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PART ONE
Straws in the Wind

*  *  *  *
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1. THE TWO STRANGERS



Miss Clare’s thatched cottage lay comfortably behind a mixed hedge of hawthorn, privet and honeysuckle, on the outskirts of Beech Green. The village was a scattered one, unlike its neighbour Fairacre, where Miss Clare had been the infants’ teacher for over forty years, only relinquishing her post when ill-health and the two-mile bicycle journey proved too much for even her indomitable courage.


The cottage had been Miss Clare’s home for almost sixty years. Her father had been a thatcher by trade, and the criss-cross decorations on the roof still testified to his skill, for they had been braving the weather for over twenty years, and stood out as clearly now, on the greying thatched roof, as they had on the first day of their golden glory. It was true that here and there, particularly round the squat red-brick chimney, the roof was getting a little shabby. Miss Clare often looked at it ruefully, when she went into the back garden to empty her tea-pot or to cut a cabbage, but as long as it remained weather-proof she had decided that it must stay as it was. It would cost at least two hundred pounds, she had been told, to rethatch her home; and that was out of the question.


One breezy March morning, when the rooks were tumbling about the blue and white sky, high above the cottage, Miss Clare was upstairs, making her lodger’s bed. A shaft of sunlight fell across the room, as Miss Clare’s thin, old hands smoothed the pillow and covered it squarely with the white honeycomb quilt which had once covered her mother’s bed.


No one would call Miss Jackson tidy, thought Miss Clare, as she returned books from the floor to the book-shelf, and retrieved shoes from under the bed. It was one of the few things that grieved her about her young lodger. Otherwise she was thoughtful, and very, very clever with the children.


Miss Clare imagined her now, as she tidied the girl’s clothes, standing in front of her class of young children, as she too had done for so many years, at Fairacre School. Prayers would be over, and as it was so fine, no doubt they would be getting ready to go out into the playground for physical training. Often, during the day, Miss Clare would look at the clock and think of the children at Fairacre School. The habits of a lifetime die hard, and to have the present infants’ teacher as her lodger, to hear the school news, and the gossip from the village which, secretly, meant more to her than the one in which she lived, was a source of great comfort to her.


She picked a small auburn feather from the floor. A Rhode Island Red’s feather, noted Miss Clare’s country eye, which must have worked its way from the plump feather bed.


Outside, the birds were clamorous, busy with their nest building, and reconnoitring for likely places in the loose parts of the thatched roof. Miss Clare crossed to the window and let the feather float from it to the little lawn below. Before it had time to settle, three excited sparrows threw themselves upon it, squabbling and struggling. Miss Clare, sunning herself on the window-sill, smiled benevolently upon them, and watched her feather borne off in triumph to some half-made nest nearby.


It was then that she noticed the men.


There were two of them, pacing slowly, side by side, along the edge of Hundred Acre Field which lay on the other side of Miss Clare’s garden hedge.


It was one of several unusually large fields which formed part of old Mr Miller’s farm. Harold Miller had lived at the farmhouse at Springbourne all his life, and had farmed the same land as his father before him. Now, at eighty, he was as spry as ever, and nothing escaped his bright, birdlike eye. His two sons, much to his sorrow, had shown no desire to carry on the farming traditions of the family, but had sought their fortunes, with fair success, elsewhere, one as an engineer and the other as an architect.


Hundred Acre Field and its spacious neighbours were among the more fruitful parts of Mr Miller’s farm. Many of his acres were on the bare chalk downs which sheltered his home from the northerly winds. Here he kept a sizeable flock of sheep, rightly renowned for many miles around. At the foot of the downs the plough soon turned up chalk, and on a dry day, the white, light dust would blow in clouds from these lower fields. But those which lay furthest from his farm, near Miss Clare’s cottage, had at least two feet of fertile top soil, and here old Mr Miller grew the oats and wheat which Miss Clare watched with an eye as keen and as appreciative as their owner’s.


At the moment, Hundred Acre Field was brushed with a tender green, the tiny spears of wheat showing two or three inches above the soil. Beyond this field had lain a large expanse of kale, on which Mr Miller had been feeding his flock during the hardest months of the winter.


The two men walked slowly towards the kale stumps, stopping every now and again, to bend down and examine the soil among the wheat rows. Miss Clare’s long-sighted eyes noted their good thick tweeds approvingly. The wind was still keen, despite the bright sunlight, and she liked to see people sensibly clad. But their shoes grieved her. They were stout enough, to be sure; but far more suited to the pavements of Caxley than the sticky mud of a Beech Green field. And so beautifully polished! Such a pity to mess them up, thought Miss Clare; and what a lot of mud they would take back into that neat little car that stood on the green verge of the lane, quite near her own front gate!


What could they be doing? she wondered. There they stood, with their backs to her, gazing across the grand sweep of the fields to the gentle outline of the hazy downs beyond. One had drawn a paper from his pocket and was studying it minutely.


‘What a busybody I’m getting!’ said Miss Clare aloud, pulling herself together.


She took a last look round Miss Jackson’s room, then crossed the little landing to her own at the front of the cottage.


She had just finished setting it to rights, and was shaking her duster from the window, when she saw the two men again. They were standing now by the car and, Miss Clare was glad to see, they were doing their best to wipe the mud from their shoes on the grass.


‘Though why they don’t pick a little stick from the hedge and dig it all away from their insteps, I really don’t know,’ said Miss Clare to herself. ‘They will make a mess in that nice little car!’


She watched them climb in, turn it adroitly, and move off in the direction of Fairacre.


‘Curiouser and curiouser!’ quoted Miss Clare to the cat, who had arrived upstairs to see which bed had a pool of sunlight on it, and would be best suited to his morning siesta. But his luck was out, for his mistress headed him firmly to the stairs, and followed him into the kitchen.


‘Ministry of Agriculture, I should think,’ continued Miss Clare, lifting the cat on to his accustomed chair near the stove, from which, needless to say, the outraged animal jumped down at once, just to assert his independence.


His mistress was gazing, somewhat uneasily, out of the kitchen window. She was still preoccupied with the arrival of the two strangers.


‘I wonder who they can be? And what are they going to do in Fairacre?’


At that moment, in Fairacre, as Miss Clare had surmised, Miss Jackson and her young charges were pretending to be galloping horses in the small, stony playground of Fairacre School.


‘Higher, higher!’ she urged the leaping children, prancing among them spiritedly, and her excited voice floated through the Gothic window, which was tilted open, to my own class.


As headmistress of Fairacre School I have taken the older children now for several years; while Miss Clare, then Miss Gray (now Mrs Annett), and finally Miss Jackson, held sway in the infants’ room. Miss Jackson, to be sure, could be a thorn in the side at times, for she was still much influenced by her college psychology lecturer and apt to thrust that good lady’s dicta forward for my edification, much too often for my liking. But she had improved enormously, and I was inclined to think that her serene life with Miss Clare had had a lot to do with this mellowing process.


My children were busy with sums, working away in their exercise books, with much rattling of nibs in inkwells and chewing of pen holders. I walked to the window to watch the progress of Miss Jackson’s galloping horses.


The sun was dazzling. The weather cock glittered, gold against the blue and white scudding sky, on the spire of St Patrick’s church, which stood, a massive neighbour, to our own small, two-roomed building. The children cavorted madly about, their faces rosy and their breath puffing mistily before them in the sharp air. Their short legs worked like pistons and their hair was tossed this way and that, not only by their own exertions but also by the exhilarating wind which came from the downs. Miss Jackson blew a wavering blast on her whistle, and the galloping horses stopped, panting, in their tracks.


It was at this moment that the little car drew cautiously alongside the school wall, and one of the two men inside called to Miss Jackson.


I could not hear the conversation from my vantage point at the window, but I watched the children edge nearer the wall, as Miss Jackson, leaning well over, waved her arms authoritatively and presumably gave directions. Inquisitive little things, I thought to myself, and then was immediately struck by my own avid curiosity, which kept me staring with fascination at the scene before me. There’s no doubt about it – we like to know what’s going on in Fairacre, both young and old, and there’s precious little that happens around us that goes unobserved.


The men smiled their thanks, appeared to confer, and Miss Jackson turned back to her class, who were now clustered about her, well within earshot of her conversation. One of the men got out of the car and made his way towards the centre of Fairacre, Miss Jackson resumed her lesson, and I, with smarting conscience, set about marking sums, much refreshed by my interlude at the school window.


‘They had a flat tyre,’ vouchsafed Miss Jackson, over our cup of tea at playtime, ‘and wanted to know if they could get some coffee anywhere while they had the wheel changed. I told them to try the “Beetle and Wedge”, and to call on Mr Rogers at the forge about the wheel. They seemed very nice men,’ she added, a trifle wistfully, I thought.


I felt a slight pang of pity for my young assistant, who had so little opportunity of meeting ‘very nice men’. There are very few young men in Fairacre itself, and not many more at Beech Green, and buses to Caxley, the nearest town, are few and far between, even if one felt like making the effort to join the Dramatic or Musical Society there. Occasionally, I knew, Miss Jackson went home for the weekend, and there, I sincerely hoped, she met some lively young people with her own interests. Unfortunately, it appeared from her chance remarks that Miss Crabbe still held first place in her heart, and if she could ever manage to visit this paragon I knew that she did so.


When I took my own class out for their P.T. lesson, later in the morning, the little car was still there, and both men were busily engaged in changing the wheel themselves; so, presumably, no help had been forthcoming from Mr Rogers at the forge. Before the end of my lesson, the job was completed. They wiped their hands on a filthy rag, looked very satisfied with themselves, and drove back on their tracks towards Caxley.


‘See them two strangers?’ shouted Mrs Pringle, an hour or so later, crashing plates about in the sink. Mrs Pringle, the school cleaner, also washes up the dinner things, and keeps us in touch with anything untoward that has happened in Fairacre during the morning.


I said that I had.


‘Up to a bit of no good, I’ll bet!’ continued Mrs Pringle sourly. ‘Inspectors, or something awkward like that. One went in the butcher’s first. I thought p’raps he was the weights and measures. You know, for giving short weight, They has you up pretty smartish for giving short weight.’


I said I supposed they did.


‘And so they should!’ said Mrs Pringle, rounding on me fiercely. ‘Nothing short of plain thieving to give short weight!’ She crashed the plates even more belligerently, her three chins wobbling aggressively, and her mouth turned down disapprovingly.


‘However,’ she went on heavily, ‘he wasn’t the weights and measures, though his suit was good enough, that I must say. But he was asking for the forge. My cousin Dolly happened to be in the shop at the time, and she couldn’t help overhearing, as she was waiting for her fat to be cut off her chops. Too rich for her always – never been the same since yellow jaundice as a tot. And the butcher said as he knew Mr Rogers was gone to Caxley, to put a wreath on his old mother’s grave there, it being five years to the day since she passed on. As nice a woman as I ever wish to meet, and they keep her grave beautiful. So this fellow said was there anywhere to get a cup of coffee? And the butcher said no harm in having a bash at the “Beetle”, but it all depended.’


She turned to the electric copper, raised the lid, letting out a vast cloud of steam, baled out a scalding dipperful of water, and flung it nonchalantly into the flotsam in the sink.


‘I passed him on my way up to the post office. Nicely turned out he was. Beautiful heather mixture tweed, and a nice blue shirt with a fine red line to it – but his tie could have done with a clean – and his shoes! Had a good polish first thing, I don’t doubt, but been tramping over some old ploughed field since then! Couldn’t help but notice, though I hardly give him a glance; I never was a starer, like some in this parish I could mention!’


She bridled self-righteously and dropped a handful of red-hot forks, with an earsplitting crash, on to the tin draining board.


‘Was that his car?’ she bellowed, above the din. I nodded.


‘They’d got a new-fangled thing – brief-case, ain’t it? – in the back. Two strangers, poking about here with a brief-case and a lot of mud on their shoes,’ she mused. ‘Makes you think, don’t it? Might be Ag. men, of course. But you mark my words, Miss Read, they was up to a bit of no good!’


Mr Willet, the school caretaker, verger and sexton of St Patrick’s next door, and general handyman to all Fairacre, had also noted the strangers.


‘Nice little car that, outside here this morning. Them two chaps from the Office?’


The Office, which is always spoken of with the greatest respect, referred in this case to the divisional education office in Caxley, from which forms, directions and our monthly cheques flutter regularly.


‘No,’ I said, ‘I don’t know who they were.’


‘Oh lor’!’ said Mr Willet, blowing out his moustache despairingly. ‘Hope it ain’t anything to do with the sanitary. They’re terrors – the sanitary! Ah well! Time’ll tell, I suppose – but they looked uncomfortable sort of customers to me!’
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He trudged off, with resigned good humour, to sweep up the playground.


But it remained for the Reverend Gerald Partridge, vicar of Fairacre and Beech Green, to say the last word on this mysterious subject.


‘Did you have visitors this morning?’ he asked, after he had greeted the children. I told him that we had not seen anyone strange in school.


‘I noticed two men in a little car outside here, as I drove over to see about poor old Harris’s funeral at Beech Green. Now, I wonder who they could have been?’


I said that I had no idea.


‘Who knows?’ said the vicar happily. ‘We may look forward to having some new people among us perhaps?’


As it happened, the vicar had spoken more truly than he knew.







2. FAIRACRE’S DAILY ROUND



By next day, of course, the two strangers were forgotten. Life, particularly in a village, has so many interests that each day seems to offer more riches than the last.


Miss Clare turned her attention to a magnificent steak and kidney pudding, which simmered gently on her stove from two o’clock onwards, for her lodger’s, and her own, supper together at eight o’clock. It filled the little house with its homely fragrance, and Dr Martin, who called in hopefully about half-past three for a cup of tea with his old friend and patient, noticed it at once.


‘That’s the stuff!’ he said approvingly, rubbing his hands, and he cast a glance at Miss Clare’s spare frame. ‘You’re putting on weight since that girl came. Good idea of yours to have a lodger!’


It had not been Miss Clare’s idea at all, as they both knew very well, but Miss Clare let it pass. It was Dr Martin who had engineered Miss Jackson’s removal from her headmistress’s house to Miss Clare’s; and he could see that young company as well as an addition to her slender housekeeping purse was doing his patient all the good in the world.


‘Have a ginger nut,’ said Miss Clare, pushing the massive biscuit barrel across to him.


‘I’ll have to dip it. My new bottom set’s giving me hell!’ said the doctor, with disarming frankness. ‘We’re getting old, Dolly, that’s our trouble.’


They smiled across at each other, and sipped their tea in comfortable silence. The steak and kidney pudding sizzled deliciously on the stove. The fire warmed their thin legs, and though indeed, thought Miss Clare, we’re both old and white-haired, at least we’re very happy.


Mrs Pringle was busy washing out the school tea cloths at her own sink. This was done every day, but on this occasion Mrs Pringle was particularly engrossed, for it was the first time that she had used what she termed ‘one of these new-fangled deterrents.’


A staunch upholder of yellow bar soap, Mrs Pringle had set her face against the dazzling array of washing powders which brightened the grocer’s shop. On a wooden shelf, above her sink, were stacked long bars, as hard as wood, which she had stored there for many months. This soap was used for all cleaning purposes in the Pringle household. The brick floors, the stout undergarments and Mrs Pringle’s dour countenance itself were all scoured with this substance, and when one piece had worn away, Mrs Pringle fetched her shovel, laid a bar on a piece of newspaper on the kitchen floor and sliced off another chunk to do its work.


But the gay coupons, all assuring her of their monetary value, which fluttered through Mrs Pringle’s letter-box from time to time, gradually found a chink in her armour. The day came when, slightly truculent, she handed one across the counter, and put the dazzling packet in her basket. She was careful to cover it with other packages, in case she met neighbours who, knowing her former scorn of these products, would be only too pleased to ‘take a rise out of her’ if they saw that she had finally fallen.


And so, on this day, Mrs Pringle washed her tea cloths with a critical eye. The packet had been tucked away behind the innocent bars of soap, for Mrs Pringle had no doubt that her husband and grown-up son could be as equally offensive as her neighbours about this experiment, if they caught sight of the soap powder.


‘Hm!’ said Mrs Pringle grudgingly, as she folded the wet tea towels, and put them into her laundry basket. ‘It don’t do so bad after all!’


With some pride, she trudged up the garden and began to peg out the cloths on the line. When she had done this, she propped the line up with a sturdy forked hazel branch, and surveyed the fluttering collection.


‘Might be something to be said for these deterrents, after all!’ she told herself, returning to the cottage, ‘and it do save chipping up the soap – that I will give ’em!’ It was, indeed, high praise.


Miss Jackson, in the infants’ room at Fairacre was embarking on the most elaborate and artistic frieze yet attempted by her class. It was to go all round the room, fixed with drawing pins to the green-painted matchboarding, and it was to represent Spring.


The children were busy snipping with their blunt-nosed little scissors – which were always much too stiff for small children to manage properly – at gummed paper, in all the colours of the rainbow.


‘Make just what you like!’ Miss Jackson had exhorted them. ‘Flowers, leaves, lambs, birds, butterflies – anything that makes you think of Spring!’


Most of the class had flung themselves with abandon into this glorious snipping session, but there were, as always, one or two stolid and adenoidal babies who were completely without imagination, and awaited direction apathetically.


‘Make grass then!’ had said Miss Jackson, with some exasperation to the Coggs twins, who sat with glum, dark eyes fixed upon her. Ten minutes later, she found that a large mound of green snippings lay on the desk between them, while, with tongues protruding, and with a red ring round each hard-working thumb, the grass-makers added painfully to their pile.


Anyway, thought Miss Jackson, that’s far better than making them go, step by step, drawing round tobacco tins and paste jars to make horrid little yellow-chicks-in-a-row, for an Easter frieze! For she had found just such a one – made by her predecessor Mrs Annett – and had looked scornfully upon its charming regularity. The children, needless to say, had loved it, but Miss Jackson favoured all those things which were written in capital letters in her own teaching notes – such as Free Art, Individual Expression, Untrammelled Creative Urge, and so on, and anything as formal and limited as poor Mrs Annett’s despised chicks were anathema to her.


And so the children snipped and hacked and tore at a fine profusion of gummed papers. Mrs Annett’s and Miss Clare’s frugal eyes would have expressed concern at the large pieces which fell to waste on the floor. But Miss Jackson, seeing in her mind’s eye the riotous glory which was to flower around her walls so soon, and with a fine disregard for the ratepayers’ money, smiled upon her babies’ efforts with approval.


In the churchyard, next door to the school playground, Mr Willet was having a bonfire. He had made himself a fine incinerator by knocking holes in a tin tar barrel. This was set up on three bricks, so that the draught fairly whistled under it, and inside Mr Willet was burning the dead flowers from the graves, stray pieces of paper, twigs, leaves and all the other rubbish which accumulates in a public place.


He had had some difficulty in getting the fire to start, for the débris was damp. But, having watched Mrs Pringle returning to her home after washing up the school’s dinner plates, he had made a bold sortie to the school woodshed, and there found a paraffin-oil can, which Mrs Pringle fondly imagined was known to her alone.


He sprinkled his languishing bonfire lavishly, and stood back to admire the resulting blaze.


‘Ah! that’s more like!’ he said with satisfaction. He bent to retrieve the oil-can and stumped back to the woodshed.


‘And if the old Tartar finds out, ’tis all one to me!’ he added sturdily, tucking it behind the sack which shrouded it.


Meanwhile, the vicar was polishing his car, and doing it very badly. It wasn’t that he was lazy about it. In fact, he was taking the greatest pains, and had an expensive tin of car-polish, half-a-dozen clean rags of various types, ranging from a soft mutton-cloth to a dashing blue-checked duster which he had found hanging on the banister.


Mrs Willet, who was helping with the spring-cleaning at the time, was much perplexed about this duster. It had vanished while she had fetched the feather mop for the top of the spare room wardrobe, and was never seen by her again.


But despite his armoury and his zeal, the vicar’s handiwork was a failure.


‘I must admit,’ said the vicar aloud, standing back on his gravel path to survey the car better, ‘that there are far too many smears.’


‘Gerald!’ called his wife, from the window. ‘You did remember to ask the Mawnes to call in for a drink this evening?’


‘Well, no!’ answered the vicar unhappily. ‘To be truthful, it slipped my mind, but I have to take a cheque to Mawne for the Church Maintenance Fund. I’ll ask them then.’


‘Good!’ said his wife, preparing to close the window.


The vicar forestalled her. ‘My dear!’ he called. The window opened again. ‘What do you think of the car?’


‘Smeary!’ said his wife, closing the window firmly.


‘She’s right, you know,’ sighed the vicar sadly to the cat which came up to rub his clerical-grey legs. ‘It definitely is smeary!’


With some relief he turned his back on the car, and went into the house to fetch his biretta. He would visit the Mawnes straight away. An afternoon call would be much more satisfying than cleaning the car.


*


The smoke from Mr Willet’s most successful bonfire began to blow into my classroom during history lesson, and I went to the window to close it.


I could see Mr Willet, his shirt-sleeves rolled up, forking dead vegetation into the smoking mouth of the incinerator. He turned, as he heard the window shut, and raised his hands in apology and concern.


I shook my head and smiled, waving my own hands, hoping that he would accept my grimaces and gestures as the verbal equivalent of ‘Don’t worry! It doesn’t matter!’


It appeared that he did, for after a minute or two of further dumb show, he saluted and returned to his fork; while I gave a final wave and returned to my class.


The slipshod spelling in the older children’s history essays had roused me to an unaccustomed warmth and I had been in the midst of haranguing them when I had broken off to close the window. I returned to the fray with renewed vigour.


‘Listen to this Patrick, “There were four Go-urges. Go-urge the Frist, Go-urge the Scond, Go-urge the Thrid, and Go-urge the Froth.” And to make matters worse, I had put “George” on the blackboard for you, and spent ten minutes explaining that it came from a Greek word “Geo” meaning earth.’


Patrick smiled sheepishly, fluttering alluring dark lashes. I refused to be softened.


‘Who remembers some of the words we put on the blackboard, beginning with “Geo”?’


There was a stunned silence. The clock ticked ponderously and outside we could hear the crackling of Mr Willet’s bonfire. Someone yawned.


‘Well?’ I said, with menace.


‘Geography,’ said one inspired child.


‘Geology,’ said another.


Silence fell again. I made another attempt to rouse them.


‘Oh, come now! There were several more words!’


Joseph Coggs, lately arrived in my room, broke the silence.


‘Je-oshaphat!’ he said smugly.


I drew in a large breath, but before I could explode, his neighbour turned to him.


‘That’s Scripture, Joe!’ he explained kindly.


I let out my breath gently and changed the subject. No point in bursting a blood-vessel, I told myself.


Mrs Annett had asked me to tea that afternoon.


‘And stay the evening, please!’ she had implored on the telephone. ‘George will be going into Caxley for orchestra practice, and I shall be alone. You can help me bath Malcolm,’ she added, as a further inducement.


The thought of bathing my godson, now at the crawling stage, could not be resisted, so I had promised to be at Beech Green school-house as soon after four as my own duties would allow.


It began to rain heavily later in the afternoon. I saw Mr Willet, his bonfire now dying slowly, scurry for shelter into the church. By the time the clock stood at a quarter to four, the rain was drumming mercilessly against the windows, and swishing, in silver shivers, across the stony playground.


We buttoned up the children’s coats, turned up their collars, tied scarves over heads, sorted Wellington boots on to the right feet, and gloves on to the right fingers, before sending them out to face the weather. One little family of four, somewhat inadequately clad, had the privilege of borrowing the old golfing umbrella from the map cupboard. So massive is this shabby monster that all four scuttled along together, quite comfortably, in its shelter.


‘I’ll give you a lift,’ I said to Miss Jackson. ‘I’m going to Beech Green for tea, and you’ll get soaked if you cycle.’


I sped across to the school-house to put things to rights before leaving my establishment. Tibby, my black and white cat, turned a sour look upon me, as I shovelled small coal on to the fire, and put up the guard.


‘And is this meagre warmth,’ his look said, ‘supposed to suffice? Where, pray, are the blazing logs and flaring coals best suited to the proper warming of a cat’s stomach?’


I escaped from his disapproving eye and got out the car.


The downs were shrouded in rain clouds, and little rivers gurgled down each side of the lane as we drove along to Beech Green.


‘Betty Franklyn told me that she was going to live with an aunt in Caxley,’ Miss Jackson said, speaking of a six-year-old in her class. ‘I wonder if that’s right? Have you heard?’


‘No,’ I answered, ‘but it would be the best thing, I should think. She’ll be looked after properly, if it’s the aunt I’m thinking of.’


Betty’s mother had died early in the year, and the father was struggling along alone. I felt very sorry for him, but he was a man I had never taken to, sandy-haired, touchy and quick-tempered.


He was a gamekeeper, and lived in a lonely cottage, in a small copse, on the Beech Green side of Fairacre. He brought the child to school each morning on the cross-bar of his bicycle, and sometimes met her, when his work allowed, after school in the afternoon.


It must have been a cheerless home during the last two or three months, and the child had looked pathetically forlorn. I hoped that this rumour would prove to be true. The aunt had always seemed devoted to her little niece, and, in Caxley, the child would have more playmates. I felt certain that the aunt had offered to have the child as soon as her mother had died; but the father, I suspected, was proud and possessive, and would look to his little daughter for company. He was certainly very fond of her, and probably he had realised that she would be far happier in Caxley, and so given in to persuasion.


I said as much to Miss Jackson, as we edged by a Land-Rover which was drawn up on the grass verge by Hundred Acre Field. Despite the sweeping rain, old Mr Miller, a small, indomitable figure in a trench coat and glistening felt hat, was standing among his young wheat surveying his field. He appeared oblivious of the weather, and deeply preoccupied.


‘It will be a good thing for Betty,’ I said, ‘I shouldn’t think her father’s much company.’


To my surprise, Miss Jackson replied quite sharply.


‘I should imagine he’s very good company. He’s always very nice when he brings Betty in the mornings. I’ve found him most interesting, and very well read.’


I negotiated the bend near Miss Clare’s house in silence.


‘And what he doesn’t know about trees and birds and woodland animals!’ continued Miss Jackson warmly. ‘He’s suggested that I take my class to the wood for a nature walk one day, and he’ll meet us there.’


‘Will he, indeed?’ I said, somewhat taken aback.


‘And when you think of the lonely life he leads, since his poor wife’s death,’ went on my assistant, her face quite pink with emotion, ‘it really is quite shattering. How he must have suffered! And he’s a sensitive man.’


I drew up outside Miss Clare’s cottage. She waved through the window from behind a pink geranium, and beckoned me in.


‘I’m going to tea with Isobel,’ I bellowed in an unladylike way, ‘so I mustn’t stop!’ She nodded and smiled, and watched her lodger, who was alighting, still pink and defensive.


‘Good-bye, and thanks!’ said Miss Jackson, somewhat shortly, pushing open the wet gate.


I drove off slowly and thoughtfully.


‘It looks to me,’ I said aloud, ‘as if Miss Crabbe will soon be supplanted in Miss Jackson’s heart. But not, heaven forbid, by that Franklyn fellow! I know a scamp when I see one!’







3. MRS ANNETT HAS DOUBTS



‘Hello, hello!’ called Mr Annett, bursting out from his school door as he heard my car forge its way slowly into the playground.


‘Put it under cover! Up in the shed,’ he shouted, through the pouring rain. I edged carefully under the corrugated iron roof of the playground shelter. The drumming of the downpour was thunderous under here.


Two small boys, ostensibly tidying up some gymnastic apparatus, watched my manoeuvres with interest.


‘Best leave ’er in gear, miss,’ advised one. ‘Nasty slope back if the ’and brake give up the ghost!’


‘I’ll stick a brick by your back wheel,’ said the other. ‘Don’t do no harm, if it don’t do no good! And don’t forget your ignition keys, miss!’


By this time Mr Annett had joined us, and overheard my mentors.


‘Those two,’ he told me, when we were out of earshot, ‘are supposed to be educationally sub-normal.’


‘They may not know how many beans make five,’ I returned, ‘but they know a good deal more about my car than I do. You see, they’ll find a niche, soon enough, when they leave school!’


We made our way across the streaming playground, to a little gate let in the side fence of Mr Annett’s garden. As he closed it behind us I looked at his trim beds and lawn and compared it sadly with my own.


A fine clump of white crocuses, sheltered from the rain by a glossy rhododendron bush, were a joy to see; their pure white cups lit from within by their dazzling gold stamens. Nearby, a speckled thrush was diligently hammering a snail on a large knobbly flint, that glistened in the rain. He was far too engrossed with his task to bother about us, although we passed close to him as we made our way to the back door.


A warm odour of freshly-baked scones met us from the kitchen. Isobel, flushed and cheerful, was busy buttering them, while Malcolm, strapped securely in his high chair, out of temptation’s way, was shaking a bean in a screw-topped jar, and singing tunelessly as an accompaniment.


‘The tympani chap in a jazz band,’ said his father, nodding towards him. ‘That’s what he’s going to be!’


‘And very nice too,’ I said. ‘I’ve always wanted to have a go at that myself.’


Tea was set in the dining-room, which looked out on to the back garden. Beyond the lawn lay Mr Annett’s kitchen garden, and I could see that his broad beans were already standing in sturdy rows. In the distance, I had a glimpse through the budding hawthorn hedge, of the school pig sties and chicken houses in the field beyond; for Mr Annett was a firm believer in rural pursuits for his older boys, and his practical methods had become much admired, and emulated, by other local teachers.


Tea was a hilarious meal, much enlivened by young Malcolm, who preferred to eat his neat strips of bread and butter by squeezing them well in his plump hands. When the food emerged, as a revolting squish between his fingers, he devoured it with the greatest relish, covering his face and his duck-decorated bib with rather more than half. His father watched with disgust.


‘Loathsome child!’ he said sternly.


‘Take no notice!’ said his wiser mother. ‘He wants us to make a fuss about it.’ She passed the scones to me, her face carefully averted from her offspring, and I tried to wrench my own gaze away from my godchild’s unpleasant handiwork.


‘It must be very hard work,’ I observed. ‘All that kneading and squeezing. I wonder if it’s nicer that way?’


‘Don’t you start, for heaven’s sake!’ said Mr Annett with alarm. ‘Here, have some honey, and don’t go getting ideas in your head!’
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