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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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        … Le temps adoucira les choses,

        Et tous deux vous aurez des roses

        Plus que vous n’en saurez cueillir…
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              Mr Middleton is Alarmed
            

          

        

      

      The owner of Laverings looked out of his bedroom window on a dewy June morning. Not the large window that commanded a gently sloping view to the south of his garden, his meadows, and a wooded plain with hills beyond, but the side window to the east that overlooked the little lane. In his hand he held a letter, with whose contents he angrily refreshed his mind from time to time. Neither the mild June air, nor the beneficent warmth of the sun, could counteract the evil impression that the morning post had made. Everything conspired against him, down to the fact that the White House, whose garden marched with his own, was undoubtedly empty, so that there was no valid excuse for not letting it to people that he didn’t particularly want as tenants. Not that he disliked his widowed sister, Mrs Stonor, but her two grown-up stepchildren were an almost unknown quantity and might come bursting into his privacy with the ease of neighbours who are remote connexions by marriage and annoy him very much. All he knew about the young Stonors was that the son was delicate and the daughter, as he shudderingly remembered her, not delicate at all, and at the moment both states of health seemed to him equally repulsive.

      Giving his camel hair dressing-gown a petulant twitch he walked back to the table where his breakfast tray and his letters had been put. The cup of coffee that he had poured out ten minutes ago was now tepid with a crinkling skin on its surface. It was more than flesh and blood could stand. He strode to the door, opened it and bellowed his wife’s name into the passage. No one answered. He banged the door to, spooned the horrid skin clumsily into the saucer, drank the tepid coffee to which nauseating fragments of milky blanket still clung, and looked at the rest of his post. Business, letters from the office, contractors’ estimates. He slammed them angrily down again and returned to the east window, chewing the cud of his resentment against his sister, who by her inconsiderate wish to spend the summer near him had entirely and eternally wrecked his peace of mind.

      Presently a creaking sound became audible, then the clop of a horse’s hoofs at a slow walk, then a gentle clatter of harness and trappings, the encouraging voice of a carter. Round the corner of the lane came a bright blue farm cart with red wheels, drawn by a benevolent monster with long hairy trousers and a shining coat. The cart was laden with early hay, and one axle was in sore need of greasing. Perched sideways behind the monster’s hind quarters was a middle-aged man, giving monosyllabic instructions to the horse who took no notice at all, knowing by long practice exactly what his driver was going to say. On the side of the cart was painted in slanting white lettering:

      
         

        J. MIDDLETON ESQ. 

        LAVERINGS FARM

      

      At the sight of this equipage the watcher from the window felt an exquisite sense of peace and well-being steal over him. There are various degrees of fame. Some would give their name to a rose, some to a mountain, some to a sauce or a pudding, but John Middleton’s secret ambition, ever since boyhood, had been to have a farm cart of his own with his name painted on it. He became vaguely conscious that earth held nothing more satisfying than to look out of one’s window on a summer morning, warmed by coffee, glowing with anticipation of a visit from one’s only sister and her stepchildren, and see a blue farm cart with red wheels, drawn by an imperturbable cart-horse, driven by Tom Pucken, containing fragrant hay, emblazoned with one’s own name.

      ‘Morning, Pucken,’ Mr Middleton shouted from the window.

      Tom Pucken looked up, showing a handsome, crafty, weather-lined face, touched his disgraceful almost brimless hat, shouted some pre-Conquest instructions to his horse, and was carried away towards the gate that led to the farm. Mr Middleton, refreshed by this encounter, took off his camel hair dressing-gown, finished dressing, and went in search of his wife. But he did not, as one might have expected, go out of his bedroom and down the staircase.

      In his earnest desire to make life really comfortable for himself he had arranged his house in an unusual way. For at least four hundred years there had been a farm at Laverings and for most of that time it had been in the possession of the same family, passing sometimes to a son, sometimes to a daughter and the husband, so that however often the name may have changed, the blood was the same. Even so the farmhouse itself had been altered, pulled down in parts and rebuilt, added to, occasionally burnt, but had kept its own spirit and the name of its original builder. When the last owner, having ruined himself by building the White House and trying to be gentry instead of sticking to the farm, decided to sell the place and go to join a cousin with a motor works in Canada, most of the land had been bought by neighbouring farmers, but the house, with a few acres round it, remained derelict.

      John Middleton, a rising architect, happened to pass Laverings on a walking tour, recognized it at once as his house, but could not afford to buy it. He had a simple confidence that he would always in the end get what he wanted, a confidence which so far had never been disappointed, though a generous habit of mind and an aged mother to support made it very difficult for him to save money. For ten years Laverings remained empty and desolate. At the end of this time a very unpleasant gentleman called Sir Ogilvy Hibberd suddenly made an offer for it. The county, who disliked and resented Sir Ogilvy because he was a Liberal and not quite the sort we want (though admitting that there had been some perfectly presentable Liberals only one didn’t really know them), suddenly resolved itself into a kind of informal Committee of Hatred, with Lord Bond of Staple Park near Skeynes, well known for having voted against Clause Three of the Root Vegetables Bill, in the chair. Lord Bond, who had more money than he knew what to do with, was pushed by his masterful wife into buying Laverings, together with the White House and four large fields, while Sir Ogilvy Hibberd bought ‘The Cedars’, Muswell Hill, which had come into the market on the death of the Hon. Mrs C. Augustus Fortescue (Fifi), only child and heiress of Bunyan, First Baron Alberfylde.

      Lord Bond had felt for some time that there ought to be a sound man at Laverings. What Lord Bond meant by a sound man no one quite knew, nor, apart from a strong feeling against anyone from Cambridge, did he, but a chance meeting with Mr Middleton settled his mind for him. Mr Middleton talked to Lord Bond for an hour and a quarter without stopping and Lord Bond invited Mr Middleton to stay with him at Staple Park. On Sunday afternoon he walked his guest over to Laverings to see the repairs he was doing on the house. By Sunday night Lord Bond, a little dazed, had offered Mr Middleton a long lease of the house at an absurdly low figure and promised to make all the alterations that his new tenant wanted. Mr Middleton at once decided to have the east end of the house entirely to himself, using the original kitchen as a library with the old back stairs communicating directly with a bedroom, bathroom and dressing-room, which he also used as a work-room, on the floor above. His mother, who was unwillingly installed in the country, preferred a hipbath in her bedroom and soon languished and died. Her son mourned her sincerely with the largest wreath of expensive flowers that Skeynes had ever seen, which was described in the local paper as a floral tribute, and then forgot about her, except when sentiment got the better of him.

      For ten more years Mr Middleton lived alone at Laverings in great happiness, going to town from Tuesday to Friday every week, working with concentrated violence on Monday and Saturday morning and talking to weekend guests from Saturday afternoon till late on Sunday night or well into the small hours of Monday morning. During this time he set up as a very mild amateur gentleman farmer and had lately added to the little herd of cows; he already possessed the blue farm cart with red wheels whose acquaintance we have just made.

      When Mr Middleton met his future wife she was an orphan and over thirty and Mr Middleton was nearly fifty, so it seemed a suitable marriage enough and they had a large wedding in London with a reception at the Bonds’ town mansion in Grosvenor Place and the bride said Thank Goodness now she need never see any of her family again. So she never did, for they lived in quite another county and hunted. Mr and Mrs Middleton had no children, but, as Catherine Middleton truly said, once one had got over the mortification it was really a very pleasant life.

       

      So Mr Middleton went out by the door that led to his little back stair and descended to the library, a large, low, sunny room, with a French window on to the garden, lined with books, furnished with one very comfortable chair, a few less comfortable ones, three large tables heaped with books and papers, and a piano which no one ever played. He looked at the table where material for an article for the Journal of the Royal Institute of British Architects was accumulating, put his morning’s post on another table and again bellowed aloud for his wife. This time his appeal met with more success, for Mrs Middleton, who had been doing a little gardening, heard his call and came across the lawn. Her husband went out onto the flagged terrace to meet her and affectionately kissed the top of her head. Not that Catherine Middleton was a small woman, but Mr Middleton’s impressive bulk, topped by a slightly bald leonine head, was apt to make everyone else look frail and insignificant.

      ‘How are you this morning, darling?’ said Mrs Middleton. ‘You look very nice and peculiar.’

      ‘I fail to see anything peculiar about myself,’ said Mr Middleton.

      ‘That is because you can’t see yourself, Jack,’ said his wife. ‘You really look very nice and I like you just as you are.’

      Mrs Middleton did not exaggerate in calling her husband’s appearance peculiar, for ever since he had bought the farm cart, he had thrown himself vehemently into the part of gentleman farmer and, after a severe struggle with his tailor, ordered his clothes accordingly. This morning he was dressed in a blue shirt, a kind of shooting jacket in large checks with pockets capacious enough for a poacher, orange tawny plus fours, canvas gaiters and heavy nailed shoes. It is true that no gentleman farmer off or even on the stage ever wore so preposterous an outfit or wore it so unconsciously, but to go about looking like an eccentric gave Mr Middleton such unalloyed pleasure that his wife had not the heart to point out to him the marks his nailed shoes made on the parquet floor of the library.

      ‘I am glad you can tolerate me as I am,’ said Mr Middleton, still suspicious, ‘for at my age it is very improbable that I shall change. Had I been a younger man when you married me, Catherine, a man more suited to you in age, you might have remoulded my life, shaped me again to your liking. But you took pity on an ageing wreck, your young life twined itself round the rugged roots of a storm-shattered tree, and I cannot alter my way of living, I cannot change my spots.’

      ‘I do love the way you say everything twice over,’ said Mrs Middleton, ‘and I would hate you to change your spots. What were you calling me for?’

      Mr Middleton’s impressive face dissolved in a flash and became as formless as water.

      ‘I called you because I needed you,’ he said, suddenly becoming a heartbroken child. ‘I called you once and you did not come.’

      ‘And then you called me again and I did,’ said his wife, whose adoration of her husband was unshadowed by any illusions about him. ‘Can I do anything?’

      ‘It is my sister Lilian,’ said Mr Middleton, recovering himself under his wife’s bracing want of sympathy. ‘I had a letter from her this morning. It is here, in my pocket. No, it is not. You see, Catherine, my memory is not what it was. It is on the library table.’

      He turned and went indoors followed by Mrs Middleton.

      ‘Sit down, Catherine,’ said Mr Middleton, seating himself in the one comfortable chair, ‘and I will read Lilian’s letter aloud.’

      When he had done so his wife asked him to give her the letter as it was much easier to understand things if one read them oneself. Rather offended he handed over the letter with a pained and studied courtesy which Catherine ignored.

      ‘That sounds very nice,’ she said as she gave it back to him. ‘The White House is quite ready and aired. It only needs the beds making up and it will be great fun to have Lilian and the children, and as she says she will bring her own maid there will be no difficulty at all.’

      ‘Children!’ said Mr Middleton.

      ‘Well, Denis is twenty-five and Daphne is four years younger, and I could be their mother at a pinch. And at another pinch you could just be their grandfather, I suppose. I mean if you had had a son when you were sixteen and he had had a son when he was sixteen, that’s thirty-two and you are sixty-two, so Denis could be thirty, which leaves him several years to the good.’

      ‘Why Lilian had to marry a retired Colonel who did nothing but die and leave her with two grown-up stepchildren, I don’t know,’ said Mr Middleton, determined to have a grievance.

      ‘I daresay she didn’t either,’ said Mrs Middleton placidly. ‘One usually doesn’t. Falling in love makes one do very peculiar things. Look at us. There couldn’t be two people less suited, but we simply had to get married. I do love you, Jack.’

      Mr Middleton looked at his wife and his face which had been wearing an uneasy irritated expression melted to pure tenderness, a look that always pierced his wife’s heart, though she did not think it good for him to know this, so she asked when Mrs Stonor wanted to come. Her husband said next week and this was one of his working days and she must know that if he could not break the back of the day’s work before lunch he might as well retire and leave his practice to a younger man. So she laid her hand on his shoulder and went across the garden to the White House.

       

      Lord Bond when he bought the property had so altered and improved the White House that it made a very pleasant residence, forming part of the Laverings estate. Up till the beginning of the year it had been let to the widow of a retired General, and when she died Mr Middleton decided to keep it as an overflow lodging for his weekend parties or to lend or let it to friends. Sarah Pucken, the carter’s wife, was willing to oblige when the house was full and could usually produce a daughter for emergencies. Mrs Pucken had been a kitchenmaid at Staple Park before she married and knew her place to quite an alarming extent. It still pained her to feel that her husband was one of the lower class, but she fed him very well and allowed him half a crown a week out of his wages for himself. Her three elder daughters were all in service in good houses. Two were still at home and showed rebellious symptoms of wishing to go into Woolworth’s, but their masterful mother had already found a place as kitchenmaid with Mrs Palmer at Worsted for Ireen whom no one but Mrs Middleton called Irene, and had her eye on a sixth housemaid’s place for Lou. This youngest scion of the Puckens had been christened Lucasta after Lady Bond, who had with overpowering condescension personally stood godmother to her ex-kitchenmaid’s child, but it was well understood by the village that the name Lucasta was no more to be used than the best parlour.

      Mrs Middleton went down the flagged path, through the gate, across the lane and in at the White House gate. With the key that she had brought with her she unlocked the front door. To her surprise she heard voices at the back of the house and going to the kitchen found Mrs Pucken and Lou having what Mrs Pucken called a good clean. Everything in the kitchen was wet. The kitchen table was lying on its side while Lou scrubbed the bottoms of its legs and her mother scrubbed out the drawer. Mrs Middleton stopped short on the step that led down to the kitchen and was one of the architect’s mistakes, and surveying the damp scene with interest, said Good morning to Mrs Pucken.

      ‘I dessay you was quite surprised to see me and Lou, madam,’ said Mrs Pucken in the voice of a conjurer who has produced a rabbit from a top hat. ‘I was just passing the remark to Lou that Mrs Middleton would be quite surprised to see me and her, didn’t I, Lou?’

      ‘Mum said you would be quite surprised seeing her and me,’ said Lou, whom no efforts of her mother’s could bring to say Madam, although she had no wish to be impolite.

      ‘Well, I am surprised,’ said Mrs Middleton, feeling that by making this confession she might escape a repetition of the statement. ‘And,’ she continued hurriedly, ‘I was just coming to ask you to give the house a good dusting as soon as you had time, because Mr Middleton’s sister, Mrs Stonor, is coming down next week with her stepson and stepdaughter.’

      ‘There now, Lou, what did I tell you?’ said Mrs Pucken. ‘When Miss Phipps at the Post Office told me there was a letter from Mrs Stonor gone up to Laverings I said to Pucken, Depend on it, Pucken, I said, we shall be having Mrs Stonor down on us before we can turn round. So I hurried up with Pucken’s breakfast and brought Lou along with me to give the kitchen a good clean out. When did you expect Mrs Stonor and the young lady and gentleman, madam?’

      Mrs Middleton had long ago accepted Miss Phipps’s inquisitions into the mail bag and was indeed inclined to admire her unerring memory for every correspondent’s handwriting. Miss Phipps took the broadest view of His Majesty’s Post Office regulations and would always keep letters back at the shop instead of sending them up to Laverings if Mr Middleton telephoned that he was going up to town by the early train and would call in for his. More than once had she allowed him to hunt through the bag for his own letters, open them and alter a word or a figure, and if Laverings wanted to ring up any neighbour she always knew if the person wanted was at home, calling on a neighbour, or shopping at Winter Overcotes where the chemist would take a message. As she had never put her power and knowledge to any but kindly uses no complaint had ever been made and the Inspector, though he vaguely suspected something, could not put his finger on it.

      Mrs Middleton said she expected the Stonors on Saturday week.

      ‘There,’ said Mrs Pucken, sitting back on her heels, ‘it’s a good thing I’ve got the kitchen clean. Monday me and Lou can do out the drawing-room and Tuesday the dining-room and Wednesday the best bedroom and Thursday —’

      ‘But you did them out only last week, after Mr Cameron had been here,’ said Mrs Middleton, who had housed her husband’s partner and another member of the firm at the White House for a weekend.

      ‘I like that Mr Cameron,’ said Mrs Pucken reflectively, ‘and Lou wished she had his photo, didn’t you, Lou?’

      Lou giggled and set the table on its legs again.

      ‘But I couldn’t let Mrs Stonor come in here not without I give the rooms a proper cleaning, madam,’ said Mrs Pucken, suddenly becoming businesslike. ‘Come along, Lou. There’s some nice suds in the pail and you can wash the scullery floor. I remember Miss Stonor as well as if it was yesterday, the time she came down to Laverings and the Jersey was ill. Miss Stonor was up with her all night and Pucken said she had a heap of sense, madam, not like some young ladies. Mr Middleton quite took on about that Jersey, didn’t he, madam, Lily Langtry, that was her name.’

      Casting her mind back to the last visit the young Stonors had paid them three or four years earlier, Mrs Middleton thought that ‘put out’ but imperfectly represented her husband’s state of mind at the time. His anxiety for his best cow to whom he believed himself to be fondly attached, though he never knew her from her fellows, was combined with intense distaste for the medical details that his sister’s stepdaughter poured out at every meal during her attendance on the invalid.

      ‘And young Mr Stonor, he was took dreadful,’ Mrs Pucken continued, enjoying her own reminiscences. ‘The doctor come twice a day for a week and he looked like a corpse. I do hope he’s better now, madam.’

      Yes, reflected Mrs Middleton, that part of the young Stonors’ visit had not been a success either. It was not poor Denis’s fault that he had been delicate and still got bronchitis when other people were having sunstroke, nor was it his stepmother’s fault that she had been in America at the time and could not come and nurse him herself. But Mr Middleton, while generously supplying money for nurses and doctors, had deeply resented the presence of an invalid in his comfortable house. He had a kind of primitive animal hatred of any kind of illness, except his own occasional colds which were in a way sacred and drove every other subject out of the conversation. Even his wife’s rare ailments drove him almost to frenzy with fear and dislike and it was tacitly understood that no servant must be seen if she was coughing or looked pale. The result of Denis’s unlucky illness had been that Mr Middleton nearly quarrelled with his sister on her return from America and had refused to ask the Stonors to the house again. Mrs Stonor, who really loved her brother, had concocted with her sister-in-law this plan for taking the White House, hoping that at a safe distance he and her stepchildren would get on. If only Denis would keep well and Daphne would be a little less healthy Mrs Middleton thought it might do, and she looked forward to the Stonors as next-door neighbours.

      ‘Yes, he is better, Mrs Pucken,’ she said, ‘and working very hard. You know he writes music’

      ‘Yes indeed, madam,’ said Mrs Pucken pityingly, for as she afterwards said to Lou no one didn’t write music. Play the piano, or the ocarina, or turn the radio on, yes: but write, no. Then she disappeared into the scullery with the nice suds and Mrs Middleton went upstairs. The bedrooms looked spotless in spite of Mrs Pucken’s threats of cleaning. Mrs Middleton automatically straightened one or two pictures which Mrs Pucken would certainly put askew again as she dusted them, and looked out of the window. Through a little silver birch, across the cheerful flower borders and the grass, she saw Laverings comfortably mellow red in the sunlight and could almost see, through the open library window, her husband wrestling with his article for the Journal of the R.I.B.A. Her heart suddenly swelled with affection for her large, overpowering autocrat, who bullied his clients so unmercifully and needed her own strength for his own weakness. How weak he was very few people besides his wife knew. Mrs Middleton thought of them. Lilian Stonor had never admitted it, but Mrs Middleton had once or twice caught a fleeting glance that told her how exactly Jack was estimated by his sister. Mrs Pucken, of all people, knew it and stood in no fear of the roaring domestic tyrant at all. As for Alister Cameron, the junior partner of the firm, she never quite knew what he knew. For ten years he had worked assiduously and untiringly with Mr Middleton, shouldering all the drudgery of the office and never putting himself forward. Beyond the fact that he was absolutely trustworthy, read the classics for his own pleasure, reviewed books on them with cold fury, and had rooms in the Temple, no one knew much about him. That he loved and admired Mr Middleton, she knew. How much his love was the protective pity that she herself often felt she did not quite want to guess. That her husband was a brilliant architect, a most unusual organizer and had an astounding gift for seizing the moment and making money for his firm she was well aware, but she feared that one serious check in his hitherto unchecked career might find him out. She had once hinted at something of the kind to Mr Cameron. He had listened attentively and then said that success could make people very vulnerable. ‘But,’ he added, ‘he will always recover himself because whatever events may do, you won’t let him down, nor, though that is a minor consideration, shall I.’ Mrs Middleton had been much comforted by this remark and she and Mr Cameron had become in a gentlemanly and unemotional way very fast friends. It was one of her treats when she went to town to have lunch in Mr Cameron’s rooms and exchange some ordinary remarks and share some unembarrassed silences before going on to a theatre, or a shop, or a hairdresser. And for her Mr Cameron would occasionally drop his pose of detached tolerance and say exactly what he thought about women undergraduates or the Master of Lazarus’s views on Plotinus, using his guest as an audience as freely as if he were Mr Middleton himself.

      She had sometimes in the earlier days of their acquaintance indulged in sentimental and romantic speculation about his past, imagining him like George Warrington, a blighting marriage or a dead romance in his background. But this pleasing illusion was dispelled one day when they were talking about husbands and wives (with special reference to Lord and Lady Bond) and Mr Cameron had said he had never yet seen anyone he wanted to marry and hoped he never would, having had his blood curdled by two aunts and a governess in early life.

      After that Mrs Middleton had with feminine perversity felt obliged to gather the nicest girls in the neighbourhood to Laverings for his benefit, but though he was only about her own age they had all treated him as an uncle at sight and flung their arms round his neck with a freedom that certainly did not betoken any serious feelings.

      In the distance Mrs Middleton could hear the stable clock chiming eleven from Staple Park and roused herself. There was shopping to be done in the village, the report of the District Nursing Association of which she was secretary to be finished, and a dozen small household odds and ends awaiting her. Alister Cameron was coming down on Saturday week, the Stonors would be arriving on the same day and perhaps he and Daphne – and then she laughed at herself for trying once more to melt Alister’s flinty heart and went off to the garage to get her car.
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      On the Saturday morning of the following week Mr Cameron left the office with his weekend suitcase and made his way by underground to Waterloo. The one through train to Skeynes (for by all others you have to change at Winter Overcotes) was on the point of starting. The guard, who knew Mr Cameron, held a door open and called to him to jump in, which he did just as the train began to pull out. The exertion of jumping in and the slight jolt as the train began to move caused him to stumble against some legs and he apologized.

      ‘It’s all right,’ said the owner of the legs, a girl who was doing a crossword.

      Mr Cameron put his suitcase on the rack, looked to see whether it was a smoking-carriage, and saw with slight regret that it wasn’t. The 11.47 was always rather full on Saturdays and the only vacant place was next to the girl over whose legs he had stumbled. So he sat down in it and being rather tired after some late nights and heavy days went to sleep, or at any rate passed into a state of suspended animation which lasted till the train got to Winter Overcotes. Here some rather primitive shunting which was being done by a white horse harnessed to some goods trucks made such a noise that he woke up and found most of the passengers had got out. A young man and a woman were in the two far corners reading and the girl next to him was still doing her crossword. As he had very good long sight he could not help seeing that she had made very little progress since Waterloo and the words she had tentatively filled in were in several cases incorrect. At the moment she was struggling with 7 down, the clue to which was ‘To-morrow to… woods and pastures new (Milton), 5.’ With fascination he watched his neighbour think, frown, lick her pencil and finally write the word Green in block letters. He could hardly control himself.

      ‘I say, Denis,’ said the girl. ‘This seems all wrong. If I put Green for 7 down it makes sense all right but the letters don’t seem to fit. I mean I’d got Socrates for 5 across, because it says “This call for help contains a large parcel,” which was pretty good work, but now it will have to be Socratee. Do you think they spelt it Socratee sometimes? I mean in the accusative or something?’

      The young man, evidently Denis, said he simply couldn’t think.

      ‘Oh, but then it wouldn’t be S.O.S. for the call for help but S.O.E.,’ said the girl. ‘I expect the man that wrote it did it all wrong. Someone told me that they stick next day’s crossword up in the office, I mean the squares of it, and anyone who comes along can put in a word, so someone who didn’t know much about Greek plays put it in wrong.’

      ‘Sophocles you mean,’ said Denis.

      ‘That wouldn’t do,’ said the girl after a moment’s hard thinking, ‘unless you spelt it like sofa; because it’s only eight letters.’

      Mr Cameron could bear it no longer.

      ‘Excuse me,’ he said, ‘but I couldn’t help seeing over your shoulder. It ought to be fresh.’

      ‘What ought?’ said the girl, evidently willing to receive any new idea but quite at sea as to his meaning.

      ‘Green of course,’ said the woman, who had come closer to the girl and was looking at the clues.

      ‘Oh, you mean it ought to be fresh,’ said the girl, licking her pencil again and blacking in the word Fresh. ‘Well, they ought to explain properly and anyway they’ve got two letters the same. If I were the editor I’d see they did the crossword properly. Green woods is just as good as fresh woods.’

      ‘It’s really Milton’s fault,’ said Mr Cameron apologetically.

      ‘Oh, I did see it said Milton,’ said the girl, ‘but I didn’t quite get the idea. Thanks awfully. Could you do any more of it?’

      Crosswords were like drink to Mr Cameron, who willingly took the job and finished it before the train had reached Skeynes, in spite of the Worsted tunnel where the railway company, in accordance with a tradition dating from the days of oil lamps, refused to put on any lights and the carriage windows were obscured with a sulphurous deposit that did not melt away till the train was half-way down the valley on the other side.

      ‘Well, thanks awfully,’ said the girl as the train slowed down for Skeynes. ‘We’re getting out here. Lilian, here we are.’

      The woman shut her book and put it into a small suitcase. As she stood up, Mr Cameron saw her face properly for the first time and recognized it. He got out of the carriage with his suitcase and called a porter, whom he delivered over to his fellow travellers.

      ‘Oh, thank you so much,’ said the woman, and then she looked questioningly at him.

      ‘Yes, we have met,’ said Mr Cameron. ‘It was stupid of me not to recognize you at once. My name is Cameron. I’m your brother’s partner.’

      ‘Of course,’ said Mrs Stonor. ‘I met you once at Laverings. These are my stepchildren, Denis and Daphne. Denis has just had influenza. Are you going to stay with Jack? I have taken the White House for the summer. I asked Catherine to send a taxi to meet us, so perhaps we could give you a lift.’

      As she was speaking they walked up the platform towards the exit, through which from the booking office surged the form of Mr Middleton, intent upon meeting his sister and her party. He was in his country squire’s dress, carrying the very large stick with which it was his habit to incommode himself on his walks. As he caught sight of his sister he raised the stick in greeting.

      ‘Lilian!’ he exclaimed, trying to throw into the name a wealth of meaning intended to disguise the fact that he didn’t know what to say.

      ‘That is very nice of you to come and meet us, Jack,’ said Mrs Stonor, ‘and if you would put your stick out of Daphne’s eye I could kiss you. Mr Cameron, would you mind helping me with the luggage? I can’t remember if I had twelve things in the van or thirteen, and the children are always ashamed of me in public’

      She drifted away followed by Mr Cameron.

      ‘That’s all right,’ said Daphne, as she got in under her step-uncle’s guard and banged her face against his cheek.

      ‘Wait a moment,’ said Mr Middleton, slightly annoyed. ‘I will give the stick to Flora. She loves to carry it for me. Flora! Flora! Where are you?’

      A stout brown spaniel who had been sending a crate of hens into hysterics by sniffing at the wooden bars, looked with kindly contempt at Mr Middleton, wagged her tail and sat down. Daphne laughed a hearty laugh and said Flora was too fat to move.

      ‘She is not fat,’ said Mr Middleton indignantly. ‘She is twelve years old and needs her food. Flora! Come and take stick. Take stick for master.’

      Flora slapped the platform with her tail and smiled tolerantly.

      ‘Dog won’t bite pig, pig won’t get over the stile,’ murmured Denis. ‘How do you do, sir.’

      Mr Middleton looked coldly at his step-nephew, but could not ignore Denis’s outstretched hand and had to shake it. Mrs Stonor with Mr Cameron in attendance was still fussing over her trunks outside the luggage van and Mr Middleton had leisure to inspect the young Stonors whom he had not seen for two or three years. They were much as he remembered them and his memories were unsympathetic. Daphne was certainly a very handsome girl but had what appeared to him a terrifying air of good-humour and determination. Besides, she had called Flora fat. As for Denis, he was even taller and thinner than in Mr Middleton’s recollection. Huddled in a long coat on a balmy June day, his large dark eyes ringed with the marks of suffering, he reminded his step-uncle too much of an organ-grinder’s monkey. When Flora waddled up and inspected the newcomer’s legs and Denis, stooping, took off his glove and patted her, his long bony hand seemed to Mr Middleton to increase the resemblance, and he felt the vague unreasonable distaste that always overcame him at the sight of illness. To make up for this uncharitable feeling he informed Denis that Flora liked him.

      ‘I wish I could think so,’ said Denis, slowly straightening himself and putting his glove on again. ‘I am afraid she knows I don’t like her. Dogs always come to me because they know I see through them and they enjoy it. They are such masochists. I am always polite to them, but I wouldn’t care if I never saw another one again. What a charming station you have, sir.’

      Mr Middleton became a prey to mingled emotions. To his mind, quick to grasp essentials, it was clear that Lilian’s stepson was going to be a perpetual annoyance to him. He didn’t like young men who wore gloves in the country and camel hair coats; people who didn’t like Flora he could not abide. That a good many of his friends had no particular affection for her he was not unaware, but so long as they veiled their true sentiments under a decent veil of hypocrisy he was willing to take a surface value. Young Stonor’s analysis of his and Flora’s reactions he found almost indecent. Nor did he at all like the easy way in which the boy had dismissed Flora and condescended about the station. He looked angrily round. Charming appeared to him the last word one would choose for Skeynes station. It represented what might be called Mid-Victorian functional railway architecture, as far removed from the Gothic romanticism of Shrewsbury on the one hand as it was from the modern station with circular booking office, elliptical signal boxes and stepped-back waiting-rooms on the other. There was a decent squat row of grey brick offices with wooden floors which were watered from time to time during the hot weather to lay the dust that they engendered; the booking office and entrance hall still contained one of those advertisements, now much valued by connoisseurs, of a storage and removal firm whose vans had the peculiar property of exhibiting one side and one end simultaneously; the station-master had a little office chokingly heated by a stove with a red-hot iron chimney and furnished with yellowing crackling documents impaled on spikes; there was a waiting-room containing a bench, a table, an empty carafe of incredible thickness and weight, two chairs and a rusty grate full of smouldering slack; the porters had a room called Lamps which was always locked; and at the end of the down platform was a tank on four legs from which local engines still obtained their water supply through a leathern hose pipe. There were a few little flower beds, edged with whitewashed stones and containing varieties of flowers from penny packets of mixed seeds. On the wooden fence that separated the platform from the station yard was another prize for the amateur of railway art, enamelled on tin, a fine original example of the distich about the Pickwick, Owl and Waverley pens. The platform was sheltered by a corrugated iron roof with a wooden frill along its front and all the paint was an uncompromising chocolate colour.

      From the foregoing description it will be easy to see how to Mr Middleton and most of the inhabitants Skeynes was simply a station, while to Denis and some of his generation it was a period piece to be treated with protective reverence. When Denis, having done his duty by Flora and his step-uncle, strolled up to a chocolate machine and actually obtained a small slab of very nasty pink chocolate cream, he felt that a summer at Skeynes would not be unbearable.

      By this time the luggage had all been put on a trolley and was on its way by the side gate into the station yard, where the Laverings car was in waiting.

      ‘Oh dear,’ said Mrs Stonor, giving way to despair. ‘Your car can never take all our luggage, Jack. Is there a station taxi, or could the station-master ring up something? We seem to have a frightful amount, but really for three months one does want everything one has in the English climate. I did think of not bringing my tweeds, but one never knows and it is such a nuisance if you haven’t got your things when you want them. I always say if you are taking any luggage you might as well take what you need.’

      ‘It’s only thirteen things,’ said Daphne, ‘besides the things we had in the carriage with us. The car could easily come back for the rest. I say, Uncle Jack, you’ve still got that nice chauffeur you had last time I was here. Hullo, Pollett, how are you? You could easily get our things up to the White House, couldn’t you?’

      Pollett touched his cap to Daphne and without making any verbal reply, for he was a man of few words, favoured her with an expressive glance in the direction of his employer.

      ‘Oh, I suppose Uncle Jack’s one of those people that don’t like luggage on their seats,’ said Daphne, accepting this curious attitude towards the leatherwork of an expensive car as one of the inexplicable facts of life.

      ‘Perhaps some of it could go up on the porter’s trolley,’ said Mrs Stonor, talking aloud to herself and anyone who was unable to avoid hearing her. ‘It’s only a mile to the White House and not very much uphill and if I said which things we don’t need so much as the others, it would do quite well if we didn’t get them till after tea, or even by dinner-time.’

      ‘I’d love to go up on this,’ said Denis, who was sitting on a suitcase on the trolley with his long legs dangling over the side. ‘Yes, Lilian, I know I should get axle grease on my trousers, but it is too late, I got it as soon as I came near the thing. It exudes death-rays of grease, yards away. I’ll have to take them into Winter Overcotes and get them cleaned. I can’t think why we haven’t a car of our own. No, darling, I beg your pardon,’ he exclaimed, getting off the trolley and putting his arm round his stepmother. ‘I know it’s because I’m such a damned expense with my foul diseases.’

      Mrs Stonor gave him a glance in which some anxiety mingled with a good deal of affection, pressed his arm, released herself and went over to her brother who was now talking to Mr Cameron. But hardly had she begun to expound her plans for the luggage when a trampling, creaking noise came round the bend of the road, resolving itself as it approached into the blue farm waggon with red wheels, drawn by the shining monster with hairy trousers. Mr Pucken, who was as usual seated sideways just behind the horse, addressed a few words to his charge who pulled up and stood quietly waiting for the next job.

      ‘There, my dear Lilian, is the answer to your questions,’ said Mr Middleton. ‘Tom Pucken will take your luggage up in the cart and I will take you all in the car, for it is already past lunch time.’

      ‘Never mind lunch,’ cried Mrs Stonor. ‘We lunch at any time. I must look at your cart.’

      Mr Middleton, who lunched at half-past one and was already annoyed at being late, herded his sister towards the car. Pollett opened the door and Flora, bursting through among everyone’s feet, hurled herself into the car and sat panting on the seat.

      ‘Here, come out of that,’ said Daphne, hauling Flora’s unwilling dead weight out by a handful of her back. ‘She needs training, Uncle Jack.’

      ‘She doesn’t,’ said her owner indignantly, answering Daphne back as if they were children of the same age. ‘Come to master, Flora, and sit on master’s knees.’

      But Flora, recognizing in Daphne a natural dog-ruler, was crouching slavishly at her feet with worship in her eyes and turned a deliberately deaf and disobedient ear to her master’s invitation.

      ‘Get in, Lilian,’ said Daphne. ‘I say, Uncle Jack, that’s the best cart I’ve ever seen. I always wanted to know someone who had their name on a cart. “J. Middleton, Esquire, Laverings Farm.” It looks simply marvellous. Could I go up in it, with the luggage? Come along, Denis.’

      Denis made a step towards his sister, but was stopped by Mrs Stonor, who begged him to be sensible and come in the car. Denis, who was already feeling the effects of the heat and the wait in the station yard, was secretly glad of an excuse not to accompany his sister and obediently got into the car, looking extremely green in the face.

      ‘I shall go in front with Pollett,’ said Mr Middleton hastily, not so much from unselfishness as from a wish not to be in the back of the car if young Stonor was going to faint or die in it. ‘Come up, Flora. Come up with master.’

      Flora bundled herself into the back of the car, and busied herself in guarding Denis’s feet from possible enemies. Mrs Stonor lingered for a moment to collect Daphne, but her step-daughter was standing in the farm cart like Boadicea while Mr Pucken put the luggage on board.

      ‘I say, Mr Cameron, it is Mr Cameron, isn’t it, your name I mean,’ Daphne shouted, ‘come up in the cart.’

      Mr Cameron looked from Miss Stonor to Mrs Stonor in some perplexity.

      ‘Yes, do,’ said Mrs Stonor in answer to his look. ‘My brother will go mad if we wait any longer and I must get Denis back as quickly as possible. Please don’t let Daphne drive the cart or ride the horse or go the long way round, and could you make sure that there are three blue suitcases, because if one is missing it is sure to be the one that is wanted, and could you see that the brown hat box is the right way up because I think some of Denis’s medicine is in it and one of the corks isn’t a very good fit and if the cork comes out —’

      But Mr Middleton, angrily saying a quarter to two already, snapped his watch to in a terrifying manner and told Pollett to start, so Mr Cameron never knew what would happen if the cork came out of the medicine bottle and he found himself deserted in the station yard with the masterful Miss Stonor. How he was to stop her driving the cart or riding the horse or going the long way round he couldn’t conceive, and could only hope that his interference would not be needed. So he went over to the cart and told Daphne that her stepmother wanted to know if there were three blue suitcases.

      ‘I expect so,’ said Daphne indifferently. ‘Come up and we’ll get going. You’ll get a lot of hay on your clothes because Pucken was carting hay this morning, but he gave it a good sweep out he says.’

      Mr Cameron in a cowardly way gave up the question of the blue suitcases, and climbed into the cart where he sat on a holdall, feeling that Miss Stonor could deal with the situation far better than he could. Mr Pucken was settling himself in his usual place on the shaft, when Daphne called down to him that she wanted to drive and would he chuck the reins up.

      ‘All right, miss,’ said Mr Pucken, ‘but mind you don’t pull on them or he’ll pull up. Just let them lay on his back, miss. He knows the way home.’

      Daphne caught the reins and flapped them on the monster’s back. Mr Pucken rammed the remains of his tobacco farther into his pipe, lit it and prepared to tolerate the gentry enjoying themselves. Daphne, taking his advice, perched herself on the front of the cart and let the reins lie slack, while Mr Cameron wondered what subjects, if any, would interest her. Suddenly he remembered Mrs Stonor’s second request. Looking round he saw two brown hat boxes. They were shaped like drums and to the lay mind there appeared to be no reason why one way up should be more the right way up than another.

      ‘Oh, Miss Stonor,’ he said, ‘Mrs Stonor said there was some of your brother’s medicine in one of the hat boxes and she wanted to be sure if the bottle was properly corked. Do you know which it would be?’

      Daphne, who had been holding the reins with the air of one guiding the whirlwind and directing the storm, pulled them violently. The monster stopped. Daphne quickly opened one of the hat boxes, rummaged among a confused heap of scarves, woollies, gloves, silk underclothes, powder puffs, anything in fact but the hats for which the box was intended, and at last produced a small pink bundle with a brown stain on it. This she unwrapped and held up a bottle.

      ‘What a mercy Lilian told you,’ she said. ‘Denis hadn’t room for his medicine, so he gave it to Lilian and she hadn’t room, so I said I’d put it in my hat box and I wrapped it up in my vest, but the cork must have worked a bit loose. Anyway there’s hardly any of it spilt, but it’s made a mess of my vest.’

      She drove the cork firmly home, wrapped the bottle up again, thrust it into the pocket of the loose coat she was wearing and flapped the reins. The cart was once more put into action and the monster breasted the hill up to Skeynes village. Mr Cameron then became aware that Miss Stonor was looking at him with what he felt, though he could not account for it, to be disfavour.

      ‘I suppose,’ she said suddenly and rather defiantly, ‘you don’t think there’s anything wrong with Denis.’

      ‘Wrong?’ said Mr Cameron, playing for time. ‘Oh no, nothing wrong I’m sure.’

      ‘Well, you must have noticed,’ said Daphne severely, ‘about his medicine. You’ve just seen it.’

      ‘Yes, I did see it,’ Mr Cameron admitted, ‘but lots of people have medicine. I have some awful stuff that I take myself sometimes.’

      ‘Well, Denis is really not well, or he wouldn’t be having medicine at all,’ said Daphne. ‘He’s always been like that and it’s a frightful shame. There’s nothing really wrong with him, he just can’t help it. Sometimes people think he looks like that out of swank, but he loathes it and he can’t bear people to talk about it. So don’t tell him he looks rotten or anything like that because he can’t bear it.’

      She ended her explanation with a flushed face and a break in her voice which Mr Cameron found touching though a little unnecessary. She must be very fond of her brother to take him so seriously. He certainly looked pale and weedy, but by no means in mortal danger. However, to be polite he said he was very sorry and he had noticed that Mr Stonor seemed to feel the heat.

      ‘Mr Stonor?’ said Daphne. ‘Oh, Denis, you mean. Of course he did. That’s why Lilian wanted to get him to the White House as soon as she could. She’s an angel. Not a bit like a step. I really think she married father so that she could look after Denis and take me about a bit, at least I can’t see any other reason. Father found us rather a bore, because he was a Colonel and he wanted army children and I was a girl and Denis was never well, so that was a wash-out. Mother died ages ago in India. Lilian was really our friend first. We warned her what it would be like marrying father, but she seemed to like it all right.’

      In face of these interesting family details Mr Cameron felt rather at a loss but luckily the monster turned into the little lane that led to Laverings and the White House, and all the suitcases lurched across the cart. Mr Pucken, knowing that the horse would with Casabianca-like devotion go straight to his stable whatever Miss Daphne tried to do, slipped down from the shaft and went to its head, where he explained to it that a short halt would be necessary to unload the luggage, after which it would get its dinner. On hearing this the monster stood still, with one hoof delicately poised on the tip of its shoe like a ballerina.

      Mrs Stonor’s maid, who had come the day before by motor coach, hurried down the garden path followed by Mrs Pucken. By the greatest piece of good fortune Palfrey, which was the name of the maid, had taken a violent fancy for Mrs Pucken and Mrs Pucken for her. Owing to Mrs Pucken’s favourable introductions Palfrey was already on the best of terms with the village tradesmen and Miss Phipps at the shop, and Mrs Pucken had spent the mornings at Laverings drinking tea and doing a quantity of quite unnecessary cleaning, for the house was already spotless from her ministrations. Lou, to her eternal disgust, had been banished to the scullery to peel potatoes and shell a few peas for lunch, while her mother and Palfrey, whom Lou was instructed to call Miss Palfrey on pain of death, discussed the major mysteries of life, saying what a shame it was Mr and Mrs Middleton hadn’t any children, though Mrs Pucken gave it as her opinion that Mr Middleton was nothing but a big child himself and Mrs Middleton had her hands full.

      ‘Your lady hasn’t any children not of her own, has she?’ said Mrs Pucken.

      ‘Oh, no,’ said Palfrey pityingly, ‘being as Colonel Stonor was a widower when she married him.’

      She looked Mrs Pucken firmly in the face, as if challenging her to dispute this curious physiological phenomenon and such was her personality that Mrs Pucken very slavishly nodded her head in a knowing way.

      ‘The Colonel was very particular,’ said Palfrey, putting all the cushions askew on the sofa and chairs as she spoke. ‘Very particular indeed. I was cook there for two years before he died and I never cooked for a gentleman that was more particular. Now madam and Mr Denis and Miss Daphne they don’t hardly seem to notice what they eat, though I will say for Miss Daphne she’s a hearty eater. But what Mr Denis eats wouldn’t feed a cat, Mrs Pucken. A bit here and a bit there and as like as not leave it on his plate after all. That’s why we’ve come down here, Mrs Pucken, to see if the country does him good. Always playing the piano and going to the concert, in London. I wonder madam can stand it, I really do sometimes.’

      At this point Mrs Pucken said she heard the car so she and Palfrey went to see if there was any luggage, after which Palfrey ran upstairs to clean herself and Mrs Pucken received Mrs Stonor and Denis, who said how do you do to her very charmingly and sat down abruptly on a chair in the hall.

      ‘Would you like some sherry, Denis?’ said Mrs Stonor anxiously. ‘Jack said he had sent us some, and if Mrs Pucken knows where it is and there is a corkscrew in the kitchen anywhere we could have some at once. I did put a corkscrew in my big trunk, the one that has your music in it, but it hasn’t come yet, so that’s not much use.’

      Mrs Pucken said the sherry was in the larder and there was a corkscrew on the dresser and the sherry glasses were in the pantry and she could get a bottle and have the cork out in a minute and did Mr Denis like the dry or the sweet as Mr Middleton had sent over both. Lord Bond, she said, liked the dry best and she had noticed that gentlemen usually did, but it wasn’t a mite more trouble to open the sweet if Mr Denis liked it. And as a preparation for the festival she called to Lou at the top of her powerful maternal voice. Denis controlled himself with an effort, hoping that neither the effort nor his attempt to conceal it would be visible to his stepmother and said he really didn’t want any sherry and would rather wait for lunch. Mrs Stonor who was acutely sensitive both to his fatigue and to his self-control saw nothing for it in the face of Mrs Pucken’s determined kindness but to accompany her to the larder and there hold her in talk about sherry and corkscrews till lunch was ready, leaving Denis to recover himself as best he could. If only the cart and the luggage with the hat box and the medicine would come soon.



OEBPS/imagedata/Virago_ad.jpg





OEBPS/imagedata/9780349007410.jpg
AUTHOR OF HIGH






OEBPS/imagedata/author.jpg





