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CHAPTER I



TO the youth of England, except to that small and misguided section who prefer model aeroplanes to model railways, the station at Winter Overcotes, as all students of Barsetshire know, represents History and Romance in their highest form, for here is one of the few remaining survivals of the main or high level line crossing the low level or local line. Every right-minded little boy who has travelled by this route has wished to spend the rest of his life at the station, with the firm though unexpressed hope of becoming station-master when he is grown up. Under the spell of Winter Overcotes the noble names of Hornby and Bassett-Lowke become as dust. In vain did those benefactors, in the days of peace, vie with each other in producing engines, coaches and trucks, finished to a thousandth of an inch, exquisitely painted, running by clockwork, methylated spirits or electricity. Something was wanting. Their young patrons, having spent all their Christmas tips and drawn heavily on their Post Office Savings Bank accounts to boot, found that all was vanity. In vain did they exercise their ingenuity in constructing viaducts propped on volumes of the Encyclopœdia Britannica or the New English Dictionary; in vain did they compose flights of stairs from cardboard, or the nursery box of bricks. Again and again would the engine fall from the viaduct and lie on its back kicking and whirring. No rails were subtly enough curved to represent the great sweep by which the low level rejoined the main line some four miles nearer London, and by which one through train a day used to run to Worsted and Skeynes. Such words of blasphemy and despair as “Mother! Hornby’s an idiot!” or “Mother! why doesn’t Bassett-Lowke have some sense?” would burst from the mouths of young gentlemen between six and sixteen. Even undergraduate brothers had to confess themselves at a loss, while fathers would devote an entire week-end to the railway, rising at last to their feet shakily, dusting the knees of their trousers, and uttering such obviously untruthful words as “Of course it would be quite easy if you had a few more left-hand curves, and now you had better put it all away before you go to bed,” thus reducing the owner of the railway to soft, sullen rebellion. For every owner knows that if only he had one more box of nuts and bolts he could attain the unattainable, or so Tony Morland said, and Tony was, by his own account, the world’s highest authority. And though his railway system had long ago been given by him, rolling-stock and all, in a rather ostentatious way to a much younger boy, it is not impossible that Tony, on leave from his guns and out of uniform, might have spent a whole week-end on hands and knees, wrestling with the enchanting problem.


Though Mr. Beedle the station-master no longer appeared to Tony and his contemporaries as a demigod, ten feet high, endowed with miraculous powers and if not wearing a halo, at least surrounded by a golden effulgence, it was the fault of the times. Gone were the happy days when Mr. Beedle, born of a line of railway men in a tradition of faithful service to the Best Line in England (and hence in the world), was proud to touch his gold-laced cap to the local nobility and gentry, who had an equal respect for him, taking at Christmas the form of game, cigars, bottles of wine and treasury notes. Gone were the days when he could usher old Lord Pomfret who hated motors, returning from a visit to General Waring at Beliers Priory, into the first-class smoker which he had kept locked for his lordship. Old Lord Pomfret was dead, Sir Harry and Lady Waring now used their local station of Lambton, changing at Winter Overcotes for the main line. Both these changes grieved Mr. Beedle, a staunch upholder of the old order, but even more was he grieved that first-class carriages, except on a few longdistance trains, had been abolished. England was at war; English locomotives, unable to voice their dislike of the sea and foreigners, had been sent abroad; porters had been called up; no longer was the station after dark or on foggy days a great beacon of light on the high level platform; all this Mr. Beedle hated, but understood. In moments of stress he had helped to sort luggage and unload goods vans with his own sacred hands; he had even swept the up platform in a moment of emergency when five of his six porters had gone; for to him nothing connected with what he proudly called Our Line was below his dignity. But the abolition of first-class carriages struck to his heart, and Mrs. Beedle was able to state with truth that he hadn’t never seemed to fancy his supper since. Mr. Beedle was loyal to the core. What Our Directors did was right, but his personal sense of shame at having nothing better than third-class to offer to his own local magnates did not lessen with time. In fact, so unhappy did this change make him that he was, as it were, made immune to any further bludgeonings of fate, and when two women porters were appointed for the duration of the war, he made no sign of disapproval, though Mrs. Beedle knew that his uniform hung more loosely about him and he did not sleep well.


Here fate was kind. Doris Phipps and Lily-Annie Pollett, though they looked incredibly plain and depraved in oyster satin blouses, tight-seated, bell-bottomed trousers, red nails on dirty hands, greasy curls hanging on their shoulders, a cigarette for ever glued to their lips, were really very nice, kind girls. Their families lived at Worsted, a few stations down the line, and the two girls bicycled in summer and came by the local train in winter. The summer route had the advantage of taking them past a large aerodrome, but on the winter route they could shout at friends out of the carriage window at every stop, besides having more time to make up their faces.


When Doris and Lily-Annie had been at the station for some months, and doing very well, a new porter was sent to join them.


“It doesn’t seem natural,” said Mrs. Beedle to Mr. Beedle while he was having his tea. “In my young days the girls liked to have a boy about, but Lily-Annie ran in for a talk in her lunch hour and she and Dawris don’t seem at all keen on your new young man. What’s his name?”


“Bill Morple, from Melicent Halt,” said Mr. Beedle. “His mother was old Patten’s niece, Mr. Patten that’s station-master at Worsted, but his father—well, Ed’ard Morple was a foreigner.”


“Ah,” said Mrs. Beedle. “Loamshire?”


“Not so bad as that, Mother,” said Mr. Beedle. “But somewhere the other side of Barchester. A talking kind of man he was and a one-er for an argument. Young Bill’s like that. Talk the connecting-rod off an engine he would.”


“I do feel sorry for those girls,” said Mrs. Beedle with unfeigned sympathy. “Argument’s no use to girls. What they want is a nice talk like, and if Bill Morple did happen to kiss them it wouldn’t break any bones.”


“More likely they’d slap his face,” said Mr. Beedle, as he girded on his official coat preparatory to returning to the station. “That Lily-Annie’s as strong as a man any day and Dawris is getting quite a hand with the milk cans. When I see her putting them in the van, it makes me think of our Henry.”


There was a moment’s silence.


“Cheer up, Dad,” said Mrs. Beedle, clattering the tea-things together in a noisy way unusual in her, for she was a very neat, quick, quiet woman. “You’ll see the war’ll be over by next Christmas and we’ll have Henry back in the station.”


“It doesn’t seem right him being a prisoner,” said Mr. Beedle, looking out of the window. “Him being so fond of the country and christened after Sir Harry and all.”


“Don’t you worry, Dad,” said Mrs. Beedle, carefully not looking at her husband. “He said in his last letter that he was liking the land-work fine. It’s not as if he was an officer, having to sit about and read a book all day, poor gentlemen.”


Mr. Beedle picked up his gold-laced cap and left the house, concentrating his mind fiercely on the new regulations about bombs that were high-explosive as well as incendiary, and rather relieved that the latest ruling was to the effect that the less civilians did about anything the better. And in any case the air-raid warden for the station was his own booking-clerk in whom he had great confidence.


His first duty, after unlocking his office and reading a couple of letters, was to walk about on the platform when the 6.25, the down train from London, came in. As it was mid-November it was by now almost dark. A faint light came from the booking office, and the red and green of the signals glowed in the north-east. Two points of fire revealed themselves as Doris Phipps and Lily-Annie Pollett smoking cigarettes while waiting for the train. Mr. Beedle thought of the days when his station was what a station ought to be. He saw in his mind’s eye the bright electric lights, the gaily coloured bookstall, the brilliant scarlet cigarette and chocolate machines, the round-faced weighing machine, the well swept platforms watered in elegant patterns, the shining brass handles on waiting-room doors, the refreshment room with its stacks of crockery, its piles of sandwiches, pies and cakes under neat glass domes, the neatly painted seats. It was his great grief that a garden was not possible on the high level platform, but he had at his own expense put green window-boxes outside his office and the booking office. His porters were the liveliest and most willing on the line. No wonder they had won the silver cup for the best-kept station on that stretch three years running, with the right to keep it.


Now the lights were removed or dimmed to darkness made visible, the bookstall was only open for an hour in the morning with little or nothing to sell, the penny-in-the-slot machines were battered and empty, the platform dusty and strewn with bits of paper and cigarette cartons which their owners had flung there sooner than use the wire baskets provided, the brass dull and tarnished. In the refreshment room he knew there would be a few heavy little pasties with nothing particular inside them and some dyspeptic buns made from the vitamin-stuffed and indigestion-producing Government flour. Cups there were few and saucers none, for travellers stole them to that extent that the Catering Department had stopped replacing. Only sugar remained for some mysterious reason abundant, so that travellers who said “No sugar, thank you” from motives of taste or patriotism found themselves provided with a nauseously sweet draught by the scornful middle-aged woman in charge who saw no reason to pay any attention to national economy or anyone’s likes and dislikes. The window-boxes had so often been rifled that Mr. Beedle had with his own hands removed them and Mrs. Beedle now grew mustard and cress in them outside her kitchen window. Where his porters had stood, alert for the down train, were two girls in trousers, smoking; good girls, but no pride in themselves nor in the station.


As for the silver cup—but of it Mr. Beedle could hardly bear to think. Placed upon a fretwork bracket, in a glass case which was fixed to the wall, it was the pride of Mr. Beedle and his staff, the admiration of all travellers. Every week Mr. Beedle would unlock the case and his senior porter would lovingly polish it. In the first days of the war Winter Overcotes was invaded by a crowd of unruly London evacuees. Big loutish boys and equally loutish girls made the station arches, the station approach and finally the station itself their playing-ground. In vain did Mr. Beedle use his authority, in vain did he appeal to their schoolteachers. The boys and girls defied him with malicious words and deeds, the teachers were powerless or unwilling to interfere. More damage was done to the station in a few weeks than had been done since the line was opened. After a very unpleasant incident when spoons were stolen from the refreshment room and the benches in the waiting room hacked with knives, Mr. Beedle decided to remove the cup. But when he approached the case on the following morning the glass was smashed, the cup gone and in its place a dirty piece of paper on which were scrawled the words, “Old beetles a fool.” Mr. Beedle had said nothing in public. His friend, the chief inspector at the police station, caused inquiries to be made, but though he knew within twenty-four hours where the cup was, there was not enough evidence, as he regretfully said, to hang a louse. Mr. Beedle ordered his son Henry to take down the shattered case. Then Henry went into the Army and was made prisoner before Dunkirk.


Though Mr. Beedle was a gentle man, no one dared to speak to him of his losses except General Waring, under whom Mr. Beedle had fought in the last war and who had consented to stand godfather to Henry Beedle.


“I take it kindly of the General,” Mr. Beedle had said to his wife, “to speak to me about the cup and ask about Henry, him having lost his own son. And it’s worse for him, for young Mr. George won’t ever come home and our Henry will, when the war’s over.”


To which in a general way Mrs. Beedle agreed, though she privately wished sometimes that her Henry had been killed, sooner than have to live with foreigners for years on their nasty foreign food and not enough of it and no one to look after his socks, besides his poor dad worrying his heart out all the time. Then she would blame herself for ingratitude, cry quietly, and get on with preparing Mr. Beedle’s next meal.


The tide of evacuees had surged back to London, with the exception of a certain number of the younger children whose parents were not disposed to tempt a Providence which had made it unnecessary for them to take any further financial or moral responsibility for their offspring, and a small gang who found it wise to keep away from the London police. Foreign regiments from counties beyond Barsetshire had been billeted in the town or put in camp in the neighbourhood. The volume of traffic through Winter Overcotes increased as the staff diminished; Mr. Beedle’s gentle face became more lined; but the war showed no signs of ending.


His brooding thoughts were broken by the whistle of the 6.25 from the beginning of the viaduct.


“Here it is,” yelled Doris Phipps to Lily-Annie.


Mr. Beedle shuddered. That anyone should be unconscious of the pervading femininity of a fast passenger train was to him almost criminal and certainly showed a feeble intellect.


“I hope Sid’s in the van,” yelled Lily-Annie to Doris. “He’s a lovely man.”


Mr. Beedle shuddered again. No porter he had known would ever have dared to speak of Sidney Crackman, with thirty years’ service behind him, honoured guard of the Line’s best passenger trains, as anything but Mr. Crackman. And here were a couple of silly girls, wearing trousers too, calling him Sid. If it had been light he would have Given them a Look. But it was dark and he was honest enough to own that if it had been light they probably wouldn’t have noticed the Look, and would only have thought he had indigestion if they had. And after all they were good girls, calling the name of the darkened station loudly and as clearly as it was in their nature to do, answering questions with uncouth goodwill, helping mothers to drag children and suitcases out of the train, and now rallying at the guard’s van where Crackman seemed to be giving them as good as he got. It was a funny world. He moved towards the booking-hall to keep an eye on Bill Morple who was acting-ticket-collector, very much under protest, for at Melicent Halt he had been in the booking-office, and though he had doubled this duty with porter, he felt that he had lost status and that things would have been better ordered in Russia.


This evening all was going smoothly, though Mr. Beedle could not help contrasting the passengers with his pre-war friends. When cars and petrol abounded Winter Overcotes had been the distributing centre for some fifteen miles round. Lord and Lady Bond at Staple Park, Mr. and Mrs. Palmer at Worsted, Sir Harry and Lady Waring at Beliers Priory, Mr. and Mrs. Middleton at Skeynes, all the best people in fact, were as apt as not to use Winter Overcotes, for there was even before the war only one through train a day down the local line which runs to the small junction at Shearings. Now all Mr. Beadle’s friends got out on the high level, stumbled downstairs in the blackout to the low level, waited for half an hour, and steamed slowly and jerkily in cold dark carriages to their various stations. The people who passed through Mr. Beedle’s booking-hall would always be treated courteously, for he knew what was due to himself and to the Line, but they were an alien race without the law, and very often on the shady side of it, trying to use a day return after the legal hours, or get away with a last month’s season ticket, thus driving the new ticket-collector to pale-faced frenzy.


On the other side of the barrier a tall, good-looking, grey-haired woman was waiting for the crowd to go through. Mr. Beedle recognized Lady Waring and touched his cap.


“Good evening, Beedle,” said Lady Waring. “I’m meeting Sir Harry for once, because I’ve been on Red Cross business all day and have a car. Do you think he has forgotten and gone down to the low level?”


“I will go at once myself and see, my lady,” said Mr. Beedle. “Will you wait in my office? I have the stove going.”


“Thanks, Beedle, I’d love to,” said Lady Waring, “but your platform ticket machine is empty.”


“That will be quite all right, my lady,” said Mr. Beedle, shocked that Lady Waring should assume herself to be as other mortals. “Come through. Morple, don’t let that happen again.”


Ever since the staff had been called up, the question of whose duty it was to look after the platform tickets had raged, dividing the remaining staff vertically, horizontally, sideways, causing friction at least twice a week. Willingly would Mr. Beedle have attended to it himself, but none knew better than he the exact point at which prestige is impaired. He could help with parcels, he had even as we know once swept the platform; but the line had to be drawn somewhere and the platform ticket machine was the limit. Unfortunately, Bill Morple also felt that it was the limit. A man who had (to help the war effort) taken a position far below his proper rank and what was more had to put up with sauce from people who thought themselves someone just because they had an out-of-date season to London; such a man, if he had any proper pride, would not fill the platform ticket machine. But unfortunately Mr. Beedle was his superior officer and could be quite nasty (by which Bill Morple meant that Mr. Beedle never lost his temper) if crossed. So as the last passenger had gone, Bill Morple, whistling the “International” rather badly to himself, went and did as he was told, while Mr. Beedle conducted Lady Waring to the station-master’s office, handed her to a chair, and went to look for her husband.


By this time the 6.25 had gone and the station appeared empty. Fearing that Lady Waring might be right, Mr. Beedle walked down the platform towards the steps which led to the low level, when a group detached itself from the darkness and came rather noisily towards him. To his horror it consisted of Sir Harry pulling a large porter’s truck, Doris Phipps and Lily-Annie Pollett, with cigarettes in their mouths, pushing behind.


“Evening, Beedle,” said Sir Henry, “I found these young women in difficulties, so I’m giving a hand. All these heavy cases are too much for girls. What’s in them, eh?”


Mr. Beedle turned a small torch on them.


“Stationery, Sir Harry, for the Barchester Life and General Assurance,” he said. “Their office in Barchester was taken over by the Ministry of Textile Shortage, so they took the Old Court House here where the Town Council had its offices, and the Town Council took over Woolstaplers’ Hall that had been got ready for an army convalescent home, and——”


“Oh, that’s why they took my house for a convalescent home,” said Sir Harry. “I always wondered. Still, I don’t see why an insurance company needs all this stationery when there’s a paper shortage. Well, well. Is her ladyship anywhere about?”


“In my office, General,” said Mr. Beedle.


Sir Harry gave the trolley a strong pull to get it going again. Doris and Lily-Annie, who had been sitting on the back of it, were violently jolted and screamed with delight.


“There you are, girls,” said Sir Harry, stopping suddenly outside the station-master’s office, so that both girls screamed again. “Run along and don’t smoke too much. Bad for you.”


“Thanks ever so,” said Lily-Annie.


“Isn’t he a lovely man,” said Doris Phipps, loudly and admiringly.


“Now then, you girls,” said Mr. Beedle. “That’s enough. It’s Sir Harry Waring that’s been kind enough to help you. Time you went off duty now.”


Both girls said “Ow,” and Lily-Annie remarked that she’d laugh fit to die if she called anyone Sir Harry, to which Doris Phipps answered that it was reelly Sir Henry, but people called him Sir Harry because he was a Bart.


“What’s that?” said Lily-Annie.


“Ow; just what they are,” said Doris. “Come on, or we’ll miss the train. Sid Pollett’s in the van to-night. Hullo, Bill. Lazy boy you are. Why didn’t you give me and Lily-Annie a hand with the truck?”


“Old Beedle made me fill the platform ticket machine,” said Bill Morple. “If we was in Russia things ’ud be different. In Russia they’re all alike and no one gives orders. If we was in Russia old Beedle’d get the Order of the Boot, coming it over me the way he does.”


“There’s plenty of help for them as asks,” said Lily-Annie. “Dawris and me got a ride on the truck. Sir Henry Waring gave us a ride with the parcels.”


“And he’s a Bart and a reel gentleman,” said Doris Phipps.


“He’s a lovely man,” said Lily-Annie. “Quite my ideel.”


“In Russia,” said Bill Morple, “both you girls would be in the Red Army and a good job too.”


“If we was in Russia we shouldn’t be here,” said Lily-Annie, “and then we shouldn’t see you, and that ’ud be a blessing. Come on, Dawris.”


With loud laughter both girls clattered down the steps, leaving Bill Morple to hang angrily about till the 7.5 up had come and gone and he could go off duty. Mr. Beedle put the Warings into their car and retired to his office and his papers, somehow cheered by the meeting.


Beliers Priory, towards which the Warings were driving through the dark, was built near the site of a pre-Reformation abbey of which little now remained but the ground-plan, exquisitely inlaid in green turf by H.M. Office of Works just before the war, and a string of pools known as the Dipping Ponds, probably stew ponds for the abbot’s table. The Priory, so called for no reason, unless the proximity of the abbey ruins was one, was built some seventy years ago by Sir Harry Waring’s grandfather. His wife, a City heiress of considerable beauty, had persuaded him to employ an architect much in favour in her circles. The result was a pile which combined inconvenience and discomfort in the highest form. It was built round a central hall into which a skylight gently dripped whenever it rained, so that Sir Harry’s earliest remembrances were of bowls and basins on the floor tripping up the unwary. The bedrooms on the first floor were approached by a dark corridor, only lighted by leaded casements opening upon the hall. The kitchens were down several hundred yards of stone passage, the housekeeper’s room looked north into a fine laurel hedge, the kitchen, like the hall, was lighted only from the roof and badly at that. Guests, ladies’ maids and valets were often lost for a quarter of an hour at a time. The one bathroom in the original plan was about twenty feet by thirty and fifteen feet high and the bath a massive affair in a wide mahogany surround on a kind of dais, with an apse over the round end. Sir Harry’s father had divided the original bathroom into cubicles for his hunting friends and sacrificed one or two of the smaller dressing-rooms to make bathrooms for the ladies, but the original water system which burnt about twenty tons of coal a week was still in full fling, copper pipes and all.


When the war fell on England the Warings were at their wits’ end and saw themselves reduced to living in the staff quarters and letting the rest of the house decay, so they were on the whole grateful when, as we have heard, the army convalescent home that was to have been in Woolstaplers’ Hall was transferred to the Priory. The owners found themselves indeed living in the servants’ quarters, but though a more lavish age had thought them poky, they were far more comfortable than the great cold suites of rooms in the house, and the War Office, while putting in central heating and several dozen fixed basins, saw no objection to running the heating across to the servants’ wing and installing five surplus basins, two baths and an up-to-date gas cooker. An elderly kitchen-maid and an elderly housemaid were saved from the wreckage of the staff. Lady Waring’s ex-nannie who had been retired on a pension (there would never be any grandchildren for her to spoil since George Waring was killed just before the Armistice) ordered her widowed daughter to leave London and those nasty raids and come to her ladyship as useful maid. Selina Crockett came on approval. A pretty, plump creature, nearer fifty than forty, with uncontrollable tendrils of dark hair streaked with silver, and liquid eyes which filled with tears on the slightest provocation, she was as mild as her notable old mother was fierce and snappish, and being immediately approved, slipped into the life of the Priory as if she had always been in service.


Lady Waring sometimes wondered whether she ought to be so comfortable, but as Sir Harry worked in town four days a week on matters connected with regimental charities, spent two days’ hard work on county jobs and was rarely free on Sundays, besides doing a good deal of the gardening, she hoped her comfort would be forgiven, wherever these things are judged, because it made a restful home for her husband. Sir Harry in much the same way felt that his lines had fallen in far too pleasant places for an old soldier, but was thankful that his wife, who between Red Cross, Girl Guides, Working Parties, Women’s Voluntary Service and a dozen other activities was as busy as he, besides less often having her evenings free, had a safe refuge for her brief leisure and Selina to look after her.


Lady Waring drove the little car straight into the garage. Her husband locked it and they walked over to their own quarters. It was a cold raw evening and as Sir Harry opened the front door the blast of superheating which the War Office bestowed on them was extremely welcome. Selina Crockett came hurrying into the sitting-room to take her mistress’s coat and parcels.


“What’s the matter, Selina? You’ve been crying,” said Lady Waring.


“Oh no, my lady,” said Selina, crystal drops welling in her large eyes, “it’s only I was upset about Matron.”


“What has Matron been up to?” asked Sir Harry, amused. “By Jove, it’s nice to see a fire. I get sick of all these offices with nothing but central heating. Been pinching the nurses’ rations?”


“Oh no, sir,” said Selina wiping her eyes. “It’s her cat she was so fond of. It’s dead. She is so upset, my lady.”


“Dear, dear,” said Lady Waring, not much interested in a cat with whom she was not personally acquainted.


“It was dreadful, my lady,” Selina continued, again shedding a few lustrous tears. “Private Jenks borrowed a gun from Mr. Margett after tea to shoot a rabbit and he saw pussy climbing a tree and thought she was a squirrel, so he shot her, and it was the first time he’d got a squirrel and he was so pleased, and then he went to pick it up and it was Matron’s cat. He knew pussy at once because she was quite a favourite and only the day before some of the boys put her in a gas-mask and took a snap of her with her little face peeping out. Private Jenks was so upset, my lady. He wrapped her up in his handkerchief and brought her to Matron and said, ‘You’ll never guess what I’ve got here, miss,’ and Sister said Matron was so upset. And she’s coming in after dinner, please, Sir Harry.”


“Who? Sister?” asked Sir Harry.


“Oh no, Sir Harry. Matron,” said Selina. “She wants you to speak to Mr. Margett about letting the boys have guns. She says they’ll be shooting each other next, though that’s not so bad, she said, as a poor innocent little cat. Poor pussy looked so lovely when she was dead, Sir Harry. I know I oughtn’t to cry about a cat, my lady, but I am so upset.”


She wiped her eyes apologetically, picked up coats and parcels and left the room.


“Wonderful the way that woman can cry without sniffing,” said Sir Harry.


“Dear Sophy!” said his wife.


Sir Harry looked up from his evening paper.


“Only literature, Harry,” said Lady Waring.


“That’s all right, my dear,” said Sir Harry admiringly, and Lady Waring felt for the many thousandth time since her marriage what a prig she was and how little was the value of all the books she had been brought up on and lived by, whose people and phrases coloured her daily thoughts and modes of speech, compared with the honesty and common sense of her husband and his unfailing sense of duty. She wished, as so often before, that she could put this into words for her husband, to express her almost humble admiration of his goodness and kindness; but, as usual, too many tools to her hand, she hesitated among the exquisite choice of words that the English language offers, was helplessly dumb, and found no better solution than to kiss the thinning hair on the top of Sir Harry’s head.


“I’m going to have my bath now,” she said, in a voice meant to explain to any unseen power that was hovering about how very unsentimental she really was. “I always feel so dirty after a day in Winter Overcotes. And Lucasta Bond was more trying than usual.”


Sir Harry made an affectionate, absent-minded and approving noise.


“Please, my lady,” said Selina, appearing at the door, “it’s Mr. Hamp. He says he is sorry but he couldn’t get here sooner and could you see him now.”


“Oh, dear,” said Lady Waring. “I suppose so, Selina. Harry, do you mind?”


“Mind what, dear?” said Sir Harry, looking up over the newspaper.


“Mr. Hamp,” said his wife. “He has had my black skirt for four months and if I don’t let him try it on now I’ll probably not get it for another four months. I would take him into my bedroom but Selina stupidly turned the heating off when she was cleaning it and has only just turned it on, and he feels the cold in his head ever since nineteen-fifteen. We won’t disturb you.”


“Carry on,” said Sir Harry.


Selina opened the door again and let in Mr. Hamp, carrying over his arm the black skirt, swathed in a kind of cerecloth of shiny holland. Reft from the bespoke tailoring business at Worsted during the last war he had been sent to India where he got sunstroke and was kicked on the head by a mule. The result of these combined operations had been the loss of most of his hair, which had never grown again, and on the top of his head a peculiar bump or shelf which had a morbid attraction for his customers. By a providential arrangement he was a better hand with skirts than with coats, so while he circled about his ladies on his knees, his mouth full of pins, or measuring stick in hand, they were able to have a good look at the bump or shelf and wonder where on earth he kept his brains. Ever since his double accident he had been morbidly sensitive to cold, and his head was apt to assume a violet hue very terrifying to those who were not used to it. Though really a man’s tailor, he was willing to do his best for the local ladies and was not a bad hand at alterations.


Lady Waring greeted him and said she would slip the skirt on in her room and come back. Accompanied by Selina, she disappeared.


“Evening,” said Sir Harry. “Sit down.”


Mr. Hamp, who had risen to the rank of corporal on the very day the mule kicked him, knew better than to sit down in the presence of a general and stiffened.


“Things going all right?” said Sir Harry, who had already forgotten exactly who Mr. Hamp was and why he was in the room, but wanted to show good feeling.


“Well, sir, if you like to call them all right I suppose they are all right in a manner of speaking,” said Mr. Hamp cautiously, “but not what you’d really call all right.”


“Bad show, eh?” said Sir Harry, still feeling his way.


“Well, I don’t know about that, sir,” said Mr. Hamp broad-mindedly, “but what I say is, only a man as has cut trousers knows what trousers is.”


“Rather,” said Sir Harry.


“You see, sir,” said Mr. Hamp, encouraged by Sir Harry’s interest, “take a nice pair of gent’s trousers, say in a light summer suiting. If you leave a cuff, or turn-up as you may say, you make your turn-up and there it is.”


He paused to let this sink in.


“Eh?” said Sir Harry. “Oh, yes, there it is.”


“Well, sir,” continued Mr. Hamp, “here comes the Government and says the cuff, or turn-up if I make myself clear, uses too much stuff, so it says, No more cuffs. Well, sir, a gentleman like you can easy see the mistake there.”


“To tell you the truth, I can’t,” said Sir Harry. “It seems to me that a trouser with a cuff must use more stuff than a trouser without a cuff.”


“Ah! that’s what they say,” said Mr. Hamp. “But if you’ll permit me to demonstrate, sir, I’ll prove to you the exact contrary. Now, look at your cuff, sir, a nice well-tailored cuff. To make that cuff, sir, you cut the leg so many inches longer than you need it, you turn it up so, stitch it so, and there you are.”


As he spoke he kneeled in his enthusiasm and gave a practical demonstration by seizing the cuff of Sir Harry’s right trouser leg in his practised hands and turning it down. A halfpenny rolled out.


“Good God! there’s the halfpenny I couldn’t find last night,” said Sir Harry, who always balanced his petty cash before he went to bed. “And what a filthy lot of fluff.”


“You’ll always find that, sir,” said Mr. Hamp, still on his knees. “In the days when gentlemen had gentlemen to look after their clothes proper, sir, you wouldn’t find that. Everything’s altered now.”


“That’s a nasty bump,” said Sir Harry, who had been staring at the top of Mr. Hamp’s head. “Fall, eh?”


“No, sir,” said Mr. Hamp. “Mountain battery mule’s off hind-leg, sir.”


“Lord! I didn’t know we had any of them about here,” said Sir Harry.


“Mutta Kundra, sir, nineteen-fifteen,” said Mr. Hamp.


By a delightful coincidence Sir Harry had also been at Mutta Kundra in ’fifteen, so when Lady Waring came back in the black skirt she was surprised to find her husband and her local tailor in animated converse, while Mr. Hamp delicately picked the fluff out of the turn-ups of the General’s trousers.


“Funny thing, my dear,” said Sir Harry. “Hamp was at Mutta Kundra in ’fifteen. Mustn’t keep you, Hamp, her ladyship is ready.”


Mr. Hamp, swivelling round on his knees, quickly made the small adjustments necessary and Lady Waring went back to her room to extricate herself from the pin-larded skirt with Selina’s help.


“Now, Hamp, about this business of the trouser-pends,” said Sir Harry, who hated to leave a job unfinished.


“Well, it’s this way, sir,” said Mr. Hamp. “A gentleman’s instep is higher than the back of his foot, leastways than the place on the back of his foot that the trouser comes to, if you follow me, so the bottom of the leg has to be graduated like. And that way, with sloping and all, you’ll find you’ll cut into the material something cruel; cut to waste as we say. Besides which it takes a tailor as is a tailor to cut that line. Talk about those ready-made tailors, sir. They haven’t the art. If I’ve cut one pair of trousers, sir, I’ve cut a thousand, and it’s the personality as counts in each. Now, sir, if the Government was to put the Master Tailors in charge of this cloth rationing business, men as do know their job, well, it’ud make a lot of difference, sir, and go a long way towards winning the war. At least that’s my humble opinion.”


Selina now came in with the skirt which she delivered to Mr. Hamp.


“Her ladyship’s just going to have her bath, Sir Harry,” she said, “and dinner’s at a quarter past eight I was to say.”


Sir Harry glanced at the clock, saw he had half an hour to wait, and resigned himself. Mr. Hamp, with the skirt in its winding-sheet looking like a soft mummy, was now preparing to go.


“Good night, Hamp,” said Sir Harry. “Interesting about those trouser legs. I must get you to give some of mine a press one of these days.”


“Very pleased to be of any service to you, sir,” said Mr. Hamp, the top of his head going bright purple as he reflected on the glory this connection would shed on him at the Woolpack, many of whose habitués were ex-soldiers. “And if you are speaking to any of those Parliamentary gentlemen, sir, perhaps you’d bear in mind that the master tailors haven’t had a fair deal this war. If a young gentleman as has just got his commission goes to one of these ready-made houses, sir, for establishments I reelly cannot call them, well, he may get rigged out, for tailored is a word I reelly could not use not in this connection, but what will he look like, sir?”


Sir Harry, rather wishing the fellow would stop talking and go, said he thought a lot of the young officers got their things off the peg.


“Begging your pardon, sir, the young gentlemen may do so, but that is not the point I wished to make,” said Mr. Hamp. “The point is, have their uniforms that natty look that a gentleman’s uniform had ought to have? I know to my cost, sir,” said Mr. Hamp almost tearfully, “the difficulty there is with the shocking, shoddy suitings we have to use nowadays, but there is always the Cut, sir, and I’ve got a few rolls of pre-war material that it’s a pleasure to get the shears into.”


There seemed to be no reason why Mr. Hamp should ever stop talking, especially as Sir Harry could not use his orderly-room manner for fear of offending the tailor who spared his wife various tiring journeys to London. He was wondering if he could offer him something to go and buy a drink, or if this would be against the Master Tailors’ code, when Selina came back and by plumping up cushions, emptying ashtrays, and picking up the pins that had fallen from Mr. Hamp’s mouth, managed to create a small whirlwind that enveloped him and drove him out of the room.


“Talks a lot, that tailor,” said Sir Harry.


“Oh yes, he does, Sir Harry,” said Selina. “But I’m so sorry for poor Mr. Hamp, Sir Harry. His son was such a pride to him and he can’t get over it.”


“Killed? Or missing?” said Sir Harry. “Poor fellow.”


“Oh no, Sir Harry, he’s got a lame leg and he’s in the Home Guard, but he’s taken a very good job in The People’s Tailoring Limited, and poor Mr. Hamp is so upset. He’d set his heart on his son taking over his business,” said Selina, her eyes liquid with sympathy, “and now he says when he dies it’s the end of the firm. It does seem hard, Sir Harry. Excuse me, Sir Harry, it’s the bell.”


She went out, but Sir Harry had not had time to settle to his newspaper again before she was back.


“It’s Mr. Margett, Sir Harry, about Private Jenks and poor pussy,” said Selina.


“Oh, all right, show him in,” said Sir Harry, wishing not for the first time that the war were over and he comfortably installed in his own house with an office to see the outdoor men in; or better still that there had never been a war at all. But such repining was useless, so he got up and braced himself to meet his old keeper.


Mr. Margett was one of the three families, Margetts, Polletts and Pattens, who were the real life and fibre of that part of the county and had probably been so long before Barsetshire was carved from forests and downs and river valleys. Of old Anglo-Saxon stock they had intermarried as far back as church registers existed, rarely taking wives from among the foreigners, but from time to time allowing a gipsy man who wanted one of their girls to come into the clan. Jasper Margett belonged to this mixed race, his grandmother, half-gipsy by blood, being a witch who lived in Golden Valley towards Skeynes Agnes, and in her younger days had frequently been met as a large black hare. In his youth Jasper had hesitated between poaching and running away to sea. His mother, the witch’s only child, longed passionately for her son to be respectable, perhaps the more because her husband, one of the most accomplished poachers in the district, and the village ne’er-do-weel in his spare time, wished his son to follow his own profession. Young Jasper very naturally wished to disobey the wishes of both parents, and at twelve was well on the way to inheriting the position of ne’er-do-weel which his father had forfeited by falling down the front steps of the Woolpack after closing time and breaking his neck, when Providence intervened in the shape of the head keeper at Beliers Priory who wanted help with the pheasant chicks. As soon as Jasper Margett saw the young birds he knew that no life would be worth living that did not include the handling and rearing of such pleasing objects. He was taken on approval. His hereditary instincts made him as clever and gentle with birds as he was quick with a gun. The head keeper reported favourably to Sir George Waring, father of the present baronet, Jasper was formally engaged, and in time became head-keeper at the Priory, and a silent or acrimonious devotee of the whole family. Harry Waring, then at Oxford, became the chief object of his devotion. Little George Waring had had his first lessons in shooting and fishing from Jasper. Now the under keeper and the other men had gone, but Jasper still kept watch over the woods, a taciturn man, smitten to the heart by the decay of landed estates and game preserving, seeing no possible successor in his craft. The village, which felt kindly towards him, for he had often been lenient to their boys, did a little poaching from time to time to cheer him up, but were grieved to find that he did not respond. When young Alf Margett, brother of Bert Margett the porter at Worsted, home on leave from the tanks, snared six fat rabbits and sold them to the convalescent home at the back door, Jasper merely fought him in the backyard, knocked him down and took him out to shoot young rooks next day.


“You’ll never make a poacher nor a fighter, young Alf, nor a shot neither,” were his parting words. “Better stick to them tanks,” a remark which caused Alf to feel small for the first time in his very cocksure life.


“Well, Jasper, it’s about Matron’s cat, I suppose,” said Sir Harry. “Sit down. Selina, have we any beer? Then bring a bottle, please. You’ll have a glass, Jasper, won’t you? It’s all we can get now. Her ladyship is getting quite a taste for it.”


Selina brought a tray with bottles and glasses. Jasper lifted his glass, uttered an unprintable toast to the German Chancellor, and drank it at one draught.


“I’m all with you there,” said Sir Harry. “Have another, and tell me the trouble.”


By long experience Sir Harry knew that Jasper found it difficult to express himself on most subjects, and particularly difficult when he was in the Priory. The four walls of a room were always a cage to him. His dark eyes glanced restlessly from door to window as if calculating the chances of escape, and he would have found it easier to submit to Red Indian tortures than to say what he had come to say. After drinking the best part of two bottles of beer he so far relaxed his caution as to admit monosyllabically that he had come about the subject he had come about.


“Selina says Private Jenks thought the cat was a squirrel, and that was why he shot it,” said Sir Harry. “He must be quite a good shot then, if it was dusk. Selina said after tea.”


Jasper nodded.


“Why on earth did you let him have a gun?” said Sir Harry. “It isn’t safe to let any of those fellows have guns. You remember those evacuees we had here, and the father that came down to see them and told you a tall story about being a good shot and all he did was to pepper his own children.”


Jasper was understood to say that it served them right, with a rider to the effect that they were thieving varmints and were well known to eat pheasants’ eggs. “Besides, they weren’t his,” he added after a pause. “They were his wife’s. And the lodger’s.”


Slightly taken aback by these revelations Sir Harry repeated that it was not safe to let any stray soldier have a gun.


“Might have been mine in a manner of speaking,” said Jasper, thawing a little, “if I’d a listened to that woman, but I’ve never listened to a woman yet.”


Sir Harry, ignoring these interesting confessions, repeated that guns must on no account be lent to convalescent soldiers who had probably only shot at fun fairs.


“Not Tom Jenks,” said Jasper. “Lord Pomfret’s head keeper, that’s his father.”


“Lord! old Jenks with the broken nose,” said Sir Harry. “I remember old Lord Pomfret telling me his boy was a remarkable shot. Well, well, I must see what I can do. But don’t let young Jenks have a gun anywhere near the house again. I shall have the dickens of a time about it. Selina says Matron is coming over after dinner. By the way, young Jenks seems to have told Selina he’d never shot a squirrel before.”


“Bit of swank,” said Jasper. “If I’d a listened to women I’d be telling lies. Silleena. It’s a good name for a woman. Silly by name and silly by nature.”


At this point Lady Waring came in. For her Jasper had an admiration as wife of Sir Harry and as mother of George whom he had taught to shoot and fish, and even as herself, all of which made him tongue-tied in her presence, or ostentatiously gruff, which deceived nobody. Overcome with confusion at his last remark, which Lady Waring must certainly have heard, he sidled his way out of the room against the wall and went away. In the little hall he met Selina.


“Isn’t it dreadful about Matron’s pussy, Mr. Margett?” said Selina piteously. “And poor Private Jenks too. He is so upset. He was at the back door just now and he was so upset about poor pussy that I gave him a cup of tea, poor boy.”


Jasper looked darkly at her.


“If I went about making up to silly women, I’d get cups of tea,” he announced witheringly.


Selina went back to the kitchen and told the cook that poor Mr. Margett was quite upset and no wonder, a poor little cat that never did anyone any harm and Matron was so upset and poor Private Jenks so upset. Then she dried her eyes and went to tidy Lady Waring’s bedroom.


Meanwhile the Warings ate their dinner, which was quite a good one but would have been nicer if the telephone had not interrupted so often. Mr. Palmer at Worsted, who refused to dine till half-past eight war or no war, rang up to consult Sir Harry about a case of fowl-stealing that was coming before the magistrates next week. Lady Bond, who to her husband’s great annoyance made him dine at seven on patriotic but unappetizing food, rang up to say she did not think Lady Waring had quite understood the point at issue in that afternoon’s meeting. Mrs. Tebben, who enjoyed her own discomfort and did not notice other people’s, rang up from Lamb’s Piece to tell Lady Waring a delightful dish she had discovered of some left-over fish and some cold potato mashed together with a teaspoon of made mustard and any bits of cold cabbage one had and you could eat it just as it was, cold, for Sunday supper. As an afterthought she said her daughter Margaret Dean had just had another baby, a girl this time, and was doing nicely, and her son Richard was enjoying the Middle East so much and said Cairo was just like Piccadilly, but had not yet had time to go to the Museum. Roddy Wicklow, Lord Pomfret’s agent, rang up to say his leg was still keeping him away from active service and would Sir Harry like the loan of the tractor next week and his wife and both the children were well. Mrs. Brandon, who to everyone’s surprise and most of all to her own, was in charge of the local Land Girls, and doing the job very well in her own peculiar way, rang up from Pomfret Madrigal to ask if Norma Hopkins was giving satisfaction on the farm, and to say that her daughter Delia Grant’s little boy had chicken-pox, but Nannie thank goodness had gone to take charge and was going to bring Delia and little Freddie back to Stories next week, and Delia would work at the W.V.S. while her husband was in Washington.


And so the county news came filtering in, from one marooned homestead to another. Such was the press of news after seven o’clock that Palmyra (called after Mrs. Palmer) Phipps at the telephone exchange was often able to give a subscriber who couldn’t get through to a friend the exact information she needed.


The Warings were always glad to hear of their friends and to give help or advice when possible, but they did wish they could eat their dinner in peace. Lady Waring had once suggested that Selina should answer all telephone-calls during dinner and take messages. Sir Harry agreed, though secretly convinced that it would never work. To his wife’s triumph Selina had proved invaluable at the telephone, intelligent, quick and accurate, but when she had received and written down the message, her kind heart nearly always led her to summon her master or mistress because the telephoner sounded so upset, so that in the end it was simpler for one of them to go to the telephone in person.


“Shall we wait and have our coffee when Matron comes?” said Lady Waring, when they were back in the sitting-room. “It might soften her a little. I mean she can’t kill us if she has eaten our salt.”


Sir Harry, who wanted his coffee very hot, and directly after his dinner, looked disappointed and said nothing.


“No, we’ll have it now,” said his wife, ringing.


“You women never know your own mind for two minutes together,” said Sir Harry kindly.


His wife smiled at him and said nothing.


Selina brought the coffee.


“Anything wrong, Selina?” said Sir Harry, noticing her tearful eyes.


“Oh yes, Sir Harry, it’s dreadful,” said Selina. “The gentleman said on the radio that there was a big ship sunk and it does seem dreadful.”


“Why you girls listen to that filthy noise I can’t think,” said Sir Harry, roused upon one of his favourite topics of hate. “Gentleman!”


“The lady then, Sir Harry,” said Selina, wiping her eyes.


“It’s not a lady. It’s an announcer,” said Sir Harry. “And whose ship was sunk, ours or the enemy’s?”


“I never heard, Sir Harry. The gentleman said it was sunk by an American destroyer, Sir Harry. I was so upset and so was Cook.”


“Listen, Selina,” said Sir Harry. “The Americans are our allies. Have you got that?”


“Oh yes, Sir Harry, like the poor French.”


“Good God!” said Sir Harry. “Oh well, we’ll leave it at that. So if the Americans sink a ship, it’s an enemy ship, and you ought to be glad.”


“Oh yes, Sir Harry,” said Selina, her tears ceasing by magic, her cheeks dimpling and her hair curling in wilder tendrils than ever. “Cook will be pleased. Oh dear, the coffee will be cold. I’ll bring some fresh in a minute, Sir Harry.”


Her employers looked at each other in amused resignation.


“Please, my lady,” said Selina reappearing with the coffee, “it’s Mrs. Phipps. She says could she see you a moment, my lady.”


“Mrs. Phipps?” said Lady Waring.


“Yes, my lady. Miss Phipps is on the railway. It’s about her Mrs. Phipps wanted to see you.”


“I can’t think who it is,” said Lady Waring, “but she had better come in. Do you mind, Harry? No, Matron may be here at any moment. I’ll see Mrs. Phipps in the hall, Selina. Matron will come by the passage door from the house and you can show her straight in. And bring some more coffee when she comes.”


She went into the hall. Sir Harry, left alone, drank his coffee and wished his wife would spare herself, though this was a thing she had never done since the day he married her more than forty years ago. She had made as happy a home for George as a boy could possibly have. When George was killed she had met the blow with a strength and courage that sustained them both. Between the wars she had seconded him devotedly, ably, in his military life, been liked by all his junior officers and made the best of impressions on his superiors. When he retired to take up the management of his estate she had thrown herself with equal vigour into country life and was liked and trusted by all ranks. And the extraordinary thing, thought Sir Harry admiringly, was that she always looked so handsome and was hardly ever in a hurry. It was pure selfishness, he told himself, to want her to do less and rest more; a wish to have a few peaceful evenings at his own fireside. Then he sighed inwardly and had to admit that he was as busy as she, that he was often out at night and away for days at a time, and that his wife never complained. Well, some day the war would be over and perhaps they would settle down; or perhaps everything would be taken from them and they would be glad to go on living in the servants’ quarters as they were now; and after all, what was it all for? There was no child to inherit; the place would go to a cousin in the Navy, who had spent much of his life out of England. What a weary business it all was, giving one’s best to a place where one’s widow wouldn’t even have the right to live. Still, one could keep the place going, and there was Jasper, and there were old men about the place who had known his father, and young men who looked to Sir Harry to get them out of trouble, and old women who wanted advice about old-age pensions and were afraid to ask at the post office. One must keep going for them.


From the hall came an interminable monologue, from which his wife would, he knew, come back exhausted, but probably having done some kind deed. Damn Mrs. Phipps, whoever she was. And damn Miss Phipps, who was on the railway. People didn’t come to their houses badgering their wives to death at all hours of the night. He remembered the two young women at Winter Overcotes station. Dreadful-looking girls they were, but good-humoured as could be, grateful for his help, and probably helping to win the war just as much as he was, in their own way. No place for old men in the world now, he thought; though no one would have called him an old man. Angrily he took up the evening paper and read what Mrs. Betty Higgins, aged ninety-seven, had to say about the war. Oh, Lord!


He was almost glad when Selina appeared at the far door and announced, “Matron, Sir Harry.”


“Tell her ladyship, Selina,” he said. “Good evening, Matron. Come and sit by the fire and we’ll have some coffee.”


He managed to keep the conversation on neutral ground till the coffee came, and then said:


“Well, Matron, I’m sorry to hear about your cat. Whose fault was it?”


Matron, who had arrived full of pent-up emotion of various kinds: anger, grief, the holy feeling that a good cry leaves behind it, and several more, was rather taken aback.


“Whose fault?” she repeated.


Sir Harry looked at her. She was a handsome, middle-aged woman with grey waving hair and a firm mouth. Her dress was as precise as it could be; a long line of ribbons on the bodice spoke of honourable service in many places and campaigns. He was willing to wager that she was one of those rare nurses who look even better out of uniform than in it.


“Yes, Matron. Jenks had no business with a gun, but why was he out after tea? I thought they had to be in unless they had special permission.”


“He had no business to be out at all,” said Matron severely. “Then why was he out?” said Sir Harry.


“I really thought Nurse Poulter understood that no one could go out unless he had a proper leave pass.”


“Who is Nurse Poulter?” asked Sir Harry. “I don’t think I’ve met her.”


“She only came in on Tuesday. She is an excellent nurse and will be a help to us. But really, Sir Harry, I do not quite see what this has to do with my pussy. He was as faithful as a dog and far more intelligent. It’s a shocking thing if men are to be allowed to shoot dumb animals and nothing is to be said.”


Her voice rose a little and she clasped her hands, signs which did not escape her host.


“How old was he?” he asked kindly.


“Five—I had him from a kitten and he was one of those cats that prefer people to places. Never did I have to butter his paws. Wherever I went was home to him. And that’s what makes it so hard. Your keeper is, I am afraid, answerable for the death of that poor dumb beast.”


“Margett had no business to let any of your patients have a gun,” said Sir Harry, “and I have already spoken very seriously to him about it. It will not occur again unless you and I both give permission. I am extremely sorry.”


“Well, I’m sure nothing could be more handsome,” said Matron, visibly softened, “but what to do about Jenks I cannot decide. I should like to send him straight back to his regiment, but I don’t think doctor would pass him as fit. He is only just recovering from appendicitis which,” said Matron, fearing she might be relenting too much, “makes it all the worse, of course. Pussy would never have hurt a fly.”


“They make them mangy, don’t they?” said Sir Harry sympathetically. “My wife had a Persian who used to eat beetles, and its fur came out in handfuls. But now, Matron, about Private Jenks being out of bounds after tea. If you did not give precise instructions to this Nurse Poulter, it seems to me the responsibility is yours. You couldn’t possibly have foreseen what would happen. It is all very sad and you are being very brave about it.”


For a moment Sir Harry feared that Matron was going to cry, but she fought down her weakness and said “Thank you” in a small voice.


Sir Harry breathed an inward sigh of relief. And even greater was his relief when the door from the hall was opened and his wife came in, for he felt he could not handle the situation much longer.
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