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      Barbara Pym

      
      Barbara Pym (1913–1980) was born in Oswestry, Shropshire. She was educated at Huyton College, Liverpool, and St Hilda’s College,
         Oxford, where she gained an Honours Degree in English Language and Literature. During the war she served in the WRNS in Britain
         and Naples. From 1958–1974 she worked as an editorial secretary at the International African Institute. Her first novel, Some Tame Gazelle, was published in 1950, and was followed by Excellent Women (1952), Jane and Prudence (1953), Less than Angels (1955), A Glass of Blessings (1958) and No Fond Return of Love (1961).
      

      
      During the sixties and early seventies her writing suffered a partial eclipse and, discouraged, she concentrated on her work
         for the International African Institute, from which she retired in 1974 to live in Oxfordshire. A renaissance in her fortunes
         came in 1977, when both Philip Larkin and Lord David Cecil chose her as one of the most under-rated novelists of the century.
         With astonishing speed, she emerged, after sixteen years of obscurity, to almost instant fame and recognition. Quartet in Autumn was published in 1977 and was shortlisted for the Booker Prize. The Sweet Dove Died followed in 1978, and A Few Green Leaves was published posthumously. Barbara Pym died in January 1980.
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      INTRODUCTION

      
      From the opening line of Some Tame Gazelle you are safely and deliciously in Pym Country. ‘The new curate seemed quite a nice young man, but what a pity it was that
         his combinations showed, tucked carelessly into his socks.’ The curate in question is visiting Belinda and Harriet Bede, unmarried,
         middle-aged sisters living in the heart of a village parish. Plump Harriet likes to tuck young, pale, thin curates under her
         substantial wing, while the more circumspect Belinda potters through her life, comfortably loving the Archdeacon from afar.
      

      
      Harriet is much more flamboyant than her sister, and given to wearing fashionable frocks in which she is well buoyed up by
         corsets. (Barbara Pym is awfully good at writing about clothes.) These corsets, under constant strain, frequently need mending,
         and are often to be found thrust beneath a cushion when an unexpected visitor comes to call. Harriet is loved, unrequitedly,
         by an adoring Italian count who asks for her hand in marriage on a regular basis and which, on a regular basis, is declined.
         Both seem quite content with this.
      

      
      Belinda, who little cares for fashion, asks for nothing more than to continue to adore the handsome, self-satisfied Archdeacon
         from afar, and to loyally support him as he bemoans the heavy workload of his parish duties which, in fact, are mostly absorbed by said pale, young curates. It is Belinda’s task and delight,
         she feels, to support and explain the Archdeacon’s sermons, which are often of great length, and totally obscure. Here, one
         of the Pym trademarks is used to great effect – the sharp and skilful quoting of poetry and various texts. Barbara was extraordinarily
         well-read and could find the perfect quotation for any occasion. Robert ‘Jock’ Liddell wrote that she had ‘a genius for quotation
         which has probably never been equalled’. When the Archdeacon finishes a particularly long and unintelligible sermon, she has
         him quote Edward Young (a poet also known for his somewhat lengthy and disconnected texts):
      

      
      
         Say dreamers of gay dreams,

         
         How will you weather an eternal night,

         
         Where such expedients fail?

         
      

      
      The bored congregation, she says, ‘had been dreaming gay dreams most of the morning … and had only allowed their thoughts
         to wander when it had passed beyond their comprehension.’
      

      
      Belinda often compares herself, unfavourably, to Archdeacon Hoccleve’s capable and more literary wife. Agatha is cool, elegant,
         and unsympathetic. She is the kind of woman who is a glad martyr to her rheumatism, and takes the waters at Karlsbad for her
         holidays. And she is based on someone Barbara knew and disliked at Oxford. This is another of Barbara Pym’s authorial characteristics:
         she loved to include real people in her books. Even the sisters, Harriet and Belinda, are loosely based on herself and Hilary,
         her elder sister. When she began writing Some Tame Gazelle in 1934, at the astonishingly young age of twenty-one, she imagined them both, she said in her diary, ‘as spinsters of fiftyish’.
      

      
      Barbara was a great one for falling in and out of love as often, and usually as hopelessly, as possible – and a great one
         for using her experiences in her books. Archdeacon Hoccleve is also based on a real person, an old flame who rejected Barbara
         at Oxford. One can only wonder on whom the famous librarian, Nathaniel Mold, and the visiting bishop from Africa, Theodore
         Grote, are based when they make their unsettling and unwelcome visits to each of the sisters in turn. The sense of glee she
         shows in the writing of these characters is practically palpable. Beware! Thus fall all miscreants in a sharp-eyed novelist’s
         life – eventually.
      

      
      High comedy the book may be but perhaps one of her greatest gifts as a novelist is that she puts her own hand up to the frailties
         and foibles, the affectations and absurdities that her characters contain and endure. As with all the best writers of comedy,
         she is non-judgemental and, though beady-eyed, she is also sympathetic, particularly in matters of the heart and how foolishly
         they can make us behave. From the very first she proved herself to be an accomplished novelist of sharply observed comedies
         of manners where, though life appears to be carrying on calmly and evenly, beneath its façade lie dark undercurrents, hidden
         desires and unsuitable attachments.
      

      
      Barbara wrote in her diary that she ‘must work at my novel, that is the only thing there is and the only way to find any happiness at present … I want Liebe but I would be satisfied if my novel could be published.’ That novel was Some Tame Gazelle, and it set the pattern for all the rest.
      

      
      
         Some tame gazelle, or some gentle dove:

         
         Something to love, oh, something to love!

         
      

      
      After many drafts Some Tame Gazelle was finally published by Jonathan Cape in 1950. Her friend from Oxford, Jock Liddell, who read it in its first incarnation and in its last before she offered it to publishers said, ‘The wonderful thing is that
         you haven’t spoiled it – it is still the book we knew and loved – and yet it is tidy and shapely, and every blot removed.’
      

      
      It was received with ecstatic reviews. The Observer said, ‘She creates a small well-bred Eden, but contrives to insert a little old Adam as well.’ The Daily Telegraph wrote, ‘Miss Pym’s sharp fresh fun is all her own’, while the Manchester Guardian called it ‘An enchanting book about village life, but no more to be described than a delicious taste or smell.’ And the Church Times, which might be expected to be a little sour, given the harsh light her books shone upon the life and ways of the clergy,
         had nothing but praise for it: ‘We needn’t bring Jane Austen into it, but Miss Pym is writing in a great tradition and she
         knows it.’ Yes, she most certainly does. She knows exactly how to take a small community of folk and make its story timeless,
         universal and very, very funny.
      

      
      Barbara went on to publish a further five critically well-received novels before, in 1963, with quite extraordinary lack of
         foresight, Cape’s Tom Maschler refused to publish her next, An Unsuitable Attachment. Many years later she wrote to Philip Larkin that she and her sister Hilary had invented a pudding which they called ‘a Maschler
         – a sort of milky jelly’ – which is just the kind of thing that might happen in a Barbara Pym novel.
      

      
      When Philip Larkin, perhaps Barbara’s greatest fan and champion, discovered that Cape had rejected her, he was outraged at
         the Maschler decision, writing to her that:
      

      
      
         I can’t understand why the publishers are taking this line … it seems a sad state of affairs if such tender, perceptive and
            intelligent work can’t see the light, just because some tasteless chump thinks it won’t ‘go’ in paperback.
         

      

      
      Suffice it to say that when An Unsuitable Attachment did get published, posthumously in 1982, it was received with rave reviews.
      

      
      But to begin at the beginning … For those readers who have yet to discover Miss Barbara Pym, this debut novel will be full
         of delights and surprises; for those of us who have read and loved her books for years, this new edition of the first of her
         novels is a fitting tribute to her brilliant, humorous story-telling and the enduring charm of her writer’s eye. Some Tame Gazelle is still my personal favourite for its sparkling high comedy and its treasury of characters, but rereading the entire canon,
         ten novels in all, has been pure bliss. She makes me smile, laugh out loud, consider my own foibles and fantasies, and, above
         all, suffer real regret when I reach the final page. Of how many authors can you honestly say that?
      

      
      Mavis Cheek

      
      November 2008

   
      
      

      
         Some tame gazelle, or some gentle dove:

         
         Something to love, oh, something to love!

         
      THOMAS HAYNES BAYLY

      

      
   
      
      CHAPTER ONE

      
      The new curate seemed quite a nice young man, but what a pity it was that his combinations showed, tucked carelessly into
         his socks, when he sat down. Belinda had noticed it when they had met him for the first time at the vicarage last week and
         had felt quite embarrassed. Perhaps Harriet could say something to him about it. Her blunt jolly manner could carry off these
         little awkwardnesses much better than Belinda’s timidity. Of course he might think it none of their business, as indeed it
         was not, but Belinda rather doubted whether he thought at all, if one were to judge by the quality of his first sermon.
      

      
      ‘If only we could get back some of the fervour and eloquence of the seventeenth century in the pulpit today,’ she had said
         to her sister Harriet, a plump elegant spinster in the middle fifties.
      

      
      ‘Oh, we don’t want that kind of thing here,’ Harriet had said in her downright way, for she had long ago given up all intellectual pursuits, while Belinda, who had
         never been considered the clever one, still retained some smattering of the culture acquired in her college days. Even now
         a light would shine in her mild greenish eyes, so decorously hidden behind horn-rimmed spectacles, at the mention of Young’s
         Night Thoughts or the dear Earl of Rochester’s Poems on Several Occasions.
      

      
      Neither she nor Harriet had ever married, but Harriet was making her usual fuss over the new curate and was obviously prepared
         to be quite as silly over him as she had been over his predecessors. She was especially given to cherishing young clergymen, and her frequent excursions to the curates’ lodgings had often given rise to talk, for people did like a bit of
         gossip, especially about a respectable spinster and church worker like Miss Harriet Bede. There was naturally nothing scandalous
         about these visits, as she always took with her a newly baked cake, some fresh eggs or fruit – for the poor young men always
         looked half starved – or even a hand-knitted pullover or pair of socks, begun by her in a burst of enthusiasm and usually
         finished, more soberly, by Belinda. And then of course she would ask them to supper.
      

      
      Was it tonight he was coming? Belinda wondered vaguely. It must be tonight, she decided, catching sight of a bowl of exceptionally
         fine pears on the little table by the window, and expensive bought chrysanthemums in the vases when there were perfectly good
         Michaelmas daisies in the garden. Dear Harriet, she wasn’t really extravagant, only rather too lavish in her hospitality.
         The Reverend Edgar Donne was surely a simple young man and would not expect much. Naturally one did not think of the clergy
         as expecting anything in the way of material luxuries … Belinda paused, for she was remembering the vicar, Archdeacon Hoccleve,
         and how one couldn’t really say that about him. But then dear Henry was different, in some ways not like a clergyman at all.
         For although Belinda had loved him faithfully for over thirty years, she sometimes had to admit that he had very few of the
         obvious virtues that one somehow expected of one’s parish priest. His letter in this month’s parish magazine, announcing the
         arrival of the new curate, had a peevish and condescending tone that a stranger might have thought not quite the thing for an archdeacon. But the village was used to it.
      

      
      ‘The Reverend Edgar Donne – the name is of course pronounced Dunne – will be with us by the time you read these words’, he wrote. ‘Nobody will be more glad to welcome him than I myself, for
         whom these last few weeks have been more trying than any of you can possibly imagine. Without a curate it has been impossible
         for me to take the holiday I so badly need and I have been forced to cancel some of the services because I have not felt equal
         to taking them, as the ready help I looked for from fellow priests in neighbouring parishes has not been forthcoming…’
      

      
      Of course that was a dig at the Reverend Edward Plowman, who disliked the Archdeacon so much, and as he had quarrelled with
         Canon Glover what could he expect? thought Belinda, almost wishing that she were Deaconess Bede and could enter the pulpit
         herself. But even a deaconess was not permitted to celebrate Holy Communion – it was of course the early services which had been cancelled – whereas in the Nonconformist churches, she believed, women ministers had equal status
         with men…
      

      
      ‘B’linda!’ Harriet’s impatient voice interrupted her thoughts, ‘it’s nearly seven and Mr Donne will soon be here.’ Harriet appeared
         in the doorway, wearing only a celanese vest and knickers, as if her actual presence in the room would make Belinda realize
         more fully how late it was.
      

      
      ‘Why, Harriet, the curtains aren’t drawn,’ exclaimed Belinda in an agitated tone. ‘Anybody might see into the room! And you
         know I never take as long to get ready as you do.’
      

      
      ‘All the same Mr Donne will probably be punctual,’ said Harriet, ‘and it would be terrible if neither of us was ready. I’ve
         borrowed your lace scarf, as I must have something to cover up the neck of my green frock. Perhaps it would have been better if I hadn’t tried to alter it to a Vee.’
      

      
      ‘Yes, dear.’ Belinda spoke rather absently, for by now she was occupied with the problem of what she should wear. She hoped that Harriet had not also borrowed her black velvet bridge coat, as she wanted it herself on these
         late September evenings. But then Harriet was probably too stout for it, although she liked her clothes to fit tightly and
         always wore an elastic roll-on corset.
      

      
      In her room Belinda took out her blue marocain, a rather dim dress of the kind known as ‘semi-evening’. Quite good enough
         for the curate, she decided, though if the Archdeacon had been coming as well she would probably have worn her velvet. She
         did hope that Harriet wouldn’t put on a lot of lipstick, it was so unsuitable…
      

      
      At that moment there was a ring at the bell and an agitated call from Harriet.

      
      ‘Belinda, you go! I haven’t finished doing my hair.’

      
      ‘But surely Emily will go?’ said Belinda. She was wondering whether to wear her little seed-pearl brooch or not.

      
      ‘No, Emily can’t go. She’s putting the sauce on the chicken.’

      
      Belinda hurried downstairs without the little brooch. She felt flustered and incomplete.

      
      The figure on the doorstep might have been any of the other curates, except that Mr Donne favoured a rather unfashionably
         high clerical collar. He doesn’t remember me, thought Belinda, as she replied to his rather puzzled greeting.
      

      
      ‘This is Miss Bede’s house?’ he asked, hesitating on the threshold.
      

      
      ‘Yes, I am Miss Bede,’ said Belinda with simple dignity, ‘but I expect you know my sister better.’

      
      ‘Ah, you must be Miss Belinda Bede,’ he announced, triumphant at having placed her. ‘I’ve heard a lot about you from the Archdeacon.’
      

      
      ‘Oh, really? What did he say?’ Belinda tried not to sound too coy and eager.
      

      
      ‘He – er – said you did a lot of good work in the parish,’ replied the curate primly.

      
      ‘Oh …’ Belinda could not help feeling disappointed. It made her sound almost unpleasant. If that was what he had really said,
         of course. It didn’t sound at all like the Archdeacon, who never said the sort of things clergymen ought to say. It was so
         odd to think of him as being a clergyman at all … Belinda’s thoughts slipped back to her college days when they had been students
         together. Most odd … and yet there was no sadness or bitterness in her mind as she thought of him. It was obvious that poor Agatha had a
         very difficult time with him, although by her scheming she had made him an archdeacon. Their cook had told the Bedes’ Emily
         who had told Harriet that the Archdeacon was very difficult to get up in the mornings, and of course one knew that he always
         made his curates do the early services which was really rather slack, because it wasn’t as if he were very old or weak in
         health. And yet he had such charm, even now…
      

      
      The curate coughed nervously and ventured a remark about the weather.

      
      ‘Yes, I love September,’ agreed Belinda, guilty at having let her thoughts wander from her guest. ‘Michaelmas daisies and
         blackberries and comforting things like fires in the evening again and knitting.’
      

      
      ‘Ah, knitting,’ he smiled, and Belinda could see him glancing round the room as if he already expected to see the beginnings
         of a pullover for himself. But all that Belinda’s cretonne work bag contained was a pink lacy-looking garment, a winter vest
         for herself. It was so annoying of Miss Jenner not to have any more ‘Perliknit’ left. She had had to buy a slightly thicker
         wool of a rather brighter pink to finish it off.
      

      
      Fortunately at this moment, for the conversational going was heavy, a firm step was heard on the stairs and Harriet came into
         the room, radiant in flowered voile. Tropical flowers rioted over her plump body. The background was the green of the jungle,
         the blossoms were crimson and mauve, of an unknown species. Harriet was still attractive in a fat Teutonic way. She did not
         wear her pince-nez when curates came to supper.
      

      
      The curate sprang up eagerly and seemed suddenly to lose some of his shyness

      
      ‘Good evening, Mr Donne,’ said Harriet, ‘I’m afraid I haven’t my sister’s punctual ways, but I’m sure she has been entertaining
         you better than I could have done. I had a classical education and it isn’t a very good training for scintillating conversation.’
         She sat down rather heavily on the sofa beside him. ‘Now we must not forget that the name is pronounced Dunne,’ she declared roguishly.
      

      
      ‘Well, actually, as a matter of fact …’ the curate looked embarrassed, ‘I don’t pronounce it that way. I can’t imagine why
         the Archdeacon thought I did.’
      

      
      ‘He was of course thinking of the seventeenth-century poet of that name,’ said Belinda stoutly. The truth was, of course,
         that dear Henry could never resist a literary allusion and was delighted, in the way that children and scholars sometimes
         are, if it was one that the majority of his parishioners did not understand.
      

      
      ‘He will have to put a correction in the magazine next month,’ chortled Harriet. ‘I should like to see the Archdeacon having
         to climb down.’
      

      
      ‘It makes one feel quite odd to have one’s name mispronounced or misspelt,’ said Belinda evenly. ‘Almost like a different
         person.’
      

      
      ‘Oh, yes,’ agreed Harriet, ‘like Gorringe’s catalogue.’

      
      The curate looked politely interested but puzzled.
      

      
      ‘You see,’ Harriet explained, ‘they once sent me a catalogue addressed to Miss Bode, and somehow I’m so lazy that I never bothered to correct it. So now I have a dual personality. I always feel Miss Bode is
         my dowdy self, rather a frumpish old thing.’
      

      
      ‘She must certainly be most unlike Miss Bede,’ blurted out Mr Donne with surprising gallantry.
      

      
      Harriet protested amid delighted giggles. Belinda felt rather left out and found her eyes fixed on the curate’s combinations,
         which still showed. Surely it was much too warm for such garments, unless perhaps he wore them all the year round?
      

      
      During the short silence which followed, the tinkling of a cowbell was heard. The sisters had brought it back from a holiday
         in Switzerland and it was now used as a gong.
      

      
      ‘Ah, dinner,’ said Harriet. ‘Come, Mr Donne, you shall take me in,’ she added with mock solemnity.

      
      Mr Donne was quite equal to the occasion, for he had all the qualifications of a typical curate. Indeed, his maternal grandfather
         had been a bishop.
      

      
      In the dining-room Harriet sat at one end of the table and Belinda at the other, with the curate in the middle. Harriet carved
         the boiled chicken smothered in white sauce very capably. She gave the curate all the best white meat.
      

      
      Were all new curates everywhere always given boiled chicken when they came to supper for the first time? Belinda wondered.
         It was certainly an established ritual at their house and it seemed somehow right for a new curate. The coldness, the whiteness,
         the muffling with sauce, perhaps even the sharpness added by the slices of lemon, there was something appropriate here, even
         if Belinda could not see exactly what it was.
      

      
      ‘I called at the vicarage on the way here,’ said the curate. ‘Mrs Hoccleve very kindly promised me some apples.’

      
      Harriet looked rather annoyed. ‘Their apples haven’t done at all well this year,’ she said, ‘and I always think those red
         ones are rather tasteless. You must take some of our Cox’s Oranges with you when you go.’
      

      
      The curate murmured grateful thanks.

      
      ‘How is Mrs Hoccleve’s rheumatism?’ asked Belinda.

      
      ‘Not very much better,’ he replied. ‘I hear she is going to Karlsbad in October. Apparently the waters there are very good.’

      
      ‘Nettles are an excellent thing, I believe,’ said Harriet.

      
      ‘Indeed?’ Mr Donne looked so interested that he must have found it quite a strain. ‘How should they be used?’

      
      ‘Oh, I don’t really know,’ Harriet beamed. ‘Just nettles. Boiled, perhaps. People will try all sorts of odd remedies,’ she
         added, with the complacency of one who is perfectly healthy.
      

      
      ‘Poor Agatha,’ murmured Belinda, although she could not really feel very sympathetic.

      
      There was a slight lapse in the conversation.

      
      ‘I hear you are a rowing man,’ said Belinda, with what she felt was rather forced enthusiasm.

      
      ‘Oh, how splendid!’ Harriet was of course delighted, as she would have been with any piece of information. ‘I can just imagine
         you stroking an eight.’
      

      
      ‘Well, actually, I haven’t done any for some time, but I used to be very keen.’ The curate looked down at his chicken bone
         as if he would like to take it up in his fingers and gnaw it. He was not very well fed at his lodgings and the evening meal
         was particularly scrappy.
      

      
      Harriet picked up her bone and began to eat it in her fingers. She beamed on Mr Donne and said brightly, ‘Like Queen Victoria,
         you know, so much more sensible and convenient.’
      

      
      He followed her example eagerly. Belinda looked on with some distaste. If only Harriet could see how foolish she looked. The white sauce was beginning to smear itself on her face.
      

      
      ‘I expect you are quite bewildered meeting so many new people,’ she said, leading the conversation back into suitable channels.

      
      ‘Yes, in a way I am, but I find it fairly easy to remember them so far. I came across Miss Liversidge this afternoon in the
         village and have persuaded her to address a meeting of the Mothers’ Union. She seems to have had a great many interesting
         experiences.’
      

      
      Belinda smiled. The idea of Edith Liversidge addressing the Mothers’ Union amused her. One never knew what she might say to
         them and she would hardly set them a good example of tidiness. Dear Edith, she was always such a mess.
      

      
      ‘She’s a kind of decayed gentlewoman,’ said Harriet comfortably, helping the curate to trifle.

      
      ‘Oh no, Harriet,’ Belinda protested. Nobody could call Edith decayed and sometimes one almost forgot that she was a gentlewoman,
         with her cropped grey hair, her shabby clothes which weren’t even the legendary ‘good tweeds’ of her kind and her blunt, almost
         rough, way of speaking. ‘Miss Liversidge is really splendid,’ she declared and then wondered why one always said that Edith
         was ‘splendid’. It was probably because she hadn’t very much money, was tough and wiry, dug vigorously in her garden and kept
         goats. Also, she had travelled abroad a good deal and had done some relief work after the 1914 war among refugees in the Balkans.
         Work of rather an unpleasant nature too, something to do with sanitation. Belinda hoped that Harriet wouldn’t mention it in
         front of Mr Donne. ‘Of course she has made a home for poor Miss Aspinall, who’s a kind of relation,’ she said hastily. ‘I
         always thinks it’s very unselfish to have a comparative stranger to live with you when you’ve been used to living alone.’
      

      
      ‘Ah, well, we ought to share what we have with others,’ said Mr Donne with rather disagreeable unctuousness.
      

      
      ‘Oh, Mr Donne, I can’t imagine you sharing your home with Connie Aspinall,’ Harriet burst out, ‘she’s so dreary.’

      
      Mr Donne smiled. ‘Well, perhaps I didn’t mean to be taken quite literally,’ he said.

      
      ‘Now she’s a decayed gentlewoman if you like,’ said Harriet. ‘She can talk of nothing but the days when she used to be companion
         to a lady in Belgrave Square who was a kind of relation of one of Queen Alexandra’s Ladies-in-Waiting.’
      

      
      ‘She plays the harp very beautifully,’ murmured Belinda weakly, for poor Connie was really rather uninteresting and it was
         hard to think of anything nice to say about her.
      

      
      ‘Let’s have coffee in the drawing-room,’ said Harriet rather grandly. At one time she had wanted to call it the lounge, but
         Belinda would not hear of it. She had finally won her point by reminding Harriet of how much their dear mother would have
         disliked it.
      

      
      In the drawing-room they arranged themselves as before, Harriet on the sofa with the curate and Belinda in one of the armchairs.
         Belinda took out her knitting and went on doing it rather self-consciously. It was beginning to look so very much like an
         undergarment for herself. The curate’s combinations must be ‘Meridian’, she thought. It was nice and warm for pyjamas, too,
         in fact Harriet herself wore it in the winter. The close fabric fitted her plump body like a woolly skin.
      

      
      While they were drinking their coffee, Harriet went to the little table by the window and took up the bowl of pears which
         Belinda had noticed earlier in the evening.
      

      
      ‘Now you must have a pear,’ she insisted. ‘Do you know, when we were children our mother used to say that we could never keep
         fruit on the sideboard.’
      

      
      Belinda would have liked to add that they couldn’t now, and that it was only because they had been having the curate to supper
         that there had been anything more than a withered apple or orange in the bowl this evening. Harriet’s appetite was just as
         rapacious in her fifties as it had been in her teens.
      

      
      The curate helped himself to a pear and began to peel it. He seemed to be getting rather sticky and there was some giggling
         and interchange of large handkerchiefs between him and Harriet.
      

      
      Belinda went on quietly with her knitting. The evening promised to be just like so many other evenings when other curates
         had come to supper. There was something almost frightening and at the same time comforting about the sameness of it all. It
         was odd that Harriet should always have been so fond of curates. They were so immature and always made the same kind of conversation.
         Now the Archdeacon was altogether different. One never knew what he might say, except that it was certain to be something
         unexpected and provocative. Besides, it was really more suitable to lavish one’s affection on somebody of a riper age, as
         it was obviously natural that one should lavish it on somebody. Indeed, one of Belinda’s favourite quotations, taken from
         the works of a minor English poet, was
      

      
      
         Some tame gazelle, or some gentle dove:

         
         Something to love, oh, something to love!

         
      

      
      Belinda, having loved the Archdeacon when she was twenty and not having found anyone to replace him since, had naturally got
         into the habit of loving him, though with the years her passion had mellowed into a comfortable feeling, more like the cosiness
         of a winter evening by the fire than the uncertain rapture of a spring morning.
      

      
      Harriet’s tittering laugh disturbed Belinda’s quiet thoughts. ‘Oh, Mr Donne, I’m not quite as stupid as you think! I used
         to know some Latin. Ah quotiens illum doluit properare Calypso,’ she retorted, flinging at him triumphantly the last remnants of her classical education.
      

      
      Can she be hinting at me to go? he wondered, but then decided that she had probably long ago forgotten the meaning of the
         line. All the same it was getting late. He mustn’t outstay his welcome and the elder Miss Bede had yawned once or twice, although
         she stifled it very politely.
      

      
      Despite protests from Harriet, they were soon in the hall and the curate was putting on his overcoat. Harriet was fussing
         round him like a motherly hen.
      

      
      ‘Why, of course, it’s the garden party tomorrow,’ said Belinda, suddenly feeling very tired. ‘There will be such a lot to
         do.’
      

      
      The curate sighed with an affectation of weariness. ‘I shall be almost glad when it is over,’ he said. ‘These functions are
         always very tiring for us.’
      

      
      Harriet smiled understandingly, as if including herself in the select brotherhood of the clergy. ‘Never mind,’ she said, ‘there
         will be the coconut shies. I always love them. And you’ll get a good tea. I am in charge of the tea garden.’
      

      
      ‘Oh, well, Miss Bede …’ the curate moved towards the front door and Belinda was able to slip quietly into the background. She went
         into the drawing-room and began to tidy it, plumping up the cushions and removing the remains of the pears they had eaten.
         She put her knitting into its cretonne bag and took the parish magazine to read in bed. There was a nice new serial in it,
         all about a drunken organist and a young bank clerk, who was also a lay reader and had been wrongfully accused of embezzlement.
         And of course the Archdeacon’s letter was always worth a second reading.
      

   
      
      CHAPTER TWO

      
      Although the Misses Bede had a maid they were both quite domesticated and helped her in various small ways, clearing away
         the breakfast things, dusting their own bedrooms and doing a little cooking when they felt like it. On this particular morning,
         however, which was the day of the vicarage garden party, Belinda decided that she could miss doing her room with a clear conscience,
         as there were so many more important things to be done. It was unlikely that Miss Liversidge would be visiting them and putting
         them to shame by writing ‘E. Liversidge’ with her finger, as she had once done when Emily had neglected to dust the piano.
         Typical of Edith, of course, going straight to the point with no beating about the bush. Not that she could talk either, with
         dog’s hairs all over the carpet and the washing-up left overnight.
      

      
      This morning, as she went about humming God moves in a mysterious way, Belinda wondered what to do first. She had to arrange for some deck-chairs they had promised to be taken over to the vicarage.
         The cake she had made to be raffled – the Archdeacon was broad-minded and didn’t disapprove of such things – must be finished
         off with its mauve paper frill. The seams of Harriet’s crêpe de Chine dress had to be let out, as Harriet seemed to have grown stouter since she had last worn it. Perhaps that was the most important thing of all, for Harriet intended
         to wear it that afternoon.
      

      
      While she was sewing, Belinda began to wonder what everyone would be wearing at the garden party. Agatha Hoccleve would of
         course wear a nice suitable dress, but nothing extreme or daring. As the wife of an archdeacon she always had very good clothes, which seemed somehow to emphasize the fact that her father had been a bishop. Then there was Edith Liversidge, who
         would look odd in the familiar old-fashioned grey costume, whose unfashionably narrow shoulders combined with Edith’s broad
         hips made her look rather like a lighthouse. Her relation, Miss Aspinall, would wear a fluttering blue or grey dress with
         a great many scarves and draperies, and she would, as always, carry that mysterious little beaded bag without which she was
         never seen anywhere. Undoubtedly the most magnificent person there would be Lady Clara Boulding, who was to perform the opening
         ceremony. It was of course fitting that this should be so, as she was the daughter of an earl and the widow of their former
         Member of Parliment, an excellent man in his way, although he had never been known to speak in the House except on one occasion,
         when he had asked if a window might be opened or shut.
      

      
      By now Belinda had tacked the seams of the dress and was fitting it on her sister, who twitched about impatiently, while Belinda
         ran round her with her mouth full of pins.
      

      
      Harriet was having one of her tirades against the Archdeacon.

      
      ‘All that nonsense in the parish magazine about him needing a holiday,’ she stormed. ‘If that’s so, why doesn’t he go to Karlsbad
         with Agatha? Unless she wants a holiday away from him – you could hardly blame her if she preferred to go alone. I certainly would.’
      

      
      ‘But surely Agatha isn’t going to Karlsbad alone?’ asked Belinda eagerly.
      

      
      ‘Well, their Florrie told Emily that she and cook aren’t looking forward to managing the Archdeacon by themselves, so it looks
         as if he isn’t going with her. I think it would be nicer if he went too, then we might have a good sermon for a change. I
         never heard anything so depressing in my life as that horrid thing he read last Sunday – all about worms, and such stilted
         language. Edith Liversidge walked out in the middle, and’ – Harriet chortled at the memory of it – ‘one of the churchwardens
         ran after her with a glass of water, thinking she felt faint or something.’
      

      
      ‘But Harriet,’ said Belinda gently, ‘Henry was reading a passage from Urn Burial, I thought he read it magnificently,’ she sighed. Of course the real truth of the matter was that poor Henry was too lazy
         to write sermons of his own and somehow one didn’t think of him as being clever in a theological kind of way. That is, no
         scholarly study of any of St Paul’s Epistles had as yet appeared under Archdeacon Hoccleve’s name, although he had once remarked
         to Belinda that he thought the Apocalyptic literature remarkably fine.
      

      
      Harriet continued her tirade. ‘If it weren’t so far to walk,’ she said, ‘I should certainly go to Edward Plowman’s church;
         he does at least preach good homely sermons that everyone can understand. He works systematically through the Ten Commandments
         and the Beatitudes, I believe; much the most sensible thing to do. Besides, he’s such a nice man.’
      

      
      ‘But Harriet,’ said Belinda anxiously, ‘he is rather high. He wears a biretta and has incense in the church. It’s all so – well – Romish.’ Broad-minded as she was, Belinda was unable to keep a note of horror out of her voice.
      

      
      Harriet became defiant. ‘Edward Plowman is such a fine-looking man, too,’ she declared. ‘Like Cardinal Newman.’

      
      ‘Oh, no, Harriet,’ protested Belinda. ‘Cardinal Newman had a much bigger nose. And besides, he really did go over, you know, and I’m sure Edward Plowman would never do that.’
      

      
      ‘Oh, then I must have been thinking of somebody else,’ said Harriet vaguely. ‘Anyway,’ she went on, ‘Mr Donne could certainly
         preach better sermons than the Archdeacon, I’m sure.’ She pulled the dress off over her head. ‘You needn’t bother to oversew
         the seams – they won’t show.’
      

      
      When Belinda had finished the sewing she decided that she had better go over to the vicarage to see if she could help Agatha
         in any way. It did not take her long to reach the vicarage gate, as it was very near her own house. When they had finally
         decided to spend their old age together, Harriet had insisted that they should be well in touch with the affairs of the parish.
         Belinda had not felt so strongly about it, although when Archdeacon Hoccleve had been made vicar she was naturally glad that
         their house was so near his. She imagined friendly poppings in and out but somehow, dear Henry not being quite like other
         clergymen, it hadn’t worked out like that. And then of course there was Agatha. It was difficult to be completely informal
         with her, either because of her father having been a bishop or for some more subtle reason, Belinda had never been quite sure
         which.
      

      
      She walked up the vicarage drive. The Archdeacon had a hankering after the picturesque and would have liked a haha, a ruined
         temple, grottoes, waterfalls and gloomily overhanging trees. He fancied himself to be rather like one of those eighteenth-century
         clergymen suffering from the spleen, but Agatha was a practical woman, who liked neat borders and smooth lawns, flowers in
         the front garden and vegetables at the back. So the vicarage garden, as Belinda saw it on this September morning, was admirably
         suited to a garden party but there were no grottoes.
      

      
      Belinda walked up to the front door, but before she had time to ring the bell Agatha appeared, carrying many bundles of brightly
         coloured paper. She was wearing a plain but well-cut dress of striped Macclesfield silk and looked rather harassed.
      

      
      ‘How are you, Agatha?’ asked Belinda. ‘I’ve come to see if there’s anything I can do to help and I must see the Archdeacon
         about the Sunday School children’s recitations.’
      

      
      ‘Henry is having a bath,’ said Agatha shortly.

      
      Surely rather late? thought Belinda. It was past eleven and oughtn’t an archdeacon to rise earlier than that?

      
      ‘So of course you can’t see him now,’ continued Agatha in the same tone of voice, which implied that she had the privilege
         not allowed to Belinda of seeing an archdeacon in his bath. ‘You will have to wait,’ she concluded, with a note of something
         like triumph in her voice.
      

      
      ‘Why, of course,’ said Belinda meekly. Agatha always seemed to be most formidable in the mornings. In the evenings she was
         often quite affable and would talk about begonias and the best way to pickle walnuts.
      

      
      ‘You seem very busy,’ said Belinda, moving towards Agatha as if to help her. ‘Can’t I do something while I’m waiting for the
         Archdeacon?’
      

      
      Agatha nodded reluctantly. ‘I was going to arrange the garden-produce stall,’ she said, thinking that Belinda Bede was rather
         a nuisance although she no doubt meant well. ‘You might help me to pin the coloured paper round it. I thought green and orange
         and perhaps red would show off the vegetables rather nicely.’
      

      
      ‘What lovely marrows!’ exclaimed Belinda, catching sight of them among a heap of miscellaneous garden produce. They were gleaming
         yellow and dark green, with pale stripes. Surely the poor soil of the vicarage garden could not have produced such beauties?
      

      
      ‘Yes, they are fine,’ agreed Agatha. ‘They are from Count Bianco’s garden. He brought them round himself early this morning.’
      

      
      ‘Poor old Count Bianco,’ said Belinda gently. Ricardo Bianco was an Italian count, who for some unexplained reason had settled
         in the village many years ago. He was a gentle melancholy man, beloved by everyone for his generosity and courtly manners
         and he had admired Harriet Bede for more years than could now be remembered. He had the habit of asking her to marry him every
         now and then, and Harriet, although she always refused him, was really very fond of him and often asked his advice about her
         gardening problems. Gardening and his childhood in Naples were his chief topics of conversation, though he would occasionally
         enjoy a melancholy talk about his old friend John Akenside, who had been killed in a riot in Prague, when he had just been
         sitting at an open-air café taking a glass of wine, as was his custom in the evening, doing no harm to anybody. ‘Ricardo is
         so devoted to Harriet,’ said Belinda, giving the words a full meaning which was not lost on Agatha Hoccleve.
      

      
      Agatha went rather pink and said angrily, ‘Count Bianco comes of a very old Italian family. I always think he and Lady Clara
         Boulding would be very suited to each other, but of course her father’s earldom was only a nineteenth-century creation,’ she
         mused.
      

      
      Belinda was rather annoyed at this. ‘I don’t think Lady Clara and Ricardo would be at all suited to each other,’ she said,
         repeating his Christian name with triumph. ‘Harriet and Ricardo have a great many tastes in common, especially gardening.
         Why, whenever he comes to our house he nearly always brings with him some roots or seeds …’ here Belinda broke off, aware
         that this sounded rather ridiculous, but Agatha did not seem to have noticed. She was just opening her mouth to say something
         else, when their attention was diverted by somebody calling out in a loud voice.
      

      
      Belinda recognized the voice as that of the Archdeacon. He was leaning out of one of the upper windows, calling to Agatha,
         and he sounded very peevish. Belinda thought he looked so handsome in his dark green dressing-gown with his hair all ruffled.
         The years had dealt kindly with him and he had grown neither bald nor fat. It was Agatha who seemed to have suffered most.
         Her pointed face had lost the elfin charm which had delighted many and now looked drawn and harassed. She had rheumatism too,
         but Belinda realized that she would have to have something out of self-defence and perhaps with the passing of the years it
         had become a reality. One never knew.
      

      
      The voice went on calling. It seemed that the moths had got into the Archdeacon’s grey suit and why had Agatha been so grossly
         neglectful as to let this happen? The tirade was audible to anyone in the garden or in the road beyond.
      

      
      Belinda turned away from the window and began to hang festoons of green paper along the top of the stall. The gardener, who
         was weeding one of the flower beds nearby, also turned away. He could not bear the Venerable Hoccleve, as the servants called
         him. He was a bit mad in his opinion, wanting yew trees on the lawn and something he called a ha-ha, which no gardener had
         ever heard of.
      

      
      Eventually Agatha returned to the business of decorating, looking extremely annoyed, but not mentioning the incident. She
         began to take down all Belinda’s decorations and arrange them another way. Belinda thought it better to say nothing, so they
         went on with their work in silence. At last Belinda, who felt rather uncomfortable, drew Agatha’s attention to the arrangement
         of the marrows.
      

      
      ‘I think they would look rather effective in a kind of pyramid, if it could be managed,’ she suggested, thinking to herself that it would obviously be better if Agatha were to humour dear
         Henry a little more. But of course Belinda could hardly give an archdeacon’s wife a few hints on how to manage her husband.
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