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      Angela Thirkell (1890–1961) was the eldest daughter of John William Mackail, a Scottish classical scholar and civil servant, and Margaret Burne-Jones. Her relatives included the pre-Raphaelite artist Edward Burne-Jones, Rudyard Kipling and Stanley Baldwin, and her godfather was J. M. Barrie. She was educated in London and Paris, and began publishing articles and stories in the 1920s. In 1931 she brought out her first book, a memoir entitled Three Houses, and in 1933 her comic novel High Rising – set in the fictional county of Barsetshire, borrowed from Trollope – met with great success. She went on to write nearly thirty Barsetshire novels, as well as several further works of fiction and non-fiction. She was twice married, and had four children.
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      Marling Hall stands on a little eminence among what would in more golden days have been called well-wooded parkland. Owing to death duties and other ameliorative influences a number of its fine oaks and elms have been at various times cut down and sold. Those that remain are dying from the head downwards in a disconcerting way for want of woodmen, though even Dean Swift did not have large gaunt leafless branches sticking out on the top of his head like a nightmare of Actaeon. Behind the house meanders the little stream of Rising which after it has flowed through the Risings (High and Low), joins the river near Barchester. Of the fishing, all that can be said is that there is here and there a grayling, but mostly there isn’t. The small home farm, which has been for generations a source of great pride, pleasure and financial loss to the Marling squires, is on its last legs, silent victim of a war which has drained it of its labourers and oppressed it with bureaucracy. All this is little pleasure to its present owner, William Marling, who in late middle age sees his small and much loved world crumbling beneath his feet during his life and a fair probability that his family will never be able to live in Marling Hall after his death. In fact if it were not for his wife he would have lost heart altogether by now.

      Mrs Marling, who disliked her name, Amabel, but had never seen her way to do anything about it, was an Honourable, as anyone may see who cares to look her up in Debrett, and connected with most of Barsetshire. She had the tradition of service, the energy, capacity for taking pains and, let us frankly say, the splendid insensitiveness and the self-confidence that make the aristocracy of the county what it is. Her father, Lord Nutfield, was a highly undistinguished peer unknown outside Barsetshire, whose later days were seriously embittered by the arrival in the House of Lords of a new creation, indistinguishable from his own four-hundred-year-old barony except by one letter, and on this subject he was sometimes moved to speech, though otherwise a silent man.

      Very properly the Marlings had two sons and two daughters. The elder son, Bill, who was a professional soldier and had a wife and family, had not as yet been sent abroad. The younger son, Oliver, who was not married, had been in a business firm in London. At the outbreak of war he had made frantic efforts to get into the army but had been turned down as being over age and having bad eyesight. After some waiting he got into the Regional Commissioner’s Office in Barchester, living at home and going into Barchester by train. His working hours varied from night duty to day duty, interspersed with a kind of dog watch that made his father say one never knew where Oliver was and, as a rider, that this war wasn’t like the last.

      The elder daughter, Lettice, whose husband was killed at Dunkirk, was living with her two children in the stables which Mrs Marling with great foresight had converted into a self-contained flat in the autumn of 1939. The younger daughter, Lucy, lived at home and stood no nonsense from anyone.

      Mr and Mrs Marling would willingly have taken their widowed daughter and her young children into their own home, but Lettice Watson, much as she loved her parents, felt that any personality her husband’s death had left her would be battered to death by her mother’s efficiency and her younger sister’s hearty contempt for anything that did not agree with her own standards, and preferred to make her home in the stables, though her old bedroom was kept for her at the Hall and she often spent a night there.

      On the night previous to the opening of this story she had slept at the Hall to see as much as possible of her brother Bill, who was spending a short leave at his old home because he had not time to go to the North of England where his wife was living with her parents and children. Whenever Lettice Watson slept in her old bedroom she woke up in a dream, half believing that she was still a girl at home, yet oppressed with a foreboding that all was not well. As the echoes of her dreams died away she remembered, each time with a fresh pang, all that had happened in the last six years, her very happy marriage, her two little girls, her husband rejoining his ship, the sickening silence and suspense of that week in May and the news, confirmed by a friend and eye-witness, of her husband’s death while taking the retreating soldiers on board. With her inheritance of a practical point of view she admitted that many women were far worse off. Her husband had left her wealthy for her needs, her children were satisfactory, she had her parents and her old home as a background, and to be perfectly frank with herself she also admitted that time was dulling her sense of loss.

      ‘But there one is, alone,’ she remarked to her reflection in the mirror, eyeing her morning face with some displeasure, ‘and it seems so silly to be a widow; the sort of thing other people are, not oneself. Oh, dear. Well, there it is,’ with which philosophy she went down to breakfast.

      But if you had known Marling Hall before the war you would have wondered, for instead of going through the gallery and down the large staircase in the wing which was added about 1780, she turned to her left and going through a swinging door, threaded a maze of small passages and rather dark back stairs till she emerged near the door into the kitchen yard. Then opening a door on the right she walked into the room where her parents were already breakfasting. This room had been the servants’ hall, but when the war began Mrs Marling, seeing that servants would be increasingly difficult to get, had dismantled all the large rooms on the ground floor, made the pantry into a sitting room for the diminished staff and turned the old servants’ hall into a dining room with the advantage of being near the kitchen, which had naturally been built as far from the old dining room as possible.

      As the servants’ hall overlooked part of the garden, the original builder had put the window at a height which prevented any one looking out. During the nineteenth century the very reasonable idea of treating servants like blackbeetles had led Mr Marling’s grandfather to plant a thick laurel hedge directly in front of the window, to keep the kitchen in its place. This Mrs Marling, who believed in fresh air, had cut down. To alter the window would have been too expensive, nor in truth did she greatly care if she could see out of it or not, having the very sane idea that a dining room was meant to eat in and one could look out of windows all the rest of the day if one wanted to. Her husband, who never meddled in the house, accepted the change with equanimity and apart from once saying that he felt as if he were in a loose box ate his meals contentedly. But Lettice, though she blamed herself for it, hated the tempered gloom and once complained to her sister Lucy that she felt as if she were in an aquarium, to which Lucy very truly replied that aquariums were full of water.

      ‘Well, a lions’ den,’ said Lettice, thinking of an engraving in the old nursery where Daniel with an unprepossessing white fringe at the back of his head and a long dressing-gown stood eyeing several lions who were cringing till their spines were bent nearly double.

      ‘You couldn’t keep lions in the servants’ hall,’ said Lucy kindly. ‘It’s only panelled with matchboarding and they’d rip it out in no time. Who do you think I saw in Barchester yesterday? Old Alec Potter. He says he’s got a cow in calf and the vet thinks she’ll have a bad time, so he’s going to ring me up and I’ll go and give a hand. Cows usually have a pretty easy time, but this one hasn’t enough stomachs or something, so it’s a marvellous chance. And his housekeeper makes the best parsnip wine I’ve ever tasted and I promised to give her that bit of sugar I saved off not having it in my coffee since the war.’

      And Lucy went off on her own avocations leaving her sister, who had never before heard of old Alec Potter or his housekeeper, bewildered though full of affectionate if rather exhausted admiration for her omniscient younger sister.

       

      But on this morning Lucy had either had her breakfast or had not yet come down, so Lettice kissed her parents and went to the sideboard to get her breakfast. Sometimes she wished she needn’t kiss them; not that she disliked them, but one does not always feel demonstrative at breakfast-time. But on the occasions when she had omitted this ritual, silent anxiety and blame flowed out in such waves that she at once had a guilt complex which lasted her for the rest of the day. So she made a dab at the top of each respected head and poured out her coffee.

      ‘Shall I give you some more, father?’ she asked.

      Her father said half a cup, and when she put it down by him looked suspiciously at it and then glanced with a resigned look at his wife.

      ‘I know,’ said Mrs Marling, returning his look with a sympathetic moral shrug of her shoulders.

      ‘It disgusts me to have a whole cup when I say a half,’ said Mr Marling, and drank it to the dregs.

      ‘Sorry, father,’ said Lettice, who had no particular feeling herself about halves or wholes and at once felt that she was seven years old and in disgrace. Her parents exuded patience and resignation while Lettice felt, as she had so often feft, that it was quite useless to be grown up, the mother of two children, ‘and one that has had losses’, she said inside herself with a bitter amusement at the aptness of her quotation, if one was made to feel like a naughty little girl at nine o’clock in the morning. From past experience she knew that to speak or to be silent would meet with equal disapproval after the affair of the coffee, so she thought she might as well speak. But her mother, who to do her justice had thought no more of the affair, having shot her bolt, began to speak at the same time, so Lettice stopped suddenly in whatever she was going to say.

      ‘You and Bill were very late going to bed last night,’ said Mrs Marling. ‘I heard the bath water.’

      This was a favourite complaint of Mrs Marling’s, who had developed a sixth sense for hearing any bath being filled or emptied and suffering the pangs of insomnia in consequence, by which means she scored heavily over her children.

      ‘I had my bath before dinner, Mother,’ said Lettice, involuntarily defending herself. ‘And I think Bill did too.’

      ‘Then I do not know who it could have been,’ said Mrs Marling, ‘but whoever it was I do wish they would be a little more considerate, for the noise of the water running off always wakes me. You heard it, didn’t you, William?’

      ‘Heard what?’ said Mr Marling. ‘The bath? Oh, the bath. Can’t say I did. What was it doing?’

      Mrs Marling transferred her look of resignation and her moral shrug of the shoulders to her daughter, implying rather than actually breathing the words, ‘Your father!’

      ‘Bill and I were talking about the children,’ said Lettice apologetically. ‘We did sit up a bit late because he had to go early this morning. Did you see him off, Mother?’

      ‘No sense in seeing people off,’ said Mr Marling, bursting into the conversation. ‘Get up early, don’t know how to fill in the time till breakfast. It isn’t as if he were on embarkation leave. I did happen to be up a bit before my usual time, but he had gone. He didn’t want anyone to see him off. Any coffee left, Lettice?’

      His daughter took his cup and filled it carefully to a certain flower on the inside supposed to represent an Imperial Half Coffee-cup. Her heart suddenly felt heavy as she thought of the morning she had seen her husband off for the last time, but she discouraged the feeling and came back to the table.

      ‘That all the coffee?’ said her father. ‘Amabel, you might tell the cook to give us enough coffee. Not rationed yet as far as I know. Well, well, so no one saw Bill off. I remember my mater getting up at five o’clock to see me off in ’fourteen, freezing it was too, and —’

      But an end was put to what promised to be a very dull story by the arrival of his younger daughter who opened the door in a shattering kind of way and stood there letting a roaring draught blow in from the passage.

      ‘Do you know what I did this morning?’ she said to no one in particular. ‘I saw Job Harrison going across the four acre, so I yelled to him to wait and Turk and I caught him up at the sluices and his wife is much better and the other twin’s going to live. Goodness, it was cold down at the sluices, not a bit like May.’

      ‘“Don’t cast a clout till May is out” my old pater used to say,’ remarked Mr Marling. ‘Sensible, those old sayings. People didn’t go about with nothing on in my young days.’

      ‘And Turk got a young rabbit,’ said Lucy. ‘Turk, Turk!’

      At her call a large shaggy dog rushed into the room and began to bark.

      ‘Lucy dear, shut the door,’ said Mrs Marling, ‘and have your breakfast. Down, Turk, down.’

      Encouraged by these words Turk walked round the table and pushed his large face at everyone, an attention from which Lettice shrank.

      ‘Lie down, Turk lie down,’ cried Lucy with the perfunctory voice of the dog lover who neither expects nor desires obedience from her four-footed owner. ‘The other twin, I mean the one that died, is to be buried tomorrow,’ she continued, as she poked about among the breakfast dishes. ‘Thank goodness the hens are laying now. Anyone want this egg? Job doesn’t know what to put on its tombstone because it only lived five days, but I said, “Well, it must have had a name,” so Job said it was christened Rezzervah. Sugar please, Mother.’

      ‘I thought you had given it up,’ said her mother.

      ‘So I have, Mother,’ said Lucy, whose mouth was very full of scrambled egg and toast, ‘but I collect it for old Alec Potter’s housekeeper, one lump for every cup.’

      ‘Rezzervah isn’t a name,’ said Mr Marling, who had been thinking over the subject. ‘Where did he get it? In the Bible, eh? Don’t remember it there.’

      ‘Of course not, Father,’ said Lucy with kindly contempt. ‘It’s because they live in Reservoir Cottages. I saw its coffin yesterday when I was in the village. Fred Panter was making it when I went into the shop to see about having those shelves put up in the Women’s Institute. He says it’s reckoned lucky to make coffins for twins, so long as it isn’t both. I’ll tell you what I’ll do at the Institute. I’ll get Fred to rehang that door into the little room where they boil the kettle. It’ll give us twice as much room if it opens the other way round. Bill thought it would be a good plan, too. I say, it was rotten of Bill to go off so early. I’d have got up if I’d known, but I had my bath very late last night in the blue bathroom and somehow I overslept. I say, what a noise the water does make going out of the bath. I’ll tell you what I’ll do, I’ll —’

      ‘Lucy dear, one cannot hear oneself speak,’ said a quiet voice. ‘Good morning, Mrs Marling; good morning, Mr Marling; good morning, Lettice; good morning, Lucy. You might get me my coffee, dear.’

      Lucy, checked in full career, got up meekly and went to the sideboard while a short, spare, grey-haired, elderly woman in a nondescript dark knitted suit, with a piece of black ribbon tied round her faded neck, sat down next to Lettice, who greeted her as Bunny.

      Miss Bunting had spent forty years of her life in instructing the gilded early youth of England before it went to its preparatory school, sometimes residing in the country mansions of its parents, sometimes having classes at their town houses. Mrs Marling’s brothers had all been under her charge, as had in their turn her brothers’ various little boys. When London became an undesirable place for classes, Miss Bunting’s heart did for the first time in her life blench. Teaching is no inheritance, and an old age as a Distressed Gentlewoman appeared to be the only career open to her when Mrs Marling, who had the true feudal spirit about old retainers, asked her to come and live at Marling Hall till times were better. Miss Bunting gratefully accepted the offer and had gradually and with great tact become an invaluable cog in the machinery of the house, acting in a ladylike and non-committal way as housekeeper and secretary, and since Dunkirk as occasional governess to Lettice Watson’s little girls. She supervised the Red Cross stores that were kept in the dismantled drawing-room, she taught Diana and Clare Watson the name of every flower and bird at Marling, she sat up with anyone who was ill and could read aloud for ever, she knitted for all her ex-pupils now on active service, and her sitting room, which used to be the schoolroom, was a land of enchantment to Diana and Clare, where one could make pictures with brightly coloured chalks, sing nursery rhymes with Bunny at the little old upright piano, or, almost better, strum on it without check. Miss Bunting had that sense of her own worth that only the old governess and the old nannie possess, and many peers, including two marquises and a duke, would sooner have faced a revolutionary mob than Miss Bunting’s voice when she asked to see if their hands were clean, as was her invariable custom when she met old pupils.

      Lucy brought her coffee and was silent for quite two moments while Miss Bunting spoke of the beauty of the May morning which reminded her, she said, of the wonderful weather one spring when she was holiday governess to Lady Emily Leslie’s youngest boy.

      ‘Lady Emily Leslie,’ said Mr Marling, looking up from his newspaper. ‘Funny thing you should mention her. I saw something in The Times this morning about Martin Leslie. Is he the one you mean?’

      ‘Oh dear, no,’ said Miss Bunting pityingly. ‘My pupil was David Leslie, Martin’s uncle. Such a clever boy, but he would not brush his hair and Lady Emily was really no help at all. However he improved wonderfully under my care. He is flying now. I have a little jug that he gave me when I left, in the shape of an owl. One pours the milk out of its beak. But it is at my married sister’s house with my other little treasures. Toast please, Lettice dear.’

      ‘I hope Martin’s name wasn’t in the casualty list, father,’ said Lettice, who had a private feeling which she tried to discourage that the name of everyone she knew would turn up as killed or missing sooner or later.

      ‘Couldn’t say, dear,’ said her father. ‘You know the way you see something in the paper and then forget what it was. Might have been on page seven, if there is a page seven today. Never know where you are with papers nowadays. No, that’s Company Meetings. Wouldn’t see young Leslie’s name in Company Meetings. Or page three. No, that’s Imperial and Foreign. Lord bless me, what we want with foreign news I don’t know. Quite enough trouble without that.’

      ‘It doesn’t matter,’ said Lettice.

      ‘Martin has been awarded the George Medal for doing something very meritorious with a bomb,’ said Miss Bunting. ‘I heard it on the eight o’clock news.’

      ‘I say, Bunny, you always get the juicy bits,’ said Lucy with frank admiration.

      ‘Juicy is hardly the word I would use,’ said Miss Bunting. ‘I simply use my ears and my intelligence and remember what is of interest. I acquired the habit when my dear father was so ill. He was nearly blind and very deaf and not altogether in his right mind, so naturally any little scraps of news interested him. And there was no wireless in those days,’ she added, appearing to take some merit to herself for this fact.

      ‘I wish I could do something with a bomb,’ said Lucy. ‘I’ll tell you what I’ll do. Next time we get an unexploded bomb I’ll get Captain Barclay to let me see them explode it. He explodes bombs up the other side of Pook’s Piece, where the old quarry is.’

      ‘Pook’s Piece?’ said Mr Marling, re-emerging from The Times. ‘That’s all National Trust now. Bond and Middleton had that meeting about four or five years ago and got it put through. You remember, Amabel. That meeting we couldn’t go to. Can’t explode bombs on National Trust land. No one will leave land to the National Trust if the military are going to explode bombs on it. Sort of thing Hitler would do.’

      ‘I’ll tell you what Hitler would do, father,’ said Lucy. ‘He’d jolly well collect the bomb and chuck it somewhere else where it would blow up a factory or something. If I was Hitler I’ll tell you what I’d do. I’d —’

      ‘We have heard enough, Lucy dear, of what you would do,’ said Miss Bunting, putting the lid back on her private butter ration which she kept in a little earthenware pipkin with a snail on its cover, gift of Lord Henry Palliser, aged eight, and kept back owing to its great beauty from the treasures that were at her married sister’s house. ‘The National Trust, as I understand it, holds a trust for the nation, and I fail to see how the exploding by the military of German bombs can in any way be said to contravene its aims. The Duke of Omnium was on the Committee and presented Matchings to the Trust. I often took Lord Henry and Lady Glencora there on Sunday afternoon. It made a nice walk.’

      ‘Matchings?’ said Mrs Marling, who had been reading her business letters and scribbling answers on them for Miss Bunting to deal with later. ‘That is a very bad bit of land. The Duke tried to sell it to my father, but he wouldn’t look at it. What is everyone doing today?’

      Lucy fidgeted in her chair, for this daily question of her mother’s, savouring as it did of interference by parents, annoyed her independent spirit, though she did not dare to make a vocal protest. Miss Bunting put on the pince-nez which had quelled many members of the present House of Lords and looked at her. Lucy subsided.

      ‘Bench at Barchester,’ said Mr Marling. ‘I have to go to an Agricultural Committee at three, so I’ll lunch there. Do you want the car, Amabel?’

      Mrs Marling said she didn’t and to be sure to ask if there was a message from Oliver at the Club.

      ‘Oliver, eh,’ said Mr Marling, who appeared to have forgotten who his younger son was. ‘What does he want a message for?’

      ‘A message from Oliver,’ said Mrs Marling patiently. ‘You know quite well, William, he was at Pomfret Towers last night and he might like to come back in the car with you instead of by train. And don’t forget to call at Pilchard’s for the cook’s mattress that was being re-covered. And you might look in at Pinker’s to see if Bill’s riding breeches that he left there are ready. I’ll write it all down for you.’

      ‘Oh, all right, all right,’ said Mr Marling with a show of ill-temper that did not impress anyone. ‘Suppose I’m a kind of carrier nowadays. But why no one could get up and see Bill off, I don’t know. I’d have been down myself, but the boy didn’t say when he was going. Daresay he didn’t get any breakfast either. Don’t know what the country’s coming to. Here, Bunny.’

      He got up, pushed The Times across the table at Miss Bunting and went towards the door.

      ‘Dear Bill ate a very good breakfast,’ said Miss Bunting, rather ostentatiously refolding The Times, which in Mr Marling’s hands usually looked like an unmade bed. ‘I slipped on my warm dressing-gown, the one that the Duchess sent me at Christmas, and my blue boudoir cap, and we had a cosy little tête-à-tête over his egg in my sitting-room and he left his best love for everyone. By the way, Mr Marling, he took your library book to read in the train. I said I was sure you would not mind.’

      Mr Marling did not shut the door in time to prevent his family hearing the loud Damn with which he relieved his feelings. Mrs Marling went away with her letters.

      ‘Oh, Bunny, you are mean!’ said Lucy. ‘Bill promised he’d wake me up and say goodbye.’

      ‘He did, Lucy dear, but you went to sleep again,’ said Miss Bunting. ‘And you had better go, dear, if you are to get to the Cottage Hospital in time. You know Matron doesn’t like you to be late. Lettice and I will do the table.’

      ‘I’ll tell you what I’ll do —’ said Lucy.

      ‘No, dear, not now. You will be late,’ said Miss Bunting, and Lucy left the room, banging the door just so loudly as might be construed by a friendly advocate as pure accident.

       

      As the indoor staff at Marling Hall, which used to be eight, was now reduced to four and a woman from the village who often found herself unable to oblige, it had become a habit that some member of the family should clear away the breakfast things and stack them neatly on a service trolley. Though Lucy was full of good will, her readiness to help had broken more china and bent more forks than her family could bear, so it had been tacitly agreed that Miss Bunting should be in command. Oliver helped as a rule before he went to the Regional Commissioner’s Office at Barchester, and Lettice if she was spending the night at the Hall. This morning she and Miss Bunting cleared the table in silence. Lettice had never talked much as a child or as a girl and Miss Bunting sometimes wondered why she was so unlike the rest of her family, but finally attributed it to her grandmother, Mr Marling’s mother, who had made the lamp-room into a kind of lay chapel when electric light was installed. Under the present Mrs Marling’s rule the chapel, which really only consisted of a blue and white Della Robbia plaque, some Morris hangings and some rush-bottomed chairs, had been allowed to relapse. While the children were small their perambulators, outdoor toys, and, later, bicycles were kept in it and there all their secret societies met. At present it was being used as a supplementary coal cellar against the winter, but through all its changes it had been stubbornly called the lamp-room. Miss Bunting remembered old Mrs Marling very well and saw in Lettice the distinction she had admired in her grandmother and the air of being as it were withdrawn from what was going on about her. Not altogether a good thing for a young woman with children Miss Bunting thought, but did not feel called upon to say so.

      Both ladies were neat and swift in their movements and the breakfast things were quickly stacked. The only difference of opinion was over three clean saucers and one unused plate which Lettice, with what Miss Bunting secretly admired as a lordly manner, though her better judgement was against it, was heaping with the dirty things when the old governess, driven by conscience, interposed.

      ‘Those saucers separately, Lettice dear,’ she said, ‘and I think that plate has not been used.’

      ‘I didn’t notice,’ said Lettice.

      ‘Well, it is only one or two crumbs,’ said Miss Bunting. ‘I will just whisk them off on to the plate that had the egg on it. I always say one can help the servants in so many little ways, and keeping the clean and the dirty things separate is one of them.’

      ‘Sorry, Bunny,’ said Lettice, with as little show of feeling as when her father had spoken about his half cup of coffee.

      Miss Bunting suddenly wished that Lettice would lose her temper, or argue. It would be more natural, she felt, in a young woman of the present day than accepting the little fads of an old woman. She looked at Lettice, thought of speaking, and held her peace.

      ‘Do you want to come to Rushwater this afternoon, Bunny?’ Lettice said. ‘It’s the children’s dancing class.’

      Miss Bunting accepted gratefully.

      ‘It’s lucky I’ve got enough petrol for their dancing and their gym,’ said Lettice. ‘Still, one doesn’t really want to go anywhere now. I must go through the Red Cross stores this morning, but I’m going down to the stables first. See you at lunch. Bunny.’

      Miss Bunting looked after her with some displeasure. A young woman of Lettice’s age oughtn’t to say she didn’t want to go anywhere, even if she was a widow. There was Lady Peggy Mason in the last war, who had lost two husbands and married a third before the Armistice, and one would hardly have guessed she was a widow even for the brief periods when she was. But it was no good expecting Lettice to be like Lady Peggy, who was as hard as nails. Besides, Lady Peggy wasn’t really what you would call race, not with that very common grandfather on her mother’s side, and Lettice was County right through.

      ‘If only Lord Richard were alive,’ said Miss Bunting aloud to herself. But Lord Richard was not alive; at least he had last been seen at Calais and by this time no news must be bad news and sure news: and so many of Miss Bunting’s pupils were dead now, and so many more would be dead as time went on. Two wars do not keep one’s old pupils alive. Miss Bunting sometimes had a dream that she flew – not in an aeroplane, but with invisible wings – to Germany, and alighting in Hitler’s dining-room just as he was beginning his lunch, stood in front of him and said, ‘Kill me, but don’t kill my pupils because I can’t bear it.’ The dream had always tailed off into incoherence, but it came again and again, and Miss Bunting had a sneaking feeling, which she condemned firmly as superstitious and even prayed against on Sundays, though not with real fervour, that if only she could keep asleep till Hitler answered, the war would somehow come to an end. But so far she had always woken too soon.

       

      Lettice went out by the side door, for the front door with its steps, its elegant pilasters and its fanlight was not used now that the living rooms were shut up. The stables were about a furlong from the house, giving the coachman ample room to get his horses to a spanking trot up the rise and wheel them round smartly at the front door, where they pawed and champed and fretted their necks like swans against the bearing rein. Tradition had it that Mr Marling’s father in his young days, being an autocrat in the matter of punctuality and given to the good old tradition of swearing at the men servants from time to time, had once been at the front door when the landau and pair, ordered for three o’clock, had drawn up at the steps before the mellow stable clock had chimed three. Upon this he had damned and swore somethink hawful, as the coachman subsequently related, not without pride, to a select audience at the Marling Arms, and had ordered him to turn the horses and bring them up again on the stroke. Lettice’s father had equally insisted on punctuality, though without the swearing, but that was before the war when they had the big Daimler and the two smaller cars and two chauffeurs. Now the chauffeurs had gone to munitions, the Daimler and one of the smaller cars were laid up for the duration, and only the smaller family car was being used. Oliver and Lucy each had a disreputable runabout. Mrs Marling had always refused to learn to drive, so if none of her family were free to drive her she stayed at home or walked. Lettice was able to help her mother with her own car which, as we have seen, was otherwise used chiefly for the children’s classes, and on other occasions she walked, or bicycled, a mode of progression which frightened her very much.

      The stables were built in an L shape, the larger wing of which had been altered to make the flat. The roof over hay lofts and grooms’ quarters had been raised, gas and electric light installed, and Lettice was the mistress of a fairly large drawing-room, a small dining-room, a smaller kitchen, a bedroom and bathroom for herself, a tiny spare room, a day and night nursery and a bathroom for nurse and the children. To Diana and Clare’s intense delight the entrance was up a real stable staircase, very narrow and almost perpendicular, which to them represented the height of romance, though nurse felt it due to herself to complain at intervals that one couldn’t get a pram up. But as the perambulator had a nice dry loose box to live in just under the nursery no one was really sorry for it.

      The Misses Watson, aged five and three, were blissfully engaged at the old horse trough which, with its pump still in working order, stood in one corner of the stable yard. With them was their great friend Ed Pollett, at present almost the only able-bodied man about the place. Ed was for some years porter at Worsted Station, owing to family influence, his uncle, Mr Patten, being the station-master, but his real genius was with cars, a genius quite undimmed by his being distinctly half-witted in other ways. At a moment of crisis a few years previously he had been lent as temporary chauffeur to Lord Bond and had given such satisfaction that he had been taken on permanently at Staple Park as second chauffeur. When, at the outbreak of war, Lord and Lady Bond had let Staple Park to a public school and gone to live in the White House next to their friend and tenant Mr Middleton at Laverings, Ed had been transferred to Marling Hall as general utility about the garage and with the farm tractor, and now represented the one link with a mechanised world. He cleaned, repaired and drove the little car and the tractor, worked the engine that made the electric light, mended anything in the lighting system from a main fuse to the electric iron that the housemaid left on all night, put washers on taps, repaired the cook’s sewing machine and Miss Bunting’s typewriter, and understood the electric incubator as no one else had ever done. In the winter of 1940–41 he had registered, and as the doctor who examined the men found it simpler to do nothing but test their hearts and pull down their lower lids – a piece of routine mumbo-jumbo that impressed everyone with his efficiency – it quite escaped his notice that Ed, who had always been immune to education, was mentally far below even the standard that the BBC sets in its broadcasts to the Forces, and passed him as A1. Ed would have found himself almost at once in the Barsetshire Regiment, where he would probably have become really insane through fright and homesickness, had not Sir Edmund Pridham, who took an immense pride in all county idiots, standing between them and every encroachment of bureaucracy and regarding them on the whole as part of our National Heritage (as indeed they are), intervened with the whole force of his position and county authority and forced the doctor to report him quite unsuitable for any kind of military work and of extreme value as a reserved worker.

      ‘Bad job that,’ said Sir Edmund, speaking of the doctor, ‘bad job. Men like that ought to be shot. Every village in England ought to have a village idiot. There was always an idiot at Worsted and please God there always will be. Been one there ever since I knew the place. Doctor’s a fool, that’s what he is. Sort of man that would cut you up just for fun. Ed Pollett’s all right in the right place. Aren’t you, Ed?’

      Ed, who had placidly accepted the medical examination as part of the queerness of the gentry, with no suspicion of the doom that had been hanging over him, grinned, and Mr Marling quickly took him away lest the board should reconsider their verdict, while Sir Edmund went back to see that a communist hairdresser with no dependants and a fine physique did not slip through the meshes.

      This morning Ed had obligingly worked the pump, which was far too high and too heavy for the little girls, and the horse trough was brimming with water which slopped in a delightful way on to their sandalled feet. Three celluloid ducks, a celluloid fish and a small red boat were floating on the water, while Diana and Clare industriously stirred up waves with their hands. Lettice stood watching them, as yet unperceived, thinking, not for the first time, how enchantingly defenceless little girls’ arms were in their immature curves and how adorably frail they looked, though quite misleadingly, as anyone who tries to pick up a child in a temper knows.

      ‘That’s Daddy’s ship,’ said Diana, giving the little red boat a push, ‘and I’m the Germans.’

      She then threw several handfuls of water over the boat, which heeled and sank.

      ‘Now Daddy’s drowned,’ she said cheerfully.

      Clare, who found it less trouble not to speak, shrieked with pleasure and Ed grinned sympathetically.

      Lettice knew that she ought to go white, put her hand to her heart and gravely lead her little ones into the house. But, mortifying though it might be, she did not think she could give satisfaction in any of these respects. If they could think of Daddy being drowned as a good game, she could only be thankful that it was so. If they had nightmares, or repressions, or complexes about his death it would be far worse. She knew from her own experience exactly what all these feelings were like and did not want anyone else, especially her own little girls with their enchanting boiled macaroni arms, to share her knowledge. So she came up to the trough and smiled at everyone.

      ‘Morning, miss,’ said Ed, pulling his forelock, an archaism which his various sympathetic employers cherished and which Sir Edmund looked upon as his crowning glory. ‘Drowning Daddy, the young ladies are.’

      ‘That’s very nice, Ed,’ said Lettice. And indeed there was really nothing better to say. ‘Did you have a nice supper, darlings?’

      Both her daughters set their lips tightly and nodded with violence.

      ‘Nurse’s brother got free stripes,’ said Diana and began to explore a crack in the celluloid fish’s back with a pink finger.

      Lettice considered this remark. It seemed a peculiar kind of thing to get, rather like a Biblical punishment, or possibly a bit of land. A Browning title, ‘A Bean Stripe; also Apple Eating’, floated into her mind. Or were Free Stripes a new kind of ally, like the Free French? But these unprofitable musings were ended by Nurse, who, having seen her mistress from the night-nursery window, had come down from a sense of duty to interfere.

      ‘Now, Diana, don’t get your frock wet,’ was her very proper greeting to the party. ‘Clare, don’t get your sandals wet, or Nurse will have to take you in. Good morning, madam.’

      Lettice said good morning to nurse. Diana, with a serious and intent expression, had now ripped the celluloid fish quite open and was letting the water gurgle in. She looked up with a pleased expression, and Lettice felt that if she talked about drowning again she might not be able to bear it.

      ‘Nasty fish,’ said Diana, suddenly tearing it in two. ‘All dead.’

      Clare began to cry.

      ‘Now that’s enough, Diana,’ said Nurse, taking the fish’s mangled corpse and putting it in her apron pocket. ‘And stop crying, Clare, and we’ll show Mummy the snap of Nurse’s brother. It’s my brother Sid, madam, the one that was the dentist’s mechanic. He’s just got his stripes and he’s a full sergeant. The children were ever so pleased.’

      She produced a photograph of a young man who looked like an epitome of the whole British Army.

      ‘What lovely moustaches, Nurse,’ said Lettice, unable to think of a more suitable comment.

      ‘Kiss Sid,’ said Diana, pushing the photograph towards her mother’s face.

      ‘That’s quite enough, Diana,’ said Nurse, thoroughly shocked. ‘Now come along, children. We’re going down to the shops to get the rations. Really, madam, you’d think Diana was an officer’s little girl, not a naval gentleman’s. She’s been talking about nothing but Sid’s stripes ever since the photo come.’

      ‘Three stripes, isn’t it, Nurse?’ said Lettice, as her elder daughter’s comment became clear. ‘And you remember it’s dancing today. I am doing Red Cross stores this morning, and I’ll lunch at the Hall, but I’ll be back here by half-past two.’

      The nursery party went off to the village, while Lettice went up to read her letters before going back to the Hall to work.
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      At half-past two Lettice put her little girls into her car and drove up to the Hall where Miss Bunting was waiting. With shrieks of joy the children, who had been packed into the front seat by their mother, cascaded out, flung themselves on the old governess and dragged her into the back seat, sandwiching her between them and clamouring for the story of David Leslie who cut all the bristles off his hairbrush because he didn’t want to brush his hair. This story Miss Bunting had told them at least eight times, but its interest never palled and when she came to the climax where the bristles were found blocking the waste pipe in the nursery bathroom both little girls screamed aloud in ecstasy. Lettice, alone in the front of the car, liked to hear her daughters’ squealing voices, and if it occurred to her that Miss Bunting was a far better entertainer of the young than she was she merely felt grateful, for much as she adored Diana and Clare, she also found them highly exhausting.

      The road to Rushwater ran through the little village of Marling Melicent, followed the course of the Rising, went over the hill, leaving the Risings in the river valley on the right, and came into Rushwater near the vicarage, which was one mass of evacuees under the able rule of a retired Colonial bishop who had done locum work at Little Misfit in the beginning of the war and was now doing it with equal enthusiasm at Rushwater, treating his evacuated mothers and children as heathen (which indeed they were) and seeing with his own eyes that the children were properly bathed once a week, regarding it as an only slightly lower form of baptism.

      As they passed the vicarage the bishop emerged with two little girls, and Lettice slowed down.

      ‘Ah, Mrs Watson, we meet again!’ said the bishop. ‘As you see, we are just on our way to the dancing class.’

      Lettice stopped and offered the party a lift if they could fit in. The bishop, who was a man of action and the terror of all backsliders in his sub-equatorial diocese, pushed his two charges into the back, telling them to sit on the floor and himself got in beside Lettice.

      ‘First-rate little tap-dancers those two,’ he said, jerking a very unepiscopal thumb towards the back of the car. ‘Father was an acrobat and is in the Middle East now. Name of Valoroso. It’s an old name on the halls. The mother had taken to drinking, but I soon settled that.’

      Lettice asked how.

      ‘Drank with her, knee to knee,’ said the bishop. ‘Only beer of course. I couldn’t have done it with whisky. I find that is the only way with natives. In my diocese they drank ’Mpooka-’Mpooka, filthy stuff, fermented ants’ eggs, the female ones, mixed with all sorts of unpleasant things. But I made the chiefs drink all one night with me, and next day they were so sick they all took the pledge. I gave them each a Leander cap as a reward – I used to row a bit, you know, and caps were my hobby – and they passed a law forbidding the manufacture of ’Mpooka-’Mpooka. The High Chief had an interest in a soft drinks factory at Durban, so we did very well. These children’s mother has taken the pledge and I give her my tea ration to stop the craving. Now she’s a different woman and if any of the other mothers bring drink in she throws it into the lily pond. Two of the goldfish died, but the others seem to like it.’

      As he finished this interesting story of missionary effort they arrived at Rushwater House, which was surrounded in Diana and Clare’s eyes with a halo of romance, as having once been the home of the wicked David Leslie who wouldn’t brush his hair. Other cars with mothers and children were there and the air was filled with the twitterings of young voices. The dancing class had been started by Mrs John Leslie for her own nice dull little girls and a few friends’ children, and this was only the second meeting. In the big drawing-room, where most of the furniture was pushed into corners and dust-sheeted, were a dozen or so chairs and a tinkling piano at which a middle-aged woman with a decayed air was sorting music. Another middle-aged woman with a tired though worthy face and very neat feet was already exercising one or two of the early arrivals, holding their hands and making them count and hop: One, two, three. One, two, three.

      Lettice, who was vaguely connected with the Leslies through her mother, kissed Mrs John Leslie and introduced Miss Bunting, who enquired after her hostess’s father and mother-in-law, Mr Leslie and Lady Emily Leslie.

      ‘They are quite well, thank you,’ said Mrs John, as most people called her. ‘They were staying with my sister-in-law Agnes Graham when the war began, and as they are getting on and both a bit invalidish my husband and Agnes and David talked it over and they all thought their parents had better stay with Agnes for the duration, so John and I brought the children down here. John is Regional Commissioner, you know, so it is quite convenient, and we try to keep things straight here. It makes a home for David when he is on leave, except that he much prefers London and practically never comes. And for Martin too, John’s nephew who will have the place if he isn’t killed. Forgive me, but I must go and talk to Sally.’

      She went across the room to greet young Lady Pomfret, also a connection of her husband’s family, who had brought Lord Mellings, aged three. His lordship did not actively partake in the dancing, but was allowed to skirmish in the back row.

      Words cannot describe how Miss Bunting’s heart expanded as she found herself in an assemblage where everyone was what she mentally called the right people. And what was more, where practically everyone was connected by blood or by marriage. As the eagle, soaring in lonely majesty, discerns far below the lamb, or in rarer and less probable cases the swaddling child, and drops like a thunderbolt to seize her prey, so did Miss Bunting, sustained by her intimate acquaintance with so many of England’s gilded youth and fortified by Debrett, pounce upon every relationship and make it her own. In fact she could probably have told many of the young mothers present their exact degree of kin to one another far better than they knew it themselves. Only for a moment did she falter over young Lady Pomfret and in a trice she had it at her fingertips that the present Earl of Pomfret’s father, Major Foster, had been second cousin and heir presumptive to the late Lord Pomfret who was Lady Emily Leslie’s brother and thus uncle to David Leslie, the reprobate, and uncle by marriage to nice Mrs John Leslie. Lady Pomfret had been a Miss Wicklow, whose brother Roddy, agent to the late and to the present Earl, had married Alice Barton, whose brother Guy had married the archdeacon’s daughter from Plumstead, whose mother had been a Rivers. And so the endless, fascinating chain went on in her mind till, via the Honourable George Rivers cousin to old Lord Pomfret, and his wife who was a niece of old Lord Nutfield, Mrs Marling’s father, she came round again to Lettice Watson quietly knitting at her side, and rejoiced that she knew her Peerage and her Landed Gentry so well.

      Ten or twelve mothers with some nurses in the background were by now established, each with her knitting or other useful work, while their young charges jumped about in a cheerful and inelegant way, laughing a good deal and presenting an agreeable picture. Only the two evacuee children showed any real aptitude for the dance and it was evident that they were rather bored by the amateur nature of the proceedings.

      Mrs John came back and joined Lettice who had been talking to Mrs John’s nannie.

      ‘It is rather a small class today,’ she said anxiously. ‘I did hope Clarissa and the little ones would be here. Oh, here they are.’

      She got up as there came into the room four children: a girl of about nine, two little boys who might have been seven and five, and a little girl who could not have been more than three holding her mother’s hand.

      ‘Darling Mary,’ said the mother, giving Mrs John a soft, enfolding embrace, ‘here we are, so late, as usual. It was Edith’s fault, the wicked one. She ate her pudding so slowly that it made us quite late, didn’t it, Edith? So I was quite cross and then Nannie had to put on her blue dress because there was rice pudding on the one she was wearing.’

      ‘Rice pudding,’ said Edith, looking round for approval.

      ‘Agnes darling,’ said Lettice, receiving in her turn the soft, scented, unemotional embrace. ‘How are you all? Here is Miss Bunting, who knows David. She is longing to see the children.’

      Mrs Graham appeared to find this wish quite natural and sat down by Miss Bunting.

      ‘Of course I remember you so well,’ she said, turning on Miss Bunting a smile of vague, ravishing sweetness and starry eyes. ‘David was very naughty the summer you were here and teased everyone dreadfully. I wish you could see James, my eldest boy. He is so like my father, but he is at Eton now. Emmy is exactly like my mother, but she is rather old for this class, so I left her with the governess. Darling Clarissa, come and say how do you do to Miss Bunting. She used to give Uncle David lessons when he was a little boy and he was very, very naughty. Clarissa really ought to be with the governess, but she looks so delicious in green that I had to bring her. Darling John, come and say how do you do to Miss Bunting, and Robert too. John is so like my eldest brother who was killed, Martin’s father you know, and Robert is very like a photograph of grandfather Pomfret when he was a little boy. Darling Edith, say how do you do.’

      ‘Rice pudding,’ said Edith.

      ‘Wicked one, wicked one,’ said her mother fondly. ‘She is called after my aunt who died, Edith Pomfret, and I think she will be very like her when she grows up, though of course there is no relationship. Go and dance now, darlings, and pay attention to Miss Milner, because she is going to show you some lovely dances.’

      The bevy of children, each with a different kind of ravishing good looks and charm, ran across the room.

      Agnes, having exhausted herself in praise of her young, sat benignly quiet, thinking as was her habit of absolutely nothing at all, and occasionally drawing Miss Bunting’s attention to Clarissa’s way of pointing her toes, or John’s bow, or Robert’s neat legs, or even more proudly, Edith’s habit of leaving the class and performing a private dance in a corner.

      ‘I hoped Cousin Emily would be coming,’ said Lettice.

      ‘Darling Mamma!’ said Agnes. ‘She did want to come, but it is so much better for her to rest after lunch and she has a thrush that John rescued from the kitchen cat and is trying to make it eat bread and milk, so I persuaded her to lie down. Besides I wanted her to be quite rested for David.’

      ‘I thought David was abroad somewhere,’ said Lettice.

      ‘So did we,’ said Agnes. ‘But he rang Robert up at the War Office last night, so he must be back, especially as he said he would come down today.’

      ‘How is General Graham?’ said Lettice.

      But her enquiry for Agnes’s husband was not answered, for even as she spoke an officer in RAF uniform came into the room and stood looking at the scene. The class suddenly dissolved with shrieks of ‘Uncle David’ from a number of its members. David strode through them and heartily kissed his sister Agnes, whose calm was almost stirred at his greeting.

      ‘How lovely that you have come, David,’ she said. ‘You are just in time to see darling Edith do her tap dance.’

      ‘No, Agnes,’ said her brother. ‘Much as I love you I did not come here with infinite pains and in the teeth of all regulations to see a tap dance. And you don’t seem to observe that I am an interesting invalid. I have had jaundice and they have sent me home to recover.’

      ‘Emmy had jaundice when she was six,’ said Agnes proudly. ‘She was quite ill. I used to read to her every day. We read all the Footly-Tootly books, about the little elves that take care of baby animals and Emmy loved them and got well quite quickly.’

      ‘If they are anything like the story of Hobo-Gobo and the fairy Joybell you were reading to the children the summer John got engaged,’ said David, ‘I don’t wonder Emmy got well quickly. I’d have got well at once.’

      ‘We have got Hobo-Gobo in the nursery,’ said his sister, serenely unconscious of any double meaning, ‘and you can read it to Edith after tea. But you haven’t said How do you do to Lettice, David.’

      ‘Where is she?’ asked David, looking round.

      Lettice held out her hand.

      ‘Good Lord, I didn’t know you,’ said David. ‘You’ve done your hair differently and anyway it must be ages since we met. Before the war, wasn’t it? And how is Roger?’

      Not often in his life had David Leslie been at a loss, but for a moment he wished he were back in Cairo with jaundice. There was a dead silence. Lettice wanted desperately to explain to David that she didn’t blame him, that he couldn’t have known, that she really didn’t mind in the least, that Roger would have been the first to sympathise; but the only outward effect of these varying wishes was that she went first white and then red and said nothing. Even Agnes, into whose mind the idea was slowly creeping that it must be so uncomfortable for darling Lettice if darling David asked such a silly question, could find nothing to say and wished very much that her husband were there as he always knew what to do.

      ‘How often did I tell you in the schoolroom, David, to think before you speak,’ said a voice at his elbow.

      David turned and looked down.

      ‘Bunny!’ he cried. ‘Bless your heart, Bunny my love.’

      ‘Sit down,’ said Miss Bunting.

      David sat down and smoothed his hair rather nervously.

      ‘Lettice’s husband was killed at Dunkirk,’ said Miss Bunting in a low, severe voice. ‘If you read The Times properly you would have seen it.’

      And as she spoke David knew that he was judged, and that it would take all his powers of cajolery and more to reinstate himself in his old governess’s good graces. He might have explained that he had been in Canada, the United States and the Argentine most of the previous year on various Government missions, that he had then been sent to the Middle East and been away in Libya where The Times was not regularly delivered, that many letters from home had been lost at sea, but nothing, he felt, could make Miss Bunting forgive or condone. For the moment the question of explaining to Lettice was of secondary importance. He nervously wound his wristwatch.

      ‘And don’t fidget with things,’ Miss Bunting added.

      Agnes, who had at last grasped the fact that Lettice might be rather uncomfortable if people asked after her husband a year after he was killed, now joined the attack.

      ‘Darling David, how could you,’ she said with mild reproach. ‘It was quite naughty of you and darling Lettice is always so good about it and never cries. Robert admires her very much and says she has behaved splendidly, and her little girls are such darlings. Diana is just older than Robert and Clare is just older than Edith. So now we will forget all about it and you must not be so unkind another time.’

      At this castigation from his gentle sister David wished more than ever that he were in hospital, or even in the Libyan desert, and would have gone there at once, but that he was rooted to the spot by mortification and embarrassment, sentiments which were as much a stranger to him as he to them.

      ‘I’m awfully sorry, Lettice,’ he began, but Agnes cast a look of gentle reproach at him, and Miss Bunting, drawing herself up very erect, said distinctly, ‘Tchk, tchk.’

      Lettice now recovered herself.

      ‘I am so glad to see you, David,’ she said, ‘and you must come over to Marling and see us and I’ll show you the last photographs Roger sent me from his ship, and you must meet my little girls.’

      By a special intervention of Providence the class was now told to get its shoes on for tap dancing and David was again surrounded by a flock of admirers.

      ‘Who do you think that is?’ said Lettice to her little girls. ‘That’s David that wouldn’t brush his hair. David, these are Diana and Clare.’

      Diana at once put David through a severe cross-examination on the subject of cutting the bristles off his hairbrush, while Clare stood by. David, deeply grateful for this chance of reinstating himself in Lettice’s good opinion, so exerted himself to please that Diana refused to put on her tap dancing shoes unless she might sit on his knees to do so. The decayed woman at the piano struck up, Miss Milner clapped her hands and called, ‘All tap-dancers into the centre’ and most of the bevy fluttered away again. From the first it was evident that the two evacuees were swans among very callow ducklings. The amateurs were dismissed after a short lesson with instructions to practise their steps at home, while Miss Milner refreshed herself from her labours by joining in a pas de trois with the young professionals. The Colonial Bishop sat beaming at the success of his wards and told Lady Pomfret that they were as good as the witch-dancers at the Festival of the Ripening Maize, though of course quite, quite different, he added hastily. But here he was wrong, for Ruby and Marleen Valoroso, when not hampered by the presence of the gentry, could probably have given the witch-dancers points.

      ‘And who is that lovely little girl who dances by herself in a corner?’ he asked Lady Pomfret.

      ‘That is Agnes Graham’s youngest,’ said Lady Pomfret. ‘She is a little older than my little boy. Agnes,’ she said, leaning across. ‘I want to introduce Bishop Joram who admires Edith very much. My cousin, Mrs Graham.’

      The Colonial Bishop, who was highly susceptible, fell in love with Agnes at once.

      ‘Edith is always like that,’ said Agnes proudly ‘She pays no attention to anyone. I have heard about you from Canon Banister who used to be vicar here. He says you are being so splendid with evacuees. Are those your children?’

      The bishop said they were, adding hastily that he meant they were not, as he was not married, but was responsible for them. David caught Lettice’s eye and found comfort in the flicker of amusement that passed between them. Agnes said, with great sympathy and obvious want of understanding, that she did so understand and in these times one had to make allowances for all sorts of things. As it was clear that she had settled him in her mind as the father of all the children at the vicarage with a harem of East End wives, he began to explain, but Agnes very sweetly interrupted him.

      ‘I know you will excuse me,’ she said, ‘but it is getting on for the children’s tea time and I must hurry. You must come over to lunch one day and meet my mother, who understands everything and adores bishops. Could you come next Sunday?’

      The Colonial Bishop looked wretched.

      ‘How stupid I am!’ said Agnes, turning her deceptively earnest eyes upon him. ‘Of course Sunday is a bad day for you. But I shall tell Mamma, and I am sure she will write to the Bishop of Barchester about it. And then I could take you to the children’s service at half-past three, while Mamma is resting. Mr Tompion, our vicar, has a delightful service and we all go and enjoy it so much. Don’t we, darling Edith? What does Mr Tompion tell us on Sundays?’

      Edith, a woman of one idea, said rice pudding and was at once removed by her scandalised nurse who had been lurking in the background in case of emergency.

      The two evacuees, who were quite pleasant-looking girls, if a trifle bold-faced, had now put their outdoor shoes on again and approached their guardian.

      ‘These are Ruby and Marleen,’ said the bishop to Agnes.

      ‘Mummy,’ whispered Clarissa loudly and urgently. ‘Can I go to tea with Ruby and Marleen? They can do the splits.’

      Whereupon she also was pounced upon by Nurse, who deeply disapproved all forms of democracy.

      ‘How nicely you dance,’ said kind Agnes. ‘Edith would love to dance like that.’

      ‘She’s a caution, isn’t she,’ said either Ruby or Marleen, ‘doing her solo turns.’

      Even Agnes, who comprehended practically everyone in a general mush of amiability, was assailed by a suspicion that she would not quite like Clarissa to cultivate the Misses Valoroso’s acquaintance.

      ‘Come on, mister, we’ll be late for tea,’ said Marleen or Ruby, ‘and we’re going to the pictures at Southbridge. It’s Glamora Tudor. One of my boy friends got her photo signed. I’m going on the films when I grow up. Come on.’

      With a Valoroso hanging on each arm the bishop felt he could not do better than go, which he did, accompanied by loud criticisms of Nurse as quite a madam from his gifted protégées.

      ‘And that,’ said David, ‘is the Brave New World.’

      Mrs John Leslie said it was so nice to have those poor bombed children at the class and that it was a great thing for their own children to mix with all kinds while they were too young to know the difference.

      ‘No, Mary,’ said David. ‘You may have married my elder brother, but as he is not here I am going to say that you are talking nonsense. If your children don’t know the difference between those two girls and Clarissa, it’s time you took them to a mental specialist.’

      ‘But in Russia,’ said Mrs John, ‘all children are equal.’

      ‘And look at them when they’ve grown up,’ said David indignantly. ‘When did you go all Slavophil, Mary?’

      ‘I’m not anything-phil, David,’ said his sister-in-law, ‘but Geoffrey Harvey was most interesting about the Russians the other day at the Middletons. He is with John at the Regional Commissioner’s Office. He says they are wonderful.’

      ‘Well, bless your innocent soul, my love,’ said David, ‘hell hath no fury, though that’s a misquotation, like a woman who has heard a long-haired member of the intelligentsia talking hot air. In less refined circles I should say tripe. I’ve known Geoffrey Harvey up and down town off and on for quite long enough. Give John my love. Bunny, I’m coming over to see you soon if Lettice will ask me.’

      Lettice, still anxious to show David that his mistake had not hurt her, begged him to come whenever he liked, to which her children added their artless entreaties, calling him by the endearing name of Uncle David, which they had at once picked up from the young Grahams.

      ‘Robert,’ said Agnes, who had just caught up with the preceding conversation, ‘was on a military mission to Russia and he didn’t like them, so I do not think they can be very nice.’

      She looked at David and Mary with the assurance of a perfect wife.

      ‘Good man, Robert,’ said David approvingly. ‘And now, Agnes, I shall speed ahead of you and catch Mamma unawares, or she will have painted a picture of the dove returning to the ark on the front door to welcome me. Do you remember when I came back from Buenos Aires in ’thirty-five how she had painted Welcome Darling David and a laurel wreath all over my looking-glass for a surprise? I still can’t tie my tie in that glass. If she expects me she is quite capable of gilding that thrush’s claws and beak. I must fly.’
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