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INTRODUCTION

Crampton Hodnet is a novel with a most intriguing and unusual title. One’s first reaction upon seeing it is to think: ‘What on earth can this be about?’ Anyone English would suspect straight away that it must be about a picturesque village in one of the rural counties – such a name is on a par with Piddletrenthide, Thornham Parva or Blisworth. The village turns out to be entirely invented, an improvised lie on the part of a clergyman in the novel, who does not want people to know where he has really been. Incidentally, Hodnet is a village in Shropshire, the county in which Pym was born, and Crampton was her middle name.

It may seem strange that a novelist should write a perfectly good novel and then never get round to having it published. Writers often sit on their work like this, however, and it can happen that a book goes through several drafts over a period of twenty years or more. If you feel that it is not quite right, or could be improved, or has missed the tide, it is natural to withhold it and think of reworking it later. Pym seems to have felt that Crampton Hodnet had missed the tide.

She began to write it shortly after the outbreak of the Second World War, and had finished it by April 1940. However, she obtained war work in the censor’s office in Bristol, and then fled a very painful passion by joining the WRNS, a job that took her to Naples in 1944, where one of the naval officers of her acquaintance became material for the character of Rocky Napier in Excellent Women. Crampton Hodnet has nothing to do with the war or with the way that the world had suddenly changed, and it must have seemed to Pym to have become an irrelevance. She might have thought of it as juvenilia, or an apprentice-piece. After the war she worked at the International African Institute in London, and edited the journal Africa, thus moving her even further away from the little world she had created in her unpublished novel.

Time and taste move on, and nothing travels in the same direction for very long. In retrospect it seems clear that Crampton Hodnet sits comfortably beside the six novels that constitute Pym’s early career in writing, and that the fact that it seemed dated when first written is no longer relevant seventy years later. The book has not in fact dated. The distance given by time has shifted the perspectives so that what seemed beside the point in 1944 now fits in where it had seemed not to, like a new building erected in an established garden that only looks exactly right many years later.

It is frequently said of Pym that her novels seem slight and even trivial, but actually are not. They are often about genteel people living in straitened circumstances, and there are plenty of Anglican clergy. Crampton Hodnet is very specifically set in north Oxford, and the novel will have particular resonance with people who know it, who will immediately be familiar with Magdalen Bridge or the Bodleian Library.

Crampton Hodnet is rescued from obscurity by the fact that it is about characters who immediately become real, and are very human indeed. At least three of them feel that their lives are going nowhere. One is resigned; she is the only one with much common sense or acuity, but she has a lowly opinion of herself, and finds it terribly disillusioning, but also rather entertaining, that an Anglican clergyman can turn out to be a liar. This clergyman wonders whether or not he should settle for second or third best. A don elopes with a student who really does turn out to be ‘a cold fish’ rather than a last, fabulous, incandescent passion. There are two outrageously camp gay characters who adore spreading scandal and causing trouble; the writing about them is perfectly comic. There is a woman in middle age who no longer gives a damn about either her husband or the metaphysical poets that fired her in youth, and another who sees herself as a kind of grande patronne, who really knows what’s what and what should be done. What particularly strikes this reader is the sense of stifled and unrequited passion, the unspecific yearnings on the part of people who know that their lives could have been, or still could be, so much more interesting and meaningful. One character does not have the resources or the energy or the courage to do anything about it – perhaps because she is actually quite content as she is. Our eloper does do something grand and ambitious, but it doesn’t work out, and he seems fairly relieved after all. His partner in crime, who thinks she has been in love, turns out to be pathetically frightened of what being in love leads to. A third character unexpectedly falls in love, and is exalted in a way that only falling in love can achieve. The characters are pathetic and ridiculous, each in their own way, but Pym’s mockery of them is entirely affectionate and her psychology is astute. Her humour is barbed, but sympathetic and ironic, the humour of someone English who sees how peculiar the English are, in particular the English of the unspectacular middle class, who are rather like Oxford, in which ‘Everything went on just the same … from year to year. It was only the people who might be different. The pattern never varied.’

Crampton Hodnet is a novel with one happy ending and some not-with-a-bang-but-a-whimpers. The reader might be disappointed by these outcomes were it not that the characters themselves seem very satisfied with them, and it is just possible that Miss Morrow might find happiness and satisfaction in the fictional meta-life hereafter, possibly with the curate who replaces Mr Latimer in Miss Doggett’s household, and that Anthea will find another Simon, Freddie or Patrick with whom to fall in love. Fortunately the reader’s pleasure lies not in the outcomes, but in the reading. The book is crammed with witty aperçus that make me wonder whether Pym had been a fan of Oscar Wilde in her youth. The difference is that Wilde’s humour is pointedly outrageous, and Pym’s is more subtle and truthful.

I remember English people who were just like these characters, and I still come across them. They are the kind of people who keep the village halls running, volunteer to manage the village shop, work one morning a week in a charity shop, and arrange for someone mildly famous to open the fete. We should always assume that they are full of yearnings and longings, because they almost certainly are. The people might be different, but the pattern never varies.

I think that Pym fell out of fashion for a very long time because new literary tastes developed that seemed to leave her behind. The likes of Kingsley Amis came along; there were Angry Young Men; the French existentialists were transforming the way that intellectuals perceived the world; there were those who wanted to write about the difficult lives of working class people. Attention shifted away because a new snobbery developed that assumed that genteel people were not real people who led real lives worth exploring, that they were somehow less completely human than others. In particular, tastes became very metropolitan. There was more verbal violence, and humour slowly became more cruel. Characters didn’t take muddy walks any more, or worry about whether or not to take the last biscuit, or buy kettles and lampshades from Woolworth’s.

As is well known, later in her career Pym found new recognition thanks to support from such writers as Philip Larkin, David Cecil and John Betjeman; Larkin, especially, had massive prestige and was reverently listened to. Pym published her beautiful novels Quartet in Autumn and The Sweet Dove Died. Her old or unpublished novels were put out by Macmillan, and she enjoyed just two vindicatory years of success before cancer took her away in 1980, when she was in her mid-sixties.

Crampton Hodnet was not published until 1985, but it received instant recognition that might have surprised Pym herself. For the Pym admirer, it was like having a Christmas hamper left in the porch on Boxing Day and finding that it was from a long lost friend who had not forgotten what they liked. I devoured it in the course of two long railway journeys, and when I had finished it I found myself thinking, ‘Oh damn,’ in a wistful tone of thought. I held it in my hands with a distinct sense of annoyance that the pleasure of reading it had come to an end and, just as you should when you finish a good read, I happily went through it again, trying to find all the best passages – such as Mr Latimer’s proposal.

When thinking of a writer’s place in the canon, it is sometimes pertinent to ask who the competition is. With some genres, such as fantasy or crime, it is very obvious. With literary fiction you can ask whether someone is in the same arena as Tolstoy or Austen, Cervantes or George Eliot, and so on. If a writer is sufficiently individual, one will not be able to make such assignations, and that is the sign that a writer is not just ‘literary’, but special. I believe this to be the case with Pym, who is not really like anyone else and did not try to be. She had her very own way of doing things, her own preoccupations which she tackled from different directions, and a voice that is identifiably Pymesque.

That she stuck to her guns all through her wilderness years shows great doggedness and faith in the face of what must have been a terrible period of disappointment, discouragement and self-doubt. A good writer keeps an eye on the world all the time, even when not writing, storing ideas and manuscripts away for later use, even if that ‘later’ turns out to be many years ahead and there is an intervening desert to cross.

In the case of Crampton Hodnet, a whole book got stored away, but now here it is, back in the light after its first publication in 1985, an entertainment that is funny, poignant, observant, and truthful.

Louis de Bernières

2012


NOTE

Barbara Pym began Crampton Hodnet just after the outbreak of war in 1939. In spite of wartime tasks, housework and evacuees, it progressed steadily:


18 Nov. 1939: Did about 8 pages of my novel. It grows very slowly and is rather funny I think.

22 Dec. 1939: Determined to finish my N. Oxford novel and send it on the rounds.




In January 1940 she wrote to her friend Robert Liddell:

I am now getting into shape the novel I have been writing during this last year. It is about North Oxford and has some bits as good as anything I ever did. Mr Latimer’s proposal, old Mrs Killigrew, Dr Fremantle, Master of Randolph College, Mr Cleveland’s elopement and its unfortunate end … I am sure all these might be a comfort to somebody.



The novel was completed and sent to Robert Liddell in April. But before she could send it ‘on the rounds’ she became more deeply involved in war work and the novel was laid aside.

After the war she looked at it again and made some revisions and alterations, but it seemed to her to be too dated to be publishable. Instead, she concentrated on revising the more timeless Some Tame Gazelle, and the manuscript of Crampton Hodnet remained among her other unpublished works. Now, for readers in 1985, the period quality adds an extra dimension to the novel.

Crampton Hodnet is one of Barbara’s earliest completed novels, and in it she was still feeling her way as a writer. Occasional over-writing and over-emphasis led to repetition, which, in preparing the manuscript for press, I have tried to eliminate. I was greatly helped by Barbara’s own emendations (made in the 1950s) and by some notes she made about this novel in her pocket-diary for 1939.

Faithful readers of the novels will welcome the first incarnation of Miss Doggett and Jessie Morrow. It is interesting to see how, in Jane and Prudence, she redraws them from a more ironic and more subtle point of view. And it is not impossible that the young Barbara Bird of Crampton Hodnet might have grown into the brusque novelist of the later work.

Barbara herself lit upon the exact word to describe this book. It is more purely funny than any of her later novels. So far, everyone who has read the manuscript has laughed out loud – even in the Bodleian Library.

Hazel Holt

London, 1985
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SUNDAY TEA PARTY

It was a wet Sunday afternoon in North Oxford at the beginning of October. The laurel bushes which bordered the path leading to Leamington Lodge, Banbury Road, were dripping with rain. A few sodden chrysanthemums, dahlias and zinnias drooped in the flower-beds on the lawn. The house had been built in the sixties of the last century, of yellowish brick, with a gabled roof and narrow Gothic windows set in frames of ornamental stonework. A long red and blue stained-glass window looked onto a landing halfway up the pitch-pine staircase, and there were panels of the same glass let into the front door, giving an ecclesiastical effect, so that, except for a glimpse of unlikely lace curtains, the house might have been a theological college. It seemed very quiet now at twenty past three, and upstairs in her big front bedroom Miss Maude Doggett was having her usual rest. There was still half an hour before her heavy step would be heard on the stairs and her loud, firm voice calling to her companion, Miss Morrow.

It was cold this afternoon, but there would not be a fire in the dining-room until the first of November. A vase of coloured teasels filled the emptiness of the fireplace over which Miss Morrow crouched, listening to the wireless. It was a programme of gramophone records from Radio Luxembourg, and Miss Morrow’s hand was on the switch, ready to fade out this unsuitable noise should the familiar step and voice be heard before their time.

Jessie Morrow was a thin, used-up-looking woman in her middle thirties. She had been Miss Doggett’s companion for five years and knew that she was better off than many of her kind, because she had a very comfortable home and one did at least meet interesting people in Oxford. Undergraduates came every week to Miss Doggett’s Sunday afternoon tea parties, and her nephew, Francis Cleveland, who lived only a few houses away, was a Fellow of Randolph College and a University Lecturer in English Literature.

Miss Morrow, in spite of her misleading appearance, was a woman of definite personality, who was able to look upon herself and her surroundings with detachment. This afternoon, however, she was feeling a little depressed. She shivered and pulled her shapeless grey cardigan round her thin body. She looked out of the window at the dripping monkey-puzzle tree, whose spiky branches effectively kept out any sun there might be. Then, turning back to the wireless, she advanced the volume control so that the music filled the dark North Oxford dining-room and seemed to bring to it some of the warmth and sinful brightness of a continental Sunday. There’s magic in the air said a smooth, lingering voice against a background of rich, indefinite music. Miss Morrow knew this one. It was chocolates, a programme for Lovers. And then suddenly it went scratchy, and she remembered that it was not really a gay continental Sunday she was listening to but a tired, bored young man sitting in a studio somewhere between Belgium and Germany, putting on innumerable gramophone records to advertise all the many products that thoughtful people had invented to help you to attract your man or get your washing done in half the time.

If I had any strength of character, thought Miss Morrow, I should be able to take a wet Sunday afternoon in North Oxford with no fire to sit by in my stride. I might even take a pleasure in its gloominess and curiously Gothic quality. But such pleasures are only for the very sophisticated who can look on them from a distance without being swamped by them every day of their lives. There were one or two young men who enjoyed Miss Doggett’s tea parties and found delight and comfort in the Victorian splendour of her drawing-room, but Miss Morrow did not pretend to be anything more than a woman past her first youth, resigned to the fact that her life was probably never going to be more exciting than it was now. With a sudden twist of her hand she turned off the music. It was degrading to think that she could not take a quiet pride in her resignation and leave it at that. In less than half an hour the undergraduates would begin to arrive, filling the hall with their dripping mackintoshes and umbrellas.

Miss Morrow went quickly upstairs to her large, cold bedroom and put on her dark green marocain dress. The mirror was in an unflattering light. She saw only too clearly her thin neck and small, undistinguished features, her faded blond hair done in a severe knot. There was no time to put powder or a touch of colour on her cheeks for Miss Doggett was already calling her.

‘Miss Morrow! Miss Morrow!’ she called, her voice rising to a shrill note. ‘Where are the buns from Boffin’s? Florence says she can’t find them. You ought to see to these things. Where did you put them?’

‘In the sideboard, in a tin,’ shouted Miss Morrow, struggling with the hooks of her dress.

‘Which tin?’

‘The Balmoral tin.’

‘What? I can’t hear you. Why don’t you come down?’

Miss Morrow rushed out of her room looking rather dishevelled. ‘I mean the tin with the picture of Balmoral on it,’ she explained.

‘Oh, here they are, madam,’ said Florence. ‘I’m sorry, I didn’t look in here.’

‘Well, hurry up! The young men will be arriving soon,’ said Miss Doggett. She was a large, formidable woman of seventy with thick grey hair. She wore a purple woollen dress and many gold chains round her neck. Her chief work in life was interfering in other people’s business and imposing her strong personality upon those who were weaker than herself. She pushed past Miss Morrow, who was hovering in the doorway, and entered the drawing-room.

‘The fire has been lit for half an hour,’ she said, glancing swiftly round the room to see that everything was as she liked it. ‘It ought to be quite warm now, but in any case young people don’t feel the cold. Nor would older ones if they wore sensible underclothes,’ she added in a deliberate tone.

Miss Morrow understood the implication. It concerned a cotton vest which had been found among the laundry four years ago. It had been claimed by Miss Morrow.

‘There is no warmth in cotton,’ continued Miss Doggett. ‘We would hardly expect to find warmth in cotton.’

Miss Morrow felt the reassuring tickle of her woollen underwear and turned away to hide a smile.

The big, cold drawing-room, with its Victorian mahogany furniture and air of mustiness which the struggling fire did nothing to dispel, waited to receive the young people. Miss Doggett moved heavily about the room, arranging chairs and putting out the photographs of Italian churches, the dry-looking engravings of Bavarian lakes and the autographed copy of In Memoriam which Lord Tennyson had given to her father, in case any of the young men should be interested in Art.

The bell rang. There was a pause, then the sound of the front door opening and a scuffling in the hall.

Florence announced Mr Cherry and Mr Bompas.

Mr Cherry came, or rather stumbled, into the room. Mr Bompas, with a whispered ‘You go first’, had pushed him too hard.

‘Ah, the first arrivals,’ said Miss Doggett, making them feel that they had come too early. ‘Your aunt is a very great friend of mine,’ she added, turning to Mr Bompas.

‘Oh, yes?’ said Mr Bompas vaguely. He had a great many aunts and was trying to think which one could have been responsible for this invitation. He was short and thick-set, with fair, bristly hair. He was expected to get his Blue for football. Mr Cherry was thin and mousy with spectacles. He was a thoughtful young man, quite intelligent, but very shy.

Miss Doggett now turned to him. ‘Canon Oke wrote to me about you,’ she said ominously.

‘Canon Oke?’ Mr Cherry waited uncertainly. What was the vicar of his home parish likely to write about him? he wondered. He believed that it could hardly be anything to his discredit.

Miss Doggett paused and said in an impressive tone, ‘He told me you were a Bolshevik.’

Mr Cherry was as startled as the others at hearing this violent word, and he was as conscious of its incongruity as applied to himself as he imagined they were. ‘I’m a Socialist,’ he said shyly. ‘I suppose he meant that.’

‘Socialist may have been the word he used,’ said Miss Doggett, ‘but I really see no difference between the two.’

‘Oh, yes?’ How silly that one couldn’t think of a more powerful reply! ‘Of course I’m a Socialist!’ he ought to have said passionately. ‘How can any decent and reasonably intelligent person be anything else?’ But he lacked the courage to say this in a North Oxford drawing-room, when they hadn’t even started tea.

‘What, you a Socialist?’ said Mr Bompas. ‘Surely you don’t go to the Labour Club?’

Mr Cherry, feeling all eyes on him, sat twisting his hands confusedly.

‘I think it’s so nice to have all these clubs,’ said Miss Morrow pleasantly. ‘You must find them a great comfort.’

‘Comfort?’ said Miss Doggett. ‘Whatever should young men of nineteen and twenty be wanting with comfort?’

‘Well, of course they don’t need it in the same way that we do, but surely there is no person alive who doesn’t need it in some way,’ said Miss Morrow, hurrying over the words as if they might give offence.

‘You certainly don’t need it when you’re dead,’ said Mr Bompas cheerfully.

‘No, I don’t think so,’ said Miss Morrow in a dreamy tone. ‘I think I should certainly need no comfort if I could know that I should be at rest in my marble vault.’

‘I think it is extremely unlikely that you will be buried in a marble vault, Miss Morrow,’ observed Miss Doggett in a dry tone.

At that moment Florence opened the door and announced three more guests. First came two beautiful young men, one dark and the other fair. The dark one was carrying a small cactus in a pot.

‘Oh, Miss Doggett,’ they said, giving the impression of speaking in unison, ‘how wonderful of you to ask us again! It gives us such Stimmung to come here. We’ve brought you a little present.’

‘Oh, Michael and Gabriel, how kind of you!’ Miss Doggett stood with the cactus in her hands, looking for somewhere to put it. ‘Perhaps you would kindly put it on that little table, Mr Bompas,’ she said, handing it to him.

Mr Bompas stood up, awkwardly holding the cactus. As far as he could see, the room was full of little tables, and the tables themselves were covered with china ornaments, photographs in silver frames, shells from Polynesia and carved African relics. Not one of them had room for the little cactus. Was he then to be burdened with it all through the afternoon? he thought with rising indignation and a disgusted look at the young men who had brought it. At last, taking care that nobody saw him, he placed it on the floor between himself and Mr Cherry and sat down again. ‘Mind you don’t tread on it,’ he whispered urgently.

‘You must meet each other,’ said Miss Doggett. ‘Of course Michael and Gabriel are quite at home here,’ she added, smiling. ‘They are in their second year. Whom have you brought with you?’ she asked, noticing for the first time another young man, who was still standing in the doorway.

‘Oh, we didn’t bring him,’ said Michael. ‘He just happened to be coming in through the gate at the same time. But we gave him some words of cheer. Gabriel quoted Wordsworth to him.’

‘Yes, I quoted Wordsworth,’ said Gabriel, in a satisfied tone.

‘Ah, you must be Mr Wyatt,’ said Miss Doggett triumphantly. ‘Now we can have tea.’

The five young men were now arranged round the room.

Where but in a North Oxford drawing-room would one find such a curiously ill-assorted company? thought Miss Morrow. The only people who seemed really at ease were Michael and Gabriel, but then they were old Etonians, and Miss Morrow was naïve enough to imagine that old Etonians were quite at ease anywhere. They sat giggling at some private joke, while the others made an attempt to start a general conversation.

Mr Wyatt, a dark, serious-looking young man who was reading Theology, asked if anyone had seen the play at the Playhouse that week.

Nobody had.

‘I hope that doesn’t mean that we shall have nothing to talk about,’ said Miss Morrow gravely.

‘Now, Gabriel, you like Russian tea, don’t you?’ said Miss Doggett.

‘Yes, he thinks he is a character out of Chekhov,’ said Michael. ‘He looks perfectly lovely in his Russian shirt. He nearly wore it this afternoon, but we thought it wasn’t quite the thing for North Oxford and we can’t bear to strike a discordant note, can we, Gabriel?’

‘But isn’t there something Chekhovian about North Oxford?’ said Mr Wyatt unexpectedly. ‘I always feel that there is.’

‘Yes,’ said Miss Morrow, ‘but I don’t think you feel it when you live here. You lose your sense of perspective when you get too close, and the charm goes.’ She said these last words rather hurriedly, hoping that Miss Doggett had not understood their implication.

But Miss Doggett was talking about shirts. ‘I think it is just as well to dress conventionally,’ she said, ‘otherwise I don’t know where we should be. I suppose Mr Cherry would be appearing in a red shirt.’

‘Oh, really? Do tell us why.’ Michael and Gabriel turned to the unfortunate Mr Cherry, whose face had turned as red as the shirt he might have worn had he not put on his most conventional blue-and-white-striped one.

‘I suppose Miss Doggett means because I’m a Socialist,’ he said, in a muffled voice.

‘Oh.’ Michael and Gabriel were obviously disappointed at this dull explanation. They were not interested in politics.

‘You have nothing to eat, Mr Cherry,’ said Miss Morrow, passing him two plates.

He hastily took a chocolate biscuit and then regretted it. When your hands were hot with nervousness, the chocolate came off every time you picked up the biscuit to take a bite. He ought to have thought of that before, but he had been so grateful to Miss Morrow for offering him something that he had eagerly seized the nearest thing. So often at tea parties you had to wait ages before anyone noticed your empty plate, and when your tea had been finished in nervous little sips there was nothing to do but hope and gaze bravely into space.

Mr Cherry surreptitiously wiped his chocolaty fingers on his clean white handkerchief. He wasn’t really at ease with people like this, he told himself defensively. He couldn’t be expected to have much in common with this old woman and her companion, those two giggling pansies on the sofa, that hearty Bompas or even with Wyatt, the theological student. He wouldn’t come here again. Next time he would have a previous engagement.

‘Now, Michael, what are you laughing at?’ asked Miss Doggett indulgently.

‘He wants to see the engravings of the Bavarian lakes,’ said Gabriel, ‘but he’s too shy to ask.’

‘I shall be glad to show them to you,’ said Miss Doggett. She turned to the others. ‘Michael and Gabriel are really interested in Art,’ she said impressively. ‘One so seldom finds that nowadays. I don’t mean that hideous stuff you call Art,’ she said suddenly to Mr Bompas. ‘Not those pictures that might just as well hang upside down.’

Mr Bompas, whose pictures, being school groups and photographs of actresses, were of the sort that must of necessity hang right way up, had nothing to say to this.

Miss Doggett sat down between Michael and Gabriel and opened the portfolio of engravings.

The others began some sort of a conversation with Miss Morrow, but it was a poor thing which soon flagged, and eventually the three of them stood up to go.

‘But you can’t go yet,’ said Miss Doggett. ‘I’ve hardly spoken to you.’

‘I’m afraid I really must,’ said Mr Wyatt. ‘We have chapel at six.’

‘And Mr Cherry and Mr Bompas, you have chapel too?’

For one fatal second they hesitated and were lost.

‘I want to talk to you about your aunt,’ said Miss Doggett to Mr Bompas. ‘And, Mr Cherry, I think you need some advice from an older person.’

Michael let out a snort of laughter and received a sharp kick on the ankle from Gabriel’s elegant suède shoe.

Miss Doggett cleared her throat and said impressively, ‘I always think it such a pity when I see young people up here wasting their time in doing something which can only bring disgrace upon their families. All this Socialism and Bolshevism, for instance. If you take my advice, Mr Cherry, you’ll have nothing to do with it.’

‘I don’t see how it can bring disgrace on my family,’ said Mr Cherry, with sudden boldness.

‘Do you think your mother would like to see you speaking in Hyde Park?’ demanded Miss Doggett.

‘My mother is dead,’ said Mr Cherry, feeling that he had scored a point. ‘I was brought up by an aunt.’ He smiled. He rather liked the idea of himself speaking in Hyde Park.

‘Oh, I see.’ Either a natural pity for a motherless boy, or a feeling that bringing disgrace on an aunt was not quite the same thing, stopped Miss Doggett from pursuing the subject any further. ‘Join the Conservative Club, if you like,’ she said, in a more kindly tone, ‘or even the Liberal Club. I am by no means one of those narrow-minded people who condemn all forms of political activity.’

‘Oh, Miss Doggett, is it really so late?’ said Michael and Gabriel suddenly. ‘How terrible of us to have stayed so long! We were so engrossed in dear Lord Tennyson’s signature.’

‘Yes, it must be nearly half past six,’ said Miss Doggett, glancing at the marble clock on the mantelpiece. ‘I’m afraid I must send you away now. We are going out to supper at my nephew’s house.’ The Clevelands would not be having supper before half past seven at the earliest, but Miss Doggett always liked to be there a good three quarters of an hour before that time, so that she could catch the last of the Sunday afternoon guests. It was sometimes interesting to see who stayed longest.

Mr Cherry and Mr Bompas stood up eagerly. Then, to his horror, Mr Bompas heard a crack and felt something scrunch under his foot. It was the little cactus he had told Mr Cherry to be careful about. With elaborate concentration he moved the crushed mass of flower-pot, earth and plant with his foot, until it was hidden behind a footstool embroidered with pansies. The others were so much absorbed in their leave-taking that they did not notice his rather curious movements, as if he were practising dribbling a football.

‘I’m afraid we’ve monopolised you,’ said Michael and Gabriel. ‘We’ll be really unselfish and not come to tea again till next term.’

‘Oh, Mr Bompas, I meant to have a long talk with you about your aunt,’ said Miss Doggett. ‘You must come again.’

And so, with many protests and mumbled speeches of thanks from Mr Cherry and Mr Bompas, who seemed to be having a race to see who could get out of the room first, the party broke up.

Miss Doggett followed them out into the hall, but Miss Morrow stayed to put the chairs back into their proper places. First of all she removed the crushed cactus from behind the footstool. It could easily be repotted. She was full of admiration for the skill which Mr Bompas had shown in dealing with the situation. She hadn’t believed him capable of it. Perhaps the future held something more for him than sitting in a room somewhere in Luxembourg, putting on gramophone records. She really believed that he might go farther than that, and the discovery made her glad and filled her with hope even for herself, so that she walked upstairs humming one of the tunes she had heard earlier in the afternoon.


2

THE CLEVELANDS

At the exact moment when Miss Doggett was walking up the drive to her nephew’s house, Anthea Cleveland, his daughter, was being kissed in the library. The light was on and the curtains were not drawn. And so Miss Doggett was able to see Anthea in the arms of Simon Beddoes, who was telling her that although he had not known of her existence before he entered the Clevelands’ drawing-room that afternoon, he had fallen desperately in love with her.

He had stayed on talking after the other guests had gone and, pretending an interest in some of her father’s seventeenth-century first editions, had contrived that Anthea should show him the library.

Anthea had often been kissed by undergraduates before; indeed, she was the chief reason why the sort of young men who generally avoided North Oxford tea parties would condescend to accept an invitation from the Clevelands. She was a tall, slender girl, with golden hair curling onto her shoulders and a gentle, pretty face, not too intelligent but just right for one whose only occupation in life so far had been to fall in love and be fallen in love with. She was wearing a rather sophisticated peasant dress of blue wool, embroidered with little flowers. Simon liked that. He often went to Kitzbühel for the winter sports.

‘Now you’re angry with me,’ he said in a pleading voice. They usually were at first. ‘Please don’t be angry,’ he said again, with attractive shyness.

He was dark and thin, just a little taller than she was. He had a young, lively face and charming manners. Was it necessary to go through the tedious comedy of being angry? Anthea supposed that she ought to show some kind of disapproval, because it was the first time they had met, and they were standing in a lighted, uncurtained window where anyone might see them. Perhaps, after all, she ought to explain this to him. At least she ought to try. ‘Simon,’ she began, ‘I’m not angry …’

‘You’re not angry! Darling Anthea.’ He kissed her again with even greater confidence. ‘You’re so sweet.’

‘I don’t want to be ungracious,’ said Anthea at last, ‘but we’ve got people coming to supper, and I must help to get things ready.’ She gently pushed him out into the hall.

‘But when can I see you again?’ he asked urgently. ‘I must see you tomorrow. I’ll call in the morning. Good-bye, darling. I shall think of you every moment till tomorrow,’ he called, as he went out of the front door.

It is to be hoped that he has no essay to write, thought Miss Doggett drily, as she came into the hall from the cloakroom, where she had been taking off her coat. She found Anthea gazing thoughtfully at a vase of dahlias which stood on the oak chest.

‘Doing the flowers, Anthea?’ she said brightly. It was time she found a suitable husband, she thought. It was bad for her to be hanging round Oxford with men too young for her.

‘Oh, do go into the drawing-room, Aunt Maude,’ said Anthea. ‘Father and Mother are there. Haven’t you brought Miss Morrow with you?’

‘She is coming later. I believe the vicar and his wife are expected, aren’t they? They will be able to tell us about the new curate.’
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