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      Angela Thirkell (1890–1961) was the eldest daughter of John William Mackail, a Scottish classical scholar and civil servant, and Margaret Burne-Jones. Her relatives included the pre-Raphaelite artist Edward Burne-Jones, Rudyard Kipling and Stanley Baldwin, and her godfather was J. M. Barrie. She was educated in London and Paris, and began publishing articles and stories in the 1920s. In 1931 she brought out her first book, a memoir entitled Three Houses, and in 1933 her comic novel High Rising – set in the fictional county of Barsetshire, borrowed from Trollope – met with great success. She went on to write nearly thirty Barsetshire novels, as well as several further works of fiction and non-fiction. She was twice married, and had four children.
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        George Knox, the celebrated biographer, who was incapable of doing things by halves, and indeed capable only of overdoing them, suddenly felt that as a grandfather he ought to take a large family party to the theatre. In vain did his wife point out to him that his granddaughter, being barely six months old, would certainly not be allowed to come and could not appreciate it if she did, and that the rest of his family, which consisted of his married daughter Sibyl Coates and her husband Adrian, would far rather stay in warmth and comfort in his house at Low Rising where they were staying on a visit. George Knox, who had already begun to dramatise himself as Famous Author Loves to Gather Little Ones Round Him, was so dejected by her words that she had to give in, only stipulating that he should consult their neighbour, Mrs Morland, before doing anything rash.

        ‘Because, as far as I can see, George,’ she said, ‘Tony is the only child we can get hold of, unless you wanted to take the Vicarage girls. You had better go over to High Rising and talk to Laura about it.’

        So George Knox dressed himself in a large hat and muffler as Famous Author Takes Country Walk, and went over to High Rising. Here he found Mrs Morland at tea.

        ‘Sit down, George, and have some tea,’ said Laura, ‘because you won’t have any peace in a few moments. Tony and Rose and Dora Gould insist on acting charades to me, which is terribly dull. Luckily, they take about ten times as long to get their scenes ready as they do to act them, so you can talk between whiles.’

        George Knox gratefully accepted a cup of tea and began to develop his plan for a family pantomime party, but before Laura had even begun to have the faintest idea of what he was talking about, the door burst open, and Rose was pushed in by unseen powers whose voices could be heard whispering encouragement to her from the hall. Rose advanced diffidently to Mrs Morland and twisted herself about in embarrassment.

        ‘Well, what is it, Rose?’ said Laura.

        ‘Please, Mrs Morland,’ said Rose in a painful whisper, ‘Tony says can we have Mr Knox’s hat for our next scene?’

        ‘Certainly not,’ said Laura.

        The unseen powers suddenly became silent.

        ‘You have all got hats of your own,’ said Laura. ‘Use one of them.’

        ‘Of course,’ said one of the unseen powers in a voice remarkably like Tony’s, ‘if we can’t have the hat it’s all absolutely no good. People don’t seem to understand that one must have proper hats to do acting properly.’

        ‘But, my dear Laura,’ said George Knox, ‘why this curmudgeonly attitude towards property which, after all, is not yours and for which, therefore, you need feel no responsibility? If at this festive season a hat more or less, be it mine, be it whose you will – or would it perhaps be more correct, if less euphonious, to say whose you will’s, but a truce to these idle questions – if, I say, a hat can give pleasure to man, bird, or beast, why should this pleasure be denied?’

        ‘Well, George,’ said Laura, ‘you can’t exactly call Tony and the girls men or birds or beasts, but if you don’t mind them having your hat, that’s your look out. All right, Rose, then you can have the hat.’

        Rose retired in speechless confusion.

        ‘This will be the whole word,’ said Laura to George Knox. ‘They have done three syllables and there is no doubt that they were Core and Lie and Flower, so the whole word will be “cauliflower”, but don’t guess at once, because they will be so disappointed. I couldn’t help guessing the other syllables because Tony won’t let the girls say them and when he says them himself he says them so loud that one simply can’t help knowing, however hard one tries not to.’

        The final scene of the charade exceeded Laura’s worst expectations. Rose and Dora were supposed to keep a vegetable shop and Tony to be a regular customer, though attired as he was in Rose’s coat with a little fur collar and George Knox’s hat, which was only prevented by his bat-like ears from extinguishing him entirely, he had a sinister appearance which would have made any nervous shopkeeper suspect him at once. After a long pointless conversation conducted almost entirely by Tony, who, to his mother’s horror, pretended to be drunk in a very lifelike way, he took off his hat, made a sweeping bow to the audience, and left the room.

        ‘Tony, Tony,’ shrieked the two little girls, ‘the word!’

        Tony returned, full of calm confidence, and approaching the temporary counter said, ‘I happen to have forgotten another vegetable that I wanted.’

        ‘I know what you want,’ said Dora, ‘a cau–’

        ‘You can’t know what I want, because I haven’t said it,’ interrupted Tony quickly. ‘And I don’t suppose your shop has it, so it isn’t much use my asking for it. It would have been a CAULIFLOWER. That’s the end. Do you know what the word is?’

        ‘Is it “potato”?’ asked the weak-minded Laura.

        ‘Oh, Mother!’

        ‘Or “asparagus”?’

        ‘Mother! “Asparagus” has four syllables.’

        ‘I know it, my boy, I know it,’ said George Knox with eager complacency. ‘In fact, none but a moron, and such I flatter myself I am not, though I make no pretension to intellect, could have been in doubt as to the word. It was – and I shall make no bones – a phrase, Laura, as to whose provenance I am in doubt – no circumlocutions, about telling you the conclusion at which I have arrived, a conclusion which —’

        ‘It was a jolly good charade, sir, wasn’t it?’ said Tony with honest pride. ‘I invented it all. Rose and Dora haven’t much idea of acting, but I acted in the school play, so I know all about acting, and I trained them. They haven’t much idea of talking yet, but I can do the talking. I have a kind of gift for talking.’

        ‘To tell me that fact,’ said George Knox, ‘is a work of supererogation, my boy. But as I was saying, the word which it is, I gather, my part in this entertainment to guess, that word is —’

        ‘George!’ interrupted Laura reproachfully.

        At the same moment George Knox’s hat came right down over Tony’s face, causing him to stumble over the counter and all the vegetables to fall on the floor. Tony got up and removed himself from the hat.

        ‘The word was “cauliflower”,’ he said, picking up the scattered potatoes and onions and putting them into George Knox’s hat. ‘I should have thought you would have guessed that, sir. I made it easy on purpose for you, because you aren’t very practised. I would have guessed it at once.’

        ‘But I did guess it,’ cried George Knox, much annoyed. ‘But for you and your mother, who make it impossible for me, a man of taciturn humour, ever ready to put himself in the background, to get a word in edgeways, I should long ago have told you the word. And take those onions out of my hat at once,’ he added in fury.

        ‘Yes, take them out at once, Tony,’ said Laura. ‘Mr Knox is going to take us all to the pantomime on Saturday.’

        ‘Oh, Mother! That’s the day the hounds meet near Southbridge and Dr Ford has promised to take me. Need I?’

        ‘It can’t be helped. Mr Knox has determined to take us all to the pantomime,’ said Laura rather ungratefully, ‘and there it is.’

        ‘I dare say Rose and Dora will enjoy it,’ said Tony. ‘It’s rather a treat for kids, of course. Can I wear my trouser suit, mother? And shall I have my school tie or the one I bought for myself for one and sixpence halfpenny? It’s a jolly good tie, sir,’ he said, turning to George Knox. ‘If you want to know a good shop for ties, come to me, sir.’

        Laura now had to apply herself to pacifying George Knox, suppressing Tony, and calming Rose and Dora. Luckily, the Vicarage cook arrived to fetch the girls, and as she was on extremely bad terms with Stoker the maid, she had her young charges out of the house in no time.

        ‘Now, George,’ said Laura, ‘this is an awful treat that you want to give us, but I suppose we shall have to give in. I know Anne and Adrian and Sibyl don’t want to come. Couldn’t I and the three children be a sacrifice for the rest? After all, you can’t take five grown-ups and three children even in your luxurious Rolls Royce, and I am certainly not going to drive my car up to London and back on Saturday, besides all the parking difficulties. And you are not going to hire another car, which is what I see in your eye, so we will do as I say. And after all you will look much more like a grandfather if you have three children with you than if you have a lot of grown-ups. I wouldn’t come myself, because I hate pantomimes, but I feel you need help with the children.’

        George Knox submitted and seats were procured. On the evening of Friday, Mrs Gould rang up Low Rising to say that Rose had not slept all night, had been violently over-excited all day, and was now in bed with a temperature and the beginning of one of her bad colds. Anne Knox then implored her stepson-in-law, Adrian Coates, to take Rose’s place, so that George Knox might not be disappointed of a guest.

        ‘Sibyl and I would so hate to go,’ said Anne, ‘that words could not express it. So will you be a sacrifice, Adrian?’

        Accordingly, at eleven o’clock on Saturday the Rolls Royce collected George Knox (carrying a plaid and walking stick in his self-appointed role as grandfather), Adrian, Dora, Laura and Tony from their separate abodes and took them all to London, where Adrian proposed to give them lunch at his club. As they entered the club, Tony, who had been made by common consent to sit beside the chauffeur, to whom he had given a good deal of valuable if erroneous information about racing motors and their engines, assumed the devil-may-care attitude of a man of the world and, having given his coat and school cap to the attendant, walked off nonchalantly in the wrong direction, followed by Dora.

        ‘Hi, Tony, come back,’ Adrian called after him, ‘that’s for members only.’

        Tony gave Adrian a glance of passionless scorn and followed him to the dining-room. Here, the conversation not unnaturally turned on the pantomime which they were to see.

        ‘What is it, by the way, George?’ asked Laura, in whom want of curiosity almost amounted to a vice.

        ‘Aladdin,’ said Tony. ‘Mother, didn’t you know it was Aladdin? Mother, Dora hadn’t ever read it, so I was sorry for her being so uneducated and I told her the story.’

        He broke open a large roll, put four pats of butter into it, shut it up again, and began to devour it.

        ‘You won’t have any appetite left if you eat all that bread to begin with,’ said Adrian.

        ‘But, sir, I’m hungry.’

        ‘Is there any reason, Adrian, why my child should not eat if he is hungry?’ said Laura majestically.

        Adrian was so quelled by this remark that he did not like to protest when Tony, having put about an ounce of pepper into his soup, sneezed until his friends began to despair of his recovery, nor when he took his chicken’s wishbone in his fingers and gnawed it as clean as Bishop Hatto. But when, to impress Dora, he put a whole mince-pie into his mouth at once, his mother, who had been talking earnestly to George Knox, suddenly became aware of him.

        ‘No, Tony. Not all in your mouth at once,’ said she in a voice which immediately commanded the attention of all the neighbouring tables. But it was too late, and Tony was obliged to do a great deal of violent masticating before he could get enough mouth-room to exculpate himself.

        ‘But, Mother, Dora is rather sad because Rose can’t come, aren’t you, Dora? So I was amusing her. I thought you liked me to be kind to people, Mother. Can I have another mince-pie, because I’m hungry?’

        When Laura looked round the second mince-pie had vanished with such celerity that she expected to see her son burst before her eyes, but as he appeared to be quite well, and Dora was giggling with admiration, she only told Tony to wipe some of the pastry crumbs off his mouth, a request which he took in very bad part, flapping his face with his table napkin as one who was being taken upon and overdriven by Egyptian taskmasters. Just then, George Knox discovered it was high time to be off, so the children were hustled into their coats and the party got into the car. Tony asked to be allowed to drive inside.

        ‘I thought you liked driving with the chauffeur,’ said Laura.

        ‘Well, Mother, that’s all very well in the country, but in London it’s rather different. One of the chaps who was up for the hols might see me.’

        Laura was prepared to be unsympathetic, but Adrian, who remembered how tremendously the opinion of one’s school friends mattered at that age, kindly squashed him into the car.

        ‘If there had been more of us, I should have taken the front row of the dress circle,’ said George Knox sadly, ‘but as things are, I have got a box.’

        At this news Tony and Dora gasped. Neither of them had ever been in a box before and this represented the most romantic of their dreams. Tony was the first to recover his poise.

        ‘Of course, I always sit in the Royal Box in my Morland theatre,’ he said carelessly, ‘but I just happen not to have been in one in London. You can’t have been in one in Dorland,’ he added hastily to Dora, ‘because your Dorland theatre hasn’t got any boxes, only stalls and dress circle.’

        But when the full glory of the best box with a private sitting-room behind it burst upon his view, Tony was for once entirely silenced. In a holy rapture he wandered from one to the other, drinking in their glories, their red satin curtains, their gilded chairs with red plush seats. Finally, with a sigh of satisfaction, he established himself in an armchair, assuming the world-weary expression of one who is satiated with the gayer side of life. Laura and Adrian sat behind, putting George Knox, as professional grandfather and founder of the feast, in front with the two children. George enjoyed every moment with loud and violent appreciation. Laura was bored nearly to distraction, but found pleasure in watching her son’s profile, silhouetted against the dazzling lights of the stage, immobile except for an occasional twitch. It was evident that he considered any outward manifestation of pleasure as beneath his dignity. Even tea and cakes in the private sitting-room could not break down his stoical attitude, and he returned to his seat without having committed himself by a single word.

        ‘Well, my boy,’ said George Knox as the curtain fell for the second interval. ‘And how do you like it?’

        ‘It’s fairly decent, sir,’ said Tony kindly. ‘I should think the princess is quite about twenty-five, but she looks quite young. I don’t think much of the band, do you, sir? It’s —’

        Here he broke off and turned to his mother. His face was alight with enthusiasm and his voice had lost all its world-weariness as he pulled his mother by her dress, exclaiming in a loud voice, ‘Oh, Mother, who do you think I’ve seen?’

        ‘The Prince of Wales?’ said Laura, looking wildly round.

        ‘Mother! I mean really important. Look, Mother, over there in the dress circle. It’s old Donk. Mother, do you think he can see me? What will he think when he sees me in a box, Mother? Can I go and talk to him? Mother, he hasn’t seen me yet. I’ll hypnotise him to make him see me.’

        ‘You can’t,’ said Dora. ‘Hypnotism’s all rubbish. Daddy said so.’

        ‘I bet you I can,’ said Tony, and hanging over the edge of the box in a way which caused his mother’s heart to palpitate with anxiety, he made various cabalistic signs, which if they did not succeed in hypnotising Master Wesendonck to look, at least attracted the attention of the greater part of the audience.

        ‘Tony! Don’t lean over like that,’ said his agonised mother. ‘You’ll fall into the orchestra and be killed.’

        But before this misfortune could occur, Master Wesendonck’s eye had been caught. Tony gave a gasp of relief and sank back into his chair, from which he waved a languid hand at his friend, followed by various grimaces which evidently alluded to school jokes and were taken in excellent part by his fellow-pupil. All too soon the curtain rose again for the last act, but Tony’s spirits were now completely restored. Delicious high-pitched laughter broke uncontrollably from him at intervals. When the Widow Twankey became entangled in the clothes-horse and the mangle, he rocked backwards and forwards in an ecstasy of joy, kicking the front of the box with his shoes and making the legs of his chair bump on the ground with the vehemence of his pleasure. Wrapt in a romantic trance, drunk with the Widow and overjoyed by the presence of his friend among the audience, he was impervious to the tweaks and hushes from his elders. By the time the performance ended, all three grown-ups were cross and exhausted, but Tony rose radiant from his seat.

        ‘Jolly good performance,’ he said kindly to his host. ‘Mother, did you hear me laughing at the funny parts? I have a good kind of laugh and I expect the actors liked it. I wonder if Donk heard me, Mother. Mr Knox, can we wait at the door and see if we can see Donk?’

        Laura gave no encouragement to this plan, but by the greatest good luck as they stood waiting for George Knox’s car, Master Wesendonck, supported by a mother and sisters, hove in sight.

        ‘Hullo, Donk,’ said Tony in a loud voice. ‘Pretty rotten show, wasn’t it, but I laughed at some of the bits. Did you hear me laughing? I was in a box.’

        Master Wesendonck nodded silently and passed on.

        ‘Good old Donk,’ said Tony contentedly. ‘He enjoyed the pantomime awfully. I expect he’ll tell the other chaps he saw me in a box with my trouser suit on. Do you think he noticed my trouser suit, Mother?’

        But his mother hurled him into the car.

        The drive home was George Knox’s opportunity, and he delivered himself upon every topic of the day with violence and fluency, while Tony, who normally would have given his valueless views, sat in a dream. When they got to High Rising, George Knox got out first.

        ‘Good God, Laura,’ he said, anxiously fumbling about for the switch that turned on the inside lights. ‘I have trodden on something human.’

        He found the switch and light flooded the car. On the floor of the car lay a horrible dark-looking mess with pieces of something white sticking to it.

        ‘Oh Mother, it’s my mince-pie,’ said Tony indignantly.

        ‘What on earth did you want any more mince-pies for?’ asked his exhausted mother.

        ‘Mother, I didn’t. It was for Rose, She couldn’t have a treat, so I saved my other mince-pie for her and I had it in my school cap, but it must have fallen out.’

        ‘Never mind, Tony,’ said Dora, also in harmony with all the world. ‘I won’t tell Rose, and then she won’t know.’

        ‘Right-oh,’ said Tony, ‘then I’ll eat it myself,’ and scooping the mangled mince-pie off the floor, he put it all into his mouth.

        ‘Thanks awfully, sir,’ he said to George Knox, his articulation much impeded by the squashed pie. ‘It was a ripping show and it was frightful luck to see old Donk.’

        And then he followed his mother into the house.
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