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1


Edgewood Rectory is a comfortable early nineteenth century house in the small market town of Edgewood, over Chaldicotes way. Up till the middle of last century the name Edgewood fitted it well, for it lies on the confines of what is still by tradition called Chaldicotes Chase. But through various causes, among them the gambling debts of Mr Sowerby, a small remount depot between 1914 and 1918 and a very large camp during the last war (or Second World War to end War), the forest in which Kings of Wessex and later Kings of England had hunted has dwindled to scattered woods and thickets which lose ground year by year under the saw or the tractor. Edgewood is now almost entirely surrounded by arable or grazing land and only to the north does a piece of forest approach the town. The Rectory stands at the north end of Edgewood, and just outside the far end of its large garden which no Rector since the beginning of the century has quite been able to afford to keep up properly, is a very large oak far gone in age and decay, with gaunt, bare, skeleton branches sticking up like giant antlers among its summer green, a relic of the days when Chaldicotes Chase was a royal hunting lodge. No one knows its age and probably when it becomes so dangerous that it has to be felled it will be found rotten to the core, so that no one will ever be able to count the rings. That part is rotten is well known, and each generation of Rectory children has poked with sticks or excavated with its maiden pocket knife a large gaping hole on the north side, trippers have put the revolting paper and broken meats of their picnics into the hole and set fire to them, but the oak still stands.


‘It makes me think of Falstaff,’ said Eleanor Grantly, elder daughter of the Rectory, looking from the breakfast table one Saturday morning in June.


‘What makes you think of Falstaff, and why?’ said her father, ‘which,’ he added, ‘sounds like Mangnall’s Questions, whatever they are.’


‘They sound rather like Eno’s Fruit Salts,’ said her younger brother Henry who was daily expecting what he wittily called his subscription papers, or in other words his calling-up papers for military service, and was quite old enough to know better.


‘Why Eno anyway?’ said Grace Grantly, younger daughter of the Rectory, who was a weekly boarder at Barchester High School. ‘Eno isn’t a real word.’


Mrs Grantly, who had created for herself a myth that she was the stupid one of the family on no grounds at all, said there was a place called Arnos Grove at one end of one of the London Tubes and she was sure that wasn’t a real word either and when one got there it wouldn’t be in the least like what one expected and she really must go and telephone to the butcher.


Or, said Tom, the eldest of the family, who had gone back to Oxford after demobilization and was trying not to feel too old to be an undergraduate, it might be an anagram, though he couldn’t at the moment think of an anagram of Arnos that made sense.


‘Roans,’ said his sister Grace scornfully. Henry rashly said it wasn’t a word.


‘Well,’ said Grace, who dearly loved to dogmatize and was Secretary of the Barchester Girls’ High School Senior Debating Society, ‘if you had a lot of roan horses and you wanted to talk about them I suppose you’d say roans, whatever roan is,’ she added.


The four young Grantlys then explained simultaneously each his or her own views on the word roan, which led to a very ill-informed argument on piebald and skewbald and a good deal of noise.


‘I do wish,’ said Mr Grantly, who was tall and handsome with a kind gentle expression like the portrait of his great-great-grandfather Bishop Grantly which hung on the dining-room wall, ‘I do wish that you children wouldn’t have such jumping conversations. They make my reason totter. How did we get from Falstaff to skewbald?’


‘That’s like the unravelling game,’ said Grace. ‘You all sit in a circle and someone says a word and the next one says a word it reminds her of and the next one says a word the other word reminds her of and then when you’ve been round about ten times you have to go backwards and say the word that reminded you of your word. We did it at Miss Pettinger’s party last Christmas and I was the only one that remembered the word that reminded Ruby Alcock of Paradise Lost.’


‘And what was the word?’ said her father, with the kind courtesy he used to young and old alike.


‘Mouthwash,’ said Grace.


‘The point is beyond me,’ said the Rector, slightly dejected.


‘It isn’t beyond you, father, it is just silly,’ said Eleanor, who had from her earliest years constituted herself her father’s protector. ‘There is a mouthwash called Milton, and Milton wrote Paradise Lost.’


‘Very ingenious,’ said Mr Grantly admiringly. ‘Are you going to Barchester to-day, Eleanor?’


‘Lady Pomfret said I could take to-day off,’ said Eleanor. ‘There isn’t much to do at the office to-day. Oh, who do you think came in yesterday? Susan Belton.’


‘Do I know her?’ said Mr Grantly anxiously, for he felt it his duty as a clergyman to remember people and was perpetually falling short of his own standards.


‘Of course you do, father,’ said Eleanor. ‘She was our Depot Librarian. Susan Dean she was. You know her father over the other side at Winter Overcotes and her sister Jessica Dean the actress. She’s going to have a baby in August you know.’


‘I don’t know,’ said Mr Grantly. ‘Or rather, I do know now because you have told me, but I didn’t know. But I am very glad. I like babies,’ he added thoughtfully.


‘I shall have five before I am thirty,’ said Grace.


‘Don’t you boast, my girl,’ said Tom. ‘I don’t suppose anyone will want to marry you. I wouldn’t.’


Grace said being married didn’t matter now. Look, she said, at Edna and Doris, and then she fixed her reverend papa rather fiercely with the look that had quelled members of the Barchester Girls’ High School Senior Debating Society who spoke out of their turn.


The Rector looked and felt a little uneasy. Life had been very hard at the Rectory during the war with the house full of evacuees and very little help to be got and he had felt both unhappy and guilty, though for this latter feeling there were no grounds at all, when he thought of the hours, days, months, and years that his wife had not only borne the brunt of evacuees and her own young, but also slaved in the kitchen. Then, soon after Peace broke out, Providence in the guise of Sir Edmund Pridham who knew more about the county than anyone alive had intervened with the offer of Edna and Doris Thatcher, handsome young women from Grumper’s End with various children of shame; which offer had sorely exercised Mr Grantly.


‘I know we ought not to cast the first stone, nor indeed any other stone,’ he said to his wife after all the washing-up was done, ‘but on the other hand, would having them at the Rectory be – dear me, what is the word I want?’


His wife suggested eyesore.


That, said the Rector, was a very good word, but not exactly what he meant. He meant something more like a bone of contention, though that wasn’t exactly it either.


‘You mean stumbling block, darling,’ said Mrs Grantly. ‘But I really don’t think they would make anyone stumble. Mrs Miller, the Vicar’s wife at Pomfret Madrigal, has known them for a long time and says they are very nice. Besides the house seems rather empty without any children and Mrs Miller says they are very good mothers and Edna is a very good cook.’


Mr Grantly was about to say, as charitably as he could, that one might be a good cook and yet give scandal to the congregation by one’s manner of life. But he looked at his wife and his heart smote him as he noticed, which he often did and every time with a fresh pang, for he was not unobservant, how completely tired she looked and how much harder she had worked than he had ever worked in his life. So he swallowed all his doubts as to the propriety of having unmarried mothers as domestic helps and expressed to his wife his complete approval of, nay enthusiasm for, Mrs Miller’s plan. And if he expected a reward for this he was the more deceived, for Mrs Grantly did as most women in her place would have done and instead of saying ‘Thank you, darling, how splendid,’ she broke down for the first time since 1939 and cried till she had not a tear left to shed, nor could her husband succeed in calming or comforting her till he thought of asking if he could have a cup of tea before he went to the meeting of the Parish Council.


So Edna and Doris Thatcher took up their abode in Edgewood Rectory and brought with them youth, health, zeal and good spirits, and if they had the kitchen wireless on from 6.30 a.m. to 11 p.m. and joined lustily in everything from Lifting Up Their Hearts to Old Favourites of the Halls, it was all from joy of life. And the winter when Eleanor had pneumonia very badly they kept silence themselves and smacked their children of shame into hushed voices and made them wear their woollen stockings over their boots in the house.


Edna, the elder of the sisters, had contented herself with one boy, Purse, called after an Army Service Corps corporal named Percy who had dallied too often and too long with Edna Thatcher and vanished when his regiment left Barsetshire. Purse was now about twelve years old and quite stupid at school which he despised, preferring to frequent the local garage where the proprietor said he was as good as two men when it came to taking down a car. But Doris, not content with Glad, or Gladys, whose father she had never quite been able to place, had continued a career of being quite incapable of saying No to any gentleman (for so she artlessly called the probable fathers of her young) and had since produced Sid, Stan and Glamora, this last called after the famous film star Glamora Tudor. All five children were beautiful, healthy and very well brought up on the family system of alternate sweets and smacks, and all were useful about the house and in the large understaffed garden. It had taken Mrs Grantly some time to get used to being greeted with a smile in her own kitchen and enthusiastically pressed to have cups of tea instead of spending her life making them for other people who despised her for doing it, but gradually she got used to it. And if ever she wondered whether the peculiar household seemed quite normal to her children, she told herself not to be silly and put the thought where it should be, out of sight and out of mind.


So there was a silence, very brief but just long enough to give a slight feeling of uncomfortableness, when Mrs Grantly came back from telephoning the butcher who was being obliging enough to have liver and sending her up a nice piece only it did need thoring out first a bit coming straight out of the fridge, he said; a remark which to the housewife needs no explanation.


‘Anything wrong?’ said Mrs Grantly, who was very brave.


‘Nothing mother; really,’ said Eleanor.


‘Well, what unreally then?’ said Mrs Grantly.


‘It was my fault,’ said Tom, who had his father’s kind and gentle nature. ‘Grace said she meant to have five children by the time she was thirty and I said perhaps nobody would want to marry her and Grace said Look at Edna and Doris, and then father looked anxious. But I don’t think it mattered much,’ he added.


‘Not in the least,’ said Mrs Grantly calmly. ‘Edna and Doris are very nice, good girls and that’s that. But let it be clearly understood,’ she added, looking round her family with the air of a benevolent lecturer, ‘that the middle classes still get married before they have their families. And I think you will find,’ she continued, interested in the field of speculation opening before her, ‘that it works better in the end. And Grace will have plenty of time to think about her family when she has passed her School Certificate. Though why,’ said Mrs Grantly thoughtfully, ‘people should have to pass that silly thing I cannot tell. I’d like to see the Government passing it themselves. Which reminds me that we must have that defective ball-cock in the storage tank seen to, Septimus. And I do think and always shall think, though I daresay I don’t really understand these things, that it was silly to christen you Septimus when you were an only child.’


The Rector said he was extremely sorry and if he had been in a state to give an opinion when he was christened he would certainly have made a protest.


‘But it is extraordinary,’ he added, ‘how used one gets to one’s own name over a period of sixty years or so. Of course my great-great-grandfather Harding was a seventh child, though as the other six all died before he was born it doesn’t seem quite to count.’


‘Well, I’m glad you didn’t call any of us after the multiplication table,’ said Eleanor. ‘I think it makes people rather frightening to have mathematical names. Like Mrs Needham, the one that her husband’s Vicar of Lambton and only has one arm. If she weren’t called Octavia she wouldn’t be so frightening. She came into the Red Cross the other day and quite bullied me about books for the Cottage Hospital.’


‘So what did you do?’ asked her father, amused, but secretly very proud of having a daughter who was Depot Librarian of the Barchester St John and Red Cross Library in succession to Miss Susan Dean, now Mrs Freddy Belton and a happy mother about to be made.


‘I temporised,’ said Eleanor. ‘And then Lady Pomfret came in and said about two words and Mrs Needham stopped roaring and did what she was told. It’s an extraordinary thing how Lady Pomfret always seems to come at the right moment. Oh, and she said would I come to the Towers one week-end, mother.’


Mr and Mrs Grantly were pleased to hear this news. They were very fond of their elder daughter and very proud of her and possibly felt that their Eleanor was quite as good stock as Sally Wicklow, sister of the Pomfret Towers agent, though whether Eleanor could have filled the position of Countess of Pomfret as the present holder of the title did was another question. But even if Mrs Grantly was conscious of good county blood it was none the less pleasant that her daughter should be asked to stay with the Lord Lieutenant of the county and to know that she was asked on her own merits.


‘Good girl,’ said Tom approvingly, at which Eleanor almost blushed, for praise from Tom had been one of her greatest pleasures ever since nursery days. ‘I’ll come and hang round the back door and you can give me beef and ale. Oh bother, I can’t,’ he added. ‘I’ve got to go back to Oxford to-morrow night. I must get through these wretched Schools somehow, though I must say it seems silly at my time of life and being a Major to have to do lessons again.’


His parents both looked anxious but said nothing and Tom blamed himself for depressing them, and wondered if he would ever have the courage to face them if he didn’t take a first, or at any rate a very good second in Greats. And then Doris came in, with golden hair, blue eyes, a rose-petal flush on magnolia skin, and an air of dewy, candid innocence, accompanied by Stan and Glamora who were in a fair way to being a most accomplished butler and parlourmaid, and began to clear away the breakfast things with such zeal that the family were routed.


‘When breakfast is over the day is practically done,’ said the Rector sadly to his eldest son as they walked over the lawn towards the ha-ha. ‘There must be something in the Bible to that effect, but I cannot put my finger on it.’


Perhaps, Tom said, in Ecclesiastes. One got some jolly good depressing things in Ecclesiastes, he added.


‘It is curious,’ said his father, ‘how cheerful being depressed makes one feel. In dark times I have often read Ecclesiastes and come away refreshed.’


Tom said, diffidently, for he loved and respected his father and would not for the world have hurt him, that perhaps it was because Ecclesiastes was rather pagan and people often felt a bit pagan themselves.


‘Not pagan,’ said his father thoughtfully. ‘Not even in a Pecksniffian sense. I think what you mean, Tom, is heathen, which is rather different.’


‘How exactly, father?’ said Tom.


‘I don’t quite know if I am clear in my own mind as to what I mean,’ said the Rector. ‘One is so often in a muddled way of thinking. But I think – mind you, I only say think – that whoever wrote or collected Ecclesiastes was far more like a Norseman than an inhabitant of the Middle East. If you read the sagas you will find much the same attitude to life and a feeling of the inevitability and the coldness of death. Real ice and icy winds and black desolation. But I daresay,’ said the Rector, ‘that the Bishop would think quite differently.’


Tom, rather glad of this change of subject, said whatever the Bishop thought would be wrong anyway and had his father heard what Sir Edmund Pridham said about bishops.


If, said Mr Grantly, it were not too disrespectful to gaiters and aprons he would very much like to hear it, as Sir Edmund had a great deal of sound common sense.


‘It was when the Bishop made everyone have a kind of celebration because he had been a clergyman for twenty-five years,’ said Tom. ‘And Sir Edmund came up to a Gaudy at Paul’s and he said being a clergyman for twenty-five years was quite common and if the Bishop had been a bishop for twenty-five years there would be something to boast about. And then he said that whenever any man he knew personally became a bishop he always seemed to lose any sense he had previously had.’


The Rector smiled and said Sir Edmund certainly had the root of the matter in him, but he hoped Tom had not repeated the story.


‘Well, only to people like the Dean and Bishop Joram,’ said Tom, naming two of the strongest supporters of the anti-Palace faction. ‘But I think Sir Edmund was rather pleased with saying it and told everybody. And Charles Fanshawe, my tutor you know, turned it into a nice elegiac couplet.’


He then repeated the verses which owing to our ignorance of Latin we are unable to reproduce.


‘Very neat, very neat,’ said the Rector. ‘And what does Fanshawe think of your chances, Tom? Or oughtn’t I to ask?’


Tom said nothing. There was a great deal that he wanted to say, but he did not quite know how to say it and he was afraid of hurting his father. Not that his father would ever be annoyed, or even show it if he grieved, but Tom could not bear the thought of possibly grieving him, let alone annoying him. So he remained silent and wondered if one could burst or go mad through sheer inability to speak.


‘I have been wondering if I made a mistake when I let you read Greats,’ said his father. ‘Did I, Tom?’


‘I really don’t know, father,’ said Tom, the words forcing themselves out of his mouth in a kind of desperation. ‘I did want to, father. Really. I mean I did love Latin and Greek at school, especially Greek. But only the poetry kind and the plays and historical things. It’s the philosophy that gets me down. It all seems so silly. I mean I don’t really know anything about philosophy but I think one has to make one’s own as one goes along. I mean one tries to behave decently and all that, but I can’t see why one should make such a fuss about it. I’m most awfully sorry, father.’


‘Then I take it that Fanshawe thinks poorly of your chances on the philosophy papers?’ said Mr Grantly, who much to his son’s relief appeared to be more interested than disturbed.


‘Absolutely,’ said Tom. ‘And if I’d tried that stupid P.P.E. I’d have come a cropper just the same and not had the fun of the literature.’


‘P.P.E.?’ said the Rector. ‘What is that?’


‘Philosophy, Politics, Economics, father,’ said Tom.


The Rector was silent for a moment.


‘The only comment I can make,’ said he in a quiet measured voice, ‘upon that school, if school one can call it, is in the words of the prophet Haggai, the favourite writer of my dear old friend Dale of Hallbury. You never knew Dale,’ he added accusingly.


‘No, father,’ said Tom.


‘The words,’ the Rector continued dispassionately, ‘are, “I smote you with blasting and with mildew and with hail in all the labours of your hands.” And even that is really hardly adequate treatment for such a so-called school.’


‘Yes, father,’ said Tom.


‘Don’t worry,’ said the Rector. ‘It will be all right.’


Tom felt much comforted but rather at a loss.


‘It is,’ said the Rector, apparently embarking upon a perfectly new train of thought, ‘extremely lucky that my great-grandfather was a very wealthy man.’


‘Yes, father,’ said Tom.


‘And although the wealth has been divided and each share has decreased in accordance with the wishes of the present Government,’ continued the Rector, ‘I am very comfortably off. When I die there will still be pickings, unless the people whom His Gracious Majesty has to call His Government, which must be a sore mortification to His Majesty, decide to confiscate all the property of the dead. Do your best, Tom. If you want to earn your living in some way that we haven’t as yet tried, you might let me know. I daresay you haven’t really thought about it. This peace has made things difficult for us all and very difficult for the young. And if you change your mind more than once I am prepared to back you. But the sooner you decide the better, because at your age you need work and work and work.’


‘Thank you, father,’ said Tom. ‘Lord! I do seem to have made a hash of it.’


‘We all do,’ said Mr Grantly mildly. ‘And then we pick ourselves up and go on again.’


‘I say, father,’ said Tom, encouraged by his father’s words, ‘it’s rather awful, you know, being so much older than the others. It makes one feel no end of a fool.’


‘That is exactly what I felt,’ said the Rector.


‘But there wasn’t a war when you were at Oxford, father,’ said Tom. ‘You went up at the ordinary age, didn’t you?’


‘I did,’ said the Rector. ‘But I had no idea of going into the Church then. I meant to be an estate agent. But I suppose having two great-grandfathers and a great-great-grandfather in orders was rather infectious and at last I felt the Church was really my place. So I went to a Theological College and was one of the oldest there, not counting of course the old men with beards who had failed every year for the last fifty years. I felt rather foolish at times, but it was well worth it. And I must say,’ he added reflectively, ‘that my people were extraordinarily kind about it.’


‘Well, so are you, father,’ said Tom, going red in the face.


‘Why not?’ said his father. ‘By the way, Tom, do you want to be an estate agent by any chance?’


Tom looked across the glebe, examined a little piece of moss on the stone balustrade which divided the garden from the ha-ha, straightened his tie and made a noise which might have meant anything.


‘Because if you do,’ said his father, apparently unconscious of his son’s peculiar behaviour, ‘there is a great deal to be said for it. Do as well as you can in your Schools, and then we can consider the matter. One thing at a time. Which reminds me,’ he added, taking out of his waistcoat pocket the gold watch that had belonged to Archdeacon Grantly, ‘that I have to go down to the Old Bank House. That man Adams at Hogglestock has an idea of buying it and old Miss Sowerby asked me to come and support her. I think she feels that a Labour M.P. might confiscate her house at sight.’


‘Thanks awfully, father,’ said Tom. ‘Eleanor says the lawnmower isn’t working too well. I’ll have a look at it, because she wants to mow the croquet lawn.’


In a kind of happy embarrassment, or embarrassed happiness, he went off to the old stables where no horses lived now, nor any brougham nor wagonette nor open carriage, though a faint smell of oats and leather still hung about the stalls and loose-boxes and harness-room making a nostalgic atmosphere of a life that was dead. The Rectory car, shabby but useful, was the only inhabitant of the coach-house and here were also kept various garden implements including the lawn-mower which Eleanor Grantly was examining.


If Tom had thought to come as a deus ex, or rather pro machina, he was the more deceived, for Master Percy Thatcher was already in charge with an assortment of tools and needed no help at all.


‘Hullo, Purse,’ said Tom, who always felt ashamed of himself for so truckling to the slip-shod speech of the Thatcher family but could not bring himself to be so peculiar as to say Percy. ‘What’s wrong?’


‘Everything, I think,’ said his sister Eleanor, almost crossly, for half an hour’s wrestling with a machine that set its teeth firmly when she tried to propel it had made her hotter and crosser than she had been since the Hospital Library took over another storey of the house where it lived and about five hundred books had to be moved by hand up two flights of stairs and the shelves weren’t what the carpenter would like, or so he said, shelves to be; and most of the staff weltered among books and sawdust and a window stuck and one of the junior helpers put her hand through a pane and bled all over a nice new six foot length of beading that the carpenter had set his heart on nailing into place before all them heavy books went in; evidently looking upon books as agents of wrath specially directed against bookshelves.


‘Let’s have a look,’ said Tom, squatting beside the unfriendly machine, which Purse, who had his mother’s wide tolerance of the gentry, allowed him to do. ‘There’s something queer here, among these cogs.’


‘I know,’ said Eleanor. ‘It’s a beastly little bit of metal that won’t stay in its place. I’ve tried for half an hour to put it back and it falls out every time and gets all entangled in the machinery.’


‘You did ought to treat her koind, miss,’ said Purse, who much to the Rector’s pleasure remained pure Barset in his speech, unmoved by school to which he paid little or no attention or the wireless which only interested him as a machine, the more especially when it went wrong as the kitchen wireless not infrequently did owing to a rooted belief held by Doris and Edna that if it went wrong the best treatment was to throw something at it: possibly the remains of some primitive belief in exorcising evil spirits by violence. ‘Let her feel your fingers, miss, loike. She’s all roight.’


Under Tom’s and his sister’s fascinated gaze he felt delicately among the machinery with his small, very dirty fingers and by what seemed to the onlookers a miracle everything fell into place. Purse gave the machine a slight push to which it responded with a smooth movement and a happy purring sound. He then produced an oil can from a wooden shelf, carefully oiled the machine and wiped off any superfluous oil with the cotton waste which he habitually carried in the front of his jersey owing to his pockets being full of other useful things.


‘You run her easy, miss,’ said Purse, ‘and she’ll be all roight. Me and Sid’s going to the pictures this afternoon, Mr Tom. It’s a lovely film about motor races and there’s a bad lot and he puts sand in the hero’s bearings, miss, to stop him winning the race, but the hero’s girl she dresses up like a man and she’s got a car just loike her friend’s and she droives it and wins the race. Me and Stan sor it at the Barchester Odeon, miss, and Sid croyed ever so because he didn’t go, so Oy’m taking him to the threepennies.’


‘Suppose you take him to the ninepennies,’ said Tom, these being the most expensive seats at the Edgewood Cinema which only had films on Thursday and Saturday. And he took some money from his pocket and gave it to Purse.


‘Please, Mr Tom,’ said Purse, ‘if Oy was to take Sid to the threepennies Oy could boy mint gums with the rest.’


‘All right, Purse, you do whatever you like,’ said Tom and Purse, stuffing the cotton waste back into his jersey so that he bulged in an alarming way, went off to the kitchen to tell his mother, while Tom pushed the lawn-mower over the cobbled yard and round to the croquet lawn and began to unroll the carpet of green striped moiré silk, while the machine purred gently and the grass and the daisies flew before it.


‘Do you suppose we’ll ever play croquet again?’ said Eleanor, as her brother stopped to empty the grass-holder or whatever is the correct name for the thing the grass flies into; though heaven knows that as a rule almost as much flies outside as goes inside and has to be swept away afterwards, rather spoiling the striped pattern.


‘I don’t know why not,’ said Tom. ‘The tennis court won’t ever be fit to play on again as far as I can see, and anyway it would cost an awful lot to get it really put right. Quite a lot of people do play croquet. Let’s get the things out when I’ve finished mowing.’


Eleanor said, with a slight bitterness unusual in her, that it served people right for trying to be patriotic and mother could just as well have grown potatoes in the glebe field instead of digging up the tennis court.


‘Well, if it hadn’t been potatoes it would have been something else,’ said Tom philosophically. ‘Remember the Dreadful Dowager,’ for so the Dowager Lady Norton was known to most of the county. ‘She kept her tennis court that she never used and the army dumped about a million tons of corrugated iron sheets on the top of it and most of them are still there. Let’s have some croquet parties in the Long Vacation. Oh Lord! there won’t be any Long Vacation for me any more. I say, Eleanor, father was awfully decent. He said to do my best but if I didn’t get a first he wouldn’t mind.’


‘But if you don’t get a first you won’t get a job, will you?’ said Eleanor anxiously.


‘Not an Oxford job or a good schoolmastering job, I suppose,’ said Tom. ‘But father did ask me if I wanted to be an estate agent. I wonder how he knew.’


‘He usually does,’ said Eleanor. ‘I must say it seems frightfully unfair that you have to find a job and I’ve got one. Does one have to do lots of exams to be an estate agent?’


Tom said he didn’t really know. And anyway, he said, the girls seemed to get all the jobs now. But he said it without any bitterness, merely as a fact of nature.


‘Perhaps,’ said Eleanor. And then she stopped.


Tom asked perhaps what. But Eleanor said she had forgotten and Tom did not press her and then they got out the old croquet things from their box in the harness-room and found the little marking machine.


‘They all look pretty mouldy,’ said Tom eyeing the mallets and balls and posts, all much the worse for years of use followed by years put away in a dusty corner. The marking machine seemed to be stiff beyond repair, but Eleanor said she was sure Purse could get it going and then they found some half used tins of enamel paint and some brushes in fairly good repair and repainted the red, black, blue, and yellow till it was time for lunch. They worked in friendly silence, each occupied with private thoughts, Tom wondering if he would scrape through with a second and Eleanor thinking that when she went to Pomfret Towers she might be able to talk to Roddy Wicklow, the earl’s brother-in-law and estate agent, to some useful purpose.


Meanwhile Mr Grantly had walked from the slight rise on which the church and rectory stood down the High Street of the little town. Before 1914 the High Street had been almost untouched; red-brick houses like Caldecott pictures and small friendly shops. But during the succeeding years progress had made alarming strides. Most of the old houses had become shops; a large multiple store had brought its own special red which clashed with the mellow red brick round it; the old coaching inn had put concrete all over its front garden and set up petrol pumps, the smaller inns and public houses had put plate glass in the place of their square window panes; the early nineteenth century Congregational Church, a not unpleasing stone building with windows set high in the wall the better to prevent the congregation being distracted by worldly sights, after being derelict for some years had been converted to a cinema and very badly converted too, so that the Society for the Protection of Ancient Buildings and the Georgian Society went nearly mad with rage and wrote letters to The Times: to which the chairman of the company who owned that and many other local cinemas replied that if anyone could prove that the amenities of Edgewood had been in any way lessened by turning an empty building to educational and cultural purposes and serving the Workers as well as the Privileged Classes, he would be glad to listen to what they had to say. But after this The Times very rightly lost interest in the affair in favour of a very boring correspondence about the need for a College of Empire Economics in Borioboola Gha, and Edgewood went to the pictures every Thursday and Saturday. Though, as Sir Edmund Pridham said, what They meant by Privileged Classes he didn’t know, and to his mind the only Privileged Classes in Edgewood were the thirty or so allotment holders who had been allowed to dig up during the war and keep during the peace the field which had from beyond living memory been a football and cricket ground for the boys of Edgewood and a pleasant walking place for perambulators, away from the main road. After which the dispute became personal and acrimonious and languished to death in the back page of the Barchester Chronicle.


Among the few eighteenth century houses that had survived the Revolution was a fine red brick house known as the Old Bank House because it used to be a private bank when such places still existed. It stood right on the High Street with a few steps up to a white front door with a brass knocker and surmounted by an elegant shell canopy. It was three storeys high with well-proportioned sash windows. On one side of it was the doctor’s house, on the other a stable yard with a wooden gate and behind it a biggish garden which ran down to the stream. For many years it had been a kind of House of Refuge for the Sowerby family who used to own Chaldicotes and had received various widowed or lonely relations, and for the last ten years or so had been inhabited by an elderly Miss Sowerby whose property it had become. By the time Peace had got well into its stride Miss Sowerby’s income, which was mostly trust money in gas and railways, had sadly dwindled and with each piece of so-called nationalisation of important industries it grew less. Also Miss Sowerby did not grow any younger and after a winter of semi-freezing and semi-starvation at the hands of a very unpleasant cook-housekeeper she swallowed her pride and accepted the invitation of a widowed sister to go and live with her at Worthing where there were two good servants and central heating. As we have already heard, Mr Adams the wealthy ironmaster from Hogglestock had made an offer for her house and it was to meet him that the Rector took his way down the High Street.


In spite of progress Edgewood was still in the habit of walking into each other’s houses, which, though the grammar defies our analysis, explains why the Rector walked up the four stone steps, turned the brass handle and went in. He looked to the left where the mahogany dining table and sideboard were shining with cleanness, for Miss Sowerby had views on polishing and always did it herself. He looked to the right where the long drawing room ran from front to back of the house, with its elegant shabby Chippendale furniture and its faded Chinese wall-paper. Both rooms were empty, so he went down the wide hall, pausing as he always did to admire the square staircase of perfect proportions in miniature, and so through the garden door and down a flagged path to where Miss Sowerby was doing useful things in her herbaceous border, which border was the pride of her heart and the cause of great jealousy from other gardeners, especially from the Dreadful Dowager who had never been able to grow Palafox Borealis in spite of all her gardeners and glass even before the war.


Though Miss Sowerby was elderly her hearing was remarkably acute and even as the Rector stepped onto the flagged walk she emerged from the border, straightened herself and came towards him. Dressed in an old black frock covered by a hessian apron with as many pockets as a herd of kangaroos and each pocket dripping raffia and secateurs, in gum boots, a very old felt hat with a dirty silk scarf round it and wearing old white kid gloves, she may have looked like a scarecrow, or Judy, or a female Guy Fawkes, but there was no doubt that she was County.


‘Good morning, Mr Grantly,’ said Miss Sowerby. ‘How very good of you to come. It isn’t any good my taking my glove off to shake hands because I’m just as dirty underneath. The seams rot, you know, with all the damp, and the earth gets through. Luckily I still have a few pairs of these left. My dear mother always bought everything by the dozen, or the six dozen, or the twelve dozen. I remember so well when my widowed sister was married, not that she was a widow when she married though she unfortunately became one as years went on, my dear mother gave her six dozen of everything and all beautifully hand marked in white linen thread. Quite useless now of course, because the laundries do such dreadful things. It was bad enough when they marked in red cotton though one could always pick it out, but now you will hardly believe me when I tell you that they have a rubber stamp with indelible ink and take no notice at all of my complaints.’


The Rector said his wife would sympathise fully with her, for her best nightgown which had been sent to the wash by mistake had come back with GRANTLEY in purple ink right across the front and he did think they might at least have spelt the name correctly.


‘And how is Palafox?’ he inquired.


‘Ah,’ said Miss Sowerby in a very knowing way, and plunging into the border again she beckoned the Rector to follow her, holding a large clump of lupins aside for him to pass. ‘Look.’


The Rector, following the direction of her pointing finger, gazed with as much show of interest as he could muster on a clump of rather ugly serrated leaves, fleshy and covered with a kind of whitish bristles as if they had forgotten to shave, from which rose a short grey-green stalk crowned by a sticky knob from which depended, apparently, three strips of housemaid’s flannel.


‘So this is Palafox,’ said the Rector, for once at a loss for a suitable pastoral comment. ‘Most unusual, Miss Sowerby, most unusual.’


‘Palafox Borealis,’ Miss Sowerby corrected him. ‘Anyone can grow Septentrionalis, even Victoria Norton. But mine is, I believe, the only Borealis in the county. The Royal Horticultural would give their eyes to have one like it. When I let them show it last year,’ said Miss Sowerby with the air of a queen conferring a favour, ‘I was inundated with requests for the seeds. But I didn’t part with any. They wouldn’t know how to grow them.’


‘Where are the seeds?’ said the Rector.


‘Aha!’ said Miss Sowerby. ‘They live in that knob at the top. But Palafox only flowers once in seven years. There won’t be any seeds till 1955. And that’s what the Horticultural don’t know. There’s the bell.’


And indeed from the house the little-used front door bell was jangling loudly, being one of those bells created to make callers ashamed of themselves and quite uncontrollable. Miss Sowerby released the Rector from the clump of lupins and went back to the house, the Rector following her, and opened the front door. On the doorstep was the powerful form of the Member for Barchester.


‘Adams, that’s my name. Sam Adams,’ said that gentleman. ‘And I may say I’m sorry I pulled your bell so hard. That wire wants a bit of tightening. The bell pull nearly came out in my hand.’


‘Like Brugglesmith,’ said Miss Sowerby, holding out her capable but dirty hand. ‘How do you do. Come in.’


‘I admit I don’t quite take the relusion,’ said Mr Adams, stepping into the hall and looking admiringly at its proportions and the square staircase beyond, ‘but my little Heth would, that’s my daughter, Miss Sowerby. She’s a great reader and anything literary she’s down on like a pack of wolves.’


‘Kipling,’ said Miss Sowerby. ‘This is our Rector, Mr Adams. Mr Grantly.’


The two men shook hands.


‘Glad to meet you, Rector,’ said Mr Adams. ‘That’s a nice church you’ve got up there. I saw it as I was driving past and I said to myself, “If Miss Sowerby’s house is as good as that church then Sam Adams is the man for it.” And a lovelier house, Miss Sowerby, I may say I have seldom seen,’ said Mr Adams looking round with a respectful admiration that made Miss Sowerby feel more at ease; for if she had to sell her house she would wish to sell it to someone who would love it. Otherwise she would almost have preferred to remain in it and die in a corner of cold and want of proper food.


‘I expect you would like to see over it,’ said Miss Sowerby, suddenly shedding the gardener and becoming the chatelaine. ‘The dining-room and drawing-room I think you have already seen when you came with the agent. Let us go upstairs. Will you come too, Mr Grantly?’


The Rector said he ought to be writing his sermon for to-morrow but he would far rather look at the house, and if need be read one of his great-great-grandfather the Bishop’s sermons.


‘Quite right,’ said Miss Sowerby approvingly. ‘It does the people good to listen to something they can’t understand. I have no patience with pap-feeding for congregations.’


‘Give me a sermon with some Latin and Greek in it,’ said Mr Adams unexpectedly. ‘I never had much schooling, but it stands to reason if the Bible was written in Latin and Greek, well, Latin and Greek it was and I daresay they knew what they were about.’


The Rector said apologetically that the Old Testament was in Hebrew.


‘Or Hebrew either,’ said Mr Adams. ‘It’s all one. Now your staircase, Miss Sowerby. That would be about the beginning of the eighteenth century, I take it.’


‘Sixteen-ninety, to be precise,’ said Miss Sowerby. ‘The top flight is later and is more elegant, but less handsome. Come up.’


She led the way to the first floor where Mr Adams truly admired the bedrooms and dressing rooms and told Miss Sowerby exactly where he would put bathrooms, a piece of information which that lady, who had never lived in a house with more than one bathroom and had spent most of her childhood in a house with none, far from taking amiss seemed to find interesting. They then went up the more elegant upper flight to the top floor where Mr Adams arranged for servants and for a nursery.


‘You see, Miss Sowerby,’ he said, ‘my little Heth she’s thinking of getting married this autumn and she’ll want to visit her old Dad with the children when they come along. Forewarned is fourarmed as they say,’ said Mr Adams, apparently envisaging a kind of Briareus, ‘and Sam Adams likes to look ahead.’


‘My widowed sister lived here during her early married life,’ said Miss Sowerby, ‘and these two rooms were her nurseries. You’d better make the kitchen-maid’s room next door into a pantry and bathroom for your daughter’s family. It has two windows and would make two nice little rooms.’


Although Mr Grantly had known Miss Sowerby for a good many years, he had never come across her domestic side and was rather touched by it. So evidently was Mr Adams, for he thanked her almost humbly and then they all went downstairs again and visited the kitchens which were built out at the side, behind the stable yard.


‘Fine times the girls must have had too,’ said Mr Adams, ‘with the grooms and all so handy. I’ll have to alter them a bit, as I’ll only have my housekeeper and a couple of girls.’


‘And where, pray, do you get girls?’ asked Miss Sowerby, incredulous of such words.


‘Well, Miss Sowerby,’ said Mr Adams, ‘it’s this way. My works are at Hogglestock and Hogglestock’s a big place now and most of the young girls go into my works. But there’s always some that want to go into service and their mothers know Sam Adams will give them a fair deal. So one way and another I manage.’


‘By the way, Mr Adams,’ said the Rector, ‘my grandmother’s people came from Hogglestock. Crawley was the name. But I don’t suppose anyone remembers them now.’


‘That’s right,’ said Mr Adams. ‘I’ve never heard the name myself though I was born and brought up there. Still, it takes all sorts to make a world and I’m glad to know an old Hogglestock family, and you can count on me, Rector, to put my hand in my pocket if your church needs anything. Me and my Heth we used to be chapel, but after the way the Reverend Enoch Arden talked at Hallbury the summer my Heth and me were there, mixing up politics and religion and saying Jack was as good as his master, well, we went up to the Old Town to the church there and the Reverend Dale was as nice an old gentleman as you would wish to see and he was a gentleman if you take my meaning, though he’s dead now. And to cut a long story short,’ said Mr Adams, suddenly shooting his left hand out of its cuff and looking at a solid wrist watch, ‘Timon Tide waits for no man and I must be off. Miss Sowerby, it has been a great honour to see your house and my lawyers will be writing to yours – not but what they’re all a lot of sharks,’ said Mr Adams reflectively.


By this time they were in the hall again and moving towards the front door when, to the Rector’s horror, Miss Sowerby who had hitherto stood up manfully against Mr Adams’s personality, suddenly sat down on a seat of lacquered wood and cane and taking a dirty bandanna handkerchief out of some recess of her apron, wiped her eyes.


‘My dear Miss Sowerby,’ said the Rector, who had never seen his hostess show any of the softer emotions.


‘It’s talking business,’ said Mr Adams. ‘I’ve noticed it always upsets the ladies. Miss Sowerby, if you feel you don’t want to part with this house, say the word. Sam Adams is a home bird himself and I wouldn’t like it having to leave a house I was fond of. Say the word and I’ll call my lawyers off,’ he added, as though lawyers were a peculiarly savage race of bloodhounds.


‘It’s not that,’ said Miss Sowerby, wiping her eyes and choking a little.


‘If it’s the money,’ said Mr Adams, ‘name your price. I know a good thing when I see it and Sam Adams is a warm man though he made it all himself, and he won’t haggle over a matter of five hundred pounds or so with a lady.’


‘It’s not that,’ said Miss Sowerby, making a great effort to control herself. ‘I wasn’t thinking of the money. I think your offer was very fair, Mr Adams. But when you said you would tell your lawyers to write to mine, I was afraid you didn’t want the house.’


‘I do want it,’ said Mr Adams. ‘And if I wasn’t talking to a lady I’d say I do want it and I’m going to have it. I’ve paid the deposit to the agent. But if you don’t want to sell that’s that. I wouldn’t if it were mine,’ he added, looking lovingly at the plaster of cornice and ceiling.


‘Can I help you, Miss Sowerby?’ said the Rector, who having come in answer to Miss Sowerby’s appeal felt he ought to do something, though he didn’t quite know what.


‘I don’t want to sell the house,’ said Miss Sowerby, who had regained her composure. ‘But I can’t afford to live here and if I can’t live here I want you to. You understand about the house, and the house will take to you. The sooner you can arrange the business the better I shall be pleased. I can be out of here in a week. My sister at Worthing is quite ready to receive me. Please, Mr Adams.’


To this appeal there was but one answer. Mr Adams, more touched than he liked to admit, promised to do all in his power to expedite matters and Miss Sowerby almost kissed his hand as she said good-bye.


‘There is just one thing I must tell you about the house, Mr Adams,’ she said. ‘It likes a mistress. I hope your daughter will love it.’


‘If she is my daughter she will,’ said Mr Adams in a Roman manner. ‘But my Heth won’t be mistress here for long. She’s going to be married, as I think I mentioned before. Still my housekeeper Miss Hoggett, she’s an old Hogglestock family too, will keep everything nice, so don’t you worry, Miss Sowerby. Good-bye.’


The wealthy ironmaster got into his car and was driven away.


‘Well, may I congratulate you?’ said Mr Grantly to Miss Sowerby. ‘We all wish you weren’t going and we shall miss you very much, but I believe the Bank House will be in safe hands.’


‘It will,’ said Miss Sowerby, adding ‘Thank God,’ though as she told her widowed sister later, it seemed presumptuous to use such an expression before the Rector, but something made her feel she had to say it. So the Rector went back wondering, as he often did, whether it was really an essential part of his duties to rally to elderly female parishioners in their hour of need when one always found one wasn’t really wanted. Then his truly kind self told him that readiness to help was never wasted even if the help were not needed and he laughed and went on with his sermon.


Miss Sowerby watched him go up the High Street. Then she went into the Bank House and shut the front door. Alone in her beloved home she straightened a few things that Mr Adams’s passage had moved and then stood at the foot of the stairs, reflecting on the morning’s work.


‘Housekeepers!’ she said. ‘What this house needs is a mistress.’
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Lunch could not be liver because of the thoring out advised by the butcher, but was the Sunday joint instead, and a fair-sized joint too with six ration books in the kitchen and five in the dining-room, for Tom’s ration book had been confiscated by his college where the college servants did very nicely out of the young gentlemen’s books and the young gentlemen had to go several times a week to British Restaurants.


‘I don’t know why,’ said Tom, who had been harrowing his mother by telling her what a rush it was to get food and how one usually felt hungry in spite of parcels from home, ‘British seems to mean something rather horrid now. Anyway British Restaurants aren’t much fun.’


His sister Grace, who was a keen if ignorant and bigoted politician, said it was because Lord Woolton wasn’t running the food. And anyway, said Eleanor, Civic Restaurants were just as bad, because she knew a girl who ran the Barchester one and no one would believe the hours she had to work and quite often had to take things home at night to make cakes and things for next day and really not enough fat, because the meals had to cost so little.


‘You ought to learn logic,’ said her brother Henry, on which subject Grace was prepared to argue quite indefinitely with no premises at all, had not Tom, returning to the subject of the word British, said what about British Railways.


‘I must say,’ said Mrs Grantly, ‘it all seems very silly, because when you said Great Western you knew which railway you meant, and now you don’t.’


It was not so much the confusion, said Mr Grantly, that he deprecated, as the hideous lettering of the words British Railways on the innocent locomotives. The kind of lettering, he said, that cheap printers used for trade cards.


‘If I were an engine and they painted that on me,’ said Henry, ‘I’d run off the line and kill the Minister of Transport, whoever he is,’ which remark led to a discussion as to who the principal holders of Cabinet rank were, which discussion combined ignorance with an almost total lack of interest, and talk veered to the far more interesting topic of when the croquet season should be inaugurated. Grace and Henry wanted to start at once, but as the balls and mallets and posts would not be dry for twenty-four hours or so, it was agreed to christen the lawn as it were on Sunday afternoon and collect some friends. This was not so easy as it sounds, for nearly all their young acquaintances seemed to be married or away on jobs.


‘What we want is two other men and two other girls,’ said Henry. ‘I say. What about Charles Belton? He’s a schoolmaster, but he often gets a Sunday off. And then we could have – no we couldn’t. Gosh! there doesn’t seem to be anyone left now.’


‘Why not those nice young Dales from Southbridge?’ said Mrs Grantly. ‘He’s a schoolmaster too, so he and Charles would have something to talk about.’


‘I say, father,’ said Grace. ‘If we can’t get another man, will you play?’


‘Tact, tact, my girl!’ said her brother Henry.


‘Oh, shut up,’ said Grace. ‘You know I didn’t mean it like that, father. Oh, do.’


‘I am not proud,’ said Mr Grantly, ‘but do you happen to remember, Grace, that there is a special Mothers’ Union service at three o’clock?’


His daughter’s lips formed the words, How ghastly, but she so far controlled herself as to say anyway they could play after tea, which was agreed to by all parties, the only objection lodged being by Tom, who had to get back to Oxford on Sunday evening. But the difficulties of others are light in comparison with one’s own and his brother and his sisters said they were sure there was a six something that went as far as Didcot and there must be trains from Didcot to Oxford.


‘Not on British Railways, my girl,’ said Tom. ‘Do you realize that it is quite difficult now to get a through train from Paddington to Oxford unless you go by that nice little toy line that passes through Princes Risborough?’


But no one else was interested in through trains from London to Oxford and the subject dropped.


‘I say!’ said Grace.


‘What do you say?’ said her father.


‘Does anyone know where the old book of croquet rules is?’ said Grace. ‘We’ve got the marker going and some white stuff, but how long ought the sides to be and those lines that run down parallel into the other lines?’


No one knew. So as soon as lunch was over a kind of treasure hunt took place in all the most likely places, such as an old tin trunk with mouldering straps in the attic, a disused corn bin in the stables, and various tallboys and presses in the unused bedrooms. A great deal of valueless material was turned out and Mrs Grantly garnered a rich harvest for her next jumble sale, but nowhere were croquet rules to be found, till Grace thought of looking in the drawers of the kitchen dresser, because she said she distinctly remembered Doris showing the booklet to her and saying Purse had found it in one of the attics and might he keep it. And under a collection of rather repellent bits of material, known to the kitchen as the clorths, the book was found. A second hunt then had to be made for the measure, joy of all Grantlys when young, which lived in a flattish round leather case and after use was wound up again with a kind of brass double-jointed handle. Which description will be perfectly clear to those who know the measure in question, and as for those who do not, their state is the more to be pitied.


The whole paraphernalia having been at last assembled, the young Grantlys set themselves to measure the oblong of the croquet court. It is hardly necessary to describe the result of their amateur efforts, for most of us have in our time tried to mark a croquet or a tennis lawn, and most of us have had the mortification of seeing our oblong come out as a rhomb, or what we can only describe as a sort of scalene rectangle. After about an hour and a half of this exercise, during which no tempers were quite lost, a halt was made for tea.


‘Look here, Eleanor,’ said Henry, ‘it’s really quite easy. I know what we ought to have done. You take a bit of string the length of one side and peg it down at the corner and make a circle, at least a semi-circle; and then you do the same thing at the other corner and where they cut each other is the middle of the width of the court.’


He paused to admire his own ingenuity.


‘Anyway,’ said Grace, ‘the place where the bits of circles met might be in the middle of the lawn from side to side but it wouldn’t be any use for up and down. I wish Marcia Yates were here. She’s awfully good at geometry.’


Her mother asked who Marcia Yates was.


‘Oh, a girl in the fifth,’ said Grace. ‘Her father keeps greyhounds and she’s going to a finishing school near Oxford where they only have ten girls and her mother took her to the Derby and then wrote an excuse to Miss Pettinger to say it was cultural to see the Derby and the Pettinger was furious.’


Her father asked her how she knew her headmistress’s reaction to Mrs Yates’s ideas of culture.


‘Oh, one of the prefects reported me for talking in prep three days running,’ said Grace. ‘I was only asking Jennifer Gorman if her mother was going to let her have a perm and she didn’t know till the last day, so I had to go to the Pettinger’s room to have a talk about the honour of the school and while I was there the letter came from Marcia’s mother and Miss Pettinger forgot I was there and went right off the deep end. Come on, Henry, let’s have another go.’


Mr and Mrs Grantly also came to see how things were going, prepared to interfere with theories of their own, but during tea Purse, who had previously been watching them, had taken the matter in hand, and on the lawn lay a white oblong of impeccable rectanglitude.


‘How on earth did you do it, Purse?’ said Mrs Grantly.


Purse said he took the two pieces of string that was the longness that Mr Tom said and put those little things for the corners in the ground and drawed the loines.


‘Absolute pitch, if you take my meaning,’ said Tom reverently. ‘Look mother. It’s as square as – I mean as oblong as – well anyway Purse has done the job.’


The Rector said it reminded him of Joseph Vance and the equal sides of the triangle, but as none of his children had read the works of William de Morgan they failed to take the allusion, considering it to be the sort of thing father was apt to say.


After supper Henry rang up the school at Beliers Priory and secured Charles Belton, and his sister Eleanor rang up Southbridge School to ask the Robin Dales.


‘Oh dear,’ said the gentle voice of Anne Dale. ‘Robin is on duty to-morrow. I could come, because I’ve got some petrol, but I don’t expect you want an odd woman,’ to which Eleanor replied truthfully that they would love to see Anne whether they got another man or not, and anyway her father would play if nobody else did. But all efforts to find a disengaged fourth man were vain that evening.


Next morning, between breakfast and church, the Rector tried to ring up Mr Wickham, the Noel Mertons’ agent, about a cow. Mr Wickham was out, but Mrs Bunce the cowman’s wife who came in to oblige after breakfast said he was over at Northbridge Manor. So the Rector rang up the Mertons’ house and was answered by Mrs Noel Merton, formerly Miss Lydia Keith.


‘I’m awfully sorry, Mr Grantly,’ said Lydia, ‘but Mr Wickham isn’t here. He did look in, but he has gone over to the Crofts at Southbridge to do some bird exploring with Mrs Crofts. Was it anything important?’


Not very, said the Rector, only a cow, and added that they had been marking the croquet lawn and wanted a fourth man or else he would have to play himself which he didn’t want to do.


‘You wouldn’t like Colin, would you?’ said Lydia, alluding to her dearly loved brother who was a very successful barrister in London, famed for his knowledge of railway law. ‘I have to be in with the children this afternoon and Noel has promised to go to the Brandons and Colin has nothing to do, and he’s leaving us this evening anyway.’


The Rector accepted the loan of Colin Keith with pleasure and reported the news to his family. It was received with gratitude, if not with enthusiasm, for Colin Keith was secretly considered a bit too much of a Londoner by Barsetshire. But a man was a man.


All being settled and the croquet lawn marked, there was nothing to do but to sleep through Saturday night, have breakfast on Sunday morning, go to church, have lunch (which was the liver, quite beautifully cooked by Edna with lots of onions) and set out the croquet things which had dried nicely during the night. The only member of the family who was not quite enjoying himself was Tom, for the thought of the train to Didcot which might connect with a train to Oxford lay on his mind. He had attempted to find out from Barchester Central: but here he met his match, for though the Barchester line and the Oxford line were both British Railways by Tyranny of Parliament, each still thought of itself as superior to the other. And long may this state of things remain and long may the little mineral railway between Ravenglass and Eskdale, with its equipment by the great Hornby, run backwards and forwards with the engine-driver sitting outside his engine. Barchester Central had been kind but not hopeful, rather implying that once one got to Didcot one was on such a barbarous railway system that no man alive could predict with accuracy which trains would run whither, nor when. However several years in the army had taught Tom patience and to rely on his own resources, so he did his best to forget the gloom ahead.


The first guest was Anne Dale who brought with her apologies and regrets from her husband.


‘And anyway,’ said Anne to Mrs Grantly, whom she secretly found more sympathetic than her children, ‘Robin isn’t very good at games because of his pretence foot. Do you know, Mrs Grantly, he still wakes up sometimes in the morning and thinks his foot has come back, poor darling. I’m so glad Tom didn’t get badly wounded or anything.’


‘So am I,’ said Mrs Grantly. ‘The chief worry now is that he wanted to do classics when he got out of the army and of course we agreed, but we have found that his heart is really in the land, and it is all rather dispiriting.’


‘Robin says,’ said Anne, whose friends occasionally laughed at her, though very kindly, for beginning so many sentences with those words, ‘that the classics are the most useful thing you can learn, because whatever you do they come in useful. He used to say Virgil and things to himself when he was in hospital after his foot was blown off at Anzio. And if anything worries him in the House, he always takes some Greek or Latin to bed with him. I am sure if Tom gets a job on the land he will find Latin just as helpful,’ which piece of special pleading if it did not entirely convince Mrs Grantly did cheer her a good deal, and she blamed herself for not being grateful enough to a Providence which had brought her son back with all his arms and legs.


Then Colin Keith arrived in his car for which he had got some extra petrol, though why nobody quite knew, least of all Colin himself who was quite happy to profit by the mistake. The two younger Grantlys were at first a little suspicious of a man who lived in London when he might live in Barsetshire, but his wholehearted admiration of the re-painting conquered their distrust and Grace in particular attached herself to him with the uncivilised ardour of a sixth form girl. And then Charles Belton came on his bicycle, a little late because a boy called Addison had offered to pump the tyres up for him and forgotten to do it, so that Charles had to dismount and do it himself. But his native cheerfulness was unimpaired by this misfortune and he too fell into ecstasies over the new paint.


‘It’s a tournament,’ said Grace who had, unasked, constituted herself a kind of General Manager. ‘First four of us play and then the other four, and then the two ones that have won play against each other. I bag Charles.’


‘And I bag Anne,’ said Henry, who felt he would be safe with her.


‘I say, mother,’ said Tom. ‘We forgot to get another girl. I bag having you for my partner. Oh do, mother.’


It was so flattering to be appealed to by her elder son that Mrs Grantly quite overlooked the fact that she was but a last moment substitute and expressed her willingness to play.


‘Then that leaves Eleanor and Colin,’ said Grace. ‘Bags I playing first, against Anne and Henry.’


But her mother said Tom ought to play first as he had to leave early, so she and Tom with blue and red took the field against Charles and Grace.


‘Is it real croquet, or golf croquet?’ said Charles Belton to his partner.


‘Golf,’ said Grace. ‘We did have an old set ages ago for real croquet, with those lovely wide hoops you can’t miss.’


Charles said his people used to have one too, with a kind of triumphal arch of crossed hoops in the middle and a bell depending from them which jingled when a ball went through, and everyone was allowed to put their foot on the ball while they hit the other and everyone lost their temper, which information so captivated Grace’s virgin heart that she told Charles all about how beastly the French mistress was and how awful it was that she had a terrific crush on Miss Floyd, the maths mistress, but never got more than B for geometry and quite often B minus or C; to all of which Charles, whose own school days were not so very distant and who liked schoolgirls, lent an attentive ear, with results almost as fatal as in the case of Desdemona and Othello, except that Charles had fair hair and blue eyes.


Charles and Grace were dashing and unreliable, now and then bringing off brilliant coups by sheer luck, and were mostly yards apart. Tom and his mother were more steady and played as far as possible a mutually supporting game, so that they had opportunities to talk, which in the busy crowded life of the Rectory did not often occur.


‘I’m sorry about your classics, darling,’ said Mrs Grantly, while her opponents were at the other end of the lawn. ‘But I’m sure they will always be a help. My father learnt Greek and Latin at Eton and he always read his Greek testament in church. He said it helped him to get through the sermon. I do wish you had known him,’ for her father, a hard-working landowner in the Omnium country, had caught pneumonia from a very chilly ride home after a long day’s hunting and died, soon after his daughter had married Major Grantly’s grandson. ‘You are rather like him sometimes.’


‘Perhaps it’s him that makes me love the country,’ said Tom, with more earnestness than grammar. ‘I can’t think why I was silly enough to think of being a don or a schoolmaster. I’m awfully sorry, mother.’


But whether that last remark expressed regret for having elected to read for Greats, or for having missed a hoop by several inches, we do not know, and it was not till Grace and Charles had knocked the balls all over the field that red and blue came together again.


‘Never mind, darling,’ said Mrs Grantly, continuing their conversation. ‘As soon as you have done your exams we will think of a plan, and I am sure something to do with the land is the most sensible and patriotic thing one can do now.’


‘My dear mother,’ said Tom, carefully destroying as he spoke Charles’s hopes of the next hoop, ‘you know you would say that even if I became a trades union leader or a saxophonist at a night club. But I do value it all the same. And I swear I’ll work at whatever it is as soon as I’m through Schools.’


‘Of course you will,’ said his mother, thinking all the while how she could never even begin to understand what her eldest son had experienced during the war; and that is what no mother, no wife, no woman, will ever understand, try as she may.


Meanwhile the Rector had escaped from the Mothers’ Union and came out to watch the croquet. Anne Dale, who had a kind heart and gentle manners, came and sat with him in case he needed company, so that Henry had to attach himself to Colin and Eleanor.


‘And how is your father, my dear?’ said Mr Grantly.


Anne said very busy, as he always was, and so was her mother, but she hoped they were getting abroad in July. And then she said, in her rather grown-up way, how glad she was to see all the Grantlys again. And what were the children doing?


‘Child yourself,’ said Mr Grantly affectionately. ‘You must be the youngest Housemaster’s wife on record,’ to which Anne said rather proudly that she was of age. But having thus asserted herself she relented and prattled away to the Rector about Southbridge School and the masters and the boys and how nice the Headmaster and his wife Mr and Mrs Everard Carter were. The Rector asked after her husband.


‘Oh he is very well, thank you,’ said Anne. ‘His foot does bother him sometimes, I mean the one that isn’t there, but he manages to do pretty well everything. Do you know, Mr Grantly, I think the classics are a great help to him. When his foot hurts in the evening he reads Virgil and things and feels much better. He says they are a kind of armour against horrid things. What do you think?’


‘I agree with your husband, my dear,’ said the Rector, ‘though I admit that this Government have invented things against which even the classics are not a certain shield.’


‘Still they are a sort of shield,’ said Anne. ‘And Robin was so glad that Tom was doing classics, because they will always be useful to him, whatever he does.’


The Rector, who had known Anne Fielding as she was before her marriage all her life, was interested and amused by her talk. Undoubtedly little Anne had changed, had come out, a great deal since she became Mrs Robin Dale. The timid, rather delicate child, girl, young woman was still there, but with an air of slightly precocious assurance combined with the real, though impersonal kindness of a Housemaster’s wife. That her parents’ daughter should be kind and competent was not surprising. Both Sir Robert and Lady Fielding were hard workers, giving time, brains, energy, and human feeling to every city or county job they undertook, and Anne must have inherited much from them. Something she had gained from the old governess, Miss Bunting, who had helped her through a difficult year and encouraged her to read and love the great heritage of English writing. By Miss Bunting her natural sweetness had been strengthened to a kind of universal courtesy and from Miss Bunting she had learnt quickly an old-fashioned but none the less important quality of appearing at any rate to give her whole attention to the person or the subject in hand. Mr Grantly would have wagered a golden sovereign (a few of which he had illegally hoarded to show his grandchildren, while quite aware that they would probably not take the slightest interest) that Anne was deliberately telling him that the classics helped her husband so that he might feel that Tom was also laying up treasure; for Tom’s affairs had been discussed at Southbridge School, where the Rector had many friends.


‘All the charm of all the Muses often flowering in a lonely word,’ said Anne Dale, ever mindful of her favourite poet Lord Tennyson.


‘Yes indeed,’ said the Rector thoughtfully, and seeing that he had retired into his own thoughts Anne Dale quietly retired into hers; which were chiefly how much she loved Robin, and what fun the boys were, and a thought and a hope for the early days of the spring when the earth began to turn from darkness to the lengthening days.


The game had now come to an end with a triumph for Mrs Grantly and her elder son whose quiet and solid play had routed the brilliant but erratic fooling of Charles and Grace, and the ground was free for the second round of the tournament. Anne was ready. Colin Keith and Eleanor were sitting nearby on the stone parapet above the ha-ha. Only Henry was missing.


His brother and his younger sister were raising their voices in yells for him when he appeared round the corner from the stable yard looking rather hot.


‘Hurry up,’ Grace shouted. ‘We’re waiting for you. Where have you been?’


Henry, looking slightly confused, said nowhere. He just went for a little turn on his bicycle, he added, and then he came over to Anne, his partner.


‘You do look hot,’ said Anne. ‘Will you take black or yellow?’


Henry said he felt like both and didn’t care which he had, so Anne, who knew one should not ask men questions till they were disposed to answer them, placidly knocked the yellow ball to its starting point. Colin, who imported even into a Sunday game of croquet an accurate and painstaking mind, at once got his ball into a position peculiarly annoying to his opponents.


‘Dash!’ said Henry, as his ball took matters into its own hands and rolled to the wrong side of the hoop, and his temper was not improved by Grace saying in a loud voice to Charles that the little depression where the ball had settled was known as Mug’s Home.


‘Never mind,’ said Anne. ‘We had a place just like that in father’s garden at Hallbury. I always got into it.’


Henry was grateful for this sympathy and felt how right he had been to bag an understanding person like Anne for his partner.


‘As a matter of fact,’ he said, ‘I really went down to the post office. Mrs Goble there is a friend of mine and I thought perhaps there might be a letter and she’d let me have it.’


Anne said there wasn’t a post on Sunday.


‘I know,’ said Henry. ‘But I thought a Saturday letter might have got left behind or something, so I thought I’d just ask.’


This Anne seemed to think a very reasonable idea, which so encouraged Henry that he took advantage of their opponents being out of earshot to say to Anne, ‘It’s my papers. I’m waiting to be posted to the Barsetshire Yeomanry and I might hear any day. It’s awful having to wait from lunch time on Saturday till breakfast time on Monday.’


‘How awful for you,’ said Anne, her large serious eyes growing dark at the thought of a letter delayed.


‘Most people don’t understand,’ said Henry. ‘It isn’t everyone’s luck to get into the Barsetshires. I saw the Colonel, he’s an old friend of father’s, and he as good as promised me when I was through my OCTU. Do you think he’s forgotten?’


But Anne, though entirely ignorant of the military world or its ways, was so certain that everything would be all right that Henry’s spirits rose again and his ball went where he wished and presently he was away at the far end and Anne found herself by Colin Keith. The Fieldings and the Keiths, both connected with the legal world, had always been on good terms, but between Colin and Anne there had been no particular link, for Colin was fifteen years older than Anne and spent his working life in London.


‘And how is law?’ said Anne.


‘You know you don’t care in the least,’ said Colin. ‘Don’t come the Housemaster’s wife over me, Anne. Lord! To think that when I was an assistant master at Southbridge you were in the nursery. All eyes and beak you were then.’


‘Were you a master at Southbridge?’ said Anne. ‘Robin never told me.’


‘Because he didn’t know, my love,’ said Colin. ‘It was well before the war when Birkett was Headmaster, and I must have been far more trouble than I was worth. Only for a term.’


‘Well, I hope you will come to see Robin and me,’ said Anne with her usual grave courtesy. ‘You will find things changed a good deal, I expect.’


At which Colin burst out laughing, though in a very friendly way so that Anne could not be hurt, and they got on very well. So well indeed that Eleanor Grantly, whose partner Colin was, had to call him twice to come and play his ball.


The thought of tea expedited the finish of the game which was won by Colin and Eleanor; entirely, so Eleanor said, by Colin’s play. And then they all went indoors, for this was not one of the summers when meals out of doors were any pleasure at all; as indeed they very seldom are, for if there isn’t a wind there are gnats and mosquitoes; and if there is a wind no one wishes to sit in it, except the Dowager Lady Norton who had been a Lady in Waiting to Queen Alexandra and was impervious to every kind of discomfort. During the meal the Rector described his experience at the Old Bank House and how Mr Adams seemed determined to buy it.


‘Oh dear,’ said his wife. ‘Will that be a good thing?’


The Rector said he saw no reason it shouldn’t be, adding that personally he liked Mr Adams and if one had to have new rich, Adams was an excellent sample.


‘Of course I have heard a lot about him,’ said Mrs Grantly, ‘but I’ve never come across him. Does anyone know anything about him?’


As so often happens when one throws a question into space, replies came from quarters most unexpected by Mrs Grantly. Charles Belton said Mr Adams was a great friend of his mother’s, and Heather Adams came two or three times a year to spend a few nights at Harefield though he didn’t much care for her himself. And if it were not surprising enough that Mrs Belton, herself a Thorne and pure county, should have the rich iron-master’s daughter to stay with her, Anne Dale volunteered the information that the Adamses had been at Hallbury for a whole summer during the war and first she thought they were rather horrid, but now she liked them very much, especially Mr Adams, who often came in to see her mother if he was near the Close.


‘And Heather is being married this autumn,’ Anne continued. ‘To young Mr Pilward, the brewer’s son.’


‘Not Ted Pilward?’ said Tom Grantly.


Anne said that was his name.


‘Lord!’ said Tom. ‘We were in Iceland together and we tried putting soap down a geyser, but it didn’t work. Rum things one did in the war. I must look him up. Perhaps he’d give me a job in the brewery. One of our men at Paul’s who got a First in Greats last year got a job straight away in a big firm in Liverpool or somewhere that picks over the dumps where the corporation dust bins are emptied. Some people do have luck.’


Feeling the slight bitterness in his voice his sister Eleanor looked at him anxiously, but the mood passed and all the younger people planned a croquet tournament in which the Bishop and Lady Norton were to be caught cheating and disqualified, till Eleanor said they had better play the finals, which were herself and Colin against Mrs Grantly and Tom.


‘I say, mother,’ said Tom, looking at the grandfather clock which had belonged to Archdeacon Grantly. ‘I’ll have to go if I’m to catch that train at Barchester Central.’


‘You haven’t much time,’ said his mother anxiously. ‘The bus passes the corner in five minutes.’


‘No it doesn’t, mother,’ said Grace. ‘They took that bus off last week. Didn’t you see the notice at the bus stop in the High Street?’


‘That’s torn it,’ said Tom and darkness fell upon the party till Colin Keith asked if he could help.


‘I’ve got my car and some petrol,’ he said. ‘I can take you to Barchester.’


‘Oh, I say, that’s marvellous. Thanks awfully,’ said Tom.


Mrs Grantly, with the insane desire to make unnecessary trouble that besets us all from time to time, said wouldn’t it be taking Colin rather out of his way.


‘Not a bit,’ said Colin. ‘I was going to cut across by Crabtree Parva and Framley, but I can just as well go by Barchester.’


‘But Framley’s the wrong way,’ said Grace, eager to show her knowledge. ‘Northbridge is bang south and Framley’s bang north.’


‘But I’m not going to Northbridge,’ said Colin, amused. ‘I’m going to Oxford to spend the night with the Fanshawes.’


Upon which the whole Grantly family talked at once, some saying What a piece of luck, others Wasn’t it Mr Fanshawe who married Jessica Dean’s eldest sister, others again Then Tom could stay for the finals after all.


‘Will you have supper with us, Colin?’ said Mrs Grantly.


Colin thanked her but said he had promised to get to the Fanshawes for a late supper, so if Tom didn’t mind he ought to be going as soon as the croquet was over, and the party went out again to the lawn. By now it was decidedly chilly, like nearly all that summer, and to sit and watch the game was no particular pleasure. Anne said she must go home or Robin would miss her and she would ring up later on to hear who had won. So she said her good-byes and her thanks and Henry took her to the stable yard and opened the gates for her car.


‘It’s been splendid,’ said Henry, alluding we think rather to Anne’s encouragement than to a peaceful game of Rectory croquet.


‘I loved it,’ said Anne. ‘Oh, and Henry, I don’t think that letter will come just yet. I know several of our old boys who are waiting for their papers and they nearly all had to wait longer than they expected, but they all came in the end. Do try not to worry. Could you do a job of some sort, or some reading?’


‘I say, you are a schoolmistress,’ said Henry, in a kind of grudging admiration for her organising powers. ‘The trouble is I don’t know what jobs I do want. And if I thought I wanted something I’d probably find I didn’t, like poor old Tom who wanted to do Latin and Greek and now he wants to go on the land. I don’t know. All very unsatisfactory, that’s what it is. I wish there were a war and then they’d have me quick enough.’


‘Well, don’t wish that, Henry,’ said Anne with her little air of wisdom. ‘It might happen. Come and see Robin one week-end and you’ll feel much better,’ for she still believed and probably would always believe that in her adored Robin lay the panacea for every human ill.


‘I daresay you’re right,’ said Henry. ‘But I do wish that letter would come.’


‘It will,’ said Anne. ‘I promise you it will,’ and she drove away, leaving Henry a little comforted. So he went back to the lawn and found Eleanor and Colin winning and presently they won.


‘I say,’ said Grace, ‘there ought to be a prize.’


Her brother Tom said Nonsense, this was a strictly amateur affair, but Grace insisted on giving the winners some of her chocolate ration which touched Colin very much, and so pleased was Grace by his pleasure that she hung about him in a quite embarrassing way, with the simple adoration which she had up till now kept for a favoured mistress or a hockey captain. No one appeared to object. Mrs Grantly had decided some years previously to leave her children alone unless they were being outrageously rude or deliberately giving pain, and as Grace’s behaviour did not come under either of those headings she thought it best to pretend she didn’t notice it. Her elder son guessed her feelings and caught her eye, saying ‘schoolgirls, schoolgirls’ in a mock-elderly way that made her laugh. Then Mr Grantly said Good Gracious it was nearly time for evening service and Colin said he really must go, so Tom collected his luggage, which consisted of an army kitbag and a long woollen scarf and a very dirty mackintosh, and the whole party went to see the travellers off.


‘Do let’s do this again soon,’ said Colin as he thanked his hostess.


‘Certainly,’ said Mrs Grantly, speeding the parting guest as much as politeness allowed, for it was almost half past six.


‘It won’t be so nice next time,’ said Eleanor.


Colin asked why not. Things weren’t, said Eleanor, without trying to explain, and possibly she was right.


‘Then we’ll do something else,’ said Colin. ‘If you ever come to town, let’s do a theatre. I expect you stay with an aunt or a friend to shop. People mostly do, except my sister Lydia who clings to Northbridge like a limpet to a rock. That’s settled then. Good-bye.’


He drove off with Tom while the rest of the family went to the evening service and thought their various thoughts. For though there may be people who think of nothing beside the immemorial words (when not revised or deposited or otherwise defaced) and the familiar, friendly, if uninspired hymns (for as for Songs of Praise and their like we cannot away with them) and the noble music of the psalms (which we are glad to say Mr Grantly caused to be sung as the Book of Common Prayer intended, refusing to cut and mangle them), to most of us church is rather like Grace’s game of unravelling and after a period of day-dream or coma we come to with a jerk and try not to look as if we had lost ourselves. And we hope these things may be forgiven to us and do it all over again next Sunday.


Mrs Grantly had tried to school herself to concentrate and attend, but the flesh, or rather the mind, is weak and so much did Tom’s future in civil life and Henry’s future as a conscript occupy her thoughts, not to speak of wishing Grace’s maiden affections for young men, though Colin Keith was not so very young, were more restrained, and fearing on no grounds at all that Eleanor would never get married because she did her Red Cross work so well, besides the usual thoughts about rations and getting the coal allocation before the next rush began and determining that at her age she need not bother about the New Look, that she might almost as well have stayed at home and worried there, alone. But not quite, for in spite of all the kaleidoscope of thoughts and anxieties some of the peace of the evening service flowed into her mind and heart. And also, which is quite important though in a different way, she saw Edna and Doris and the two elder children of shame all behaving very well, and she knew if she had been lazy about the outward act of church going, Edna and Doris would also have lapsed, and the cheerful children of shame would have been cheerful heathens and not learnt to keep still. So she made a kind of general act of contrition in her heart without being able to put it into words and determined to do better next time: knowing well that she would do exactly the same thing over again next Sunday.
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