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CHAPTER 1



ABOUT half way between Little Misfit and High Rising the pleasant village of Hatch End, close under the steep downland, straggles along one side of the river Rising, separated from it by the road and the water-meadows. The houses are of grey Barsetshire stone fretted with golden lichen, the cottages of anything from decaying stone, through mellow crumbling brick, to a kind of primitive wattle and daub washed in harmonious faded creams and dirty pinks, with mossy, leaking thatched roofs. Over the whole street there reigns a general air of exquisite harmonious crumblingness whose charm is but poorly expressed in the shiny post-cards which used before the war to be sold at Mrs. Hubback’s, known as The Shop; though poorly as we think of these chromo-lithographic efforts, we have always disliked the pen and ink sketches by the local artist, Mr. Scatcherd, even more. For not only are his works all exactly alike (which is perhaps why they are so well-known), but each carries a few suitable words taken without any particular application from the anthological poems (if we make ourselves clear) of approved bards. His “Rising Rambler” series are particular favourites with the public that used to hike through rural England in motor coaches, with half-an-hour’s stop at the Mellings Arms for tea; and among them the picture of the old bridge all on the skew, with Dolly Varden being chucked under the chin by Beau Nash (we give an impression rather than anything so low as a categorical description of the scene) with the caption, “Many a youth and many a maid, Dancing in the chequered shade,” was perhaps the most popular. Mr. Scatcherd, who with unusual commonsense lives in a well-built hideous little house called “Rokeby,” just outside the village, has further shown his sense by bringing his art up to date. The post-card of the Mellings Arms (to give but one example) with a few rude forefathers of the hamlet adumbrated (for the human figure is not one of Mr. Scatcherd’s strong points) on a bench outside the Tap with the caption “Troll the bowl,” was vastly improved by their metamorphosis as members, or shall we say lay-figures, of the Home Guard, with the simple words, “Britannia needs no Bulwarks.” This card was sent by everyone to everyone else for Christmas until paper restriction came into force; and as soon as this ban (invented by a Capittleist and effete government for the enslavement of the people) is removed, Mr. Scatcherd has in mind a yet nobler version in which a one-armed soldier and a one-legged airman, rather vague about the uniform, will be seen clinking mugs upon the bench with those moving words “Home is the sailor, home from the sea.” We can confidently predict that this card will bring joy to many a hearth which ought to know better. But few hearths in this half-baked New World have the factual outlook (as their newspapers teach them to say) of Miss Scatcherd, the artist’s niece and housekeeper, who turns out and dusts the ground floor back, known as The Studio, once a week, and has often said to her friends what a blessing it is Uncle likes sketching as it keeps him quiet for hours on the stretch as they say.


Hatch End has no great House, for the shadow of Pomfret Towers lies over this part of the Rising Valley. The nearest approach to a squire-house is not even in the village, but lies on the bank of the Rising where the ground slopes gently upwards and has all the afternoon and evening light, whereas Hatch End, nestling closely under the great downs; is in shadow for the greater part of the day and of the year; which accounts for the general mossiness of everything and the amount of rheumatics in the cottages, though since the late Lord Pomfret had the water meadow properly drained and all the sluices and hatches put in order, the cottage floors are distinctly drier. But Hatch House stands well above the river valley, high and dry at all seasons, a square red-brick house with sash windows, a gravel sweep, and a front lawn which is embanked by a brick wall above the old road to Barchester. The road is probably as old as history, always well out of reach of the higher floods, and follows the contours of the hilly land in a series of twisting ups and downs, so that no motor buses use it. This is a source of some quite unreasonable pleasure and pride to its owners, the Hallidays, who have for several generations scoured the country on horse, bicycle and foot, regarding in later years the car of the moment as a useful piece of machinery on occasion and no more, and chiefly used for taking them to the nearest main line station at Nutfield, some six or seven miles away; for the single track line that serves Little Misfit and Pomfret Madrigal ignores people foolish enough to want to go to London, looking upon even Barchester as foreign parts. It is in fact the purest democracy, being a paternal service of the locals, by the locals, for the locals, and no one has ever been allowed to miss a train so long as the guard or the engine driver could see the car, trap, or pedestrian half a mile away. There is of course the inevitable exception to prove the rule, namely the case of Sir Ogilvy Hibberd when he was trying to buy up land before the war; and old gentlemen at the Mellings Arms still discuss, with the long silences broken by a few Wessex words which are their form of Witenagemot, the day when the station-master at Pomfret Madrigal exercised a long dormant right and locked the booking office door in Sir Ogilvy’s face at the hour scheduled for the departure of the 9.43, who was still gossiping quietly with the 9.52 down. But of Sir Ogilvy we will say no more. He met more than his match in old Lord Pomfret in the matter of Pooker’s Piece and has now gone aloft, in which place his baronial title, which begins with Aber, or Inver, has reduced him to the indistinguishable level of most of his brother peers of later and unimaginative creations, and no one knows who he (or they) were.


So Mr. Halliday rode about a good deal on a hardworking conscientious horse who had no objection to giving the farm-horse a hand with carting dung or wood occasionally; and Mrs. Halliday bicycled or drove an old cob in an old pony trap; and Captain George Halliday of the Barsetshire Yeomanry when on leave rode his father’s horse, or the farm-horse or even, in vacant or in pensive mood, the cob who, he complained, made his legs stick out sideways like doing the splits.


“People’s legs don’t really stick out sideways,” said his sister Sylvia, who had been hoping for five-and-a-half years that the war would be over in time for her to go on with her dancing, but did her best for the Waafs in the meantime. “They really stick out behind and in front, like running, only much flatter and straighter. And then you turn yourself round like a corkscrew so that it takes everyone in.”


To prove which assertion she got up from the breakfast table and gave a fairly good demonstration.


“Cheating an innocent and gullible public, that’s what I call it,” said Captain Halliday. “English-Speaking Ballet, my girl. Now, look at this.”


Rising from the breakfast table he crossed his arms, crossed his feet, sank elegantly and without apparent effort to the floor, rose with the precision of a well-oiled machine, repeated the combined operation three times and sat down again.


“Blast,” he said. “That seam in my breeches has gone again.”


“I knew it would,” said Mrs. Halliday, who minded almost more about damaged clothes than broken arms or legs. “Every time you get leave, George, that seam goes again and I shall have to reinforce it this time. I think,” she pursued, contemplating with extensive view all the pieces and scraps of material that were available for patching after so many years of war, “that I might be able to get a bit out of the back seam of your father’s old hunting breeches. The tailor left a good wide turn-in at the back when he made them in 1938 because your father was getting so much stouter at that time, and now he has got so nice and thin again that the turn-in is really wasted. And if I unrip the seam of your breeches and machine a good piece of father’s onto the back of the seams where the stuff is so worn with being mended so much, and get Hubback to press it well, on the wrong side of course, it would machine up again quite nicely and I could even let it out a bit; the old seam-mark wouldn’t show much when it had been pressed with a damp cloth.”


By this time her son and daughter, who were used to their mother’s household soliloquies, had begun to talk quietly about other matters till the sound of his own name pulled George’s attention back.


“So,” his mother was continuing, “if you will take those breeches off, George, and let me have them, I am sure I can make a good job of them. But I must have them now, because of all sorts of things.”


“But I’ll tell you what you can’t do,” said Sylvia, suddenly emerging from a profound and thoughtful silence. “You can’t sit down with your legs beside you.”


“I always rather wanted to have a wooden leg when I was small,” said George reflectively, “I mean a proper wooden leg like a leg of mutton, so that I could take it off and throw it at people.”


“So if you will take off those breeches, George darling,” said Mrs. Halliday, getting up, “I’ll see about them now.”


“Or one could give it to a poor old cottage woman who was too weak to get firewood from the Squire’s woods and anyway he’d have had her transported if she had,” said Sylvia, warming to the subject, “and be a Ministering Angel.”


“I simply can’t take off these breeches now, mother,” said George. “I don’t mean not in the dining-room, for heaven knows nothing is sacred since you and Hubback would try on Sylvia’s camiknicks or whatever it was in here because it was the only fire in the house last winter, but I’m going down to the village now and I must have my breeches on.”


“But the place will get worse,” said his mother.


“It won’t go any further,” said George. “They split about forty times in Normandy and my batman got the little jigger from the adjutant’s office that sticks papers together with bits of hairpin and stamped some of them on so that it couldn’t come undone any further. I do miss Jones. I hope he’ll be there all right when I get back to wherever my lot have gone to.”


“I think it is quite dreadful that none of you know how to sew properly,” said Mrs. Halliday severely. “It is like that dreadful batman of yours who put nails through your breeches, right through the material, to hold your braces up when the buttons came off.”


“I put the nails in, mother,” said George. “They worked awfully well. In fact one of them is still there, because a button you sewed on came off again.”


“Then I must have your breeches at once,” said Mrs. Halliday. “That settles it. A nail might get shot right into you at any minute.”


“So might a button” said George. “All right, mother, I’ll give them you to-night.”


“You mean ‘I’ll give you them,’” said Sylvia. “If you say, ‘I’ll give them you,’ it means ‘I’ll give you to them,’ like giving Christians to the lions.”


George said it didn’t. It meant, he said, ‘I will give them to you’ and if he said ‘I’ll give you them’ it would mean ‘I will give—I will give—’ “Oh gosh,” he added, “I don’t know, but anyway you’re wrong. And what’s this about sitting down beside your legs anyway?”


Sylvia stood up, and quietly sat down on the floor, the lower part of each leg doubled up neatly on the carpet alongside its upper part.


“Good God,” said George.


“Elementary, my dear Watson,” said Sylvia, rising as smoothly as she had sunk. “Only I bet you can’t do it.”


“OW!” said George as he nearly twisted his knees out of their sockets and had to save himself from falling in a heap by clutching at his sister’s skirt. “It isn’t fair. You’ve got double joints.”


“Doubles muscles,” said Mrs. Halliday, one of whose unexpected gifts was excellent French.


Her offspring stared uncomprehendingly. Mrs. Halliday, who had long ago accepted the fact that her children were by her standards illiterate, and knew that if she said Tartarin they would be no wiser than before, seized the moment of George’s discumfiture to tell him that she was quite sure the seam had opened a bit more with all those gymnastics, and he had better let her have his breeches before he went down to the village.


“I say, father,” said George to Mr. Halliday, who came in at that moment. “Do save me from your wife. She wants to mend my breeches and I can’t spare them.”


“Look, my dear,” said Mr. Halliday, holding up a pair of riding breeches for his wife’s inspection. “It’s that button again. Hubback put it on for me last week, but her buttons never last. One might as well use a nail as we used to in the old war. I wish you would sew it on for me, Ellie, if you’ve time. No—not the back button—that front one.”


“I was only looking,” said Mrs. Halliday in a fateful voice, which would not have been unworthy of Norna of the Fitful Head in one of her pythonic moments, “to see how much stuff there was on the back seam. All right, Leonard, I’ll do it now. And if you will let me have those riding breeches of yours, George,” she continued, “I will start the patch at once.”


“Oh, all right mother,” said George, with a fairly good grace. “I’ll put them in your room.”


“What’s your mother up to?” asked Mr. Halliday. “Is she cutting up your breeches to patch mine?”


“Cutting up yours, father, to patch mine,” said George, and went out of the room in better spirits.


“Good God, Ellie! You’re not going to touch my breeches,” said Mr. Halliday much alarmed.


“It is quite all right, Leonard,” said his wife. “George was exaggerating. And don’t forget we are having tea at the Deanery to-day. Will you be in for lunch?”


A little more exchange of plans took place and then Mr. Halliday went away. Sylvia had meanwhile removed the breakfast things and washed them up under the disapproving yet complacent eye of Hubback, daughter of old Mrs. Hubback at The Shop, servant in the Halliday family by right of long village ties as under-housemaid, head-housemaid and now as much a maid of all work as her mistress. Old Mrs. Fothergill was, it is true, nominally cook, but her age and her legs told upon her more and more, and when she was not having a nice cup of tea, or a quiet lay down, or a nice quiet time with the wireless, she was doing something else of a nice and quiet nature. However she was faithful and honest, and as she never went out Mrs. Halliday could always leave the house with a quiet mind.


So George took off his breeches and put on his old grey flannel trousers, very frayed round the turn-ups, and his sister tied her head up in a scarlet handkerchief and took her brother George’s Burberry, and they prepared to go for a walk by the sunken lane which represents what is left of Gundric’s Fossway in those parts, under the steep escarpment of Fresh-down, once Frey’s Down, and so to the bold eminence of Bolder’s Knob where no tree has ever grown since St. Ewold, in an access of slum-clearance, caused the sacred oak grove to be cut down. But all those pleasant plans were swept away, as remorselessly as St. Ewold had swept away the Druid’s oaks, by the irruption into the hall of Hubback, holding a large basket in what appeared to the young Hallidays to be an ominous, nay minatory manner.


“As you are going down to the village, Miss Sylvia,” said Hubback, “you can look in at Mother’s and see if there’s any biscuits come. And there’s some other things ought to have come in by now and if Vidler’s boy has been over from Northbridge she’ll be able to let you have a bit of fish. Here’s the basket and a nice bit of paper to wrap the fish in.”


So saying she thrust into Sylvia’s unwilling hand a recent number of the Sunday Express, with a good deal of dirt and grease on it.


“Oughtn’t I to have a cleaner bit for the fish?” said Sylvia.


“Not for Vidler’s fish,” said Hubback scornfully. “If you was to see the back of Vidler’s shop, Miss Sylvia, you’d never touch another piece. You wouldn’t credit there was so many flies in the world, and all the year round too. And don’t forget the beer, Master George. They can’t send now at the Arms, so what you want you’ll have to carry. There’s plenty of room in the basket.”


Without waiting for her young master and mistress’s protests, she went back to the kitchen, giving the door that led to the servants’ quarters a hearty slam. But this was taken by the young Hallidays in the spirit in which it was meant; namely, not as a display of temper, but as the only method of making the door shut. Hardly had the noise of the slam stopped resounding through the hall and up the stairs when Hubback opened it again.


“If I’ve told that Caxton once I’ve told him a dozen times,” she said vengefully, “that what this door needs is a good looking at. If you see him anywhere about you can tell him so.”


She withdrew and ostentatiously closed the door quietly. It at once sprang open again.


“Don’t say I didn’t say so,” said Hubback, poking her face through the opening; and slammed the door again till the house reeled.


“Better get out now,” said Sylvia, “or she’ll send us to find Caxton in the workshop and he’ll keep us for hours. Come on.”


They shut the front door behind them, for the Spring day was grey and cold. Before them lay the velvet-soft lawn with its two great cedars. Beyond the cedars was the low red brick wall with its stone coping and its stone urns at regular intervals, and an eight foot drop on its far side to the old Barchester Road. In all the Springs the young Hallidays could remember, before the German Chancellor had changed the face of the whole world with evil intent, the water meadows in late spring, richly green from the winter flooding, with promise of yellow iris, forget-me-not, and the scent of wild mint crushed as one walked, with dog-roses and meadow-sweet to come, had been part of one’s life at Hatch End. To-day, when a war against the powers of darkness was well into its sixth year, when the older people were living valiantly with tiredness and even hopelessness as their constant companions, when even the young were wondering if anything really mattered or if one might as well gamble away all one had, a chill spring wind was battering the reeds along the water channels and turning the leaves of the aspens till everything looked as grey as steel, and even the waters were wrinkled with cold, while depressed cows stood with their patient backs to the blast and chewed without enthusiasm.


“Filthy it all looks,” said George Halliday.


“Perfectly foul,” said Sylvia Halliday. “Come on. If we get Hubback’s fish in time, we might go up to Bolder’s Knob before lunch.”


George knew that a visit to the village made anything else, especially a two mile walk each way, or two and a half if you kept to Gundric’s Fossway and didn’t cut up by the chalk quarry, quite out of the question. And he knew that his sister knew this as well as he did and was only playing the game, by now so threadbare and boring, of making the best of things, or looking on the bright side of them; though no side seemed to him brighter or better than any other side, all being pretty dull and depressing. But it was no good talking about these things, so he and Sylvia went down the sloping drive to the road. At the gate they paused, a habit formed in their childhood when to go out onto the road without looking might mean sudden death, not only in the imagination of their nurses, but in the sad fact of the nursery dog who rushed joyfully down the drive and straight under a motor coach of the Southbridge United Viator Passenger Coy., which should never have been allowed to use the narrow Old Road with its sudden ups and downs, its twists and turns. But for a long time no motor coaches had come along the Old Road, no tradesmen’s vans came out from Barchester. An occasional convoy that had lost its way in Barsetshire lanes, or coming over the downs, would bump and rattle past in the early hours of the morning, or a car marked Red Cross, W.V.S. or Doctor would pass the gates, but for the most part the road was deserted except for bicycles, and even they avoided it if possible, for there were some hills, notably the hill with the sudden turn in it going down from Hatch House Farm to Nether Hatch, which not even bad little boys could force a bicycle up, let them stand first on one pedal and then on the other as they would. Jimmy Panter, an extremely bad little boy, grandson of Mrs. Hubback at The Shop, had several times ridden down it, but only by keeping both hobnailed feet firmly on the tyre of the front wheel (whose mudguard he had long ago broken and lost) so ripping the tyre to pieces and getting a good thrashing from his father, Mr. Halliday’s carter Panter, who had lost an arm in Ypres salient beside his master, but could handle horses as well as any man in the neighbourhood.


Without further words George and his sister walked a hundred yards or so to where a narrow road, carried high on stone arches, spanned the water meadows above the reach of any floods. The older wooden bridge which had been there since time immemorial (or in other words since 1721, the year in which Hatch House was built by one of Mr. Halliday’s ancestors, Wm. Halliday, Gent., who had a passion for building and had married a young lady of property), was carried away in the great flood of 1863 when the waters of the Rising got entirely out of hand and the two sides of the river were completely cut off from one another for seven or eight miles, and a jackass was found in a willow tree, unhurt, but extremely difficult to extricate. The New Bridge, as it is still called, was built by the sixth Earl of Pomfret at his own expense; the seventh earl, as we have before mentioned, had the water channels, sluices and hatches put into proper order, and no modern child has ever had the pleasure of seeing a proper flood, though after heavy snowfall or rainfall with the wind blowing upstream the water sometimes laps right over the road at Hatch End and into any cottages that are below road level.


As George and Sylvia walked across the bridge, feeling cross, and also annoyed with themselves for being cross, their attention was agreeably distracted by the sight of Mr. Scatcherd, sitting on a camp stool like a real artist in the shelter of one of the arches, his feet on a bit of linoleum, industriously sketching. Moved by a common impulse they stopped, leaned their elbows on the parapet, and entered upon the countryman’s eternal job of looking at other people working.


Mr. Middleton of Laverings, who being an architect was supposed by such of the county as ever thought about art to be an authority on it, had once said that Mr. Scatcherd was a museum piece and ought to be preserved in a glass case in the Barchester Museum as a type of Late Nineteenth Century Artist. To his contemporaries this was quite clear. To George and Sylvia it would have meant very little, as indeed it would to most of their contemporaries, had they not been brought up in a home which possessed a complete set of Punch. This series showed with most other complete sets the peculiarity of having several volumes missing, but the years between 1870 and 1896 were in perfect condition and from them the young Hallidays had been able to reconstruct a good deal of England’s Lost Civilisation.


Mr. Scatcherd was indeed a remarkable relic of the past, or of a conglomeration of pasts. His Norfolk jacket with belt, his knickerbockers buttoning below the knee, his deerstalker hat with several flies stuck in it, would alone have been enough to mark him as different from other men. When to these we add a silken scarf passed through a kind of flat ring, in itself a monument of antiquity, a drooping walrus moustache, and in bad weather a heavy tweed Inverness cape, or, hardly expecting to be believed, mention the green veil with which he swathed his battered Panama in the summer against midges, it will at once be realised that Hatch End was highly privileged. And Hatch End was worthy of its privileges. Real R.A.’s had come over to Hatch End from one or other of the big houses, and setting up an easel had roughed in an oil sketch later to be expanded to thirty square feet of canvas called “The Rising Valley from Hatch End.” Artists of more promise than fame had made oil sketches apparently through sepia-coloured glasses and shown them at the Set of Five exhibition held in a room off Tottenham Court Road, as “The Rising Valley at Hatch End.” Other artists of a good deal more fame than promise had done pen and ink sketches with a livid wash of black and yellow called “Hatch End: Rising Valley.” Julian Rivers, who had been unwillingly absorbed by the Army, and been rescued from it as being an artist of National Importance by people who ought to have known better, had made a picture of Hatch End and the river valley from old Tube tickets and some blotting-paper from the Red Tape and Sealing Wax Office given to him by Geoffrey Harvey and called it derisively “What we are fighting for.” But as no one except his mother and a girl in trousers who thought she was in love with him came to the exhibition, the derision was quite wasted.


Hatch End had watched all those gentlemen at work, and thought poorly of their efforts, partly because they did the job that quick it didn’t seem it could be any good like, partly because they did not sit for hours in or outside the Mellings Arms, slowly drinking what beer there was to be got and saying nothing, which everyone knows is the way to paint pictures, drive a cart, shoe a horse, or even mend a car. But Mr. Scatcherd, ah, there was a man as studied what he was doing. Slow and sure, that was the way Mr. Scatcherd worked, and you could see his pictures at The Shop any day. And it stood to reason, said Mrs. Hubback at The Shop, that if a gentleman hadn’t got Wellingtons, nasty things they were, too and drew the feet, the next best was to put an old bit of lino under his boots.


“Good-morning, Mr. Scatcherd,” said Sylvia from the bridge.


Mr. Scatcherd looked up and courteously removed his deerstalker.


“Good-morning to you, Miss Sylvia,” he replied. “You see me wooing Nature as of old.”


“George is on leave,” said Sylvia. “Can we come and look?”


Without waiting for permission she climbed down from the bridge, followed by George, and went through the rushes to Mr. Scatcherd’s arch.


“You will excuse me getting up, or rather not getting up, I am sure,” said Mr. Scatcherd. “Everything falls down if I do. This is merely an idea, a very rough idea as yet.”


“It’s awfully nice,” said Sylvia, looking at his sketch-block, upon which she distinctly recognised the course of the Rising among a lot of criss-cross scratchings that were obviously reeds and bulrushes.


“I am delighted that it gives you satisfaction,” said Mr. Scatcherd. “I always do my best to oblige. You notice of course the focal point of the trifling sketch.”


Neither George nor Sylvia had noticed it, nor could they see anything which to them looked more focal than anything else, unless it were a bulrush which rose rather more proudly than its fellows. George said would Mr. Scatcherd explain exactly the idea that lay behind it, and Sylvia looked admiringly at him.


“Now, that is an article that very few people realise the value of,” said Mr. Scatcherd, evidently gratified. “When I make up my mental accounts—you follow me in this?—” Sylvia and George said with one untruthful voice that they did—“ I put to the credit side those members of the public who understand what lies behind a sketch. For it is not so much what I put onto the paper, if you follow me, as the mental conception of what I am driving at. And here I think I have summed up Everything.”


Sylvia said it was quite wonderful. George said it was much better than a lot of exhibitions he’d seen in London, and anyway he didn’t understand art much, and he thought they ought to be getting on as they had to fetch the fish and get some beer.


“Vidler hasn’t been round yet,” said Mr. Scatcherd, shedding the artist and suddenly becoming extremely practical. “I see every single thing that passes on the road. And the Arms ran out of beer last night.”


“Good Lord!” said George. “Are you sure?”


“Fack,” said Mr. Scatcherd. “But there is another line I might suggest. If you and Miss Sylvia come up to Rokeby I’ll show you my latest sketches and my niece will give you some parsnip wine. She made it last year and it’s about ready to blow the jar up. You can see Vidler’s van from the house.”


So depressed were George and Sylvia by the weather and the thought of his twenty-eight days’ leave, of which there were only twenty-six left to run, that they accepted with gratitude an offer which in better times they would have declined. Mr. Scatcherd packed his drawing materials into a black-japanned box, put the box, the piece of linoleum and the camp stool into a suit case and led the way along the trodden path, with flagstones at regular intervals, through the rushes, up to the road. Here they turned to the left and walked along the village street for about a quarter of a mile to where on a little hillock stood Rokeby, with a commanding view of the road along which they had come.


Rokeby itself had good foundations and a damp course, but otherwise there was little to be said in its favour. It had been built by a Barchester contractor to house his old mother and it was his boast that the bricks were a bargain. Which indeed they doubtless were, but a very uncompromising one, being of purplish-red colour with flecks of black, like a very nasty German sausage. Its proportions were bad, its slate roof at an abominable pitch, its chocolate coloured woodwork tastefully relieved with coffee-colour quite revolting, and the meanness of its interior a perfect triumph of what Mr. Middleton called Builder’s Joy. Its only redeeming feature, and that a feature which appealed more to romantic youth than to any possible tenant, was a couple of pretence windows on what hardly looked high enough to be the first floor, very small, with black panes and white woodwork, popularly supposed to mask a secret chamber with a corpse in it. In vain had the Barchester Society of Antiquaries, the S.P.A.B., the Georgian Society protested. In vain had the Dean gone to London and spoken to the editor of the Jupiter. In vain had Lord Stoke offered several times to buy the site (reputed on no grounds at all to be a British tumulus) and present it to the National Trust. The Barchester contractor, by name Stringer and of a foxy nature, said if all those societies and whatsisnames wanted that bit of ground, it stood to reason there was something up their sleeves and he was as good a man as another and so was his money and if Hatch End didn’t like Rokeby they could lump it.


But judgment fell upon Mr. Stringer, for just as the house was finishing, he lost all his money owing to conceited and ill-advised speculation and had to go and live with his old mother, who never stopped letting him know what she thought of him and outlived him by three triumphant weeks. So the house was sold and Mr. Scatcherd at Northbridge, the present proprietor of Scatcherd’s Stores, Est: 1824, bought Rokeby cheap as an investment. And as he was a kindly man, he let his ne’er-do-well brother (for so he considered one who had been brought up to the grocery trade and abandoned it to draw a lot of silly stuff), Mr. Scatcherd the artist live there at a nominal rent, sending his eldest daughter Hettie to keep house for her uncle. If anyone thinks this last was an act of pure kindness, it was not, for Mr. Scatcherd the grocer’s eldest unmarried daughter though an excellent housekeeper had a very bad temper. But it all worked very well, for Mr. Scatcherd the artist, who had once spent a week in nervous sin in a cheap hotel at Boulogne, always countered his niece’s outburst by telling her how much worse the French Madams were, and so long as he got his meals regular women’s whims meant nothing to him. So Hettie got his meals regularly and blew off most of her steam in chapel, where she was reputed to have a powerful gift.


Some of this interesting story was known to the young Hallidays, though like most young they took their elders of every station very much for granted and made no enquiries, shying away from any uncomfortable situations as they arose. But they had never been inside Rokeby before and were rather excited.


“One moment, Miss Halliday,” said Mr. Scatcherd, remembering just in time that he was an Artist, and as such entitled to meet the Squire’s daughter socially on equal terms, instead of merely saying Miss. “I will deal with the front door. If you and Mr. Halliday would just step back, off the doorstep—”


Obediently the young Hallidays retreated onto a woven wire mat, in which white marbles forming the word POKFRY were embedded, the tail of the R and the bottom of the E and B having been shaken by the furniture men from Northbridge dropping a large wardrobe on them and the loosened marbles having been subsequently extracted by the careful fingers of the Hatch End school children. Mr. Scatcherd, under their fascinated gaze, took a large key from the pocket of his Norfolk jacket, blew into it, saying briefly “India-rubber; it’s a wonder how many crumbs it makes,” and unlocked the door. It was then that the Hallidays realised the wisdom of Mr. Scatcherd’s advice, for the door opened outwards, and would have knocked them down had they remained on the wire mat. Almost directly inside the front door a box staircase went up to the top storey, with an exiguous doorway on each side of it, just inside the house.


“Parver as you see,” said Mr. Scatcherd, “but extremely apter. Mind the bottom step, Miss Halliday, and you’ll get into the best sitting-room nicely.”


His guests, edging round the bottom step, inserted themselves into a sitting-room as cold and cheerless as every proper best sitting-room should be.


“Hettie doesn’t like me to use this room except on Christmas Day,” said Mr. Scatcherd. “Come into the Studio.”


He led them through a door at the further end of the sitting-room into what was obviously a back kitchen, with a sink under the window and a door into the garden. Upon a large kitchen table were evidences of the tenant’s profession, such as a drawing block, inks of several colours, a pen tray and some pencils.


“And here you see the atterleer,” said Mr. Scatcherd, who had not been to Boulogne for nothing. “Where I work out my idea. I’ll call Hettie. I expect she’s in the kitchen or in her room. She sleeps in the front room, to keep a look out.”


Sylvia, much interested in houses, asked Mr. Scatcherd where he slept.


“I have my sanctum upstairs,” said Mr. Scatcherd. “There’s only the one room upstairs, at the back. The windows at the front are what the French call Tromperloil and I may say, speaking as one who knows a bit about art, remarkably well done. It has a nice dormer window with a view over the chapel burying ground. You’d be surprised how many postcards of that view I’ve sold. Excuse me.”


He opened the door into the garden and shouted “Hettie.”


“It’s a funny thing,” said Mr. Scatcherd, coming in again and shutting the door, “how the man that built this house didn’t put more doors in. Still, Hettie and me living here as we do, I daresay it’s for the best. For you have no idea at all how people do talk.”


As he spoke Miss Scatcherd passed the window and came in by the door. She was a middle-aged woman and if she had not cut her hair short with the kitchen scissors and refused to visit the dentist owing to some religious confusion about graven images, would not have been ill-looking. Both the young Hallidays were rather frightened of her, partly because they had heard their nurses say something about people that kept themselves to themselves in a mysterious voice, partly because George, when very small, had been taken to chapel by the under-nurse of the moment and been horribly frightened by a hymn with a rollicking refrain of,


We’ll all be as one in the Mighty I AM,


When we’ve washed off our sin in the Blood of the Lamb, which religious canticle had made small George wake screaming for most of the Christmas Holidays.


“Well REALLY Uncle that’s a nice way to bring people to the house all among your rubbish and things when you knew I’ll be turning the room out to-morrow and everything will be nice and tidy and there’s the best room that I turned out yesterday all ready but of course you wouldn’t think of that and really what Mr. George and Miss Sylvia will think I can’t imagine and just as I’m getting my things on the line and of course it’s beginning to rain,” said Hettie, all in one sentence.


“I say, I’m awfully sorry—” George began.


“It’s not your fault Mr. George it’s Uncle I’m at,” said Hettie. “And there you go Uncle leaving your things all over the room when there’s a nice hook behind the door can’t you ask Mr. George and Miss Sylvia to sit down it isn’t as if we hadn’t any chairs.”


With which words she picked up Mr. Scatcherd’s Inverness cape from a chair and hung it violently on a hook. The loop broke and the cape fell down.


“There,” said Hetty, picking it up. “I’ve been telling Uncle these three days that loop’s on its last legs I told him and what must he do but go and hang it up by it knowing as well as I do that I’ll mend it as soon as I get a moment to spare and there’s my things out on the line and the rain coming down and Lady Graham’s in the village and happening to meet her in The Shop she said she was coming here about some sketches or something good GRACIOUS do you expect me to have fourteen pairs of hands?”


She then rushed out of the door into the garden, where the Hallidays could see her tearing damp flapping objects off the line and cramming them into a basket. The visitors felt uncomfortable and wished they had never come, the more so that their host looked very depressed and had apparently forgotten all about the parsnip wine. Just as they were wondering if they could escape without giving offence, there was a sound of footsteps coming round the side of the house. A small procession of two ladies and three children appeared on the little back verandah and walked into the studio.


“Oh, Lady Graham, it’s me and George,” said Sylvia. “George is on leave.”


“Darling Sylvia,” said Lady Graham, giving Sylvia a soft scented embrace. “And dear George. And here is Miss Merriman and Clarissa—darling Clarissa, say how do you do to Sylvia—and Robert and Edith. We have all come to see Mr. Scatcherd’s lovely pictures, haven’t we, Merry? Clarissa draws beautifully. She gave Mamma a picture of a dove on her birthday, and Robert made a frame and it all fell to bits, didn’t it, Robert darling, and Merry glued it together again. You can turn over the pictures, darlings, but don’t touch anything.


Her offspring, who appeared to understand these peculiar instructions, at once began to turn over the pen and ink drawings on the table, but with such neat elegant fingers that as Mr. Scatcherd said afterwards you would think it was the pixies.


“Let me give you a seat, Lady Graham,” said Mr. Scatcherd, hastily removing drawing materials from the chairs.


“Robert goes back to school to-morrow,” said Lady Graham, who took no notice of Mr. Scratcherd’s efforts at hospitality. “He is at Eton now and so happy in dear Mr. Manhole’s house. James is there too. And John goes back to his school the day after to-morrow, so we shall be quite sad, shan’t we, Clarissa darling?”


Her ladyship then picked up Mr. Scatcherd’s cloak, examined it with great interest, sat down upon the one chair which Mr. Scatchard had not yet cleared, and draped the cloak very becomingly round her, while Miss Merriman, who had known the Hallidays for some years, talked to Sylvia.


“WELL Uncle,” said Hettie, putting her basket of damp clothes just outside the door and coming in with a rush. “Letting her ladyship sit on that old chair and hold your cape what her ladyship must think I can’t think.”


“But it’s a lovely cape,” said Lady Graham. “I would like to get one like it for darling Mamma. She is not very well, but she had a very happy birthday and we all gave her presents, didn’t we, darlings? And now we want to see Mr. Scatcherd’s lovely pictures. I am going to have a Bring and Buy Sale at Holdings in the summer and we thought people would love to buy Mr. Scatcherd’s pictures and we are going to have a kind of auction. Miss Merriman knows all about it, don’t you, Merry? I would always much rather buy a thing, but such a lot of people like to see a thing getting more and more expensive till they feel equal to buying it. Still, it is all for the Barsetshire Regiment Comfort Fund, so if Mr. Scatcherd can spare some of his lovely drawings, it will be quite perfect.”


“Mr. Scatcherd was making a new sketch in the water meadows this morning,” said Sylvia. “Do show it, Mr. Scatcherd.”


The artist, gratified, began to unpack his suit case.


“Now Uncle don’t you bother her ladyship with your rubbishing sketches and things,” said his unappreciative niece. “I’ll get up some of my parsnip wine your ladyship and I’m sure your young ladies and young gentleman and Miss Merriman will enjoy it it won’t do them the least harm why can’t you clear the table a bit Uncle not stand there doing nothing and get some of the glasses out of the best room and why you keep Miss Merriman standing all this time I don’t know but as I always say I’ve only the one pair of hands and can’t do everyone’s work not if I was paid to which goodness knows I’m not in this house.”


Having thus made most of her guests feel acutely uncomfortable and distinctly addled in the intellect, she hustled herself onto the verandah, picked up her washing basket and disappeared into the kitchen. Mr. Scatcherd brought glasses from the front room, Miss Merriman talked to George about the possibility of county cricket that year and Lady Graham gave Sylvia a great deal of information about her eldest daughter Emmy, now eighteen, who suddenly wished to go to an agricultural college and breed bulls.


“I suppose it is a kind of inheritance,” said Lady Graham sighing, “because darling Papa used to love breeding bulls. Emmy is spending this summer at Rushwater which belongs to my nephew Martin since darling Papa died, and of course it would be most convenient, because our old agent Mr. Macpherson is devoted to her and would do anything.”


Miss Merriman, who had not lived under Lady Graham’s roof all through the war without observing her kindly and closely, quite realised the cloud of imbecility in which that delightful creature’s talk was apt to engulf her hearers, and came to Sylvia’s rescue. Lady Graham relapsed into her usual state of admiring her family and thinking of absolutely nothing at all, and then Hettie came back with a jug of cloudy parsnip wine and some biscuits.


“Biscuits, my darlings,” said Lady Graham. “How lovely. We can’t get any in Little Misfit this month.”


“WELL if I’d known that your ladyship,” said Hettie, shocked, “I’d have told Father he would always keep some for your ladyship and I get the broken ones only two points a pound and just as fresh as the whole ones and they do seem to go further and just as well for really with Uncle wanting lunches and things to take out with him I really don’t know which way to turn sometimes.”


“Merry, we must get some broken biscuits,” said Lady Graham.


“We usually do,” said Miss Merriman, who since she came to Holdings as friend and secretary to Lady Emily Leslie, Lady Graham’s mother, had gradually taken over most of the housekeeping. “We get a large tin of broken biscuits from the Barchester Stores. It is after twelve, Lady Graham, and perhaps we ought to be getting back.”


On hearing this Lady Graham fell into a frenzy of business-likeness, and rapidly chose several dozen reproductions of Mr. Scatcherd’s art. So overcome was the artist by his visitor’s charm that he wished to present them to the Bring and Buy, but Lady Graham, ably seconded by Hettie, took no notice of him at all and paid the usual price.


“But before I go, Mr. Scatcherd,” said Lady Graham, with a radiant smile less brilliant than her mother’s but most upsetting to the artist’s emotions, “you must show me the picture you were doing this morning.”


“It’s not really polished yet, Lady Graham,” said Mr. Scatcherd. “But if you insist—”


He nervously sorted the drawings in his suit-case, while Miss Merriman, mistress of herself as always, watchful of the family whose protectress she had in a way become during the last six years, thought how like Lady Graham was becoming to her mother. Lady Emily, that wind-blown sparkling fountain, mingling deep love, intense interest, mockery; adorable, impractical and maddening in a breath, could never be repeated. In Agnes the gift of loving (though often widening to a general mush of amiability), the great interest in other people (though mostly deceptive), were renewed. Mockery she neither had nor recognised, and for all her helpless appearance was extremely practical. But her exquisite unruffled face, as the years passed, had begun to show a little of her mother’s hawk glance, a curving of the lips in piercing sweetness; and, as Miss Merriman had just noticed and not for the first time, she had the gift of never losing track of a subject however her conversation might have divagated from it. Miss Merriman sighed; she did not quite know why. But a secretary-friend-companion is not paid to sigh, and Miss Merriman knew where she stood to a hair’s breadth and let no one enter her private world, so the sigh was unheard and Mr. Scatcherd, enraptured by Lady Graham’s request, had now found the new drawing.


“Come and look, darlings,” said Lady Graham.


The three children at once grouped themselves round their mother with such grace that George Halliday suddenly felt that Motherhood was the most beautiful thing in the world.


“It is so delightful to see a real picture before it is finished,” said Lady Graham, “and then afterwards when it is really finished one can see what it is. Do tell us all about it, Mr. Scatcherd.


“Mother, it’s the river,” said Clarissa.


“I see the bulrushes,” said Robert.


“I see the biggest bulrush,” said Edith.


Lady Graham raised her lovely eyes, expressing mutely to the company in general her admiration of her gifted offspring.


“That little lady,” said Mr. Scatcherd, who was then assailed by a torturing doubt as to the propriety of such a mode of address, “has hit upon the focal point. Hit it in one. I needn’t tell you, Lady Graham, what it is. It may,” he continued, screwing up his eyes and looking at the drawing as if it were forty yards away, “give the impression of a bulrush, but that is not to the point. It is the concentration of the observer’s interest that is the important thing, and the little critic has hit it in one.”


He then wondered if little critic was even less suitable than little lady and fell into a kind of swoon, through which he heard Lady Graham’s cooing voice uttering idiotic platitudes, till Miss Merriman said firmly that they would all be late for lunch if they didn’t go at once.


Roused by a vision of her children starving, Lady Graham got up.


“When that picture is finished, Mr. Scatcherd,” she said, “will you let me buy it for the Bring and Buy Sale? And we will make everyone pay a shilling to guess what it is, and the one that guesses right will get it.”


“Suppose no one guesses right,” said George Halliday.


“Then we’ll make everyone pay to guess again,” said Lady Graham. “Now, darlings, we must go. Come and see us before you go back to Germany, George; and Sylvia too.”


“It’s not Germany, it’s Italy,” said George.


“Then you must know the Strelsas,” said Lady Graham, with what for her was considerable animation. “They are cousins of ours, you know, and had a lovely villa outside Florence.”


George, feeling a hideous boor, said he hadn’t been in Florence at all.


“And, Sylvia, you must come over soon,” Lady Graham continued. “My brother David is getting leave from the Air Force on Thursday and will be with us for a few weeks except that with David you never know. He would adore you.”


She then wrapped Mr. Scatcherd’s Inverness cape round her and prepared to go.


“That is Mr. Scatcherd’s cape, Lady Graham,” said Miss Merriman.


“How stupid of me,” said Agnes, letting Miss Merriman remove the cape and give it to Hettie. “Say good-bye, darlings.”


In a soft chorus of good-byes the Graham family left the house, and a few moments later the trot of a pony’s feet could be heard as they drove back to Holdings. To the rest of the company life suddenly felt rather drab. The church clock chimed twelve.


“George! the fish!” said Sylvia. “Oh, Miss Scatcherd, do you know if Vidler’s van has been yet?”


Hettie said she couldn’t rightly say but Mrs. Panter down the road would know for sure as she had got her washing in early and was ironing in the kitchen and never missed a thing and if Mr. George and Miss Sylvia would come with her they’d soon know.


“It’s very kind of you, Miss Scatcherd,” said Sylvia.


“Pleasure,” said Hettie briefly. “Matter of fact I want some fish myself but it’s no good telling Uncle when everything goes right through his head like a bit of butter or I’d have told him to keep a look out when he was doing his sketching and things and nothing to think about this way Miss Sylvia.”


The young Hallidays were so confused by Hettie’s comparison of butter to a boring agent that they almost forgot to say good-bye to Mr. Scatcherd, who was putting away his sketching materials in a kind of artistic trance, seeing in his mind’s eye the heads of the three youngest children in pen and ink on a postcard, reproduced by the thousand and sold all over the country under the title “Angel Faces,” which he somehow felt he had seen somewhere.


“You’d better let me have that Uncle,” said Hettie, sweeping the notes and silver that Lady Graham had left on the table into her basket. “You’ll only be spending it and it might as well go into the bank we’re told we ought to save and I’m sure if anyone saves I do though no one thanks me for it.”


Mr. Scatcherd looked rather dashed. Sylvia and George felt sorry for him, but there was nothing they could do, so they said good-bye and followed Hettie round the house, out of the front gate and across the road to No. 6, Clarence Cottages, where Mrs. Panter, the wife of Mr. Halliday’s carter, was plainly visible at her ironing, just inside the front door.


“Good-morning, Mrs. Panter,” said Hettie. “Has that Vidler been up yet?”


“Good-morning, Miss Sylvia and Master George,” said Mrs. Panter, putting her iron on its end on the stone floor, wiping her hands on her apron, and taking no notice of Miss Scatcherd at all. “Panter told me you were on leave, Master George, so I said, ‘I’ll be seeing Master George here before long.’”


Sylvia and George shook hands, both secretly wondering if Miss Scatcherd would mind being ignored. But Hettie, although from foreign parts and the more urban civilisation of Northbridge, quite understood that the gentry must come first and surveyed the scene with an impartial eye.


“Vidler went up to The Shop a quarter of an hour ago,” said Mrs. Panter to the young Hallidays. “I saw you go up with Hettie’s Uncle, so I said to Vidler’s young man, ‘Mind you keep something for Hatch House.’ I’ve got your fish here, Hettie. You can take it, it’s on the dresser.”


She picked up her iron, licked her finger, touched the iron, listened disapprovingly, put the iron back on the stove, took another from the stove, licked her finger, listened with approval to the hiss, rubbed the fresh iron on an old piece of blanket and went on ironing one of Panter’s shirts.


The audience was obviously at an end. George and Sylvia thanked Mrs. Panter, thanked Hettie very much for her parsnip wine, and went to The Shop. Here Mrs. Hubback had a reeking parcel of fish waiting for them and an untidy bundle of washing for her daughter. They then pursued their way, not very hopefully, to the Mellings Arms where Mr. Geo. Panter—the carter’s cousin—was licensed to sell beer and spirits to be consumed on or off the premises. The little bar was warm with humanity, a warmth very welcome on so horrid a spring day, and the young Hallidays thought hopefully of beer or even cider.


“Not a drop of anything, Miss Sylvia,” said Mr. Geo. Panter regretfully. “Not on the premises nor off. Pilward’s have promised me some before the end of the week. Come in on Friday and I’ll see what I can do.”


There was nothing for it but to say it didn’t matter, and the young Hallidays were turning away disconsolately when Mr. Geo. Panter, turning his back upon the other visitors, favoured them with a wink and the information that Lord Pomfret’s keeper had left a couple of rabbits with him for Mrs. Halliday and if they could manage them it would save sending the barman up. The barman, who was a young lady in a pullover and a kind of naval trousers highly unbecoming to the female form, looked at George and said it wasn’t everyone she’d put herself out for, but if it was to oblige Mr. Halliday, or was it Captain, she didn’t mind if she did run up on her bike. George chivalrously said he would hate her to do it and she must have one with him when Pilward’s stuff came in, and where were the rabbits.


Mr. George Panter silently led the way to the stables and from a corner produced two rabbits looking very dead. From another corner he produced four quart bottles of beer, wrapped a dirty piece of sacking round them and put beer and rabbits into a large plaited fish basket, remarking that he would chalk it up. George took the basket, handed half-a-crown to Mr. Geo. Panter with the request that he would have one on him when Pilward sent, collected his sister and went away, while Mr. Geo. Panter returned to the bar.


The return of the young Hallidays was not altogether a success, for according to Hubback, who received her washing with no gratitude at all, cook was in a fine state about her fish and three telephone messages had been received, about whose senders Hubback could remember nothing except that one of them was a name something like Bantam.


“Oh Lord!” said George as he and Sylvia wandered out into the garden again to kill time before lunch. “Coming home is all right, but it does get one down.”


Sylvia agreed, pointing out at the same time that they had had parsnip wine, got some beer that someone else probably wanted, and had seen Lady Graham, which was always nice. Also that they were going to tea at the Deanery which might be fun.


George, possessed by melancholy and a nostalgia for Lady Graham, said it mightn’t. What he wanted, he said, was lots of drink, a radio gramophone with a lot of good new dance records, and six dozen ravishing starry-eyed blondes and brunettes all in love with him at once and beautifully dressed in expensive clothes. And a very powerful car painted bright red, he added. Also to make his Colonel clean his, George’s, leather and brass and webbing and then make him do it all over again.


Sylvia admired his despondency and his nostalgia and would have liked to say what she wanted. But what she wanted, which was either to be an explorer in hot countries, or to have four very nice children and a husband who was rather rich and liked dancing, seemed to her too dull for George. So she only made sympathetic noises. Then George remembered that he wanted two screws, so they went over to the carpenter’s shop where Caxton was reading the Barsetshire Free Press till it was time to finish his lunch hour. He was a spare elderly man who had worked, as he far too often said, being a man of few words and those far too often repeated, father and son for Hatch House this many a year. As his father had been one of Lord Pomfret’s gamekeepers and he was himself childless, this description was generally held to be a figure of speech, and had indeed been invented by the carpenter for the express purpose of luring halfcrowns from visitors to Hatch House or tourists at the Mellings Arms. The further to impress his hereditary carpentership upon a credulous world, he affected a kind of square paper hat, like a strawberry punnet upside down, in the almost vanished tradition of the craft. The hat, by a not unnatural confusion of ideas, had led the young Hallidays in their nursery years to call him Mr. Chips, but this name they now kept for their private use, as most of the Brave New World belonged to a generation that had never seen or heard of Happy Families, and in any case only associated the name with a film, if indeed they associated it with anything at all.
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