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I


Beliers Priory, as all East Barsetshire knows, is a very large and unmitigatedly hideous house, the property of Sir Harry Waring. During the war it had been a military hospital while Sir Harry and Lady Waring retired to the servants’ wing, finding themselves there far more warm and comfortable than they could ever be in the main house. So when the blight of peace descended upon Barsetshire they decided to stay where they were and to hand over the unwieldy mansion, which just fell short in the county’s estimation of being a seat, to their niece Leslie and her husband Philip Winter who wished to start a preparatory school for little boys.


To this end they had waited till Leslie’s brother, Lieutenant Cecil Waring, R.N., was on leave and summoned him for a weekend, an invitation which the gallant lieutenant accepted with great reluctance. Not that he disliked his uncle and aunt, but as his professional life was spent at sea he naturally counted every moment of leave wasted that was not spent at a very uncomfortable angle in a small sailing boat, or cooking sausages and coffee on an oil stove with waves bursting over it. Still, he was his uncle’s heir, and a Nelson-like sense of duty made him feel that he must go and see what the old man wanted, so he left the friends with whom he was spending his leave at Bosham and drove at a mostly illegal speed across country to Beliers. Here his uncle and aunt received him with the affection that always embarrassed him because, as he said to his sister Leslie Winter, it stood to reason that if your only son had been killed in 1918 you couldn’t really feel as loving as all that to a nephew that was standing in a dead man’s shoes; to which his sister Leslie merely replied not to be so silly.


Leslie, who had lived for some time during the war with her uncle and aunt and was very fond of them, knew that they still preferred to discuss matters of business with the leisurely calm of a past age and in any case would look upon such discussion during dinner as quite out of the question. So, aided by her husband who had recently been demobilised, she managed to keep the conversation on such general subjects as whether old Jasper the gamekeeper, son of a professional witch well known by all to have spent a good deal of her life in the shape of a black hare, would allow himself to be pensioned and whether it was a good moment to sell the near-Lawrence of Sir Harry’s grandfather.


A fellow at the Club, Sir Harry said, had told him now was the time to sell. And when Sir Harry said the Club, he did not mean The Club, nor Boodles, nor the Athenaeum, for to Barsetshire these two words denote the County Club in Barchester. Most of its members have a club in London, but that is merely a suburban affair compared with the County Club. Who the fellow was, said Sir Harry, he couldn’t at the moment remember. It wasn’t Belton and it certainly wasn’t Pomfret and it couldn’t have been Stoke.


Lieutenant Waring asked why it couldn’t have been Lord Stoke; not that he cared in the least, but if Uncle Harry wanted to talk like that he was ready to help him.


‘Pictures aren’t in Stoke’s line,’ said Sir Harry. ‘Tumuli and Viking’s bones and that kind of thing, but not pictures. You remember the dreadful daubs he has over at Rising Castle, my dear,’ he added, turning to his wife. ‘He used to buy a couple regularly every year at the Royal Academy. Sort of pictures you see in a dentist’s waiting-room,’ which remark led to a discussion on Waiting Room Art, Lady Waring saying that her mother’s dentist had nothing but Highland Cattle with steam coming out of their noses, while Leslie upheld the merits of a picture, indissolubly connected in her mind with having her front teeth straightened, of the Lady of Shalott looking like Ophelia’s mentally defective sister in a kind of medieval punt. Philip Winter said he used to squint on purpose so that his mother would take him to an oculist who had a picture of a little boy asleep between the front paws of a large dog of nondescript breed and sphinx-like appearance. Lieutenant Waring was about to expatiate on a picture of a little girl in a poke bonnet and crinoline called Blue Eye Beauty, with which simulacrum he had been violently in love while waiting to have a tooth stopped in Portsmouth while he was a midshipman, when Sir Harry cut across the conversation and said it had all come back to him.


His nephew and niece and niece’s husband dutifully stopped talking and his wife sympathetically asked him to explain.


‘It was Stoke,’ said Sir Harry. ‘And the reason I remember it is because Adams was lunching at our table and he was telling us about a picture he had bought, one of these newfangled pictures by some fellow with a foreign name.’


Lady Waring expressed interest, but her thoughts below the surface were running on different lines. This was how times had changed. Ten years ago, perhaps five years ago, Sam Adams of the Hogglestock Rolling Mills would not have belonged to the Club, would not have met Sir Harry and Lord Stoke at lunch and most certainly would not have been buying pictures by people with foreign names. Now, in the whirligig of time and the fortunes of war and the misfortunes of peace, Sam Adams, M.P., was a figure that counted, elected to the County Club, liked and respected by the hundreds of workers he employed, liked and respected by the best of the City and the Close, and not particularly popular with the Party Committee in Barchester. For though he had stood for Parliament as a Labour candidate, he had announced from the beginning of the campaign his intention to vote as he thought fit and in so doing had scandalised many of his supporters.


‘That’s right,’ said Sir Harry, encouraging himself as it were. ‘Adams was telling us about this foreign artist, I’d never heard the fellow’s name, and Stoke said now was the time to sell anything you wanted to sell. He said he had sold that picture of three cardinals eating lobsters to some man in St James’s for more than he gave for it.’


Lieutenant Waring said he adored pictures with cardinals in them, especially if they were eating, and he was willing to bet that the man who bought it would sell it at a profit at once.


At this point Lady Waring took her niece Leslie away to the drawing-room so that the men could get on with the job, which was to discuss whether Lieutenant Waring as his uncle’s heir would be agreeable to the Winters’ plan of turning the Priory into a prep. school.


‘But you know they won’t talk about it, Aunt Harriet,’ said Leslie Winter. ‘Anyone can get Uncle Harry to the point, but twenty men can’t make him stick to it.’


‘I know exactly what they are talking about,’ said Lady Waring thoughtfully.


‘So do I,’ said Leslie. ‘The war.’


‘And the last war – or first war or whatever you please to call it,’ said Lady Waring, rather unfairly laying the responsibility on Leslie, for no one has yet invented an accurate method of distinguishing between the two World Wars, or Wars to End War, and the more wars we have the more difficult it will be to know which is which, ‘and other wars.’


And then she was quiet. She did not sigh, for she was not demonstrative, but her thoughts went back as they still often did to the war that now seems to us so small, in which her only child had been killed long ago. Leslie knew what was in her aunt’s mind and knew that her aunt did not wish to obtrude her quiet undying grief, so she said perhaps it would be simpler if she and Aunt Harriet had a talk before the men came in.


So the two ladies discussed very fully the possibilities and probabilities of Sir Harry agreeing to the school and Leslie’s brother joining his assent to Sir Harry’s, and Leslie produced suggestions and figures, for she was a very capable woman and had considered the affair seriously with her husband. And by the time the men came in the whole plan was settled by the ladies and nothing wanting but the mere formality of the men’s opinion being asked.


Conversation was then on general topics. The near-Lawrence was examined and hopefully appraised, the prospects of some shooting were discussed, various plans made for the benefit of the tenants and an allusion made to the difficulty of getting a good man for the kitchen garden whose produce the Warings sold quite advantageously to a large firm called Amalgamated Vedge. But of the proposed school nothing was said and the ladies let the subject rest. As bedtime approached, Philip Winter began to show signs of restiveness, for the temper that went with his flaming hair was not altogether extinct, though subdued now by him to good purposes.


‘By the way, sir,’ he said to Sir Harry, though what way he would have been hard put to it to say, ‘about the Priory. I hope you don’t mind my bringing up the question, but Cecil and I have had a talk about it and I’d be very glad to know if you feel like discussing it.’


Sir Harry, a soldier and a man of great physical courage, gave a life-like representation of a horse putting its ears back and showing the whites of its eyes and digging its fore-feet firmly into the ground.


‘Yes, yes, Winter,’ he said. ‘A splendid idea. Let’s talk about it some time. To-morrow perhaps. Your aunt will be wanting to go to bed and, by Jove, I’m ready for bed myself and I expect you are.’


He looked round for support and was dashed by receiving none.


‘I’m sorry to press you, sir,’ said Philip Winter. ‘But it really matters a good deal to Leslie and myself. If you could spare half an hour, sir—’


‘Right!’ said Sir Harry, seeing a chance of escape. ‘To-morrow morning let us say. No; that won’t do. I’m on the Bench to-morrow morning. Well, say to-morrow afternoon; late afternoon because I have to go to Winter Overcotes earlier. Then we’ll have a good talk. Good night, Leslie.’


‘No, Uncle Harry,’ said Leslie firmly. ‘Cecil has given up his leave to come here and talk about the school and you promised to consider it.’


Sir Harry said, rather weakly, that Rome was not built in a day, to which his nephew Cecil very sensibly answered that even the old Romans had to make a beginning somewhere and if Romulus and Remus had gone to bed instead of getting down to work, Rome wouldn’t have even begun to get built.


‘Now, look here, Uncle Harry,’ said Lieutenant Waring. ‘Leslie and Philip want to have a school. Well, that’s all right by me if it’s all right by you, sir. Of course I love the place and all that and I’d always try to do my duty here, sir, but I’m not likely to be at home for years to come. That is unless this Government scrap the Navy as they always do after a war. If only Beliers were on the coast – but it isn’t, you see, and you can’t sail on the Dipping Ponds. If you want to know what I think, Uncle Harry, I say a school would be a jolly good thing. And that’s really about all. So that’s settled, sir, if you agree.’


It is very probable that Sir Harry did agree, for he was very fond of his nephew and his niece and the alternative to a school might be a sanatorium, or a lunatic asylum, or even worse a branch of a Government department. But to be asked to make a decision was almost more than he could bear. His wife recognised the symptoms and came to his assistance.


‘I have been talking it over with Leslie,’ she said, ‘and the whole plan seems to me very reasonable. Cecil approves and I think we shall all be happier to have some young life here. What do you feel, my dear?’


Never had a woman appealed to Sir Harry in vain.


‘Just as you say, my dear,’ he replied. ‘If you approve, I approve. Have a talk with Leslie and Philip and Cecil and thrash it all out. So that’s all settled. Good night.’


He went quietly out of the room. Leslie and her brother began to laugh.


‘It reminds me,’ said Lady Waring, ‘of the time during the war when that very nice Major Merton and his wife were billeted on us. He and Harry spent a whole evening together and were too shy or too silly to discuss terms, so Lydia and I had to do it and of course we arranged everything in a few moments. Now I am going to bed. To-morrow we will have a talk after breakfast and then, Cecil, you can get back to Bosham by lunchtime. Good night.’


‘A fine, sensible, upstanding woman, my Aunt Harriet,’ said Lieutenant Waring when the door had closed. ‘I’ll catch the tide nicely about two o’clock to-morrow. And if you want me to break the entail or anything, Leslie, a letter to the Admiralty will always find me. I’m off to bed too.’ Leslie and her husband, very happy and a little overawed by the fulfilment of their hopes, sat for half an hour or so talking of the future, with a thousand hopes and plans. Next morning Sir Harry was caught and cornered and agreed to all the suggestions that the Winters and Lieutenant Waring put forward. He then said that he was a very old man and would not trouble anyone much longer, mounted his horse and rode off to visit old Jasper the gamekeeper, after which he was out until half-past five and came home in very good spirits.


‘A capital idea to make the Priory into a school for little boys,’ he said to his wife. ‘I wonder it never occurred to any of you before. It’s the obvious thing to do.’


‘Your ideas are always good, my dear,’ said his wife, pouring out a belated tea for him. Something in her voice may have struck him, for he looked at her with a faint enquiry, but as she went on pouring out tea he laid the thought to rest.


This scene from domestic life had taken place about two years previously and Beliers Priory was already a flourishing prep. school in a small way. As the Priory had been a military hospital during the war it had central heating and very adequate plumbing and was altogether far more comfortable than it had been since the days of Sir Harry’s grandfather who had fourteen indoor and twelve outdoor servants let alone the hangers-on and odd-jobbers. One cannot say whether the change was an improvement. It depends on what you like. When there are no servants you are grateful for central heating and perpetual hot water and fixed basins. But some of us are still unregenerate enough to think wistfully of bedrooms with a fire crackling when you went up to dress for dinner and the same fire being relaid and lighted by a print-dressed housemaid when she drew the curtains in the morning; of capacious washing stands with a large jug and basin and a small jug and basin (whose use was always a matter of conjecture) and below its frilled chintz front a china slop-pail and a large foot-bath; of a hip bath before the fire, with thick bath towels warming beside it, for no lady would have used the one bathroom which was tacitly appropriated by the hunting men; of roaring fires in hall and dining-room and living-rooms with footmen replenishing the huge baskets of wood and the massive coal scuttles; of valets and ladies’ maids waiting till their masters and mistresses chose to go to bed; of weekend luggage which would now seem rather too much for an expedition to the Far East; of roast partridge and boiled pheasant; of church on Sunday morning with a positively irreligious display of hats and toilettes and the regulation visit to the stables or the conservatories afterwards; of a life now dead and appearing to the younger generation, if any of them were interested in it, the baseless fabric of a vision.


Luckily for Philip and Leslie Winter they were young enough and intelligent enough to take the new world as it came and to bury their nostalgia. To be busy is one of the best cures for regrets, and very busy they had been. An efficient matron had been found through the matron at Southbridge School. The question of a cook had been more difficult and Leslie Winter had begun to consider seriously whether she would have to do the cooking herself, when Providence took the whole matter out of her hands by directing her (for even Providence uses to-day’s jargon we suppose) to have a baby.


‘Oh dear,’ said Leslie to the vicar’s wife, Octavia Needham, youngest daughter of the Dean of Barchester, ‘it is all very nice and of course I am enchanted, but now I will have to find a cook.’


‘Of course you will,’ said Octavia. ‘You don’t want a fallen one, do you? I could do you quite a nice one if you don’t mind two children. I don’t think she knows who either of the fathers are, but she is a really devoted mother.’


Leslie, who never ceased to marvel at Octavia Needham’s competent and practical view of life, said rather doubtfully that it would be very nice to have a good cook, but mightn’t it be a bad example for the boys, to which the vicar’s wife, whose imagination was practically non-existent, said boys of prep. school age wouldn’t be in the least affected, and that as they would be growing up in a world where Ishmael would see no difference between himself and Isaac, it might be quite a formative influence. Which mixture of Biblical allusion and current jargon so confused Leslie that she said they would go and see her Aunt Harriet.


Accordingly they went through to what used to be the servants’ wing of the Priory, where Sir Harry and Lady Waring lived. In the drawing-room they found Lady Waring sitting at her tea-table in talk with a plump, pretty, middle-aged woman.


‘Hullo, Selina,’ said Leslie. ‘You remember Selina, Octavia, old Nannie Allen’s daughter who married Sergeant Hopkins who was a hospital orderly here. How is Hopkins, Selina?’


‘Very well, thank you, Miss Leslie,’ said Selina. ‘You know old Mrs Hopkins died, poor old lady. Hopkins was quite upset and so was I, miss. She just passed away in her sleep quite peaceful and I said to Hopkins I hoped it would be given to me to go the same way when my time came,’ and Selina’s lovely dark eyes filled with effortless tears which did not ravage her face in the least.


Octavia Needham said whatever is suitable for a vicar’s wife to say under these circumstances, and if she said it with more brisk efficiency than deep sympathy, even a vicar’s wife must be allowed some armour and protection against her unprotected position as helper and sympathiser in general. And as her husband had lost an arm in North Africa during the war, she found her official veneer of manner an additional shield for him when parish matters pressed too hard. But she had a truly kind heart, even if she preferred to give her kindness rather to the ninety-nine black sheep of this horrible new world than to the one sheep that stays quietly at home and does its job.


Leslie Winter then enquired after the greengrocery business which Sergeant Hopkins carried on in Barchester.


‘That is exactly what Selina came to see me about,’ said Lady Waring. ‘Hopkins finds the difficulty of collecting and delivering getting worse and worse and he is thinking of selling the business to Amalgamated Vedge.’


There was silence. To hear of yet another private enterprise being sucked into the insatiable and unfeeling maw of a big company made the tea-party quiet and sad. Probably it was inevitable, but that didn’t make things any better.


‘So Hopkins says we’ll go to Chaldicotes and he’ll go in with his brother who has a dairy farm,’ said Selina. ‘I daresay it’s all right, my lady, but I can’t see Hopkins with cows. It’s the green stuff his heart is in. You should see the vegetables we get off our allotment, my lady. You never saw nicer stuff.’


And in proof of the niceness of the stuff Selina shed several diamond tears.


Lady Waring, Leslie Winter and Octavia Needham were each in her own way extremely intelligent and practical women. The same thought struck them almost simultaneously. Their eyes met.


‘I should like to speak to your husband, Selina,’ said Lady Waring. ‘He must not do anything without consulting Sir Harry. Will you tell him to come over and see us as soon as he can and not to do anything about selling the business till Sir Harry has spoken to him?’


‘Hopkins is in the kitchen, my lady,’ said Selina. ‘Him and me came over to see mother, so we all came up to see cook, and then your ladyship was kind enough to send for me, so I left mother and Hopkins in the kitchen.’


Lady Waring, who rather enjoyed the patriarchal hospitality exercised by her kitchen, a hospitality which, we may add, was often its own reward in the shape of odd presents of homegrown food, or odd jobs done after a cup of tea, told Selina to go and tell her husband to come up to the drawing-room. And even as Selina shut the door behind her, the conspirators’ tongues were loosened.


Octavia was the first to speak, as indeed she usually was, having an exalted though quite impersonal idea of the status of the parson’s wife. Not that she would ever have thrust herself before Lady Waring or interrupted her, for she was well bred, but being one of those lucky women whose belief in themselves is secure, she felt it was for the general good of the community that she should make her influence felt.


‘It seems,’ said Octavia, fixing Lady Waring with the eye that controlled Women’s Institutes, ‘as if it were Meant.’


‘I suppose you mean, my dear,’ said Lady Waring, somehow infusing a tone of kind though condescending majesty into her words, ‘that Hopkins might do for the kitchen garden.’


Octavia admitted the soft impeachment.


‘It might be possible,’ said Lady Waring, ‘but where could they live? Our man lived with his old mother and there isn’t a cottage to be had anywhere.’


‘But, Aunt Harriet,’ said Leslie, suddenly rushing in ahead of Octavia, ‘perhaps Selina would cook for the school. Then she and Hopkins could sleep here. There are those rooms at the back that the hospital turned into a flat for the matron, with a kitchen and a bathroom.’


Lady Waring, though struck by the idea, cautiously said that it required thought. But before her younger friends could begin to chafe at this reasonable suggestion, or in Octavia’s case to argue about it, a knock at the door heralded the return of Selina with her mother and husband.


‘Well, Nannie, how are you?’ said Lady Waring. ‘Good afternoon, Hopkins. I am sorry to hear that you are thinking of leaving these parts.’


‘Hopkins is a fool, my lady,’ said Nannie Allen, her black jet bonnet trembling with just indignation. ‘To take Selina over to Chaldicotes. I never heard such a thing in my life. He’d do better to mind his own business, my lady. I don’t want Selina away among the foreigners in West Barsetshire. I’m used to having Selina come over twice a week and see me, my lady, and I don’t intend to be left alone at my time of life. Why, if Selina was at Chaldicotes the Lord might see fit to take me any day, and then who would look after my lodgers?’


For Nannie Allen since her retirement on pension from the Warings had taken specially selected lodgers, preferably from among the children or grandchildren of her ex-babies, and her rooms were in constant demand.


‘I’m sure I don’t want to neglect mother, my lady,’ said Selina, her bright eyes raining tears, ‘but if Hopkins says it’s Chaldicotes I’ll have to go, like it says in the Bible about cleaving.’


‘If you read your Bible properly, Selina,’ said Nannie severely, ‘you’d see what it says about honouring your father, not that you ever knew him nor that it would have done you any good if you had, and your mother. I won’t hear of you going to Chaldicotes, and I’ve told Hopkins as much and I’ll tell him again.’


The unfortunate Hopkins, too shy to open his mouth, sat red-faced and wretched while this conversation was going on, twisting his cap in his hands, as he had once twisted Sir Harry’s muffler when discipline forbade him to take his cap off his head.


‘Well, Hopkins,’ said Lady Waring. ‘What do you think about it?’


The ex-sergeant was understood to say that he’d done his best, he had, but no man could do more than a man could do, and these big firms they fair knocked the heart out of a man. What, he said, was the good of building up a nice little business in green stuff when the big fellows could undersell you everywhere? It would have been better for all concerned, he added, if he had stopped one in the war, at which remark his wife’s effortless tears flowed afresh.


‘You know Crammer has left us,’ said Lady Waring. ‘His father wanted him back to help on the farm. Sir Harry doesn’t know what will happen to the kitchen garden.’


‘I’ve nothing against Crammer,’ said Hopkins slowly. ‘His early peas were always a treat and his strawberries. But there’s one thing he didn’t understand, my lady, and that’s celery. Sometimes when I was at the hospital here I’d go and look at his celery trench and I could have cried. Cruel it was.’


‘Well, you had better wait and see Sir Harry when he comes in,’ said Lady Waring.


‘And say thank you to her ladyship,’ said his formidable mother-in-law sharply. ‘And now, Selina, we’ll have no more nonsense about Chaldicotes. There’s plenty you can do to help me with my lodgers. Anyone’d think you were ungrateful.’


‘Oh dear, no, mother,’ said Selina. ‘I’m ever so grateful to her ladyship. I was only thinking I’ll miss my little kitchen,’ to which Mrs Allen replied that there were plenty of other kitchens in the world.


Leslie then said that she thought she heard Uncle Harry coming in, so Hopkins had better go to the study and consult him and she would take Selina over the school, which she did from dormitories to offices. Here, in a large well-lighted kitchen, for the basement was only a couple of steps below ground level, they found the little boys’ high teas being cooked by a pleasant-faced elderly woman in a white apron.


‘Cook, this is Mrs Hopkins who used to be my aunt’s maid,’ said Leslie. ‘This is Mrs Trotter, Selina. She came as a temporary, but she has to go on to another job now and I really don’t know what we shall do without her. The boys do enjoy her cooking so much.’


‘Well, it’s a pleasure to cook for young gentlemen,’ said the cook. ‘I was at the Deanery for twenty years, Mrs Hopkins, and that was a family it was a pleasure to cook for, with all the young ladies and gentlemen and their children coming and going. But I’m past that now and I only take temporaries. I’ve a nice little house of my own in Barchester.’


Selina expressed deep admiration of the sausage rolls that were keeping warm on a hotplate and she and the cook fell into professional talk, while Leslie listened and wondered whether the fish would rise to the bait. Then she took Selina away and showed her the little flat with bathroom and kitchen where the cook lived, and so they walked back along the passage to the Warings’ quarters. When they were in the little hall, Selina stopped and began to cry.


‘Cheer up,’ said Leslie, entirely unmoved by Selina’s peculiar habits.


‘It’s not that, miss,’ said Selina, who as an old retainer stuck to Leslie’s spinster status. ‘I was just thinking what lovely teas cook was sending up for those dear little boys. If there’s one thing I like, miss, it’s seeing young gentlemen eat, and mother is just the same.’


‘Well, I’m needing a cook for the school,’ said Leslie.


‘You’re joking, miss,’ said Selina reproachfully.


‘Indeed I’m not,’ said Leslie. ‘Cook is going at the end of the month and I can’t hear of another, and I’m expecting a baby in the spring or I’d take on the cooking myself.’


‘Indeed you mustn’t do no such thing, miss,’ said Selina. ‘I’ll come and cook for you myself, miss. I’d sooner do that than go to Chaldicotes. Hopkins is a good husband, but his sisters I can’t abide. They haven’t got no appetite, miss, they just peck at their food, and that’s what I can’t get used to. Flying in the face of Providence I call it.’


‘It might be an idea,’ said Leslie. ‘We’ll see what your husband has to say and your mother. Of course I’d love to have you here, and the little flat would be very handy for you and your husband.’ And without waiting for an answer she went into the sitting-room where Lady Waring and Octavia were having a delightful conversation with Nannie Allen about Marigold, the village problem girl, who used to be general help to Nannie.


‘The films, that’s all she’s fit for,’ said Nannie darkly. ‘Airs and graces and nylon stockings. It all comes of those Americans we had at the camp. Though I must say for them they were more sinned against than sinning. The way that Marigold used to make up to them! “Marigold,” I used to say to her, “you’ll wake up one fine morning with a black baby,” but you might as well have talked to Mr Attlee if that’s his name.’


Then Sir Harry and a sheepish Hopkins came in from the study and Sir Harry announced that he had given Hopkins a good talking to and told him he had better take over the Priory kitchen garden as soon as possible.


‘I believe Adams has an interest in Amalgamated Vedge,’ said Sir Harry. ‘Or if he hasn’t, he’ll know somebody that has, and we’ll see that you get a fair deal, Hopkins.’


‘Then,’ said Leslie in a matter-of-fact way, though inside she was trembling with excitement, ‘Hopkins and Selina can move into our flat and Selina will cook for the boys.’


Whether Mr and Mrs Hopkins had any doubts as to the high-handed ordering of their affairs we cannot say. We think not, for they had grown up in a world where the gentry were expected to be Universal Providers and mostly provided well. In any case it was soon too late for them to make any protest, for Sir Harry set to work, and by Michaelmas the couple were installed at the Priory School. Leslie sank back with a sigh of relief to devote herself to the expected baby, and Nannie Allen was able to exercise beneficent domestic tyranny more than ever.


As any of our readers who were at the Deanery dinner party in the dreadful cold summer of 1946 will know, Leslie’s baby was a boy and everyone was doing very nicely. At the time when our story begins, for up till now we have only been going over the ground, partly for the sake of our readers but even more to clarify our mind such as it is about what had been happening at Beliers in the last few years, the baby was a year old and a nursery had become so much part of the routine of life that Leslie and Philip could not believe that there had been a babyless period in their lives. A nurse had been found by Mrs Brandon through the head of the Nursery School that she had harboured during the war. Nurse was a pleasant, stout woman, not too young but not very old, and Master Noel Winter seemed to think very well of her, announcing the same by a series of melodious but unintelligible remarks.


‘The little villain,’ said Nurse Gale, whose affection took the form of calling the baby by any opprobrious epithet that came into her head. ‘He’s a little villain, he is. Tell Galey you’re a villain, you little horror. Isn’t he a villain, Mrs Winter?’


Leslie, who had determined to take Nurse Gale as she found her, and after many inward struggles had succeeded, agreed that baby was a villain and then Nurse Gale said some people had been in the garden long enough and wanted their tea and Master Noel was carried away, laughing very heartily at a joke of his own invention which was too recondite for any grown-up to understand.


Philip and Leslie were enjoying the sun in their little bit of private garden, waiting for a few friends to look in. The whole of England was also beginning to put out its horns cautiously and come out of its shell as the sun, whose face except as a pale uninteresting heatless disc was almost forgotten, began to show symptoms of life. In the distance the first batch of boys arriving for the summer term was visible and audible, though in a distinctly agreeable way.


Among the Winters’ nearest neighbours were Mr Birkett, the lately retired headmaster of Southbridge School, and his wife. Under Mr Birkett Philip had before the war been Classics Master, and under Mr Birkett he had begun to control his temper and be the happier for it.


‘When I think,’ said Philip, ‘what a boorish and odious young man I was then, I can’t think why Birkett didn’t kick me out. I was all full of imbecile love for the Russians, about whom I really knew nothing at all except a bit of their alphabet, which I must say is a very silly one, and I must have been an infernal nuisance.’


‘Perhaps,’ said his wife, ‘they will learn to use the proper alphabet in time. After all, the Germans are getting into the way of it.’


Philip said that was true. On the other hand, he said, he didn’t think Goethe or Heine felt quite the same in roman type. There was something about the gothic type that was inextricably mixed up with their words. Leslie agreed, adding however that all the Russian books she had read were so awfully dull, whether in French, or German, or English, that perhaps they might as well stay in their own alphabet.


‘The one advantage I can see of having a language and an alphabet that nobody understands,’ said Philip, ‘is that it makes you a good linguist. I mean if nobody knows your language, you have to learn theirs. Like the Russians and the Dutch and all the Swedes I have met, though I must say so dull that they made me squint. I expect a high level of state education makes people like that and doubtless the English will be as dull as ditchwater in another fifty years.’


Leslie said stoutly that Barsetshire would never be dull, however state-educated it became, and then the Birketts arrived and were asked to give an opinion on the subject.


‘If you ask me,’ said Mr Birkett, sitting down in a deck chair and at once getting up again because one side was in the wrong notch, ‘education is not in such a bad way.’


‘Do you mean you like all this state education?’ said Leslie.


Mr Birkett said not at all. What he meant was that he had noticed among the real Barset people a growing ability to slough such education as they had, a sign of the times which appeared to him distinctly favourable.


‘I know what you mean, Henry,’ said his wife. ‘We have got a kitchen-maid,’ she continued, turning to Leslie, ‘don’t ask me how, as it is all so mixed up with Mrs Phipps who goes out by the day and produced a delightful girl called Lily-Annie with an illegitimate little girl whom, I must say, she looks after splendidly. Lily-Annie had a touch of bronchitis last winter and I kept her in bed and went up to see if she would like some books and she said she couldn’t read.’


‘But that’s surely impossible,’ said Philip.


‘So one would think,’ said Mrs Birkett calmly. ‘And when I asked her if she hadn’t learnt at school, she said she did learn to read but she didn’t seem to take no interest in it and had forgotten.’


There was a short but reverent silence.


‘Thank God for Barsetshire,’ said Philip. ‘And for all the people who know what they don’t want, which is much more difficult than knowing what you do want. With an illiterate peasantry we might begin to get somewhere.’


And if, said Mrs Birkett, there were no higher education for women it would help.


‘It makes me sick to hear the expression, higher education,’ said Mr Birkett violently. ‘Mrs Phipps who goes out by the day is far better educated than that crop-haired she-devil that nearly ruined the prep. school Latin by one term’s ignorant teaching. Thank heaven we got rid of her and she went off to one of those sham organisations that are called by their initials, only no one knows what the initials stand for.’


‘It was the P.E.U.G.I.,’ said Mrs Birkett. ‘Pan-European Union for General Interference. But I believe she had a row with the secretary, Geoffrey Harvey, and he sacked her.’


‘Banks. That was her name,’ said Mr Birkett. ‘I don’t like Geoffrey Harvey, but I’m glad he sacked her. What mischief is she up to now, I wonder?’


No one knew. Mrs Birkett said she was probably living with her friend that she lived with. They mostly did, she added, which cryptic remark appeared clear enough to her listeners who laughed and smiling put the question by.


‘By the way, sir,’ said Philip to his old headmaster, ‘I have a young man coming to see me this afternoon and I would be grateful if you could cast a professional eye on him. I need another master now.’


Mr Birkett looked with friendly amusement and indeed some pride at his old Classics Master. To have risen from pre-war Territorial to full Colonel, to have married a suitable wife and produced a creditable baby, to have got a prep. school on such a footing that more masters were needed, the whole within the compass of the war and the subsequent so-called peace; these things made Mr Birkett swell with vicarious pride.


‘With pleasure, Philip,’ he said. ‘But you are just as competent as I am. Or perhaps you would rather ask Everard.’


For though Mr Birkett had been on the whole glad to retire from Southbridge School and though he had great admiration for and confidence in his successor, Everard Carter, formerly his Senior Housemaster, he could not help occasional pangs of envy for Everard’s life, and the form these pangs took was to denigrate his own abilities with a modesty that deceived nobody.


‘Don’t be silly, Henry,’ said his wife. ‘Who is the young man, Philip?’


‘Name of Belton,’ said Philip. ‘Twenty-fiveish, good war record, one year at Oxford before the war. The usual thing.’


‘Crippled?’ Mr Birkett asked.


Philip said not so far as he knew. Not that it mattered, said Mr Birkett, thinking how well Robin Dale who had lost a foot at Anzio was doing at Southbridge. And then he asked if the young man was married or engaged.


‘I never thought of asking,’ said Philip. ‘I rather hope he isn’t engaged.’


‘It all depends,’ said Mr Birkett. ‘Some of them take it in their stride. Some don’t. You didn’t.’


In spite of being an old married man with a baby Philip went red with confusion, thinking of the summer term when he had been engaged to the Birketts’ lovely, addle-pated elder daughter Rose and what havoc that state of bliss had wrought in him.


‘You may well blush,’ said Mr Birkett, eyeing him sternly. ‘If I hadn’t had my eye on you as Lorimer’s successor I’d have sacked you at once and put Rose in a convent. The most troublesome term I’ve ever had.’


‘Did you really think I could carry on Lorimer’s work?’ said Philip. ‘I thought it was only because he died and you wanted someone in a hurry and I happened to be there. If I had known I’d have been frightened out of my wits.’


‘Young man,’ said Mr Birkett, ‘you may be a headmaster but you still have a great deal to learn. When you have been running this little school of yours for a dozen years or so, you may just begin to understand what I mean. You have to have eyes in the back of your head and a head full of water-tight compartments, and you have to live for the day and also live ahead for the next two or three years. When you have been at this game as long as I have you will begin to know exactly what every member of your staff is capable of. And by that time you will be an old man and have to retire.’


‘Excuse my asking,’ said Philip, ‘but did you always know that Colin Keith wouldn’t do for schoolmastering?’ for Colin Keith, now a very rising junior at the bar, had spent a term at Southbridge School before the war.


‘I did,’ said Mr Birkett. ‘He wanted a job just to show his father that he could get one, but his heart wasn’t in it, though he did quite well.’


‘As a matter of fact, Henry,’ said his wife, ‘you told me at the time that his neck was too thin. I remember your saying that no master was up to his work till he took a fifteen-inch collar.’


And as she said these words a young man came up the drive on a bicycle, saw the party on the lawn, dismounted, leaned his bicycle against a tree and came across the grass towards them.


‘That is my new master on approval,’ said Philip, getting up. ‘Come and be introduced, Belton.’


The newcomer was a well-built young man with a cheerful open countenance and the indescribable but unmistakable look of one with whom the world has hitherto gone well. Most often this look is blurred and changed as life goes on, but sometimes a man can carry it through life, though to do so must also mean that good luck leaves him unspoiled and it is a rare gift. The company were looking at him rather more intently than is usual in polite society. He showed no embarrassment under their gaze, being apparently entirely unselfconscious. But even had he been slightly embarrassed, he could never have guessed that everyone present was putting a mental yard measure round his neck.


Tea was then brought out by Marigold, the village problem girl, whose mothlike desire to be a film star had been temporarily sublimated into the excitement of helping at Miss Leslie’s school, for by this name the Priory was generally known at Lambton, the nearest village and railway station. How this was managed we do not wish to enquire. The Labour Exchange which controlled the part of Barsetshire served by the Winter Overcotes & Shearing railway was run on feudal lines and if Miss Leslie needed a pair of hands at her school it stood to reason that Marigold (mostly known to her elders as that Marigold) would be better employed there than getting herself into trouble at a factory. This fine Sherwood Forest attitude had so far been justified that Marigold had up till the present behaved quite well and had even condescended when on duty to wear a pink plastic apron, which was quite hideous and smelt horrid; which indeed describes most things made of plastics whatever they are. While in her early teens Marigold had had the advantage of working for Nannie Allen and under that martinet had been so drilled in the kind of behaviour the gentry like that she gave Leslie very little trouble.


Marigold put the tea-things in front of Leslie in a hearty way, had a good stare at the newcomer and went back to the kitchen to tell Selina she thought the new master was a lovely man with a nice little moustache like Hash Gobbett at the Barchester Odeon in Stiff Upper Lip; to which Selina made no answer at all and went on with her preparations for the boys’ tea.


‘I do hope I’m not late,’ said Mr Belton. ‘The trains are quite impossible between us and here and I did mean to come by three buses, but I had forgotten the times are different in double summer time so I missed the first one and came on my bike.’


Mr Birkett said, rather pedantically, that he believed we were never to have double summer time again. He could only hope, he said, that this would please somebody.


‘It does seem a shame, sir,’ said Mr Belton. ‘I was up in Scotland last summer at my brother-in-law’s place and you can’t think how jolly it was having that extra time. We used to go up to the mountains behind Aberdeathly and see the sunset and just a bit of the sea away in the west. There was some good rough shooting too.’


Though this description of what was evidently heaven was of a very sketchy nature, such was Mr Belton’s enthusiasm and so pleasant his confidence in his hearers that they all felt deeply nostalgic for Scotland which most of them had never visited.


‘Did you say Aberdeathly?’ said Mr Birkett.


‘Yes, sir,’ said Mr Belton. ‘My sister married Chris Hornby and she lives up there a good deal. She’s got two awfully nice children, a girl and a boy.’


‘I was on a committee with Hornby during the war,’ said Mr Birkett. ‘Are you Freddy Belton?’


‘No, sir, that’s my elder brother,’ said Mr Belton. ‘He’s a naval man, a captain now. I’m Charles.’


‘But of course we have heard all about you from Mrs Carton,’ said Mrs Birkett.


Mr Belton looked puzzled for a moment.


‘Oh, I know,’ he said. ‘I can’t help thinking of her as Miss Sparling, because she was the headmistress of that girls’ school that took my father’s place at Harefield. She had some rum girls there. There was one girl called Heather Adams, like a great sulky spotted pudding, and I got into awful trouble for not dancing with her. Her father’s terrifically rich now. If I hadn’t put my foot in it I might have married her and gone into her father’s works. She fell into our lake that winter and my brother got her out, but he didn’t marry her either. It’s a pity, because the old man is pretty hard up and we need an heiress or two.’


There was an agreeable frankness about this confession that made all his hearers laugh and it was generally felt that the newcomer had made good his footing and would be accepted by the neighbourhood. Presently Philip took his guest away for a private talk and Leslie and the Birketts sat lazily in the sun, comparing notes about the horrors of last winter.


‘I sometimes hope I shall die before next winter,’ said Mr Birkett thoughtfully. ‘Log fires are all very well and we had plenty of wood at the Dower House, but mostly we couldn’t get anyone to cut it up. If it hadn’t been for a couple of the Deans’ boys on leave, the twins that are sailors, we should have had to stay in bed. They came over with a two-handed saw and made a very neat job of it. We were able to have a fire in the little study every day and dried the logs for the next day’s fire at the same time. Of course we had to shut up all the other rooms. Luckily we have gas fires in the bedrooms, but when the pressure was reduced that wasn’t much help. Still, with stone hot-water bottles and all our overcoats on the beds we managed to keep fairly warm.’


‘We had just enough coke to keep the boys from freezing,’ said Leslie, ‘and we mostly lived ourselves in the study, just as you did. Luckily Nurse has no conscience at all, so the nursery had an electric fire and an oil-stove in the night nursery and sometimes a coal fire in the grate which luckily we hadn’t had taken out.’


‘Our pipes were the worst trouble,’ said Mrs Birkett. ‘For ten days we had to remember to empty the cistern every night and see that the daily woman didn’t light the kitchen boiler till it was full again. And every night an oil lamp in that downstairs cloakroom till the oil ran out and then we just defied the Government and ran an electric fire off the light. It was a piece of sheer luck that we had one that ran off a light, as all the others ran on power.’


Mr Birkett said he did not intend any criticism, but why should one run things off a light and on power.


‘I don’t know,’ said his wife. ‘I simply said what came into my head. And when I think what I wore in bed, words fail me.’


‘It wasn’t only bed here,’ said Leslie. ‘It was always. In that awful fortnight I wore the same underclothes, two sets of everything and the thickest I had, day and night without stopping. It was the only way to keep warm.’


Having made this proud boast she felt slightly ashamed, but the Birketts’ admiration for her heroic deed was so outspoken that she felt quite conceited.


‘Never mind,’ said Mr Birkett. ‘It will be much, much worse next winter. Not only will there be less fuel, but we shall be even less fit to face the winter in our progressively undernourished condition. We shall mostly become cripples, our minds and bodies will no longer correlate, we shall gradually become purblind, and what with cold, hunger and the intense boredom of this life many of us will become decidedly queer and all our tempers will be on the border line. And I hope,’ he added venomously, ‘that They will be pleased.’


‘There is only one thing I hope,’ said Leslie, ‘and that is that the King and Queen will be allowed to be warm.’ At which words everyone nearly cried with loyalty.


‘I wouldn’t put it past Them to cut off all the gas and electricity from wherever their Majesties are, just for spite,’ said Mr Birkett angrily. ‘And I hope that all Their wives will get moth in their mink coats. Who’s that?’


A small car came rapidly up the drive. A good-looking young woman in Red Cross uniform got out of it and came across the grass.


‘I’ve come to collect those books of Philip’s for the Hospital Libraries,’ she said to Leslie. ‘Hullo, Mrs Birkett, how are you and Mr Birkett?’


Leslie said that Philip was in the house interviewing a prospective master and offered her guest fresh tea.


‘Don’t bother,’ said the Red Cross visitor who was Susan Dean, sister of the twins who had cut up Mr Birkett’s wood. ‘I’ll have some dregs if there are any. Who is your new man?’


Leslie said his name was Belton and his people lived at Harefield.


‘Oh, I know,’ said Susan Dean. ‘Lady Pomfret knows them. They are proper county, not intruders like us. The twins know one of them that’s a captain in the navy.’


Leslie said this was the younger brother who had been a soldier, and then Philip and his candidate returned. The Birketts, though burning with professional curiosity about the result of Philip’s interview, did not like to ask before an outsider; but Philip very kindly put an end to the suspense by introducing Mr Belton to Miss Dean as the latest member of their staff.


‘You’re Charles, aren’t you?’ said Susan. ‘My brothers know your brother Freddy. You must come over to tennis one Sunday if Philip will let you loose.’


‘I’d love to,’ said Charles Belton. ‘I say, what are you? I thought the Red Cross was over now. I mean now there isn’t a war.’


Susan good-humouredly said that the Red Cross had got into the habit of supplying hospitals with books and couldn’t stop, and she was the Depot Librarian for Barchester, which caused Charles to look at her with great respect. She then said she would go and fetch the books Philip was giving to the Red Cross and Charles offered to help her.


‘So that’s all right,’ said Mr Birkett as soon as the couple were out of earshot. ‘What did you make of him, Philip?’


‘As much as you made of your assistant masters when you first interviewed them, sir,’ said Philip. ‘I like him. He appears to like little boys. He has a decided turn for mathematics and if he can manage a bit of Latin as well, we shall do. I’m not sure if he is cut out for schoolmastering, but he is keen about it and he happens to be a gentleman. I also turned the conversation to collars,’ said Philip, smiling, ‘though it took some ingenuity. He takes a fifteen-inch collar but rather likes a fifteen-and-a-half-inch in the summer.’


‘He’ll do,’ said Mr Birkett. ‘Good God, Amy, look down the drive!’


His wife, thus apostrophised, showed no concern, for she was well used to her husband’s ways. Up the drive were coming a middle-aged couple, recognised at once by everyone as Mr and Mrs Tebben from Worsted. With Mr Tebben, a quiet scholarly man lately retired from the Civil Service, Mr Birkett had much in common, but unfortunately it was next to impossible to get Mr Tebben without his highly educated and very well-meaning wife.


‘News, news,’ cried Mrs Tebben, waving her hand gaily as she came across the grass. ‘Simon Dansk has come home again from cruising with his buccaneers.’


If Charles Belton had been there he might have been excused for thinking the visitor demented, but Leslie and the Birketts were used to Mrs Tebben’s methods and Leslie at once deduced that Richard Tebben, their only and adored son, had come home for a holiday from wherever he happened to be. So she congratulated the Tebbens warmly.


‘It was quite unexpected,’ said Mrs Tebben. ‘No; no tea, thank you. We had a gipsy tea with a thermos on the common. And then I said to Gilbert why not go and tell our delightful news to the Winters. Yes, Richard is now in one of Mr Adams’s many ventures, in Stockholm. His experience with Mr Dean’s firm was of great value to him and he has forged ahead. Gilbert and I were planning a little jaunt to Stockholm if we could afford it, or rather if the Government could afford it as they seem to be so very badly off when it comes to letting one use one’s own money to do any travelling, when suddenly a telegram from Richard! He arrives to-morrow and I have been very busy preparing things for him. So difficult to give the dear boy the kind of food he has been used to in Sweden, but I found a tin of pea-nut butter, gift of one of Gilbert’s American friends, the Vice-President of the Harvard branch of the Snorri Society, so I managed to get a few plain biscuits on our last points and shall spread the pea-nut butter on them. And with some of my turnip wine, just a drop left from a bottle that blew up, we shall cry Skal!’


Her husband, who wore the meek but determined look of one who was determined not to cry Skal, nor anything else, took a chair next to Mr Birkett and fell into talk with him about Lord Stoke’s recent find in the Stokey Hole, a large natural cavern opening onto the bank of the Rising, of what his lordship claimed to be a Viking’s armour in an advanced state of rust and decomposition.


‘It is very difficult to contradict Stoke,’ said Mr Tebben in his precise tired voice, ‘because he bellows you down and in any case he can’t hear what you say. But as far as my limited knowledge extends,’ said Mr Tebben with false modesty, for he was perhaps the foremost authority on Norse remains in England, ‘the metal in question is not earlier than the Great Exhibition and was probably dumped in the Stokey Hole when Stoke’s father made his alterations to the Castle and cleared out a lot of junk of the romantic period. It was difficult enough to deal with Stoke when I was in the Civil Service, but at least I could plead pressure of work. Now I have retired he sends a brougham or a dog-cart over for me on the slightest pretext and it is really very difficult to refuse. However,’ Mr Tebben added, in a studiously neutral voice, ‘he does not include Winifred in his invitations, and his lunches are very good.’


And if a quiet scholarly retired Civil Servant could be said to wink, that action was adumbrated by Mr Tebben.


Susan Dean and Charles Belton now rejoined the party, carrying a large laundry basket full of books.


‘A new face!’ exclaimed Mrs Tebben dramatically. ‘Not our dear Susan, but the young man.’


Mrs Birkett, trying hard to keep out of her voice the slight chill which Mrs Tebben’s remarks were apt to produce, said it was Charles Belton from Harefield, Philip’s new assistant master, late of the Royal Artillery.


‘I must talk to him!’ said Mrs Tebben. ‘He is sure to have met Richard somewhere. It is a wonderful comradeship between these young men and gives one high hopes.’


Leslie nearly said hopes of what, but restrained herself in time and introduced Charles to Mr and Mrs Tebben.


‘Oh, how do you do. I’m awfully sorry I can’t shake hands,’ said Charles, showing how very dirty they were. ‘I don’t know what it is about books but they simply throw out dirt like a cuttle-fish.’


Leslie was about to say that the reason these particular books were dirty was because they had been waiting in an empty room for the Red Cross for several weeks and it was nobody’s business to dust them, but Mrs Tebben, scenting what she called a good argument, leapt into the fray.


‘Dirt, my dear!’ she exclaimed. ‘In me you see the world’s authority on dirt! My life, my whole life, is spent in fighting dirt! As for Gilbert’s study! One of those old-fashioned bookcases with leather frills along the tops of the shelves that literally disintegrate under your eyes. And our little furnace in the basement which is supposed to provide hot water but fills the house with blacks. Look at my hands!’


She spread out her hands on her lap, turned them upside down for inspection and waited for comment. She had not overstated her case, for a more dirt-ingrained pair of hands even the years of peace had not beheld; every line ingrained with black, her nails obviously resistant to the fiercest cleaning. Mr Tebben, used as he was to his wife’s well-meant complaints, guiltless as he was of the condition of her hands, suddenly felt for his wife a sense of guilty pity; which feeling was quite unnecessary, for it was not his fault that the coke furnace spewed out dirt, and as a matter of fact he usually cleaned it out and lighted it himself because one never knew if the daily woman was coming or not. But at times the memory of Miss Winifred Ross wearing a blue muslin dress with white spots on the Norwegian cruise where they first had met, came surging into his mind, and he felt (quite unnecessarily) that he had ruined her career by marrying her. In which he was entirely wrong, for without marriage she would have been another of the many women with degrees who don’t know what to do with them, and whether she knew it or not was far happier as she was.


The question of dirty hands is a depressing one. Every lady present looked at her own hands and wished they were somewhere else. At this moment Selina came out of the house with a large tray.


‘I’m sure you’ll excuse me, Miss Leslie,’ she said, putting the tray on the grass and beginning to collect the tea-things, ‘but I had to send Marigold down to the village on her bike to collect those eggs for the broody, so I thought I’d get on with the washing-up.’


Leslie thanked Selina, who collected the rest of the tea-things and went away.


‘Did you notice Selina’s hands?’ she said, addressing no one in particular. ‘She works harder than any of us and scrubs and peels potatoes and washes vegetables and scours saucepans. It doesn’t seem fair.’


The same thought had struck the other ladies present, for Selina’s hands, though workmanlike, were softer and whiter than the hands of most so-called ladies.


‘It must be something to do with the amount of fat you have inside you,’ said Susan. ‘It’s no good putting on lotions and things. I simply hate my hands every time I look at them.’


There was silence, for no woman likes to have rough dirty hands with dull nails, yet it is the fate of most of us. As Susan Dean truly said, lotions and things are very little good, and polish on abraded nails is disheartening. Sometimes one tries to feel proud of working hands, but the delusion does not last and one could cry over the ruins. Part of the price one pays for the privilege of being alive in this almost hopeless world. Silence fell upon the party, for the women recognised the truth of Susan’s words and the men felt guilty without knowing why.


A distraction was offered by Marigold who came up the drive on her bicycle, dismounted and came across the lawn. She was a nice-looking girl though no beauty, but had very cleverly acquired an air of film-stardom which deeply impressed her contemporaries, especially those of the male sex. Her whole being was modelled on Glamora Tudor, the famous movie-star, and as she had the obliging kind of hair that stays wherever it is put and a neutral (or shall we say sallow) skin on which she was able to perform cosmetic fantasies, she made a quite startling effect on people who saw her for the first time.


Conscious of a gentleman she hadn’t seen before, she was overtaken by a fit of that self-consciousness which can only express itself in giggles and writhings of the body, and appeared unable to speak.


‘What is it, Marigold?’ said Leslie.


‘Oh, please, Miss Leslie,’ said Marigold, who had adopted Selina’s name for her mistress, ‘I was in at the post office and Mrs Hamp was talking to Palmyra Phipps on the Worsted telephone exchange and she passed the remark young Mr Tebben had just phoned up from London and she said she’d seen Mr and Mrs Tebben go up to the Priory and to let you know, please.’


‘Richard!’ exclaimed Mrs Tebben. ‘And we are not there to greet him, Gilbert. Quick, quick!’


She rose, picked up her raffia bag containing the thermos and the remains of the gipsy tea, and proposed to go home with no more ado.


‘But we don’t even know where Richard is, my dear,’ said Mr Tebben, who had not got up. ‘If he only rang up from London just now he can’t be at Worsted and he couldn’t get down till late in any case.’


‘But I must be there,’ said Mrs Tebben. ‘Come, Gilbert. Good-bye, Mrs Winter, and thank you for a delightful afternoon. Good-bye, everyone. I must hurry back and see what we have in the way of left-overs for supper. Richard will be hungry.’


To this Mr Tebben replied that he understood the Swedes were very well fed and Richard had probably brought over food with him, but his wife preferred to think of a prodigal son with nothing to eat but husks and insisted on getting back to look for the pea-nut butter as she was not sure whether she had left it in the larder or under one of the drawing-room cushions. Her husband rose with resignation and after distracted farewells from Mrs Tebben the couple went away. Marigold, who had been an enthralled spectator of the scene, now transferred her attention to Charles Belton, suddenly realised she had no business on the lawn, gave a final wriggle in which she appeared to be doing her best to burst out of all her clothes, and fled towards the house.


‘Marigold,’ Leslie called after her. ‘Don’t forget the eggs!’


Checked in mid-flight, Marigold returned and wheeled her bicycle with the eggs in the carrier away towards the kitchen regions.


‘I’m sorry about Marigold, but you’ll have to get used to her,’ said Leslie to Charles Belton. ‘She’s quite a nice girl but movie-struck like so many of them. Did Philip show you the room you will have?’


‘No, I didn’t,’ said Philip. ‘That is the headmaster’s wife’s job. When would you like to come, Belton?’


Charles said the sooner the better, because he wanted to start work. So a date was arranged and Charles said good-bye.


‘Don’t forget you are coming over to tennis while you are here,’ said Susan Dean. ‘And my sister Jessica is usually here at the weekends. She’ll amuse you.’


Charles thanked her, though obviously without much comprehension of what she said, and she went away in her little car with the books for the Red Cross Libraries.


‘I suppose you’ve seen Jessica?’ said Philip.


Charles said he didn’t think so. He had never met any of the Deans till he met that Miss Dean. Then his expression altered.


‘You don’t mean Jessica Dean?’ he said incredulously.


‘Well, that’s her name,’ said Philip.


‘Not the Jessica Dean?’ said Charles. ‘But of course I know her. I mean I’ve seen her in Aubrey Clover’s plays. They came out and gave some jolly good shows for us when I was in India. I never knew she lived down here. By Jove!’


Mrs Birkett suggested that if he was looking for heiresses, Jessica Dean must be doing pretty well and could probably support a husband in luxury, if not comfort.


Charles said he didn’t really mean he wanted to marry money; a statement which all his hearers felt to be very true. But he said if he did marry an heiress he could give his father and mother a bit of fun.


‘I’d like you to know my mother, Mrs Birkett,’ he said earnestly. ‘She’s not bad. I mean she almost understands things.’


Mrs Birkett expressed great enthusiasm for mothers who almost understood, adding that she had never understood her own children very well, though she had done her best by them, but perhaps that was because they were girls.


‘Mrs Birkett might add,’ said Philip Winter, looking affectionately at Ma Birky, as Southbridge School used to call her, ‘that she understood four hundred boys or so extraordinarily well over a number of years, not to speak of a lot of masters, including myself when I was far, far nastier than I am now.’


Charles said seriously that he didn’t think Mr Winter could have been nastier, at which Mrs Birkett laughed and lured him on to talk about himself. Leslie had observed the scene with interest. Her chief wish, apart from a great many other chief wishes, was to be a proper headmaster’s wife, and she had already realised that the job was not easy and needed as much concentrated effort as the war jobs that she had done so well. She knew that never could she come within a mile of Philip’s gift for little boys, but she had secretly determined to learn everything she could and to that end had made a special study of Mrs Birkett.


It had not escaped her notice that Charles had at once confided in Mrs Birkett, though she was quite middle-aged and not particularly good-looking. It would be a long time, she thought, before Charles or any young master would confide in her, although she was very intelligent and on the whole kind. There was something in Philip that made people work for him. Perhaps the army had helped. The younger men would probably bring their troubles to her husband, but she did not think they would bring them to her. She did not exactly envy Mrs Birkett, for she liked her too much, but she wished she could ever be as much help to Philip as Mrs Birkett had been to Mr Birkett, and determined to ask her some day how one became a good headmaster’s wife.


‘Well, thank you most awfully, Mrs Birkett,’ said Charles, though for what he did not quite know, except that she had made him feel safe and comfortable. ‘Perhaps you and Mr Birkett could come to Harefield some time. Mother would love to see you and we’ve got quite a nice church and we’ve got a kind of pavilion thing called the Garden House. I mean it’s all falling to bits but it must have been rather jolly once in the eighteenth century and I believe it’s quite a good one and it was in Country Life.’


He stopped, wondering whether his description of the charming, deserted, melancholy relic of English rococo had conveyed anything at all to that nice Mrs Birkett, or if she would just think he was a ghastly bore. But to his surprise and gratitude the nice Mrs Birkett said she and her husband had a little petrol in hand and would love to come over during the summer.


‘Well, good-bye, Mrs Winter,’ said Charles, finally tearing himself away from Mrs Birkett. ‘It’ll be awfully nice to be here and I’ll do my best. Good-bye, sir, and thanks most awfully. My father and mother will be as bucked as anything that I’ve got a job.’


Philip and Leslie shook hands and wished him the best of luck. Charles got onto his bicycle and rode away and the schoolmasters and their wives were left alone.


‘Well, sir?’ said Philip to Mr Birkett, falling into the old mode of addressing his headmaster.


‘I am not quite sure,’ said Mr Birkett, ‘whether you mean will Charles Belton do well, or have you done well.’


He looked piercingly at his late Classics Master over his spectacles.


‘As far as one ever knows what one is thinking,’ said Philip, who was used to Mr Birkett’s ways, ‘I was wondering if I had behaved like a proper headmaster. As for Belton I don’t see why he shouldn’t do quite well. He fell for Ma Birkett at once.’


‘I agree with you about young Belton,’ said Mr Birkett. ‘He may not stick to schoolmastering, in fact I am pretty sure he won’t; but he won’t let you down and he ought to get on well with your boys. Of course he fell in love with Amy. They all do.’


He spoke lightly, but Philip knew, though possibly Leslie didn’t, how deep was his pride in the wife who had stood by him from the days when he was headmaster of Southbridge Junior School, through the war and the difficulties of receiving an evacuated school, through the lean and the increasingly leaner years of peace, through the vagaries of their beautiful but very troublesome daughter Rose, through the reactions that inevitably followed his retirement. And so, Philip thought, had Leslie stood by him from the day when they had unromantically plighted their troth at Winter Overcotes Junction with the ring that had once bound Philip to the silly lovely Rose Birkett, and when even as they spoke their love the train had carried Philip back to the war and an unknown destination. And he had no doubt that she would continue to stand by him.


But all these thoughts passed through his mind so swiftly that he answered Mr Birkett almost without a pause, thanking him for backing his judgment of young Belton. Then the Birketts went away.


It was Leslie’s custom to drop in and visit her uncle and aunt almost every day, between tea and supper, for dinner was too dignified a name for the evening meal. Accordingly she went round to the Priory back-yard and in by the kitchen passage. Upstairs she found Sir Harry reading the evening paper and Lady Waring at her desk engaged in correspondence about her endless committees and good works. As Sir Harry did not like to be disturbed while reading his paper, Leslie put a kiss on top of his head and sat down by her aunt who, like most very busy people, could always spare some time. Lady Waring enquired after Master Noel and asked how young Belton had got on.


‘Nicely, thank you,’ said Leslie. ‘Philip engaged him and he is to start at once. I didn’t remember that I had told you he was coming.’


‘No more you had,’ said her aunt. ‘But I was at the Women’s Institute meeting at Nutfield and I saw Mrs Belton who told me her younger son was hoping to get a job at the Priory School. She is an extraordinarily nice woman. Her elder son is at the Admiralty at present so she hopes he will come to her for weekends. We must ask them over to lunch one Sunday.’


‘Cecil knows Captain Belton,’ said Leslie, her voice warming as it always did when she spoke of her brother. ‘He likes him very much.’


‘Neither of Mrs Belton’s sons is married,’ said Lady Waring thoughtfully. ‘One somehow expects everyone to get married now the war is over, but there seems to be more bachelors than ever. Both the Beltons, Cecil, young Tebben, the Dean twins, and I am sure there are several more.’


‘It’s funny,’ said Leslie, ‘but I can’t think of enough girls for all the men we know, though one would expect it to be the other way round. Except Susan Dean I can’t think of anyone at the moment in this part of the world.’


Lady Waring, who though a discreet woman was not above a quiet gossip with Leslie whom she knew to be safe, said she had been under the impression that Susan was fond of Mrs Brandon’s son who had married that pretty widow that Harry liked so much. Leslie, a little more up-to-date than her aunt, said she didn’t think it had been serious, but that she believed Lydia Merton’s brother Colin Keith had been at the Deans’ a good deal. Both ladies agreed that it was high time Susan got married or she would settle down into one of the well-bred spinsters that inform the English countryside, and become a little more authoritative and efficient with each passing year.


‘If only there were a few more people like Philip,’ said Leslie, who had had the good fortune to marry her only love and had been quietly and deeply happy ever since.


‘George would have been nearly fifty now,’ said Lady Waring, who rarely mentioned her only son. ‘I sometimes wonder whom he would have married. He was in love with Dr Crawley’s eldest girl before he went abroad, but she was only fifteen and we didn’t think seriously about it. It would have been pleasant to have grandchildren.’


So rarely did Lady Waring speak of her old grief that Leslie was at a loss what to say. They had been speaking in low voices because Sir Harry hated conversation while he was reading his paper, though increasing deafness made things easier now, and it seemed to Leslie that they were playing on muted strings. Her aunt though ceaselessly kind had never been given to confidences and at this moment Leslie felt that she had been received into a kind of inner circle. She would have liked to say something helpful, but what help was there for an elderly woman who would have loved to have grandchildren. All she could do was to offer what she had and ask her aunt if she would come and see little Noel being put to bed.


‘It is very kind of you, my dear,’ said Lady Waring, laying her hand for a moment on Leslie’s, ‘but not this evening. How is Selina?’


Sir Harry, having read the paper from beginning to end, threw it on the floor and said he didn’t know what we were coming to. The strings were no longer muted. What was that about Selina, he said. Why hadn’t Selina come up to see them?


‘It’s always rather busy in the kitchen at the beginning of term, Uncle Harry,’ said Leslie, ‘but she will come as soon as the boys’ teas are washed up. She always comes over on Sunday evening to see cook.’


‘Best day’s work I ever did when I got Selina and that husband of hers to come here,’ said Sir Harry. ‘Hopkins is first-rate with the vegetables. If I hadn’t thought of having them here, where would we all have been?’


Lady Waring and Leslie, avoiding each other’s eyes, said with one voice, ‘Where indeed?’ And then Leslie went back to the school.









II


After this Sunday every snail went back into its own shell so to speak. The Winters were busy with the first weeks of term and Charles Belton was finding his feet. Mr Birkett was working against time on his edition of the Analects of Procrastinator, his wife was away visiting her daughter Rose Fairweather and the new grandchild. The Warings were ceaselessly occupied with their county work. Mr and Mrs Tebben at Worsted were enjoying the society of their son Richard whom time had slightly mellowed, though his ears stuck out as much as ever.


Since the days before the war the social centres had shifted all over England. Pomfret Towers, once a rallying place for the county, was being run on a skeleton staff, the family living in the nursery wing, the big rooms shut and dust-sheeted, except the dining-room which was kept as a kind of board or committee room for local activities, for the Pomfrets took their duties seriously. Lord Pomfret, never in robust health, attending the House of Lords as much as possible in addition to his county work, had caused his wife a good deal of anxiety during the bitter winter, but with the warmer weather she was able to relax her vigilance and let her anxiety rest for the moment. At Staple Park which had during the war been let to an evacuated school, now returned to London, Lord and Lady Bond were also living in part of the servants’ wing, but Lord Bond never regretted it, for the change had enabled him to give notice to his butler under whose tyranny he had suffered too long. His heir, the Honourable C. W. Bond whose initials covered the shame of being called Cedric Weyland was living with his wife and family at the White Cottage next to Laverings where Mr Middleton the architect and his wife, owing to that mysterious law of Providence that watches over people with no children and enough money, still lived in a good deal of comfort, for the country round Skeynes was still feudal and women could be got to cook and scrub. Over at Rushwater Martin Leslie and his wife were farming as hard as they could, aided by Martin’s stout and competent cousin Emmy Graham. And so from one end of the county to the other people were marooned, first by the amount of hard work they were doing and then by the long and hideous winter of everyone’s discontent which had made roads impassable for weeks at a time and caused an amount of inconvenience and actual suffering which must have amused an all-merciful Providence very much; unless we incline to the more charitable view that Providence’s mind was elsewhere.


Over at Harefield Mr and Mrs Belton were living in the village at Arcot House. During the war their big house had been let to the Hosiers’ Girls’ Foundation School and so successful had the experiment been that the Governors of the school had decided to build on part of Mr Belton’s property, a piece of land of no great farming value along the Southbridge Road. Pending the building of the new school they had renewed the lease of Harefield Park, and as They were determined not to allow anything useful to be done for education beyond shoving the school-leaving age up to a point which made it impossible for any school to accommodate its pupils, it seemed probable that the Hosiers’ Girls, under their excellent new headmistress Miss Holly, might still be at Harefield Park long after Mr and Mrs Belton were dead.


Not long after the very mild events related in the last chapter Charles Belton, being off duty on a Sunday, came over to Harefield to see his parents, determined to answer any questions they were ill-advised enough to ask as kindly as possible, though we all know how difficult this is for both sides. After further consideration of trains and buses, Charles came to the conclusion that a bicycle was his quickest and best mode of transport. Deeply did he pine for the piping times of war when one could get a lift from any lorry or commandeer someone else’s motor bicycle, but these glories were past and he was a civilian and very lucky to have a job with nice employers, so he pumped up his tyres and left the Priory School, unaware of Marigold’s admiring looks from the stable-yard where she had no business to be.


‘Mr Belton’s a lovely man,’ said Marigold to Selina. ‘He’s just like Hash Gobbett in Where Next. He’s got lovely pyjamas with a blue stripe. I saw them when I was helping Doris make the beds.’


To which Selina, busy with her saucepans, said that was quite enough and Mrs Winter would be ever so upset if she heard Marigold talk like that and to peel those potatoes for her.


Though no one quite liked to tempt Providence by mentioning it, the summer appeared to have made up its mind to behave. As warm day succeeded warm day England held its breath, waiting for the inevitable rebuff. Ill-conditioned ungrateful people began to complain of feeling too warm. Rumours of drought were spread abroad. But to most of the under-fed shivering people of England the gift of sun was accepted with a touching gratitude. So easy, one would think, for the sun to shine; but apparently the sun was not of that opinion. Others again held that They were responsible for the past winter and the present warmth was a direct challenge to Them by any beneficent powers that had survived Their bullying and regimenting.


To a healthy young man like Charles Belton the dozen miles or so to Harefield were of very little account, and he reached his home a little before half-past twelve. The house was empty, so he left his bicycle in the hall and walked up the High Street towards the church. Morning service was just over and the congregation were exchanging news under the lime avenue in the churchyard.


‘Hallo, mother,’ said Charles, singling his mother out from a small crowd.


Mrs Belton looked round, smiled and gave Charles a kiss, clinging to him for a second, or less than a second, for she never disgraced him in public. Deep in her heart she knew she would never really recover from the quick leave-taking in the hall of Arcot House when Charles disappeared into the war and no news came. Charles had come safely through the war, had at last been demobilised, and now had a promising job. There was really nothing to worry about. But Mrs Belton knew, quite fatally, as thousands of mothers all over England knew, that she would never recover from what might have been a final parting. So deep was the wound that no one would ever see it, but if she lived to be a hundred and knew Charles’s children and his children’s children, the deep scar would remain. Never glad confident morning again. This Charles would never know. No one would know it. But this mark would be found as deeply on her heart and on the hearts of all the other women, as ever Calais was on Queen Mary’s. Never again could she be free from apprehension, however well things were going. Never till her life ended would she cease to feel the sick pain. As for what might happen afterwards she was too tired to care.


‘Darling, how nice,’ said Mrs Belton. ‘Elsa and Chris are here and Freddy. Elsa brought us a couple of ducks and some salmon from Aberdeathly. How is the school?’


Charles, who knew quite well that his mother was not interested in the school except in so far as he was a master there, said it was going nicely and was there any sherry in the house as if not he would take Chris and Freddy to the Nabob on the way back. Then Charles’s sister Elsa joined them with her husband Admiral Hornby, followed by Charles’s elder brother Captain Belton, R.N., and there was a good deal of loud cheerful talk.


‘Where’s father?’ said Charles suddenly.


‘Churchwardening with Mr Oriel,’ said Mrs Belton, and in a few moments the vicar came down the lime walk in talk with Mr Belton, and made Charles so welcome that he felt like a Prodigal Son. The question of a drink at the Nabob was raised, but Captain Belton, who knew that his parents’ pride was secretly hurt when their family went to drink at the inn, urged the party homewards.


‘I say, Freddy, I hope there is some sherry at home,’ said Charles to his elder brother as they walked down the High Street with its fine red-brick houses on the south side, its cheerful little shops opposite.


‘As a matter of fact there is,’ said Captain Belton. ‘I have a feeling that father doesn’t much like the family going to the Nabob. After all he was the big house and they would never have dreamt of letting a guest pay for a drink as long as they lived there. I don’t believe mother has ever been inside the Nabob, though she likes Wheeler who is a useful man on local things. Personally I’d as soon go to the Nabob as not, one picks up a lot of useful information there, but I only go when the parents don’t officially know about it.’


Charles said he saw what Freddy meant and it was jolly decent of him, but as he was only a younger son he thought it would be all right for him to go to the Nabob from time to time. Gavelkind, or Borough English, or something of that sort, he added. His elder brother laughed and they joined the rest of the family party and went into Arcot House.


After lunch Charles was caught by Wheeler, now general utility and formerly his nurse, and put through a searching questionnaire about the Priory School, what the boys were like, what the masters were like, what the food was like and whether Charles was remembering to change his socks often enough. All these questions Charles answered very good-humouredly and volunteered the statement that Mrs Winter was awfully nice.


‘That’s the headmaster’s wife, isn’t it?’ said Wheeler.


Charles said it was and scenting in Wheeler’s comment a subtle disapproval, added that she was really most awfully nice.


‘That’s as may be,’ said Wheeler, ‘and if we are to believe what we hear, headmaster’s wives aren’t no different from the rest of us.’


It was now clear to Charles that his ex-nurse was insanely jealous of Mrs Winter, as indeed she had been of the matrons at Charles’s prep, and public schools and all the masters’ wives, regarding them as ravening wolves whose special mission in life was to hurt her nursling. While he was in the army her jealous fears had had a rest, except for dark suspicions of girl drivers and all A.T.S. personnel, but now it was abundantly clear to her that her Charles, her last and best-loved nursery charge, was going to fall a prey to a headmaster’s designing wife.


‘There’s a film I saw at the Barchester Odeon, Master Charles,’ she said. ‘Young Woodley was the name. A nasty sort of film and I wouldn’t have stayed only I wanted to see the newsreel with Mr Churchill afterwards. It just showed what schoolmasters’ wives are like.’


‘But that was a boy who fell in love with the headmaster’s wife,’ said Charles, ‘not a master. You couldn’t imagine anyone falling in love with Mrs Winter. She’s just most awfully nice,’ to which Wheeler made reply that that was the way things started and not to blame her if he found himself in trouble and he’d better bring back his socks to be darned as she knew the girls there wouldn’t darn them properly.


‘I shouldn’t think Marigold would,’ said Charles. ‘She doesn’t look like it. But Mrs Hopkins sewed a button on my shirt splendidly.’


These were rash statements for which Charles was immediately called to account by his old nurse. His description of Marigold was received with a blank disapproving face, pursed-up lips and a stony silence, but when he began to describe Selina, Wheeler perceptibly thawed.


‘Who did you say Mrs Hopkins’s mother was?’ she asked.


Charles said Mrs Allen. Mrs Winter, he added, always spoke of her as Nannie Allen.


‘Now that will be Nannie Allen that was Nannie to poor Master George Waring that was killed,’ said Wheeler, calling up her reserves of county nursery knowledge. ‘And then she was Nannie to Lady Emily Leslie’s David and in a lot of good nurseries. Her daughter will be all right, Master Charles. I remember Nannie Allen quite well. I daresay I’ll be coming over by the bus to see her one of these days and bring you a cake or something. You tell her it’s Sarah Wheeler. She’ll remember my cousin Bill Wheeler. He’s the only sweep that understands the Pomfret Towers chimneys, and he was walking out with Nannie Allen’s daughter, but Nannie Allen put a stop to it. I hope Selina did better for herself, I’m sure. Bill is still a bachelor and he’s got plenty of money put away.’


As this social register showed no signs of coming to an end, Charles gave his old nurse a violent hug and went back to the drawing-room where his sister Elsa was showing her parents some snapshots of her two children and explaining, after the way of parents, that they weren’t a bit like and Catriona was really much prettier and little Freddy had two teeth only you couldn’t see them.


Mr Belton then expressed a desire to walk round the place, his usual Sunday afternoon employment, and invited his wife and family to accompany him. No one particularly wanted to go, but there was no really adequate reason for refusing, the afternoon was pleasantly warm, so they all went up the long garden, through the door in the wall and so along the lane and across the fields towards their old home, whose rather gaunt Palladian front, connected by an arcade with a pavilion on each side, dominated the village of Harefield.


During the past five or six years (for the Hosiers’ Girls’ Foundation School had not taken Harefield House till the war had been going on for some time) Mr Belton had made this walk several hundred times. In the beginning he had done so because he felt it would be cowardly not to, because if his home was no longer his it behoved him to show he did not mind. Then having sufficiently proved to himself and his neighbours that he was not afraid of grasping nettles, he continued to walk that way because it had become a habit. And by the time peace was getting into the third year of its increasingly uncomfortable progress, he found positive pleasure, which he would sooner have died than admit, in following the slanting path across the fields, entering the garden by the little iron gate and so arriving at the West Pavilion. And if the truth is to be told, he had come to take much pleasure in talking with Miss Sparling who was then the headmistress; and now that Miss Sparling, or Dr Sparling as she had become, had retired and married their old friend Mr Carton, he had transferred his patronage to the present headmistress Miss Holly. Miss Holly accepted his visits with her usual calm and often found it very convenient to be on friendly terms with her landlord, especially in matters like taking an extra piece of land for tennis courts and the right of way that ran across the back drive.


‘There were still some deer here when my father was a boy,’ said Mr Belton as they breasted the garden slope.


His three children looked at one another. A few years earlier one at least of them would have had the giggles or turned sulky, for ever since they could remember their father he had made this remark at this particular point in this particular walk. But all three were by now so absorbed in their own lives, lived outside the Harefield sphere, that they merely felt a tolerant boredom and Elsa good-naturedly, though with a faint touch of humouring an idiot, said how nice it must have been. Her elder brother looked quickly at her, and then at his father, for as he grew older it was more and more borne in upon him that his father was no fool. But Mr Belton appeared to take the remark in good part, so Captain Belton said nothing.


The whole party had now arrived at the West Pavilion where the headmistress had her private apartments, but Ellen Humble, grand-daughter of William Humble the cowman and private body servant to Miss Holly, after recovering her wits which the sight of so many Beltons had caused to be more scattered than ever, said she was ever so sorry but Miss Holly had gone away till Sunday night and she knew Miss Holly would be ever so sorry.


Elsa asked after Ellen Humble’s aunt, Miss Faithful Humble who kept the little stationer’s shop and the lending library.


‘Oh, auntie’s all right, Miss Elsa,’ said Ellen Humble. ‘Her leg’s swollen up again quite dreadful but she’s got a lovely new medicine Dr Perry gave her. She’ll be ever so pleased you asked after her, Miss Elsa, oh dear, Mrs Hornby I mean, miss.’


And Ellen Humble went red in the face and kicked her own ankles. But Elsa said she liked being Miss Elsa and Ellen Humble must come down to Arcot House and see the new photographs of her babies.
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