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      When anyone mentioned Apple Bough the four Forum children gave each other remembering looks. For Apple Bough had been their home in Essex.

      In the children’s memories it had been an absolutely perfect house. It had lots of large rooms – which the grown-ups remembered as shabby and difficult to keep clean – but the children remembered as beautiful, for in them everything was their own. Apple Bough was gloriously unchanging; you could, the children reminded each other, put down something that belonged to you and nobody moved it. These books and toys which nobody moved had grown fabulous in their minds because it was so long since they had seen them, for they together with the furniture, curtains and carpets, in fact almost everything except their clothes, had been put into store.

      ‘And if there is one thing more annoying than another,’ Myra, the eldest, would say, ‘it is not being able to have your own things when you want them.’

      ‘There is something nicer than anything else,’ Sebastian, the next eldest, would add, ‘about coming into a house where nothing is strange, where everything is exactly where you know it will be.’

      Apple Bough had a garden which in the children’s memories was the size of a public park. Nobody in the family was a gardener so the garden had run excitingly wild. Raspberries, strawberries, currants and gooseberries which nobody had planted would be discovered suddenly, buried under some other plant but with fruit growing on them. Plants that usually are considered wild came into the Apple Bough garden to flourish – cowslips on the lawn, primroses and a wild kind of daffodil in the weedy drive, dog roses grew where ordinary gardens had proper rose trees, and in the autumn the whole garden looked as if it was covered in snow, there was such a lot of travellers’ joy climbing over everything.

      Best of all at Apple Bough they had a dog. His name was Wag, a plain name. ‘But then,’ as Myra was quick to explain, ‘we like plain names, I think it’s because ours mostly aren’t.’

      Wag was Myra’s dog for when he was a puppy a farmer had given him to her, but he was considered the family dog. He was mostly poodle but his paternal grandmother, it was believed, had been a dachshund, which explained his unusually short legs and the length of his body. But as he was never given a poodle-cut like town poodles, he did not look much like a poodle anyway, so the dachshund bits didn’t stand out.

      Leaving Wag behind when Apple Bough was sold was so terrible a thing that Myra still could not think about it without getting a lump in her throat. It was true he went away with Miss Popple’s brother, of whom he was fond, but Myra knew he knew he was being left, for his poor tail was down and there was no heart behind the last lick he gave her. Myra was, her mother said, ‘born sensible’ so she made no outward fuss about leaving Wag, for she was told the life they were to lead was not suitable for him, he would be happier with Mr Popple. But secretly she would pretend in hotels, apartment houses, on boats, trains or aeroplanes that he was sitting on her knee or lying on her bed, and then she knew with every bit of her it was not true. ‘You’re happier here with me, aren’t you, Wag? You don’t mind all this travelling as long as I’m here, do you?’

      On journeys the children played a game they called ‘remembering’. Though they had left Apple Bough when Myra was nine, Sebastian eight, Wolfgang seven and Ethel five, sometimes they remembered so well they could see what they were remembering. It was on a flight from New York to San Francisco when they were playing ‘remembering’ that Myra had said:

      ‘I remember a brick which was loose in the kitchen floor.’

      It was like a door opening in their minds. Wolfgang, whose seat was really across the gangway but who was half leaning, half sitting on Sebastian, said:

      ‘It lifted up. I put that silver button I found under it.’

      Sebastian could see the brick.

      ‘That’s where I put my ring out of the plum pudding.’

      Ethel, who was sitting between Sebastian and Myra, bounced up and down. She spoke fast to prevent anyone arguing.

      ‘My sixpence! I had a sixpence with a hole in it, that’s there.’

      Myra and Sebastian exchanged looks. Nobody wanted to discourage Ethel from having a share in Apple Bough, but that did not stop them knowing she often made up what she could not remember.

      ‘I don’t think you ever had a sixpence with a hole in it, Ettie,’ Sebastian said. ‘But we’ll count it as remembering, I mean you needn’t lose a life.’

      Myra looked out of the window at the clouds lying below them like a huge field of fat sheep. How marvellous, she thought, if someone would pass a law that every child had to have a home, and it would be extra nice if that home had to include a kitchen with a loose brick in the floor. Bringing up a child like Ettie, without any home at all, was a great responsibility for you had to let her get away with such a lot of things just to make up. She turned back to the family.

      ‘I put my magic bean under it.’

      It was in a way Sebastian’s fault that Apple Bough had been sold, for it was because of him they were always travelling. Back in the days when the family had lived in Apple Bough, David, the children’s father, had been the only one who went away. He was a pianist, not the sort who plays solos but the sort who accompanies soloists. David was always busy for he was considered one of the best accompanists in the country. Luckily much of his work was in London so he could spend quite a lot of time at Apple Bough. He would come home very late after concerts, driving himself in the family’s disreputable old Ford car, and Myra and Sebastian could remember hearing their mother run to the door to call out, ‘How did it go, darling?’ They could remember too knowing how glad their mother was that their father was home safely, for he was the vaguest man, particularly after concerts, so he was quite likely to go to the wrong house, or even the wrong village. In fact, until they had the Ford car, when he had come home by train, he was always being carried past their station. Perhaps because the concerts were more personal their father had become vaguer since they started their world tours.

      One parent being vague would be enough in most families, but the Forum children had two. Their mother, Polly, had been training to be a professional singer when she met and married David. After she married she gave up training but music was still in her so she was inclined to get what she called ‘carried away’ when she heard anything played especially beautifully. Though most people would have thought that looking after a house and four children was enough for anybody it was not what Polly wanted, so after she stopped learning to sing she taught herself to be an artist. At first she only meant to be an artist for fun, but soon painting got such a hold of her that she became an artist first and a housewife second. If artists as a class could get prizes for vagueness Polly would have won a first.

      Both David and Polly came from musical families. David’s father was a parson-choirmaster. His church was always packed for, apart from his own parishioners, people came from miles around to hear his choir sing. His mother was the church organist and a very good one. Polly’s father was what people call ‘something in the City’ by profession, but his heart was given to his hobby – chamber music. Her mother had been, when she was young, the star of her local operatic society and was still, when the children were born, what she described as ‘warbling a bit’. So, with all this music about, it was naturally supposed the babies would grow up to be musical, perhaps, taking after their father, they would be pianists. It was with this idea firmly fixed that their names were chosen. Myra because of Dame Myra Hess. Sebastian because of Hans Sebastian Bach. Wolfgang because of Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart. Ethel because of Dame Ethel Smyth. Of course nobody called Wolfgang by his name, he was either Wolfie or just plain Wolf. Ethel too had her name shortened, for it seemed such a grand sort of name for the baby of the family, so she became Ettie.

      Before each baby could walk, let alone talk, David and Polly experimented, looking for signs of appreciation of music. David would play the piano while Polly studied the babies’ reactions. Also, suitable gramophone records were put on, so was an old musical box which played ‘The last rose of summer’ with perfect pitch. Perhaps because they had music in their blood each baby in turn had reacted in an exciting way. Myra, who had listened spellbound to any music almost from birth, would burst into tears as soon as the piano lid was closed or the record or musical box turned off. Sebastian, before he was old enough to be experimented on, lying face downwards on Polly’s knee having his nappy changed, had tried to conduct an orchestra who were playing Beethoven on the wireless. Wolfgang who, even when a baby, was a natural show-off, while left in his pram outside the village store startled passers-by by humming (it was long before he could talk) ‘The last rose of summer’ in (so it was said) perfect tune. Ethel had danced in time to any tune before she could walk properly.

      But these early signs of promise had borne no fruit except in Sebastian. Not that the other three were not musical children; they were. But, as each in turn had piano lessons, though all three learned to play quite nicely, soon David was writing to his parents, and Polly to hers, to say that Myra or Wolfgang or Ethel were born amateurs. Actually Wolfgang had musical talent of a sort, for from the age of four he was composing sloppy little tunes, which made his parents shudder so they were never spoken of.

      It had taken longer than it should have to discover Sebastian’s talent. This was because both David and Polly took it for granted the piano must be his instrument. But though, for a small boy, he played remarkably well, there seemed to be something missing. Then, when he was four, he and Myra were taken to their first concert. At first the music had been too much for Sebastian, so he had curled up into a ball trying to shut a little of it out, but David and Polly had expected that.

      ‘It’ll be easier soon,’ David whispered, ‘when the piano plays alone.’

      But it was not the piano playing alone that made the music easier for Sebastian but a solo passage for the fiddles, for then he knew it was their calling and answering voices which had almost hurt they were so lovely. So he uncurled and smiled blissfully, like a kitten who has drunk a large bowl of milk. It was then that Polly and David exchanged a look over his head. The sort of look fathers and mothers always give each other when they leam something new and interesting about one of their children. That look said as clearly as anything, ‘We must buy him a fiddle.’

      For the next three years life went on much as usual at Apple Bough except that Sebastian was taken each week to London for violin lessons, and he practised daily, starting with one hour but soon working three and sometimes four hours a day. Not because anyone made him but because he liked doing it. His father had bought him a little fiddle; it was quite a nice instrument and certainly the best they could afford, but it did not, to Sebastian’s acute ear, sing as the violins had sung at that first concert. He never said anything about this to his father and mother for they would worry, but he explained it to Myra.

      ‘There’s a thing violinists do called vibrate. I can’t do it for I don’t understand how they do it. But I think when I can do it my violin will sing properly. That’s what I’m practising so hard for.’

      Sebastian was learning from a young player called Peter Pond. A good violinist but not a born teacher. In their childish way the children understood this.

      ‘Can’t he show you how?’ Myra asked.

      Sebastian put an imaginary violin under his chin and turned, so Myra could watch his fingers.

      ‘It’s a sort of shake. I know how it looks but my fingers are stupid.’

      ‘Don’t fuss,’ Myra said. ‘I expect one day it will just happen.’

      And one day it did just happen, and from that moment Sebastian learnt so fast he startled Peter Pond and charmed himself.

      ‘My fiddle sings now,’ he told Myra. ‘It’s got a beautiful little voice.’

      Because of Sebastian’s violin lessons he could not go to an ordinary school, and so it was decided a governess should be engaged who could teach all the children.

      ‘For it wouldn’t be good for Sebastian to have lessons alone,’ Polly told David. ‘Because we hope he’ll grow up to be a professional musician it’s most important he shouldn’t feel different from other children.’

      So Miss Popple came into the family, and from the day she arrived it felt as if she must always have been there. She was what Myra called apple-ish-looking. This meant she had reddish-coloured hair, shining red cheeks and a generally rounded look. Though she came as a governess, and was a governess for she taught lessons to all the children, she was much more. She was by nature what Polly was not – she was a manager. So quite soon, as well as teaching lessons, she was cleaning, mending and, best of all, cooking meals. For Miss Popple, or Popps as the children were soon calling her, was a beautiful cook. Right in the middle of long division, without looking at a clock, she knew to a second when a pie should come out of the oven or the joint be basted. She thought nothing of making a batch of scones or a cake while giving a history lesson. In fact, lessons were often taught in the kitchen, and even when they were in the room used as a schoolroom Miss Popple mostly darned or mended while she taught.

      Every family has to have one person who is dependable. Almost as soon as she came into the house Miss Popple knew that person must be Myra. Although she herself arrived at nine in the morning and did not leave until after tea, there was still a lot left of the day which needed looking after. And there were also Saturday afternoons and all Sundays when she was at home in the cottage she shared with her brother. So, though Myra was only six when they first met, the others were even smaller, and therefore more in need of looking after.

      Miss Popple, long before she came to the house, knew just how vague and unlike most people’s mothers Polly was, for it was something much talked about in the village. Indeed it was a miracle, the village women said, that the Forum children looked so well and so happy, for what they got to eat and when they got it was anybody’s guess with their mother painting away in her studio with no more idea of time than a starling.

      All the same, they could not help liking Polly, and though they clicked their tongues when they heard she had rushed into the village shop at one o’clock with paint on her nose, overall and trousers and said: ‘What shall I buy? There’s nothing for lunch,’ they tried when they could to be helpful, though the thought of a baby like Ettie living on nothing but tinned food made them shudder. They groaned even more about David for nobody could say he looked well. Actually, David was well but he was the thin kind and the life he led was not the sort to put weight on a person. That was in the days before the Ford car so most mornings he had to rush through the village soon after eight to catch a train, and lots of heads were shaken as he ran. ‘No breakfast in him like as not, and only a sandwich for his dinner, shouldn’t wonder. He ought to have a good hot supper when he gets home, but I doubt she’ll remember to cook it.’

      Myra, when Miss Popple first saw her, was a funny-looking child. All the Forums were small, and in height Myra might have looked much less than her six years, but if you looked at her face she could have been ten. All the family were dark, and Myra had a lot of dark straight hair held out of the way with a piece of pinkish tape which had once tied a bundle of music together. Clothes, before Miss Popple came, were chancy in the Forum family, so she was not surprised on a cold February day to find Myra wearing cotton jeans. It is true that over these was pulled a heavy grubby jersey but there were such large holes in the jersey that Miss Popple was afraid it must let in a lot of cold air. But it was the face looking up into hers that held her attention. Myra had such huge dark eyes which at that moment were looking very worried.

      ‘Mummy said Sebastian and I would do our lessons in the back room, but I can’t make the fire stop alight. Mummy lit it, Sebastian’s still blowing it. And I don’t know what we’re to do with Wolf and Ettie – Mummy said they could be with us but they aren’t really big enough for lessons and mostly they are noisy – you know how they are at that age.’

      Miss Popple held out a hand.

      ‘I’m sure we’ll manage. Where is your mother?’

      ‘Painting, she said only to interrupt if it was something desperate. She’s having a show and she’s got to get a picture finished.’

      Hand in hand Miss Popple and Myra went to what was to be called the schoolroom. Sebastian was lying on his face before a very black fire trying by mouth to coax a tiny flame into becoming a blaze. The room was icy.

      ‘How do you do, Sebastian?’ Miss Popple said. ‘Don’t bother with that. We’ll do our lessons in the kitchen this morning. Kitchens are usually cosy.’

      Sebastian rolled over and stood up. He too was small for his age and he too had dark hair which, Miss Popple noticed, badly needed a cut for it hung in his eyes and had to be repeatedly brushed back. He was more warmly dressed than Myra, Miss Popple was glad to see, in a flannel shirt and corduroy slacks. He was a nice-looking little boy though, she suspected, far less on the spot than Myra, in fact he was probably as vague as his parents. He had good manners though. He held out his right hand.

      ‘How do you do? I don’t think our kitchen is cosy.’

      ‘It isn’t,’ Myra agreed, ‘but I have washed up breakfast so it’s clean.’

      Miss Popple was not worried.

      ‘It will be cosy. You show me where it is and by the time I’ve lit the stove and seen to whatever there is for lunch it will warm up beautifully.’

      On the way to the kitchen they collected Wolfgang and Ethel, who were playing being horses in the kitchen passage. Wolfgang was at that time only just four but even at that age he was a show-off. He stopped being a horse the moment he saw Miss Popple and gave a beautiful bow.

      ‘Miss Popple I per-soom.’

      Wolfgang was the best-looking of the family. There was red in his dark hair and it curled. Unlike the others his eyes were dark blue, not brown. They were shown off by enormously long eyelashes. He was amusingly self-possessed and wore his short red pants and very torn check shirt with an air.

      ‘You presume right,’ said Miss Popple. ‘How old are you?’

      ‘Four. Wouldn’t you think I could do lessons?’

      Miss Popple could see it would be far less nerve-racking to have the children working where she could see them than playing around where she could not.

      ‘You could and so can this little person.’ She looked at Ethel. ‘You must be Ettie.’

      In spite of being dressed in ill-fitting tartan slacks and a jersey too large for her Miss Popple could see that, though not so handsome as her brothers, Ettie was beautifully made. Evidently none of the Forum children were shy for Ettie made quite a long speech. But though voluble she was not distinct, and Wolfgang translated for her.

      ‘She says she likes you and she’ll like doing lessons.’

      But Ettie was not putting up with that insult.

      ‘I are talkin’ like any lady,’ she said clearly and snubbingly.

      ‘Of course you are,’ Miss Popple agreed. Then, because they had reached the kitchen where there was no sign of preparations for lunch, she added: ‘Today, just to get used to each other, there won’t be lessons, instead you’ll all help me cook.’
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      Though Myra never knew it, Miss Popple was the person who arranged she should be given Wag. It happened because Miss Popple’s brother, who was a vet, said one morning at breakfast:

      ‘That poodle, Sally, at Pond Farm had a litter of puppies a week or so back. Funny how that dachshund strain persists, each of the puppies has a trace of it.’

      As if it was something she had been planning for days a fully made idea hopped into Miss Popple’s head.

      ‘Oh, Dan, do you think old Bush would give one of his puppies away?’

      Her brother was amused.

      ‘I should have thought you’d enough on your plate with the four Forum kids without adding a puppy.’

      ‘It’s not for me. It’s for Myra. She’s such a funny solemn little thing, she never plays about like the younger two. I think she would if she had a puppy.’

      ‘What about Sebastian, does he play about?’

      Miss Popple was not just not musical, she was anti-music and could not understand why other people liked listening to it.

      ‘Him! Poor child, every free moment he’s up in his bedroom scraping away on that violin. It must be bad for him, but when I tell his mother so she just laughs and says ‘Try and stop him.’ Thank goodness there is a stove in his bedroom which is kept going, because apparently you can’t play a violin with cold hands.’

      Dan had finished his breakfast so he got up.

      ‘I’m passing Pond Farm so I’ll ask about a puppy.’

      ‘If he says yes tell him I’ll send Myra up with a message so he can give the present himself, I don’t want the child to know I had anything to do with it, for the puppy will seem more her own coming from outside.’

      Every afternoon when it was fine enough Miss Popple took Myra and Wolfgang for a walk. Ethel she pushed in her push-chair. Sebastian never came for he practised all the afternoon. On one of these walks Miss Popple stopped by the sign which said ‘To Pond Farm.’

      ‘Myra, run up to the farm and ask Mrs Bush for twelve eggs, brown if possible.’

      ‘I’ll go too,’ said Wolfgang. ‘I like Mrs Bush and Mrs Bush likes me.’

      It was now March so Miss Popple was used to Wolfgang.

      ‘I expect Mrs Bush likes Myra too.’

      Wolfgang looked proud.

      ‘Not as much. She said I was a most ’riginal child.’

      Myra looked sorrowfully at Wolfgang.

      ‘He’s terrible, Miss Popple, but it’s perfectly true, it’s what she did say, I heard her.’

      Miss Popple spoke in her firmest voice.

      ‘She’s not going to get a chance to say anything like that today. Run along, Myra.’

      The children knew by now that when Miss Popple spoke in that voice she had to be obeyed. So Myra climbed over the stile and ran up the footpath to the farm. Wolfgang, who could not be crushed, looking after her, said, as if to himself: ‘Actually, Wolfie wasn’t wanting to see Mrs Bush.’ 

      About ten minutes later, with her enormous eyes shining as Miss Popple had never seen them shine, Myra was back holding Wag in her arms.

      ‘He’s mine! Mr Bush gave him to me, he said I was not to worrit, you’d be mortal pleased for me to have a dog.’

      Wag, though he was tiny and had for the first time left his mother, was wonderfully composed. He let first Wolfgang and then Ethel hold him, though that included a lot of kisses on his little soft head, and he was not then used to being kissed.

      ‘This is all-of-ours puppy,’ said Wolfgang. ‘You can see he thinks he belongs to me as well as you, Myra.’

      Again Miss Popple used her strict voice.

      ‘Myra will let you play with the puppy, I am sure. But he belongs to her, puppies need one owner who looks after them and feeds them. What will you call him, Myra?’

      ‘Something grand,’ said Wolfgang.

      ‘How about Orlando like the story book?’ Miss Popple suggested.

      Wolfgang was shocked.

      ‘You can’t call a dog because of a cat.’

      Miss Popple looked at Myra.

      ‘It’s for you to decide.’

      At that moment Myra took back the puppy from Ethel, and, as if he knew in whose arms he belonged, he wagged his little tail.

      ‘Wag,’ said Myra. ‘It’s what he does and it’s a dear plain little name in a house where most of the names are grand.’

      Wag did make Myra play more and look less serious but at the same time, as she grew older, she became more and more the dependable type her family needed. It was she and Miss Popple who planned the meals, who, between them, did most of the housework, mending, laundry lists and all the other things that need seeing to in a house. And it was they who made the arrangements for getting Sebastian met in London on the days when neither parent could take him, and it was they who met his train on his return. Sometimes Miss Popple was fussed inside in case she was expecting too much of Myra, but a little thinking showed her that Myra would have even more cares on her small shoulders if she were not in charge, and that the child liked mothering her family, so she would be miserable if she were ordered instead to run away and play.

      Polly, when first Miss Popple had arrived, had continued in her own sort of way to run her house, though from Miss Popple’s first day she had stopped rushing out to buy tins of something. Wolfgang had been sent to the studio to fetch her.

      ‘Lunch, Mummy. It’s called Irish stew. Us all made it.’

      Eating in pleased surprise the truly delicious stew, Polly said to Miss Popple:

      ‘I must get something for the children’s tea.’

      Miss Popple shook her head.

      ‘There’s no need, dear. I’ve made a huge dripping cake. There was no dripping in the house so I fetched some when I went to the butcher for the meat. I also made a fish pie and some soup for yours and Mr Forum’s suppers. I couldn’t find any cereals so I brought a packet for the children’s supper. I hope that was right.’

      ‘Right!’ sighed Polly joyously, finishing her plate of stew. ‘Of course it’s right. If you really don’t mind I’ll hand the housekeeping money over to you.’

      ‘That will be splendid,’ Miss Popple agreed. ‘Myra and I will have fun planning menus, won’t we, dear?’

      Polly did go on struggling with the housework. She would get up early to rush round with a duster and sweeper and to lay and light the fires and, though it was never at the same time two days running, helped by Myra she got the breakfast. But quite soon Miss Popple managed to make a better arrangement.

      ‘If you could light Sebastian’s stove and lay the schoolroom fire there’s no need for you to do anything else, except breakfast of course. For when I get to the house it’s easy for the children and I to get through the housework. It’s exercise for them and, if we do it all together, it’s fun.’

      Polly looked shamefaced.

      ‘You really mean I do it so badly you’d rather do it yourself because then you’ll know it’s well done?’

      Miss Popple had eyes that laughed, they laughed at that.

      ‘You’re not a born housekeeper, are you?’

      ‘How true! The awful thing is I resent hanging around brushing and mopping when all of me is screaming to get to the studio. Besides, I’m so forgetful, half the time I can’t remember what I’ve done and not done.’

      ‘Then give up trying so hard,’ said Miss Popple. ‘I’ll tell you before I leave each day what I haven’t had time for.’

      Because she had more time for painting and no interruptions, such as getting the lunch or running out to see that the children were all right, Polly got into the habit of finishing work at teatime. Almost every day she joined the children and Miss Popple at tea, and after Miss Popple had gone she played with the children until they went to bed. She was a wonderful inventor of games, so usually the house or garden between tea and bedtime rang with laughter and sometimes, when the games were too exciting, with screams. Then the people in the village would smile at each other. ‘Doing nicely now at Apple Bough since vet’s sister took over.’

      Even David found things better since Miss Popple had come to the house. There was always something nice for his supper, and though he could not describe what was different he knew the house seemed pleasanter; things were never lost like they used to be, and he always had clean, mended clothes to put on.

      Nobody could say that after Miss Popple came the children looked smart, but there were improvements. She got some money from Polly and took them by bus into Dunmow, their nearest town, and bought each a pair of warm trousers for cold days and a pair of jeans, and they each had one new jersey and one cotton shirt. The clothes they owned when she came to the house she mended or, if too far gone, she threw away. In fact, sometimes, on their afternoon walks, she let herself feel quite proud. ‘They are clean,’ she thought, ‘no holes anywhere, and their hair shines. That’s all you need in the country.’

      Then one day in the spring, just before Myra’s ninth birthday, when Sebastian was eight, Wolfgang six-and-a-half and Ethel, whose birthday was just after Myra’s, rising five, the letter came which changed their lives. The family had just finished their breakfast when the postman arrived. It was supposed to be turns collecting the post, and it was Ethel’s day, but Wolfgang, followed by Wag, got there first.

      ‘Good morning,’ he said grandly, elbowing Ethel back. ‘A pleasant day for the time of year.’

      The postman clicked friendly fingers at Wag.

      ‘You’re a caution, you are, Wolf, and you don’t improve.’ He knew the customs of the house so he looked round Wolfgang at Ethel. ‘Your day, is it? Here you are, duckie, all typed but the one.’

      The one untyped letter was for David. He looked at the clock to see if he had time to read it, then, deciding that he had, opened the envelope and glanced at the signature.

      ‘It’s from Peter Pond. What have you been up to, Sebastian?’ He read the letter then he put it in his pocket and got up. He went round the table to kiss Polly. ‘I’ll talk to you about what’s in this tonight. Come on, you four.’

      Seeing David off was a regular thing, but now, instead of going with him to the gate as they used to do, the children and Wag went to the garage to pack him into the Ford. That morning, as soon as the car had gone, they clustered round Sebastian.

      ‘Did you know he was going to write?’ Myra asked

      Wolfgang sounded hopeful.

      ‘Did you do something bad?’

      ‘Couldn’t it be something nice like what would Myra and me want for our birthdays?’ Ethel suggested.

      Wolfgang looked at her with a snubbing expression.

      ‘Mr Pond doesn’t know you and Myra.’

      But Ethel stuck to her point.

      ‘He knows about us, Sebastian tells him.’

      ‘Not really, Ettie,’ Myra explained. ‘When Sebastian’s with him they only talk music. That’s right, isn’t it, Sebastian?’

      Sebastian was looking hunched up and miserable.

      ‘Don’t say anything to Mummy or it might put her off that picture she’s finishing, but I knew he was going to write some time. He says he hasn’t any more he can teach me.’

      Myra and Wolfgang understood at once how worrying this was.

      ‘Does he know someone else to teach you?’ Wolfgang asked.

      Sebastian kicked at a stone.

      ‘He says I’m ready for someone really good.’

      Myra leant down to pat Wag.

      ‘They’d be terribly expensive, wouldn’t they?’

      ‘Terribly,’ Sebastian agreed. ‘That’s why I said don’t say anything to Mummy because she’ll fuss trying to see how to manage it.’
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