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Miss Read, or in real life Dora Saint, was a teacher by profession who started writing after the Second World War, beginning with light essays written for Punch and other journals. She then wrote on educational and country matters and worked as a script-writer for the BBC. Miss Read was married to a schoolmaster for sixty-four years until his death in 2004, and they have one daughter.

In the 1998 New Year Honours list Miss Read was awarded an MBE for her services to literature. She is the author of many immensely popular books, including two autobiographical works, but it is her novels of English rural life for which she is best known. The first of these, Village School, was published in 1955, and Miss Read continued to write about the fictitious villages of Fairacre and Thrush Green until her retirement in 1996. She lives in Berkshire.
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‘You are now collecting your People delightfully, getting them exactly into such a spot as is the delight of my life; 3 or 4 Families in a Country Village is the very thing to work on.’


 


JANE AUSTEN in a letter written to her niece Anna who was then writing novels
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1. FOR SALE - TULLIVERS


If you live at Thrush Green you can expect your morning post between 7.30 and 8.15 a.m.

If it is Willie Bond’s week to deliver the letters, then they will be early. But if Willie Marchant is the postman then it is no use fretting and fuming. The post will arrive well after eight o’clock, and you may as well resign yourself to the fact.

‘It just shows you can’t go by looks,’ Thrush Green residents tell each other frequently. Willie Bond weighs fifteen stone, is short-legged and short-necked, and puffs in a truly alarming fashion as he pushes his bicycle up the steep hill from the post office at Lulling. His eyes are mere slits in the pink and white moon of his chubby face, and his nickname of Porky is still used by those who were his school fellows.

Willie Marchant, on the other hand, is a gaunt bean-pole of a fellow with a morose, lined face, and a cigarette stub in the corner of his mouth. He scorns to dismount at Thrush Green’s sharp hill, but tacks purposefully back and forth across the road with a fine disregard for the motorists who suffer severe shock when coming upon him suddenly at his manoeuvres. He was once knocked off his bicycle as he made a sharp right-hand turn from one bank to the other, but escaped with a grazed knee and a torn trouser leg.

Doctor Bailey, whose house was nearby, had treated both postman and driver, and found that the motorist, though unscarred, was by far the more severely shaken of the two. But despite this mishap, the violent remarks of later motorists and the advice given unstintingly by his clients on Thrush Green, Willie continues to proceed on his erratic course every other week.

The fact that both men have the same Christian name  might, at first sight, seem confusing, but there are distinct advantages.

As Ella Bembridge remarked once at a Thrush Green cocktail party, in a booming voice heard by all present: ‘It’s jolly useful when you’re upstairs coping with your bust bodice or bloomers, and you hear whoever-it-is plonking down the letters on the hall table! I just shout down: “Thanks, Willie”, and you know you’ll be all right.’

There had been a sudden burst of animated conversation as Ella’s fellow-guests, embarrassed or simply amused by Ella’s unguarded remarks, sought to tell each other hastily of their own arrangements for receiving and disposing of their mail.

‘I have had to install one of those wire cage things,’ said Harold Shoosmith, the bachelor who lives in one of the handsomest houses on the green. ‘Since the puppy came, nothing’s safe on the floor. He ate a cheque for six pounds ten, and the rates’ demand, all in one gulp last Thursday. I didn’t mind the latter, naturally, but I hated to see the cheque going down.’

‘We leave our letters sticking out of the flap,’ said the rector, ‘and Willie takes them!’

‘Not if it’s a north wind,’ his wife Dimity reminded him. ‘The rain blows in and drenches them. He has to open the door then, and take them from the window-sill.’

Winnie Bailey, the doctor’s wife, said she usually put hers in the post-box on the corner of the green. It made her go for a walk, for one thing, and she sometimes wondered if Willie Bond read the postcards.

‘Why not?’ said Harold Shoosmith. ‘I always read postcards, other people’s as well as my own. Damn it all, if you don’t want a thing to be read you put it in an envelope!’

Someone said, rather coldly, that was exactly why she never used postcards. One was at the mercy of unscrupulous busy-bodies. Her letters were left, neatly secured with a rubber band, on the hall table to be collected by whichever Willie was on duty.

Her companion said he left his in a box in the porch. Dotty Harmer, an elderly spinster as erratic as her name implied, vouchsafed the information that she hung hers on the gate in a string bag, and that they had blown away once or twice. Significant  glances were exchanged behind the lady’s back. What else would you expect of Dotty?

‘My new next-door neighbour,’ remarked Winnie Bailey ‘leaves hers pinned under the knocker, I see. It must weigh seven or eight pounds. It’s that great brass dolphin old Admiral Trigg fixed up years ago, you know. Nothing could get blown away from that thing!’

Suddenly, the subject of letters was dropped. Here was something of much greater importance. Who was Winnie Baileys’ neighbour? Where did she come from? Would she be staying long?

The party turned expectantly towards Winnie, avid for the latest news from Thrush Green.

 



The house where the newcomer had recently arrived had been empty for two years. Tullivers, as it was called, had been the home of old Admiral Josiah Trigg and his sister Lucy for almost thirty years, and when he died, suddenly, one hot afternoon, after taking the sharp hill from the town at a spanking pace, his sister continued to muddle along in a vague, amiable daze, for another eighteen months, before succumbing to bronchitis.

‘If it’s not the dratted hill,’ pronounced old Piggott the sexton gloomily, ‘that carries off us Thrush Green folks, it’s the dratted east wind. You gotter be tough to live ’ere.’

You certainly had to be tough to live at Tullivers after the Admiral had gone, for Lucy Trigg, in her eighties, could not be bothered to have any domestic help, nor could she be bothered to light fires, to cook meals for herself, nor to clean the house and tend the garden.

Winnie Bailey, the soul of tact, did what she could in an unobtrusive way, but knew she was fighting a losing battle. The curtains grew greyer, the window-panes misty with grime, the door-step and path were spattered with bird-droppings, and the docks and nettles rioted in the borders once tended by Lucy’s brother and kept trim and shipshape with pinks, pansies and geums neatly confined within immaculate box hedges.

It wasn’t as if Lucy Trigg were senile. Her mind, in some ways, was as clear as ever. She played a good game of bridge with her neighbours. She attacked, and overcame, the challenge  of the Daily Telegraph crossword puzzle each morning, and played her dusty piano with fingers still nimble despite arthritis. It was simply that the squalor of her house did not affect her. Her world had shrunk to the few things which still had interest for her. The rest was ignored.

It was fortunate that Tullivers was a small house with a small garden. Doctor Bailey, as a young man, had been offered the major part of the next-door garden by the Admiral’s predecessor. He had bought it for thirty pounds, enclosed it with a honey-coloured Cotswold stone wall, and planted a small but fine orchard, now at the height of its production. Thus the Baileys’ garden was L-shaped, and the remaining portion of Tullivers’ land, a mere quarter of an acre, allowed room for only a lawn, a few mature lilac and may trees and the flower border which had been the Admiral’s particular pride.

An Albertine rose grew splendidly over one end of the house, and winter jasmine starred the front porch in the cold of the year. Inside were two fairly small square rooms, one each side of the front door, with a roomy kitchen built on at the back.

Above stairs were two modest bedrooms and a bathroom with Victorian fittings and a geyser which made threatening rumbles, wheezes and minor explosions when in use.

Tullivers, in its heyday, was always known as ‘a snug house’ by Thrush Green people. It stood at right angles to the road, and rather nearer it than most of the larger houses which stood back in their well-kept gardens.

It faced south, across the Baileys’ front garden, towards the roofs of Lulling in the valley below, a mile distant. It crouched there, as snug as a contented cat, catching the sunshine full on its face.

To see Tullivers so neglected had grieved Thrush Green. Its decay over the past two years had been a constant topic of conversation. It had been left to a nephew of Lucy Trigg’s, also a naval man, who put it in the hands of a London estate agent to sell for him whilst he was abroad.

‘Pity he didn’t let the local chaps have it,’ was the general opinion. ‘Keep a sharper eye on it. Should have gone within the month.’

There had been one or two prospective buyers, pushing their  way through the tall weeds, with papers describing the property’s charms in their hands, but the general neglect seemed to dishearten them. Heavy snow in January and February kept other possible buyers away, and by the time the crocuses and daffodils were decking the rest of the Thrush Green gardens, Tullivers was looking at its worst.

Birds nested in the porch and in the guttering, and a bold jackdaw started to build in the cold unused chimney. Mice had found shelter in the kitchen, and spiders spun their webs unmolested.

The children at the village school eyed the blank windows speculatively, and the bigger boys fingered the catapults hidden in their pockets, longing to pick up pebbles and let fly at this beautiful sitting target. What could be more exhilarating than the crack of a glass pane, the dramatic starring, the satisfying hole? Two of the most daring had been observed in the garden by Miss Watson, the headmistress, who lived across the green at the school-house, and she had delivered dire warnings during assembly the next morning. The two malefactors had been displayed to the assembled school as ‘Trespassers Loitering With Criminal Intent’, and were suitably abashed. Thrush Green parents, fortunately, were still unspoilt by modern educational theories and heartily approved of Miss Watson’s strong line. Miss Fogerty, who was in charge of the infants’ class, added her own warnings when she regained the classroom, and the infants approached their morning’s labours in a suitably sober mood. It says much for the two ladies, and the parents of Thrush Green, that the little house remained safe from children’s assaults, despite temptation.

 



One bright April day, a red Mini stopped outside Tullivers and a tall woman, paper fluttering from a gloved hand, made her way into the house.

Miss Fogerty was on playground duty that morning. Standing on the sheltered side of the school, teacup in hand, she watched with mounting excitement. Around her squealed and shouted the sixty or so pupils of Thrush Green Church of England Primary School. During those delirious fifteen minutes of morning play-time, they were variously space-men, horses,  footballers, boxers, cowboys or - among the youthful minority - simply mothers and fathers. The noise was ear-splitting. The bracing Cotswold air produces fine healthy lungs and the rumpus made at play-time could be clearly heard by fond parents who were safely half a mile away.

Agnes Fogerty, quiet and still as a mouse, and not unlike that timid animal in her much-pressed grey flannel skirt and twin-set to match, stood oblivious of the chaos around her. Somehow, she sensed that the stranger would take on Tullivers one day. There was something purposeful about that stride towards the front door, and the deft slipping of the key into the lock - almost as though the house were hers already, thought little Miss Fogerty.

And quite alone! Perhaps she was a single woman? Or perhaps her husband was working and she had decided to look at the place herself before they came down together? Or, of course, she might be a widow? The war had left so many attractive women without husbands. Miss Fogerty gave a small sigh for all that might have been, and then remembered, sharply, that the stranger was much younger than she was herself, and could not have been much more than a baby during the last war.

Not that widowhood could be dismissed quite so neatly, Miss Fogerty comforted herself. After all, the number of young men who succumbed to coronary thrombosis alone, not to mention the annual toll of influenza and road casualties, was quite formidable. On the whole, Miss Fogerty liked the idea of a sensible widow occupying Tullivers. Who knows? She might even become friendly with another well-read woman living nearby, and companionable little tea-parties and visits to each other’s houses might blossom. Miss Fogerty, it will be observed, was lonely at times.

Meanwhile, time was getting on. Miss Fogerty consulted her watch, which she hauled up on a chain from beneath her grey jumper, and then clapped her hands for attention. It says much for her discipline that within one minute the playground was quiet enough for her small precise voice to be heard.

‘Lead in, children,’ she said, ‘and no pushing!’

She followed the last child towards the arch of the Gothic doorway, pausing there for a last look across the green to  Tullivers. The stranger had vanished from view inside the house. The dashing red Mini-car waited by the kerb.

Here was something to tell dear Miss Watson! Warm with excitement, Agnes Fogerty entered her accustomed realm, the infants’ room. As soon as school dinner was finished, and she and her headmistress were enjoying their cup of instant coffee, she would impart this latest snippet of news to her colleague.

 



Needless to say, many other people observed the stranger’s entry to Tullivers. Thrush Green, to the uninitiated, might have seemed remarkably quiet that morning. The school children apart, not more than two or three people were to be seen. There were, of course, almost a dozen unseen - hidden behind curtains, screened by garden shrubs, or cocking a curious eye from such vantage points as porches and wood sheds.

Albert Piggott, languidly grubbing up the dead winter grass at the foot of the churchyard railings, kept the stranger comfortably in view. He approved of the red Mini. Must have a bit of money to drive a car, and that great leather handbag had cost something, he shouldn’t wonder. He knew a decent bit of leather when he saw it. Plastic never deceived Albert Piggott yet. A handsome gal too, with a nice pair of long legs.

Not like his old woman, he thought sourly. He straightened up slowly, eyes still fixed upon the unsuspecting stranger. What on earth had made him marry that great lump Nelly Tilling? He should have known it would never work. Women were all the same. Wheedled their way into your life, cunning as cats, and once they’d hooked you, the trouble started.

‘You ain’t washed, Albert! Time you took a bath, Albert! Give over sniffing, Albert! You’ve got plenty of hankies what want using. I wants more money than this for housekeeping. And you can keep out of the pub, Albert! That’s where the money goes!’

His wife’s shrill voice echoed in his head. He hadn’t had a day’s peace since they were wed, and that was God’s truth, said the sexton piously to himself.

Marriage never did anyone any good. He’d take a bet that that young woman at Tullivers’ front door was single. She could afford to buy a house, to run a car, to keep herself looking nice.  Probably one of these career women who’d had the sense to keep out of matrimony.

Albert leant moodily on the railings, a fistful of dead grass against his shirt front, and pondered on the inequality of the bounty supplied by Providence. By now, the stranger had unlocked the door and entered the house.

For the first time that morning Albert became conscious of the warmth of the sun and the song of a bold robin perched upon the tombstone of Lavinia, Wife of Robert Entwistle, Gent., who had left sunshine and birdsong behind her for ever on 3 February 1792.

Nelly might be no beauty. She was certainly a nagger. But he had just remembered that she was preparing a steak and kidney pie when he had left her an hour ago, and Nelly’s hand with pastry was unsurpassed.

Cheered by this thought, and by the hopeful signs of spring about him, Albert bent again to his task. Another warming idea occurred to him. Single women often needed a hand with wood-chopping, hedge-trimming and the like. It would be a good thing to have a little extra money coming in. With any luck, he could keep it from Nelly, and spend it as he used to, in his carefree premarital days, at The Two Pheasants!

Albert Piggott broke into a rare and rusty whistling.

 



But it was Ella Bembridge who had the closest look at the newcomer that morning.

She was about to cross from her cottage to the rectory on the green opposite to consult her friend Dimity Henstock about the advisability of having the boiler chimney swept.

Such mundane affairs had always been left to Dimity when the two women shared the cottage where Ella now lived alone. The rector’s wife, as well as running her own ungainly house, found herself continuing to keep an eye on her old establishment, for Ella was the most impractical creature alive.

It was Dimity who defrosted Ella’s refrigerator before the icy stalactites grew too near the top shelf. It was Dimity who surreptitiously threw away the fortnight-old stew which had grown a fine crop of pale blue fur upon its surface, or some shapeless mess which had started out as a fruit mousse and had  collapsed into something reminiscent of frogs’ spawn. She did not chide her old friend about her slap-dash ways. She loved her too well to hurt her, and recognized that Ella’s warm heart and her artistic leanings more than made up for her complete lack of housewifery.

The little red car had just drawn up as Ella was slamming her gate. Ella had no scruples about staring, and she stood now, a sturdy figure, watching unashamedly as the stranger emerged.

The younger woman gave Ella no greeting, as country people are wont to do. In fact, she appeared not to notice the watching figure. She locked the car door (a precaution which most Thrush Green folk forgot to take) and consulted the paper in her hand before walking swiftly towards Tullivers.

Ella waited until the front door closed behind her with a groaning of rusty hinges, and then crossed the road to the rectory where she found Dimity in the kitchen beating up eggs whilst her husband made the mid-morning coffee.

Over their steaming cups Ella gave her account of the newcomer.

‘About thirty, I reckon. Looks bright enough - might be useful in the WI. Nice dog-tooth-check suit in brown and white, and stockings with no seams. Come to think of it - they were probably tights. I didn’t see any tops when she clambered out of the Mini.’

‘Ella dear,’ protested Charles Henstock mildly. ‘Spare my feelings.’

‘Nice pair of square-toed shoes, Russell and Bromley probably, and an Italian handbag.’

‘How on earth do you know?’ expostulated Dimity.

‘I can smell Italian leather a mile off,’ said Ella, fishing a battered tin from her pocket and beginning to roll a cigarette from the crumpled papers and loose tobacco therein.

‘And I’d take a bet her earrings were Italian too,’ she added, blowing out an acrid cloud of smoke. Dimity quietly moved the egg-custard out of range.

‘Ears pierced?’ asked the rector, with rare sarcasm.

‘Couldn’t see,’ replied Ella in a matter-of-fact tone. ‘But wears good gloves.’

Something sizzled in the oven and Dimity crossed the kitchen to attend to it.

‘Not that I really noticed her,’ continued Ella. ‘Just got a passing glimpse, you know.’

The rector forbore to comment.

‘But she’s welcome to Tullivers,’ went on Ella. ‘There’s a jackdaw’s nest the size of a squirrel’s drey in the kitchen chimney. Which reminds me - shall I get the boiler chimney done, Dim?’

Dimity sat back on her heels by the open oven door and looked thoughtful.

‘September, October, November, December, January, February, March, April - yes, Ella. Get it swept now.’

‘Good,’ replied her old friend, rising briskly and dropping her cigarette stub into the sink basket where it smouldered, unpleasantly close to the shredded cabbage soaking in a bowl.

‘I got my old hand loom out again last night,’ said Ella conversationally. ‘Thought I’d run up a few ties ready for the next Bring and Buy Sale and Christmas time.’

She looked speculatively at Charles, who was doing his best to repress a shudder. He already had four ties of Ella’s making, each much too short, the colour of over-cooked porridge, and far too thick to knot properly. Fortunately, he wore his clerical collar more often than not, and could safely leave the monstrosities in the drawer without hurting Ella’s feelings.

‘Lovely, dear,’ said Dimity automatically, putting the egg-custard into the oven carefully.

‘I’ll see you out,’ said the rector, following Ella along the cold dark passage to the front door.

Outside, Thrush Green sparkled in the bright April sunshine. It was like emerging from a dark cave in the cliffs on to a sunlit beach, thought Ella. She was thankful that she did not have to live in the rectory. Could anything ever make that north-racing pile of Victorian architecture comfortable?

She looked towards Tullivers, and the rector’s gaze followed hers. The shabby little house basked in the sunshine like some small, battered, stray cat grateful for warmth.

There was no sign of the stranger, and the red car had gone.

‘Oh,’ cried the rector, genuinely disappointed. ‘I’d hoped to catch sight of her, I must admit.’

‘You will,’ prophesied Ella, setting off purposefully for her own cottage. ‘Mark my words, Charles Henstock, you will!’




2. WHO IS SHE?


Two or three weeks later the red car reappeared. This time the young woman had a companion, as sharp eyes on Thrush Green were quick to observe.

A small boy, of about six years of age, clambered out of the car and jumped excitedly up and down on the pavement. He was a well-built child, flaxen-haired and fair-skinned, and seemed delighted with his first glimpse of Thrush Green. He pointed to Tullivers, obviously asking questions. He pointed to the fine statue of Nathaniel Patten, erected a year or two earlier by Thrush Green residents to honour one of their famous men, and he was clearly impressed by the church and the village school across the green.

The woman looked up and down the road, as though waiting for somebody. Her answers to the child appeared perfunctory. After a few minutes, she led the way to the front door, followed by the boy. Just as it closed behind them, the local builder’s battered van screeched to a halt behind the red car, and out tumbled Joe Bush.

‘Late as usual!’ was the general comment of the hidden onlookers of Thrush Green as they watched him scurry up the path.

 



By standing on tip-toe, little Miss Fogerty could just see what was going on across the green. The Gothic window was uncomfortably high, installed by its Victorian builders for just that purpose - to make sure that children could not look out easily and so be distracted from their pot-hooks and hangers by the giddy world outside.

The sand-tray was also rather awkwardly placed beneath the window. Miss Fogerty made up her mind to shift it at play-time.  This week the sand-tray carried a tiny replica of Thrush Green with plasticine houses, duly labelled with their owners’ names, the church, the school, and even a passable representation of Nathaniel Patten’s statue. Some of the infants had proudly brought contributions to the scene. Toy lorries, cars, and even an Army tank, had found a place on the roads across the green, and though grossly over-sized for their surroundings they made an imposing addition to the sand-tray. It was unfortunate that the fine avenue of chestnut trees which flanked the north side of the green, had also been constructed of plasticine. The heat from the hot-water pipe nearby had caused them to bow to the ground with flaccid exhaustion. Loving fingers restored them to the upright position a dozen times a day, but Miss Fogerty decided that twigs set in a plasticine base must replace the present avenue without delay.

Miss Fogerty shifted a Virol jar full of paint brushes further along the window-sill, the better to follow the stranger’s activities. The little boy aroused her keenest interest. He looked just the right age for her class, and very likely he could read already. What a blessing! And could probably manage his own buttons and shoe-laces too which was more than half her class could accomplish. It was truly disgraceful that Gloria Curdle, at the great age of six, was still unable to tie a bow!

‘Which reminds me,’ said Miss Fogerty to herself. ‘Tears or no tears, that child’s tin camel must be removed from the Thrush Green model. Looming over the church spire is bad enough, in all conscience, but having an Asiatic creature like that among the Cotswolds scenery just Will Not Do!’

Firmly she plucked the offending beast from its alien pastures and put it safely into her sagging cardigan pocket.

Across the green the little boy was jumping rhythmically. Good co-ordination, noted Miss Fogerty approvingly, and plenty of spring.

‘I wonder if there are any more children?’ speculated Miss Fogerty. A tugging at her skirt nearly precipitated her into the sand-tray.

‘Child,’ cried Miss Fogerty, with unusual sharpness. ‘Don’t pull people about in that rude fashion.’

‘I can’t wait,’ said the child, with simple candour.

‘Be quick then,’ responded Miss Fogerty automatically, returning reluctantly to her duties, with a last glance at Joe Bush’s retreating back.

 



‘She’s back again,’ announced Betty Bell to her employer Harold Shoosmith.

Harold Shoosmith was a comparative newcomer himself to Thrush Green, having come to live there on his retirement from business in Africa two or three years earlier. Tall, spare and handsome . . . and, best of all, a bachelor . . . he was welcomed warmly by the community. It had been his idea to honour one of Thrush Green’s famous sons, the missionary Nathaniel Patten, and the splendid statue of their nineteenth-century hero now graced the green.

The fact that Harold was happy to take part in village affairs, and had the leisure to do so, meant that he was on a dozen or more local committees. At this moment he was immersed in the Thrush Green Entertainments Club’s accounts. He looked up from his desk. He had long since given up remonstrating with his slap-dash help about bursting into occupied rooms. If Betty Bell held a duster in her hand, she looked upon it as a passport to free passage anywhere in the house, the bathroom included. Early in their acquaintance she had bounced in to encounter her employer stark naked, except for an inadequate face flannel, but had not been a whit abashed. It was Harold Shoosmith who suffered from shock. After that, he prudently locked the door when at his ablutions.

‘Who’s back?’ he asked apprehensively. Ella Bembridge, whom he found most trying, had just left him after delivering the parish magazine, and he feared her return.

‘That new party,’ responded Betty, flicking an African carving, knocking it from its shelf and catching it adroitly, all in a second. Harold, wincing, could not help admiring her deftness. Practice, he supposed, resignedly.

‘Her that’s coming to Tullivers,’ continued Betty, attacking a small enamelled clock mercilessly. ‘Got a young man with her this time,’ she added archly.

‘Husband, I expect,’ said Harold, returning to his accounts.

‘What! That age?’ cried Betty, giggling at the success of her subtlety. ‘He ain’t no more’n six, I’ll lay.’

She fell energetically upon a window-sill. A dozing fly burst into a frenzy of buzzing as it tried to escape from her onslaught.

‘If you was to go out the front and down to the gate you’d get a good look at her,’ advised Betty. ‘She’s hanging about for someone. Joe Bush, I expect. That place’ll need a proper going-over before it’s fit to live in.’

‘I shouldn’t dream of staring at the lady,’ said Harold sternly. ‘And, in any case, I think you are taking a lot for granted. No one knows if she proposes to buy Tullivers. If she does, then we shall call in the usual way.’

Betty Bell was not affected by the touch of frost in Harold’s manner. Hoity-toity was her only silent comment, as she gave a final drubbing to the window-sill.

‘Wantcher desk done?’ she asked cheerfully.

‘No thanks,’ replied Harold shortly. ‘I want to work on it.’

‘Okay, okay!’ replied his daily help. ‘I’ll go and put the curry on. Suit you?’

‘Very well, Betty, thank you,’ said Harold, his good humour restored at the thought of her temporary absence.

The door crashed behind her, and soon the sound of clashing saucepans proclaimed that his lunch was being prepared. Distracting though the noise was, Harold Shoosmith thanked heaven that it was at a distance.

He turned again to his accounts.

 



Across the green, young Doctor Lovell was having trouble too. The last patient at his morning surgery was Dotty Harmer.

He had to admit, in all fairness, that she did not worry him unduly with her ailments. She preferred to deal with them herself with a variety of herbal remedies ranging from harmlessly wholesome to downright dangerous, in the doctor’s opinion.

His senior partner, Doctor Bailey, who was now too frail to take much part in the practice, had warned him about Dotty.

‘Eccentric always - plain crazy sometimes,’ he summed up succinctly. ‘Father was a proper martinet, and taught at the local grammar school. His wife died young, and Dotty kept house for  the old tartar until he died. As you’ll see, the place is filthy, full of animals, and the garden is a jungle of herbs from which Dotty brews the most diabolical concoctions. I beg of you, young man, never to eat or drink anything which Dotty has prepared. We have a special complaint at Thrush Green known as Dotty’s Collywobbles. Be warned!’
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