in the hall have longer leaves though. It would be interesting to compare them.’ He made a move towards the door.
         ‘I expect they will be wanting to play bridge,’ he said, with a firmness unusual in him.
      

      
      As they walked back to the drawing room his self-confidence came back to him. He felt like a character in The Faerie Queene, one of the characters who has successfully withstood the temptations of the Bower of Bliss, he thought confusedly. He could
         afford to talk easily about the palms now, and even went with Miss Gay into the hall and solemnly measured their leaves.
      

      
      Miss Gay felt that she had been snubbed. That was the worst of these inexperienced young curates, she told herself. They always
         read into one’s thoughts and actions far more than was meant. Now a man of the world, like Adam Marsh-Gibbon, say, would surely
         have made a less blundering escape from the conservatory. Miss Gay glanced angrily at Mr Paladin and went back to the bridge
         tables, where they played until the light refreshments were served.
      

      
      As usual, Adam was the centre of attraction, and everyone was asking him questions.

      
      ‘Now, do tell us what your new novel is about,’ said Miss Gay. ‘Or is that one of the questions one just shouldn’t ask?’

      
      Adam smiled condescendingly. ‘Well, I think I can tell you that it is about a gardener,’ he said.
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