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  Chapter One




  THE LOBBY of the House of Commons was very full on the momentous afternoon that Miss Sarah Bennett, a composed and amused spinster, torn from her happy obscurity by an

  energetic and enterprising Minister of Labor, came from the Temporary Pass Office, up the stairs, through a corridor lined with effigies of the great. Through a door at the end, smartly pulled open

  by a policeman tugging on what looked like a giant’s dressing-gown cord, she walked into a babel of humanity that halted her for a moment until, at a word from the friendly policeman on the

  door, she made her way to the policeman on the barrier, who gave her a green card to fill in.




  “Mr. Stout? He’s in the Chamber,” said the policeman. “Just sit down a minute.”




  Miss Bennett sat on a green leather seat in the shadow of yet another effigy of England’s greatness and surveyed the lively scene.




  In one corner a deputation from the Ancient Company of Galoche Makers were so intent on trying out on one another the argument with which, in due course, they would smite the representative of

  the Rubber Control they had come to interview, hip and thigh, that they didn’t even notice a quiet little man who stole up on rubber-soled shoes and walked round the compact vociferous body.

  He was like the last piglet of a litter, thought the unpoetic Miss Bennett, trying to butt his way in towards the dinner-pail. After a minute or so, the ranks remaining serried, the newcomer crept

  away again, and probably only the watcher realized that this was the unhappy official the deputation had come to tear to shreds.




  A second deputation occupied another corner, from the Save The Spinsters Society this time, and these had, with the terrible singleness of purpose that makes the female so much more deadly than

  the male, cornered their Member, and were standing round him in a double semicircle, like a cordon of cows threatening a very frightened bull. You could see he wasn’t sure what they

  mightn’t do to him.




  A conscientious Town Member was, inevitably, conducting a party of American officers round the House, under the impression that this is the kind of entertainment that American officers

  enjoy.




  “But say,” Miss Bennett heard one of them remark, “if you use the Lords’ Chamber, how about the Lords?”




  “They—er—meet in the Robing Room,” explained the Member, who had been going to sweep his guests through the door with the dressing-gown cord attached and point out the

  exact place where the Speaker’s Chair used to stand, and where impeachment trials used to be held.




  The American nodded. “Peers not going so strong,” he suggested. His voice said that all these old monuments were bound to crumble sooner or later because that’s Nature’s

  way.




  When the party had disappeared Miss Bennett entertained herself watching constituents waiting for Members and Members waiting for constituents, and Members just being Members; they all looked so

  much alike she thought it was pretty clever of the policemen to know which were Members of Parliament and which just those common chaps, the electorate.




  She was just reflecting that a good many M.P.’s must also be electors in their time and season, since not every Member resides in his own constituency, when the door was pulled open again,

  and a plump rather common-looking man in a regrettable brown suit, with a brown billycock apparently balanced on thick red eyebrows over eyes the color of a dog-fox, came swinging in. The policeman

  on the door appeared to know him. He stopped him and said a word. The new-comer nodded.




  “I’ll wait,” he said and came to sit beside Miss Bennett.




  They made a strange contrast. He looked, she thought, like a bookie’s tout, and couldn’t imagine why, for one moment, she had been reminded of Mr. Churchill. They weren’t

  remotely alike.




  Sarah was wearing her new 18-coupon gray pinstripe suit with a link button, a yellow blouse, one of those perfectly plain hats, gray with a yellow corded ribbon, that look as though they have

  been run up in about five minutes and ought to cost twelve shillings, eleven pence but for which in actual fact she had paid (with purchase tax) four pounds and fourpence. She wore tan

  stockings—silk, noticed Mr. Crook, who made a habit of never overlooking details—tan shoes, while on her knee lay a pair of tan leather gauntlets, the soft kind that wrinkle at the

  wrist, and a square brown leather bag that was obviously cleaned with a good quality boot polish every day of its life.




  “She’s come to give some poor devil hell,” thought Mr. Crook sympathetically. “Less than the dust beneath her chariot wheel, that’s what she thinks of

  them.”




  She looked like someone who has bought an expensive seat for a show and is now tranquilly getting her money’s worth. And after all, Mr. Crook told himself honestly, show was about the

  word. After a minute he leaned towards her, saying confidentially, “You’d think they’d gone dredging under flat stones and robbing graveyards to find some of these. I bet you

  never saw anything like this crowd in your life before.”




  “You’d be wrong,” said Sarah drily. “When I went to register with my age group I found the room packed with women and, believe me or not, I thought I’d got into a

  deputation for the Old Age Pension by mistake.”




  “Oh, I believe you,” said Crook. “Every lady that’s had to register with an age-group—over thirty, that is—has felt the same. Indignant they were, which is

  ridic’lous. Why, you should have gone home thanking your lucky stars you could put up a better show than the rest.”




  “Oh, I did,” agreed Miss Bennett seriously, and her voice said it took something to make her feel thankful.




  Crook saw with pleasure and a little surprise that she wasn’t in the least put out by his remark. As indeed she was not. While not going so far as to believe that every creature of God is

  good, she at least believed most of them are interesting, if only as curiosities, and seldom regretted a new experience.




  “First offense?” continued Crook affably.




  “First . . .?” For a moment even Miss Bennett was baffled. Then she understood. “Oh, I see what you mean. No, I’ve never been here before, though I daresay that presently

  I shall know this place as well as my home.”




  “Is it kind? Is it true? Is it necessary?” mourned Mr. Crook. “Even M.P.’s don’t generally keep you that long.”




  “You don’t understand,” Sarah assured him. “I’m here professionally.”




  Crook cocked a suspicious eyebrow. “You mean, you’re one of Nature’s reformers?” He’d guessed it from the first.




  “Nothing of the kind,” returned Miss Bennett crisply. “One of Mr. Bevin’s bloody sacrifices.”




  Crook grinned. “Smoked you out, did they? And you thought you’d get your own back by coming to work for one of the rats? Smart work.”




  Miss Bennett nodded towards the spinsters who were moving up to their Member with such dogged ferocity that presently they’d sweep over him like a wave and leave him flattened as a piece

  of seaweed when eventually they retreated.




  “We’ve got a very enterprising Government,” she said. “Ten years ago, when I might have been glad of a job, no one would have paid me three pounds a week, but now, just

  because I’ve had to register, they can find any number of holes to push me into. And all those women there are in the same boat. They could all get jobs tomorrow.”




  “Everything comes to him who waits,” approved Crook, “even Home Secretaries.” He stood up and went to meet a man who looked like a captive eagle, who had just entered the

  lobby from the Lords. Miss Bennett recognized him at once from his photographs.




  “Mr. Crook?” said the Home Secretary, who, being a cut above the ordinary Member, didn’t have to pretend to look pleased at the sight of a visitor. Besides, Crook wasn’t

  a constituent of his.




  “That chap, Jedburgh,” began Mr. Crook.




  “I’ve informed you already, I don’t feel this is a case in which I can usefully intervene at the present time,” said the Home Secretary stubbornly.




  “It won’t be much use intervenin’ after Tuesday week, seeing the poor fellow’s to be hanged that morning,” Crook pointed out.




  “It’s impossible to consider reopening the case unless you can persuade me you have fresh evidence to offer.”




  “Evidence?” Mr. Crook looked like the dog in the fairy-tale who had eyes like mill wheels. “If that’s all you want, that’s easy.”




  “Evidence that will stand the test,” added the Home Secretary in a stern voice. “The demands of justice. . . .”




  “See here,” implored Mr. Crook. “It ain’t my job to look after justice. That’s your pigeon. Mine’s to get this chap off if I can. That’s what he’s

  paying me for. And if evidence is what you want and if evidence will save him, then I’ve got to have that evidence, if I have to sit up half the night manufacturing it. It’s not a

  matter of choice, it’s a matter of duty.”




  Sarah watched them fascinated. She couldn’t help thinking it was a pity Mr. Crook wasn’t the Member she had come to see. A man like that would give a secretary scope.




  “You’d better get ready to make history by granting a free pardon in spite of all His Majesty’s snuffy old gentlemen,” Mr. Crook announced to the lobby at large. Even the

  Ancient Order of Galoche Makers stopped telling one another that these officials never have any sense of time and don’t understand about other chaps being busy, to listen to him.

  “Because, as sure as my name’s Arthur Crook of London Town, he ain’t going to swing.”




  Tipping his brown bowler aggressively, he strode out of the lobby. The Home Secretary stared after him. So did Miss Bennett. So did the policeman on the barrier. In fact, general interest was so

  centered on him that Mr. Stout came through and turned towards the tea-room without anyone noticing him.




  2.




  Mr. Allen Wilkinson Stout, the Member for the Malvoison Division of Kent, was having tea with the Honorable Member for South Mould. Mr. Stout was a fine figure of a man, with a grand black

  mustache and a good obstinate jaw and hair as black as doom and a chin so long his mouth seemed to come halfway up his face. It was said of him by the Speaker that his family motto was “I was

  ever a fighter so one fight more . . .” and the Speaker was in a position to know.




  They had been debating the question of War Pensions and already he had had a brush or two with the Minister of War Claims. Mr. Penberthy did his best to calm him down, but Mr. Stout was in no

  mood to be calmed.




  “Don’t be so damned tactful, Bill,” he said. “This righteous indignation is good for my liver. As for Wilbur, I’d like him to live on a 100 per cent disability

  pension for six months and then come into the House and tell us it’s adequate.”




  “I always forget what Party you belong to,” murmured Mr. Penberthy, ordering tea and whatever-there-was.




  “Independent,” said Mr. Stout royally. “And don’t ask me if I agree with X and Y and Z because I don’t. I’m independent of the whole House of

  Commons.”




  “That” said the Honorable Member for South Mould soothingly, “makes the position perfectly clear.” The tea arrived and he began to pour it out. The whatever-there-was

  looked like Ministry of Food experiments. “Do you remember,” he continued wistfully, “the chocolate cake we used to get here before the war?”




  “Do you know,” Mr. Stout countered in homesick tones, “there were things called oranges once? You had ’em in a salad with duck. Round things they were, like kid’s

  balls. Well, anyway, you remember balls don’t you, Bill? Before the Japs collared ninety per cent of the world’s rubber supply you could buy them at Woolworth’s. Do you

  know,” his voice was reverent, “before the war even dogs had them—solid rubber with DOG printed on them?”




  “Come, come,” said Bill Penberthy, “you’re thinking of drinking-bowls.”




  “It comes to the same thing,” said Mr. Stout pessimistically. “They all belonged to the Golden Age that everyone’s resolved shall never return.” He poured himself

  out another cup of tea and announced that he couldn’t stop as he was interviewing a prospective secretary. “The Ministry of Labor’s taken mine,” he added gloomily.

  “She’d committeed a crime, you see—at least her mother did.”




  “And the P.S. is afaid she’ll follow in her mother’s footsteps and perhaps go for you with a carving knife? I call that damned thoughtful of him. He doesn’t give a damn

  if anyone knifes me.




  “She got married two years too late,” explained Mr. Stout rather obscurely. “So, of course, the girl was born two years too late. So Hugh’s raked her in for the A.T.S. I

  went to see him about it, but he was hard as his own head and I can’t say fairer than that. An older woman’ll do for you, he told me. Where do I find one? I asked him, because you know

  as well as I do, Bill, that the Government collars the lot by force majeure. Not,” he added recklessly, “because it really needs them, but one or two might slip through the net

  and go on doing something useful if he didn’t have his eye on them. There’s a very good O.A.P. club in my constituency, I told him. Perhaps you think I could find one there. Or, of

  course, there’s the morgue.”




  “What did he say to that?” enquired Mr. Penberthy.




  “That we all have to put up with substitutes in a war, margarine instead of butter, and dehydrated spinach instead of caviare, so surely I could put up with a corpse just for the

  duration.”




  Mr. Penberthy observed that a lot of the authorities were setting them a damn good example. Mr. Stout, however, was following up his own thoughts.




  “You have to hand it to Hugh—he’s solving the problem of the surplus women all right. Why, even the two glamour girls behind the bar in my special pub. are both over seventy,

  and one of them’s got a wooden leg.”




  “Did she tell you?” enquired Mr. Penberthy in reverent tones. Women never told him things like that.




  “Of course she told me,” said Mr. Stout. “Aren’t I her Member? She thought if I made representations in the right quarter I might get her a new one. She doesn’t

  like the one she’s got. Peeling or something.”




  “Which is the Ministry for peg-legs?” asked Bill. “Like Rosa Dartle, I only ask for information.”




  “There you are!” cried Mr. Stout in a voice that rang through the Members’ tea-room like a tocsin. “My secretary would have known. The new one won’t. I shall be

  expected to find out and tell her. It’s ridiculous.”




  “I should think the Ministry of Health,” speculated Bill.




  Mr. Stout vetoed that. “Much too simple. You know Government Departments never work that way. If you want to get a man out of the Army, you can’t just write to the War Office. He has

  to apply to his C.O., and show that he’s got a vacancy waiting for him, scheduled under the Essential Works Act, and his prospective employers have got to put in for him to the appropriate

  Department, if they know which it is, and if they do they’re a damn sight cleverer than I am, and the Ministry concerned approaches the War Office and by that time the fellow’s probably

  been drafted overeas or written to his M.P. . . .”




  “I have been in the House three years myself,” Mr. Penberthy pointed out.




  “So you see it’s not likely to be the Ministry of Health. That would be too obvious. No, no, everything will depend on how she lost the leg. If she was a stewardess and got involved

  in a shipwreck, I suppose it would be the Admiralty. . . .” He drank some more tea. “And if she was a V.A.D. at Waterloo it would be the War Office,” he wound up

  irrepressibly.




  “Not Waterloo,” objected Mr. Penberthy. “The War Office wasn’t functioning in those days.”




  “No?” said Mr. Stout. “Then all I can say is we’re a damn conservative country. Well, then, it’s probably the Ministry of Supply.”




  “If it’s a wooden leg,” said Bill, “how about the Forestry Commission?”




  “They’re monopolized by M.A.P., aren’t they? No, no, more likely to be Works and Planning. Works, you see.”




  “Is pulling beer-handles work within the meaning of the Act? What other Departments are there? I suppose it couldn’t be the P.M.G.—unless her husband was a postman.”




  “She’s not married,” said Mr. Stout. “Oh, well, I must go and see my old girl. I saw one last night—but she couldn’t do shorthand.”




  “Even if they can it doesn’t make much difference, because they probably don’t read it back—not what you thought you said anyhow—and if you argue with them, they

  say, Well, there’s the shorthand outline,’ knowing dam’ well you won’t know if it’s right or wrong.”




  “This one,” continued Mr. Stout musingly, “had always wanted to go into Parliament, but there was something wrong with her teeth.”




  “Does she suppose you go round biting fellow-Members?” demanded a mystified Mr. Penberthy.




  “Oh, no,” said Mr. Stout. “At least, I don’t suppose so. She was waiting for them to grow or something. She had something wrong with her feet, too.”




  “She didn’t write shorthand with them, did she? If so, she’d better go on the B.B.C. and tell the world how it’s done.”




  At this juncture some intrusive official came up to enquire whether the two gentlemen were attending the Sub-Committee in Room 38 to discuss the Minister of Health’s new scheme for Pig

  Insurance.




  Mr. Penberthy, who didn’t mind trying anything once, said he’d come, but Mr. Stout said hurriedly—and inaccurately—he knew nothing about pigs and that he must go and see

  his old girl.




  The House rose early that day and policemen were shouting “Who goes home?” all over the lobby, and putting their heads into the library and the Plan Room and anywhere else where

  members might be congregating to warn them that the House was “up.” Sarah hoped this meant Mr. Stout wouldn’t be long. She had some time ago ceased to be entertained by the

  spectacle of Members walking in and out of swing doors, bursting in and out of telephone booths, creeping or bouncing into the Post Office, dictating letters round the pedestals of statues, or just

  standing about and talking to themselves, presumably because they liked to hear a clever chap talk and a clever chap reply. When Mr. Stout appeared, not from the Chamber, but from the corridor

  leading to the tea-room, she saw a gleam of relief on the face of the policeman on the door and realized that her moment had come.




  “I’m afraid I’ve kept you waiting,” apologized Mr. Stout politely, his heart full of misgiving. “The fact is we’ve been having a very intricate

  debate—rights and privileges of Government Departments—I came away in the middle of it as it was,” he added, feeling it was absurd he should have to make all these explanations

  and she accept them like a lady patroness taking a bunch of flowers from a child at a charity show.




  “What exactly was it this time?” asked Miss Bennett kindly. He thought she had probably been a trained child’s nurse when she was younger—or it might have been performing

  seals. Either way she’d be sure to feel at home in the House of Commons.




  Mr. Stout drew a deep breath. “Post-war planning,” he said. Well, in a way it was true. The Peace would certainly be on before poor old Maisie got her new pin. Why, you had to get

  priority even to build a fence these days, let alone make a leg, and by the time that had passed through the various Departments the country would probably be thinking about its next war—and

  certainly Maisie would have passed into that sphere where, it is understood, wooden pins will be redundant.




  “Damn!” said Mr. Stout aloud. “One even thinks in official terms. Can you do shorthand?”




  Miss Bennett said she could.




  Mr. Stout explained the difficulty as viewed by Mr. Penberthy and himself.




  “And he’s right,” he said, “half the time it isn’t what you’ve said.”




  “Perhaps your friend’s secretary had a reforming tendency,” suggested Sarah.




  “She hadn’t got a husband, that was the trouble,” was Mr. Stout’s startling reply. “Wives work off their good intentions at home; spinsters take it out of their

  employers, most of whom are married anyhow, so they get a double dose. By the way, I ought to warn you this isn’t a reserved occupation. They called up my last. . . .”




  “How old was she?” enquired Miss Bennett uncompromisingly.




  “Twenty-three. But. . . .”




  “You’ll find it’ll be reserved to me,” Sarah assured him. “I’m forty-two and proud of it. Thousands of women will never achieve as much. It seems to me that

  to have survived the Great War, the World Depression and the London Blitz for forty-two years and still not be a mental or physical paralytic is something to be proud of.”




  “Yes,” said Mr. Stout helplessly, thinking with actual longing of the lady who didn’t write shorthand with her feet. Miss Bennett, for all her prim appearance, made him feel as

  though he’d got into the Zoo at feeding-time when all the cage doors were open and the keepers were late.




  “Are you free now?” he enquired.




  “Perfectly free,” said Sarah.




  “You’re sure your present employer. . . .”




  “I haven’t a present employer. I’m a conscript.”




  Mr. Stout was having a lot of shocks this afternoon. He remembered the last war in which he had played the usual inconspicuous part of the ordinary man who enlisted in 1914 and came out at the

  Armistice. He didn’t get any medals, of course. Ordinary people hardly ever do. He remembered how they’d viewed conscripts then. Bloody gentlemen, they’d said, he and his friends,

  seeing the new drafts come out towards the end of 1917. Some of them had minded, but if you said that to Miss Bennett she wouldn’t mind. She wouldn’t give a damn what anyone thought of

  her. Really, he reflected, seeing how much braver women are than men it’s staggering they don’t send them into the front line. There were women he knew who’d actually been

  thrilled by the bombing of London. He didn’t know any men who had. Sensitive sex my Aunt Fanny, he thought.




  “Before the war I was a poster artist,” Miss Bennett explained. “You’ve probably seen my work in tube stations.”




  “You ought to be in the camouflage department of the M.O.I.,” suggested Mr. Stout.




  “I thought of that, too, but the M.O.I. decided it would be even better camouflage if I became a filing clerk at the War Office.”




  Mr. Stout gave that up. “Have you any political views?” he asked, still seeking like a harried fox for some earth in which to go to ground.




  “My sympathies are with the conservatives,” said Sarah. “The other parties can talk of the beauty of labor, but only conservatives can afford the even greater beauty of

  bone-idleness when the mood takes them.”




  Mr. Stout saw a loophole and leaped for it. “I ought to warn you I work extremely hard,” he said.




  “Oh, I knew you weren’t a conservative,” Miss Bennett assured him.




  Mr. Stout felt absurdly pleased. It was nice to think that anyone knew enough about him to know that.




  “You—er—had heard of me then?”




  “I looked you up in Dod’s Parliamentary Guide,” explained his companion. “Well, naturally I wanted to know something about you. . . .”




  “Did you”—Mr. Stout’s tone was elaborately courteous— “think I might be engaged in the white slave traffic?”




  “I didn’t suppose Dod would tell me if you were. And in any case,” the lady matched courtesy for courtesy, “I take it I’m only doing your political work.”




  Mr. Stout let that pass. He was getting the worst of it anyway. Besides, he had just thought of something he had always wanted to know.




  “Do they,” he enquired, “ask you very obscene questions at the Ministry of Labor?”




  “Nothing the Government is responsible for is obscene,” returned Miss Bennett firmly. “They simply take a paternal interest in you and your affairs. For instance, they asked me

  who paid the rent of my flat.”




  “Did you tell them?” asked Mr. Stout, secretly filled with admiration for any official who had dared ask the formidable Miss Bennett so searching a question.




  “Unfortunately, I did. I said I paid it myself. If I’d had the wit to say that a succession of gentlemen paid it for me they wouldn’t have touched me with a barge-pole.

  It’s practically the only reserved occupation left for single women,” she added.




  “I didn’t know that,” murmured Mr. Stout, wondering how it is that in practical matters secretaries nearly always seem to be better informed than Members.




  “Nor did I, at the time. I supposed the Government wanted to make sure I was sufficiently Galahad-minded to be worthy of a job at one of their Ministries.”




  Mr. Stout supposed—but not aloud—that they’d decided she wasn’t to be so regarded. He envied Government Departments who know all the answers; he’d already realized

  that if Miss Bennett made up her mind to come to him come she would.




  “You didn’t get a Government job,” he murmured wistfully.




  “I said I couldn’t live on the pay of a T.G.S., and they said that didn’t matter because I could do my own work in my spare time.”




  “So that in a way you’d be better off for being called up. Do you know, there are times when I think we deserve to win this war. So much strategy in the country that they can afford

  to pour it out like wine at the Ministry of Labor. How about sleep? Did they mention that?”




  “I did, but they said we must all be prepared to make sacrifices in war-time for our fighting men.”




  “One of the things that might have been more happily put,” agreed Mr. Stout, his mercurial point of view changing again. One touch of nature and so forth, and he’d had brushes

  with the Ministry of Labor himself. “Tell me one more thing. If you had to get a replacement of a wooden leg for a constituent, which Ministry would you approach?”




  “Assuming you wanted her to get the leg, I should leave the Ministries out of it and get in touch with her Approved Society,” Sarah told him.




  “What’s that?” For Mr. Stout had taken a little blue card out of his pocket and was writing on it.




  “Card of admission to the Plan Room. That’s where Members’ secretaries work. I’ll show you on your way out. But first of all come and have a drink.”




  Sarah decided a few minutes later she had done well. Mr. Stout clearly knew something about some of the things that matter.




  



  




  Chapter Two




  THE PLAN ROOM in the House of Commons opens off Westminster Hall, down eight stairs and through a door that promises more than the room performs. Since the House was damaged by

  blitz, M.P.’s secretaries are allowed as a favor to work there. The room is long and has a number of small, romantic-looking windows looking out onto some grass. It is not, however, very easy

  to see the grass because there is a good deal of black-out down there, also owing to the blitz, and in any case the windows are never opened. Those who work under them complain bitterly if they

  are, with the result that the room cannot be ventilated and by four o’clock is like the tortoise house on Bank Holiday. There are always half a dozen typewriters clicking for dear life and a

  telephone that rings all day. Anything from four to fourteen Members are generally dictating against the background of this din, and their secretaries are women of such caliber that most of the

  time they contrive to dish up something remarkably like the original speech of the parliamentarians. The furniture of the room consists of lockers, not available to the secretaries, long trestle

  tables and leather-seated chairs that are just too low for the typists to use them with any comfort. There are also a good many waste-paper baskets, on the whole scorned by the Members who prefer

  the floor, of the kind that make runs in war-time stockings.




  Sarah sat at the end of one of the long tables, on one of the only two chairs high enough to be conveniently used, and split open Mr. Stout’s morning mail. The life of a Member’s

  secretary is not entirely without its entertaining side. The post this morning was rather like a pre-war Woolworth counter. You might find anything there.




  Regrets, of course, were predominant. The War Office regretted it couldn’t grant a compassionate posting; the Minister of Pensions regretted he couldn’t agree that a pension was due

  to the widow of one Tom Robinson, since the said man had been on leave when his fatal accident occurred; the Ministry of Food regretted that it couldn’t as yet divulge its autumn savoy

  program (for security reasons). Also, presumably for security reasons, it didn’t explain why knowledge of this program should materially help the Germans to win the war, but of course idle

  talk costs lives and idle letter-writing possibly even more.




  When the official letters had been docketed Sarah dealt with what she called the intercessions. There is no limit to the subjects on which enthusiastic constituents will address their Member.

  They cover income tax relief, thieving neighbors who pick your best flowers while you’re rolling bandages at the Red Cross, the inadequacy of fish, milk, cheese, cake and biscuit supplies;

  the infamy of the Rent Restrictions Act. . . . This morning a doggy woman wanted to know what the authorities intended to do about the supply of meat for dogs (God’s creatures as much as we,

  who do not deserve to suffer for the sins of men), a clergyman was seriously perturbed about the waste of bread crumbs and bacon rinds on sparrows and gulls (in view, Sir, of the widespread

  starvation in Europe), a fond mother asked if her husband could be brought back from North Africa (because Sonny Boy does so want a little sister).




  She was busily typing replies to all the letters Mr. Stout wouldn’t want to answer himself when he burst in like a cyclone. Several people clutched their letters as in an earlier age

  they’d have clutched their hats. Miss Bennett didn’t mind the noise. She (fashionably) regretted the passing of the age of great men, big stalwart creatures with solid faces and

  forthright manners who couldn’t go in and out unnoticed; this generation of men with neat features and mealy-mouthed speech made her wish she had been born a century earlier. She

  mightn’t have been Miss Bennett then; she’d have found some man of her own size to wed.




  “Anything special this morning?” demanded Allen Wilkinson Stout, attacking his letters like a terrier enlarging a rabbit-hole.




  “One personal letter,” said Miss Bennett handing it over, “one grateful acknowledgment from Mrs. Green for getting her a War Service Grant and saying you may use this in any

  way you please—two or three people writing to you as a last resort. . . .”




  “If humility is the rock foundation of the virtues, then Members of Parliament stand a chance of getting pretty high hereafter,” remarked Mr. Stout, disemboweling his mail.

  “The motto of constituents seems to be, try everyone else and if they all fail take a million-to-one shot and tackle your M.P. By the way,” he slit the envelope of the personal letter,

  “I see the Home Secretary’s given that fellow, Jedburgh, a pardon on new evidence. Bit of a shock, that.”




  “Not to me,” Sarah was surprised to hear herself say. For until this minute she had not known she had this confidence in Mr. Crook.




  “Don’t overdo it, Miss Bennett,” Mr. Stout advised her. “I can believe a lot but not that you thought Pertwee would reprieve that fellow. Why, all the evidence was dead

  against him.”




  “Not the new evidence,” explained Miss Bennett, “the evidence Mr. Crook sat up all night manufacturing.”




  “Crook?”




  Sarah explained.




  “Did you get his telephone number?” demanded Mr. Stout. “My God, what sort of a secretary are you? Why, a chap like that might be invaluable. If you could convince me that

  there’s a fellow living who could prove you hadn’t committed a murder you knew you had—then, put a hatchet in my hand and I’ll create history in the House of Common this

  day.”




  “I wasn’t your secretary then,” said Sarah equably.




  “But you meant to be, or you wouldn’t have bothered to come to the House. Oh, Lord, here’s Bunch.”




  A tall fair young man crossed the floor of the Plan Room looking like the understudy for the Angel Gabriel in a morality play, and said there was going to be a meeting of the All England

  Democrats in one of the Committee Rooms that afternoon and was Mr. Stout coming. Mr. Stout thought not. The Angel Gabriel said they needed support; though the war was more than four years old there

  were still people who believed in class distinctions. Mr. Stout said Yes, he did, and he was sure he wasn’t in the Democrats’ class. Bunch, his real name was Smythe and he was an

  Honorable, said the Democrats embraced all classes. . . .




  “Nothing too high, nothing too low,” scowled Mr. Stout. “Well, but I’m more particular. Anyone,” he added as the young man faded away with an offended expression,

  “would know that Bunch was a Duke’s son. He wears Burke’s peerage like his dress. No commoner would dare be so democratic.” He took up another letter. “Hell!” he

  said. “Wilbur’s turned down Mrs. Robinson for a pension.”




  “Why not?” asked Miss Bennett cordially.




  “Why not? Because I knew Tom Robinson. He was a damn good fellow and it’s an infernal shame his wife shouldn’t have a pension.”




  “He was on compassionate leave when he was killed. It was a road accident. . . .”




  “Oh, was it?” snorted Mr. Stout. “How do they know? They found Tom unconscious by the side of the road with his motorcycle in the ditch and he died before he could speak.

  Isn’t that just as likely to be murder as accident?”




  “What motive?” asked Sarah, who had been brought up by a logical grandmother.




  “That’s for the authorities to find out. But I knew Tom. His father was my father’s gamekeeper. He wasn’t a bit the sort of chap that gets himself run down by some

  drunken civilian in a war, with our man-power position what it is at the moment. No, there’s more in this than meets the eye, and its a dam’ shame of Wilbur. . . .”




  “It’s no use blaming the Minister,” said Sarah drily. “He didn’t know Tom Robinson. If you want him to be sympathetic you must rouse his interest. I’m not

  surprised so many pension cases get turned down; what does surprise me is that any of them get through. How can you expect the Minister to take an interest when they’re hardly so much as

  names to him, and the Members do nothing to give them individuality?”




  “The personal touch?” suggested Mr. Stout.




  “If you can fire his imagination, make him see himself in the other man’s place. . . .”




  “That’s asking too much,” protested Mr. Stout. “Remember, these are chaps who have to earn their own living. You can’t ask a Minister to try and see himself through

  their eyes.”




  “Then appeal to his self-interest,” suggested Sarah unscrupulously. “Point out that if he continues to refuse to allot pensions with this routine monotony he can’t hope

  to get reelected after the war.”




  “Will they have a Minister of Pensions after the war?”




  “Of course they will. Someone’s got to reject claims, and what right has he to throw himself on the rates of a more or less bankrupt country, which is what it will come to if

  he’s not more tactful? Someone ought to point that out to him. . . .”




  “I don’t suppose being Pensions Minister leaves him any time for reading his own letters,” said Mr. Stout. “But I don’t mind having a shot since you’re so

  keen. After all, Maggie Robinson ought to have a pension.”




  “And it’s up to you to make the Minister understand that,” added Sarah. “At least, you can write him something that will stand out of the ordinary ruck of

  letters.”




  Mr. Stout sighed gustily. “You’re so ambitious,” he complained. “By that sin fell the angels.” He put out his hand and took a bit of paper.




  “Not that one,” said Sarah kindly, taking it away from him as a watchful nurse stops a baby putting the wrong toy into its mouth. “That’s one of the letters you’re

  going to sign.” She gave him a packet of notices that had just arrived from the Ministry of Public Welfare. This Ministry really does want to keep Members informed of the little day-to-day

  incidents that will keep up public morale. Encouragement is its watch-word, and it goes in for snappy headlines. Championship Results, it says, and then in small tidy print, “In the epic

  fight between Thrift and Squanderbug last week, Thrift won a closely-matched tussle on points.” The Ministry hopes—in print—that Ministers and parliamentarians generally make use

  of its broadsheets. Ministers certainly do. So do secretaries. Scrap paper is short just now. Mr. Stout, having accepted the material offered him, took out a bitten red pencil and began to

  cogitate. After a minute he looked up and said, “Have you got my pension file handy?” Sarah obligingly produced it. Mr. Stout abandoned himself to mathematical calculations. He rustled

  a lot of papers, dropped several cases on the floor, put down some figures, did some adding and subtracting, waited till Miss Bennett had succeeded in contacting the Parliamentary Secretary’s

  secretary at the Ministry of Plain Speaking, and said, “Take this down, will you, and we’ll see what it looks like when it’s done.”




  His thick brows drew together; his mustache bristled; he looked the sort of man female Victorian audiences would have died to satisfy.




  “I think I’ll write him an informal letter, nothing official,” he announced. “Something he can keep off the record if he likes.”




  “You’re going to write it by hand?” said Sarah, but without much hope.




  “Oh, no,” said Mr. Stout. “You know what Ministers are— he’s a busy man—and my handwriting’s been described as very good when you’re used to it.

  But naturally I’ve always had my letters typewritten, so he hasn’t had a chance of getting used to it.”




  “I see,” said Sarah.




  Mr. Stout got down to it.




  “ ‘My dear Wilbur,’ I’ll write that in, Miss Bennett. (Members generally do this when writing to Ministers; it gives the impression of being on terms of intimacy with the

  great.) ‘This is a friendly letter.’ New paragraph.




  “ ‘I am concerned at the present situation as regards Pensions. I see that out of the last forty cases I have submitted to you only two have received favorable consideration. That,

  Wilbur, I consider a defeatist total. I am not, of course, questioning the rightness of your judgment. Ministers, par excellence, are always right. The point I wish to make is this. Are there not

  occasions when it is better for public morale in general for the Minister to have the courage—to say nothing of the tact—to be wrong? If this point has not occurred to you I do suggest

  that it may conceivably be better from time to time to be wrong and make a number of people happy than be right and deprive them of hope.’ New paragraph.




  “ ‘With special reference to my constituent, Tom Robinson.’ Fill in the military identification, Miss Bennett. ‘In rejecting his widow’s pension claim you raise two

  points, both of which I intend to contest. You say, first, that my constituent is not ended to a widow’s service pension because her husband was on compassionate leave at the time of his

  death; and secondly, you regret your decision, which you state is based on statutory regulations, which cannot be altered. I will take these points in order.’ New paragraph.




  “ ‘One. Can you offer any proof that Robinson was not on active service on the night of his death? Compasisonate leave—I quote from a letter received this morning from a letter

  from the Under-Secretary to the War Department—is not lightly given during the present emergency. Very special circumstances must be demonstrated. These circumstances are entirely absent in

  Robinson’s case. It has never been suggested that he might be more useful in his civilian capacity and no appeal was ever made by any other Ministry to the Air Ministry for his temporary

  release. Nor would his domestic circumstances warrant any such compassionate leave.’ You’d better mark that paragraph (a) Miss Bennett. Then a new sub-paragraph inset.” (Mr. Stout

  was a monster for details.)




  “ ‘(b) There is another point which appears to have escaped your notice. At the time of his death Tom Robinson was riding a motor-cycle.’ Underline motorcycle, will you? I want

  to draw Wilbur’s attention to it. ‘Motor-cycles, as you may know, are run on petrol. Petrol is one of the weapons of war. It is doled out as miserly,’ ” Mr. Stout paused.

  “Miserly,” he repeated in tentative tones, “miserly. . . .” He looked at Sarah.




  “I don’t think so,” said Sarah.




  “Start again from war,” ordered Mr. Stout. “ ‘Under the impartial management of the Secretary of State for Motor Spirit, petrol supplies are most vigorously controlled.

  Even Members of Parliament cannot get all they need; there is literally no surplus at all for joy-riding. And yet when he was run down by an anonymous car Tom Robinson was on a motor-cycle. That,

  Wilbur, strikes me as extremely suggestive, and I should be glad if your Department would make further investigations.’ Full-stop. New paragraph.




  “ ‘Two. You say your decisions are governed by statutory regulations that cannot be altered. Here again I see traces of the defeatist spirit. I am no Cabinet Minister, and from what

  I have seen of Cabinet Ministers I am never likely to qualify for such exalted office. I am only a poor, benighted M.P. I live’— inset, Miss Bennett—




  

    

      

        

          “ ‘For the cause that lacks assistance,




          For the wrong that needs resistance,




          For the future in the distance,




          And the good that I can do.


        


      


    


  




  And yet even I don’t consider myself bound by statutory regulations. What man has done that man can undo—and I look forward to undoing a good deal in my time.’

  New Paragraph.




  “ ‘It is obvious to me and, I should imagine, to the majority of the House of Commons that the present regulations of your Department were not drawn up by a widow. Before they are

  amended I would like to propose that you get in touch with a bunch of typical widows and get their views. No man liveth to himself alone and no man dieth to himself alone, and serving men least of

  all, because they leave their widows virtually in your hands. Be of good heart, Wilbur, take your courage in your hands along with the widows and refuse to be shackled by the statutory regulations

  that make you reject 38 out of 40 claims in my constituency alone. Think of the future when you and I are dust, think of the generations of happy pensioners forever freed from want and the

  exigencies of the means test, think of those wild wintry evenings’—inset, Miss Bennett—




  

    

      

        

          “ ‘When young and old in circle




          Around the firebrands close;




          When the girls are weaving baskets,




          And the lads are shaping bows;




          When the goodman mends his armour,




          And trims his helmet’s plume;




          When the goodwife’s shuttle merrily




          Goes flashing through the loom;




          With weeping and with laughter




          Still will the tale be told




          Of Wilbur on the Widows’ Front




          In the brave days of old.’


        


      


    


  




  I’ll stop there, I think. Anything else will be anticlimax. What do you think Wilbur will make of it?”




  He asked the question quite humbly. He knew that if it’s difficult for a man to be a hero to his valet it’s practically impossible for him to impress his lady-secretary. But he was a

  trier, was A. W. Stout. Even the people who didn’t like him had to admit that. Miss Bennett would have worn down a less resolute man weeks ago.




  “He’ll be enormously impressed,” said Sarah with absolute sincerity. She was impressed herself.




  “I didn’t want to put all my cards on the table at the start,” said Mr. Stout eagerly. “Of course, I can offer him something else in the way of bribes. I might point out

  that if he gets the pensions raised and the scope enlarged the Mothers’ Union would probably put up a plaque at the local Headquarters.”




  “Are you going to write to him again on the subject?” asked Sarah a little dazed.




  It was Mr. Stout’s turn to look surprised. It’s obvious you haven’t been in the House of Commons long. You never do anything with one letter, not when you’re dealing with

  a Ministry. That,” he nodded towards her pages of neat shorthand notes, “is what’s called the Opening Gambit. There’ll be quite a file before we’re through.” He

  picked up a typical Plan Room pen and began rapidly to sign the letters Sarah put before him. He glanced through them for form’s sake, but he wouldn’t have dared alter them with Sarah

  looking on.
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