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  FOREWORD




  Who would not want to live in William’s village? It is surrounded by woods and fields, ditches and barns – places where William and his band of brothers roam, like

  the ‘savages’ they aspire to be. Within the village itself is both a hall and a manor house, cottages and middle-class villas, a church hall and a village hall, as well as schools,

  churches, chapels and (over the years) several sweet shops, and even, at one time, a cinema (not to mention a workhouse). There is a continual parade of fetes, circuses, baby shows, societies and

  amateur dramatics, providing an expansive arena in which the Outlaws can wage ‘ceaseless warfare upon the grown-up world around them’.




  Furthermore, the village is peopled by an endless cast of self-important colonels, nervous spinsters, formidable matrons and irascible farmers for whom William is an ever present scourge. In

  truth, William would be nothing without the village, but what a dull place the village would be without William – self-styled outlaw, Red Indian, Pirate, savage and all round desperado.




  At the heart of William’s world is his own family – his priggish brother, Robert and his conceited sister, Ethel, not to mention their seemingly endless procession of hapless

  suitors. William’s father maintains a mildly cynical distance from his family – Jane Austen’s Mr Bennet has been suggested as his role model. None of them has much time for

  William; only his mother – she of the heroic sock-darning – retains any optimism about her son. It is misplaced, inevitably, but still she continues to send him forth to push babies in

  prams, visit people and generally be ‘helpful’, a recipe for disaster if there ever was one.




  Many, if not most, of Richmal Crompton’s exquisitely crafted, farcical narratives feature futile attempts on William’s part to be helpful, or indeed good. In the title story he has

  been confined to bed with influenza and complains ‘bitterly’ that there is nothing to do, so is driven to the extreme act of reading a book. I suspect that if there was such a thing as

  a William concordance then the word ‘bitter’ would crop up with alarming regularity. (He is also morose and disgusted quite a lot, but beware William when he appears meditative or

  – worse – when he assumes his ‘blank’ expression.) The world – the grown-up world – is an endless trial at every turn for him, assaulting his dignity and

  thwarting his desires.




  The book he is reading features a boy of his own age who saves his sister from a life of alcohol-fuelled crime. William is, naturally, inspired to do the same. He has the soul of a spy and,

  furtively observing Ethel’s own clandestine appropriation of a bottle of ‘Cold Cure’, mistakes it for something less innocent. When he sees her taking a neighbour’s silver

  dish – which has been freely loaned – the stage is set.




  There is, of course, a felicitous outcome for William as Ethel is awarded a coveted part in an amateur dramatic production of As You Like It after her rivals retreat in horror from

  William’s revelations about her dubious character.




  William, a continual victim of the ‘soaring flights of his fancy’, is incapable of foreseeing consequences – or rather, the consequences he sees are vastly different from the

  ones that come to pass. ‘It was not in William’s nature [to prepare] for remote contingencies’ (a wonderful phrase), Richmal Crompton writes in the story ‘William and the

  Archers’. William is a simple creature. He likes liquorice water and sweets, white rats and insects and cakes – and money. Money can buy magnificent things, like the cricket stumps in

  ‘William the Money Maker’– ‘beautiful in shape and strength and size and symmetry, with brass tops’. How William finally acquires these objects of desire is a wonder

  of plotting on Richmal Crompton’s behalf and an absolute triumph for William. (‘It was a moment worth living for.’)




  And, of course, like most William stories this denouement is achieved by our hero’s ability to talk himself into, and then out of, trouble. For William is a sophist par excellence, a

  sphinx-faced filibuster, his gift of eloquence known and feared in his family circle. In ‘William the Great Actor’, a quintessential William story that is heading inevitably towards its

  hysterical climax from the very first sentence – ‘It was announced in the village that the Literary Society was going to give a play on Christmas Eve’ – William is called

  upon by the ladies of the Literary Society to perform the sound effects.




  During the course of rehearsals William encounters a famous thespian who is staying in the village and they proceed to have a rather combative conversation. ‘“I am a very great

  actor,” said the man. “So ’m I,” said William promptly.’ At the end of the conversation the great actor yields ‘at last to William’s irresistible

  egotism’. Another wonderful phrase! We can only admire William’s stoical determination to stay true to his (savage) self.




  It is the little gems that give me the greatest pleasure – the parrot, heavy on personality, who gazes about ‘with a sort of cynical enjoyment’ in ‘A Little

  Adventure’. Or William demonstrating his terrifying whistling skills in ‘William the Great Actor’ – ‘Miss Gwladwyn, who was poised girlishly on the arm of her chair,

  lost her balance and fell to the floor.’




  Richmal Crompton has said that William’s ‘courage and initiative’ are the ‘qualities one looks for in a hero’, although I would be tempted to argue that he is more

  of an anti-hero. In idle moments I wonder what William would have done in the war if he had been allowed to grow up. An inventive black marketeer, or the pilot of a bomber grimly battling on

  against the odds? I like to think the latter.




  Kate Atkinson




  





  CHAPTER 1




  WILLIAM THE GOOD




  THE Christmas holidays had arrived at last and were being celebrated by the Brown family in various ways.




  Ethel and her friends were celebrating it by getting up a play which was to be acted before the village on Christmas Eve. Mrs Brown was celebrating it by having a whist drive, and William was

  celebrating it by having influenza.




  Though William is my hero, I will not pretend that he made a good invalid. On the contrary he made a very bad one. He possessed none of those virtues of patience, forbearance, and resignation

  necessary to a good invalid. William, suffering from influenza, was in a state of violent rebellion against fate. And he was even worse when the virulence of the attack had waned and he could sit

  up in bed and partake of nourishment.




  There was, he bitterly complained, nothing to do.




  Kind friends brought him in jigsaw puzzles, but, as he informed those about him incessantly, he didn’t see what people saw in jigsaw puzzles. He didn’t like doing them and he

  didn’t see any good in them when they were done. As an occupation, they were, he gave his family to understand, beneath his contempt. His family offered him other occupations. One of his

  aunts kindly sent him a scrap album, and another kindly sent him a book of general knowledge questions. He grew more morose and bitter every day. No, he didn’t want to do any of those things.

  He wanted to get up. Well, why not? Well, tomorrow then? Well, WHY NOT?




  Well, he’d always said that the doctor wasn’t any use.




  He’d said so ever since he wouldn’t let him stay in bed when he felt really ill – that day last term when he hadn’t done any of his homework. And now, now that it was

  holidays, he made him stay in bed. He simply couldn’t think why they went on having a man like that for a doctor, a man who simply did everything he could to annoy people. That was all the

  doctoring he knew, doing everything he could to annoy people. It was a wonder they weren’t all dead with a doctor like that. No, he didn’t want to do crossword puzzles.




  What did he want to do then?




  He wanted to get up and go out. He wanted to go and play Red Indians with Ginger and Douglas and Henry. He wanted to go to the old barn and play Lions and Tamers. He wanted to go and be an

  Outlaw in the woods. That was what he wanted to do. Well, then, if he couldn’t do anything he wanted to do what did they keep asking him what he wanted to do for?




  In disgust he turned over on his side, took up a book which a great-aunt had sent him the day before and began to read it.




  Now it was a book which in ordinary circumstances would not have appealed to William at all. It was a book in the ‘Ministering Children’ tradition with a hero as unlike William as

  could possibly be imagined. William merely took it up to prove to the whole world how miserably, unutterably bored he was. But he read it. And because he was so bored, the story began to grip him.

  He read it chapter by chapter, even receiving his mid-morning cup of beef tea without his usual execrations.




  It was perhaps because of his weakened condition that the story gripped him. The hero was a boy about William’s age, whose angelic character made him the sunshine of his home. He had a

  beautiful sister who, he discovered, was a secret drinker. He pleaded with her to give up the fatal habit. That was a very beautiful scene. It had, however, little effect upon the sister. She

  became a thief. The youthful hero saw her steal a valuable piece of old silver in a friend’s house. At great risk of being himself suspected of the crime he took it back and replaced it in

  the friend’s house. The sister was so deeply touched by this that she gave up her habits of drink and theft and the story ended with a youthful hero, his halo gleaming more brightly than

  ever, setting out to rescue other criminals from their lives of crime.




  ‘Gosh!’ said William as he closed the book. ‘An’ only eleven, same as me.’




  At once, William ceased to long to play Red Indians with Ginger and Henry and Douglas. Instead he began to long to rescue those around him from lives of crime.




  Downstairs, Ethel and her mother were talking. ‘Have you settled the parts for your play yet, dear?’ said Mrs Brown.




  ‘N-no,’ said Ethel, ‘it’s all rather annoying. Mrs Hawkins has taken up the whole thing, and is managing everything. Of course, we can’t stop her, because, after

  all, she’s going to finance the whole show, and have footlights put up and make it awfully posh, but still – she’s insisting on our doing scenes from As You Like It. She

  would want Shakespeare. She’s so deadly dull herself.’




  ‘And you’ll be Rosalind, I suppose?’ said Mrs Brown quite placidly.




  Ethel was always the heroine of any play she acted in.




  But Ethel’s face grew slightly overcast.




  ‘Well,’ she said, ‘that’s the question. Mrs Hawkins is having a sort of trial at her house. It lies between me and Dolly Morton and Blanche Jones. She wants to hear us

  all read the part. She’s going to have all the committee at her house on Tuesday to hear us all read the part. It does seem rather silly, doesn’t it? I mean, making such a fuss

  about it. However—’




  ‘Well, darling,’ said Mrs Brown, ‘when you are at the Hawkins’ I wish you’d ask them if they can let us have one bonbon dish. I haven’t quite enough for all

  the tables at the whist drive, and Mrs Hawkins kindly said she’d lend me as many as I liked.’




  ‘Very well,’ said Ethel absently. ‘I shall feel mad if she gives the part to Dolly Morton or Blanche Jones. I’ve had much more experience and after all

  –’




  After all, Ethel’s silence said, she was far and away the prettiest girl in the village. She heaved a sigh.




  Mrs Brown, as if infected with the general melancholy, also heaved a sigh.




  ‘The doctor says that William can get up tomorrow,’ she said.




  Ethel groaned.




  ‘Well,’ said her mother wearily, ‘he can’t be worse up than he’s been in bed the last few days.’




  ‘Oh, can’t he?’ said Ethel meaningly.




  ‘But he’s been quite good this afternoon,’ admitted Mrs Brown in a voice almost of awe, ‘reading a book quietly all the time.’




  ‘Then he’ll be awful tomorrow,’ prophesied Ethel, gloomily, and with the suspicion of a nasal intonation.




  Mrs Brown looked at her suspiciously. ‘You haven’t got a cold, have you, Ethel?’ she said.




  ‘No,’ said Ethel hastily.




  ‘Because if you have,’ said Mrs Brown, ‘it’s probably influenza, and you must go to bed the minute you feel it coming on.’




  William was downstairs. He did not, strangely enough, want to go out and play Red Indians with Henry, Douglas and Ginger. That lassitude which is always the after-effect of

  influenza was heavy upon him. William, however, did not know that this was the cause.




  He mistook it for a change of heart. He believed his character to be completely altered. He did not want to be a rough boy ranging over the countryside any longer. He wanted to be a boy wearing

  a halo and rescuing those around him from lives of crime. He watched Ethel meditatively where she sat on the other side of the room reading a magazine. She looked irritatingly virtuous.




  William found it difficult to imagine her drinking in secret or stealing pieces of silver from a neighbour’s drawing-room. It was, he reflected, just his luck to have a sister who was as

  irritating a sister as could be, and yet who would afford him no opportunity of rescuing her from a life of crime. His expression grew more and more morose as he watched her. There she sat with no

  thought in her mind but her silly magazine, resolutely refusing either to drink or steal.




  As a matter of fact, Ethel had other thoughts in her mind than the magazine upon which she was apparently so intent. Ethel was afraid. There was no doubt at all that a cold was developing in

  Ethel’s head, and Ethel knew that, should her mother guess it, she would be summarily despatched to bed and would not be able to attend Mrs Hawkins’ meeting, and that the result would

  be that either Dolly Morton or Blanche Jones would be Rosalind in the play.




  Now, Ethel had set her heart upon being Rosalind. She felt that she would die of shame if Dolly Morton or Blanche Jones were chosen as Rosalind in her stead. And, therefore, the peculiar feeling

  of muzziness, the difficulty of enunciating certain consonants that she was at present experiencing, filled her with apprehension. A cold was coming on. There was no doubt of it at all. If only it

  could escape her mother’s notice till after today!




  After today, when she was chosen as Rosalind, Ethel was willing to retire to bed and stay there as long as her mother wanted, but not till then. Hence she was silent and avoided her mother as

  much as possible. She might, of course, take something to stave it off (though she knew that that was generally impossible), but her mother had the keys of the medicine cupboard, and to ask for

  anything would arouse suspicion.




  The muzziness was growing muzzier every minute, and she had a horrible suspicion that her nose was red.




  Suddenly she remembered that when William’s cold began, her mother had bought a bottle of ‘Cold Cure’, and given it to him after meals for the first day before the cold changed

  to influenza and he had to go to bed. She believed that it was still in the sideboard cupboard in the dining-room. She’d sneak it upstairs and take some. It might just stave it off till

  tonight.




  She looked up and met William’s earnest gaze. What was he looking at her like that for? He’d probably noticed that she’d got a cold and he’d go and tell her mother. It

  would be just like him. He’d blurt out, ‘Mother, Ethel’s got a cold,’ and she’d be packed off to bed and not be able to go to Mrs Hawkins’, and Dolly Morton or

  Blanche Jones would be Rosalind and she’d die of shame. She stared at him very haughtily, and then went off to the dining-room for the bottle of ‘Cold Cure’.




  But her manner had attracted William’s attention. He moved his seat so that he could see her through the crack of the door. She went across the hall to the dining-room. She looked about

  her furtively. She tiptoed to the hall again and looked up and down to make sure that no one saw her. Then very furtively she went back into the dining-room. She opened the sideboard cupboard and

  with a quick guilty movement took out a bottle and hid it under her jumper. A bottle! William gaped. His eyes bulged. A bottle! Still looking furtively around her she went upstairs.

  William followed just as furtively. He heard her bolt her bedroom door. He put his eye to the keyhole and there he saw her raise the bottle to her lips. He was amazed, but he had to believe the

  evidence of his eyes. She was a secret drinker. Ethel was a secret drinker!




  His spirits rose. He must set about the work of reforming her at once. The first thing to do was to plead with her. That in the book had been a very moving and beautiful scene.




  He was waiting for her in the morning-room when she came down. Yes, she did look like a secret drinker now that he came to look at her more particularly. She’d got a red

  nose. They always had red noses. She threw him a haughty glance, took up her magazine and began to read it. Then suddenly she was shaken by an enormous sneeze. It came upon her unawares, before she

  could stop it. As a matter of fact, it wasn’t the sort of sneeze you could stop. It was the sort that proclaimed to all the world that you have a cold, perhaps influenza, and that you ought

  to be in bed.
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    WILLIAM MOVED HIS SEAT SO THAT HE COULD SEE HIS SISTER THROUGH THE CRACK OF THE DOOR.
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    ETHEL WENT ACROSS THE HALL TO THE DINING-ROOM. SHE LOOKED ABOUT HER FURTIVELY.


  




  Thank heaven, thought Ethel, her mother was in the village shopping. William, however, was gazing at her reproachfully. He was, she supposed, wondering bitterly why she was allowed to go about

  with a cold when he’d been sent to bed at once. She gazed at him defiantly. William, as a matter of fact, had not noticed the sneeze at all. His mind was so taken up by the problem of how to

  plead with her to give up her habit of secret drinking.




  He began rather sternly.




  ‘Ethel, I know all about it.’




  ‘Whatever do you mean?’ said Ethel feebly, ‘all about it! Why, I’m perfectly all right. Perfectly all right. Anyone can do it once. Once is nothing. It –

  it’s good for you to do it once.’




  Of course, she’d say that, thought William. In his book the sister had said that it was the first time – ‘Have you only done it once, Ethel?’ he said earnestly.




  ‘Of course,’ she snapped, ‘that was the first time.’




  She must have known that he’d seen her through the keyhole. He couldn’t think what to say next. He’d quite forgotten what the boy in the book had said, but he remembered

  suddenly Ethel’s pride in her personal appearance.




  ‘It’s making you look awful,’ he said.




  ‘It isn’t’ snapped Ethel; ‘my nose is a tiny bit red, but it’s not due to that at all.’




  ‘I bet it is,’ said William.




  ‘It isn’t,’ said Ethel. ‘Anyway’ – and she became almost humble in her pleading – ‘anyway – you won’t say anything to mother

  about it, will you? Promise.’




  ‘Very well,’ said William.




  He promised quite willingly, because he didn’t want his mother interfering in it any more than Ethel did. He wanted to have the sole glory of saving Ethel from her life of crime, and if

  their mother knew, of course, she’d take the whole thing out of his hands.




  ‘Ethel,’ said Mrs Brown tentatively, ‘I wonder – I’d be so much obliged if you’d take William with you to Mrs Hawkins’. He’s

  getting so restless indoors, and I daren’t let him go out and play, because you know what he is. He’d be walking in the ditch and getting his feet wet and getting pneumonia or

  something. But if he goes with you it will be a nice little change for him, and you can keep an eye on him, and – well’ – vaguely – ‘it’ll be about Shakespeare,

  and that’s improving. His last school report was awful. And, as I say, it will be a nice little change for him.’




  Ethel knew that her mother was thinking about a nice little change for herself, rather than for William, but, chiefly lest her pronunciation of certain consonants should betray her, she

  acquiesced.




  ‘Then I can get on with the preparations for the whist drive,’ said Mrs Brown, ‘and you won’t forget to ask for the bonbon dish, will you, dear?’




  Ethel said ‘No’ (or rather ‘Do’), and felt grateful to the whist drive because she knew that it was preoccupation with it that prevented her mother from recognising the

  symptoms of a cold in the head which were becoming more and more pronounced every minute.




  William showed unexpected docility when ordered to accompany Ethel to Mrs Hawkins’. He felt that he had not so far acquitted himself with any conspicuous success in his role of reformer of

  Ethel. He could not flatter himself that anything he had said would have saved her from drink. He might get another chance during the afternoon.




  There was quite a large gathering at Mrs Hawkins’. There was Mrs Hawkins and her daughter Betty. There was the Committee of the Dramatic Society. There were Dolly Morton, brought by Mrs

  Morton, and Blanche Jones, brought by Mrs Jones. They were first of all given tea by Mrs Hawkins in the morning-room. ‘And then we’ll have our little reading,’ she added.




  She accepted William’s presence with resignation and without enthusiasm.




  ‘Of course, dear,’ she said to Ethel, ‘I quite understand. I know they’re trying, especially when they’ve been ill. Yes, it’s a joy to have him.

  You’ll be very quiet, won’t you, my little man, because this is a very serious occasion. Very serious indeed.’




  Ethel sat down next to Betty Hawkins, and a great depression stole over her. She knew perfectly well that she could not be chosen as Rosalind in competition with Dolly Morton or Blanche Jones,

  or indeed with anyone at all.




  She was feeling muzzier and muzzier every minute. Her eyes were watery. Her nose was red. She knew that with the best will in the world she was incapable of giving full value to the beauty of

  Rosalind’s lines.




  ‘I show bore birth than I am bistress of,’ she quoted softly to herself, ‘and would you yet I were berrier?’




  No, it was quite hopeless. Moreover, Mrs Morton and Mrs Jones were both very wealthy, and fairly recent additions to the neighbourhood, and she had a suspicion that Mrs Hawkins was trying to

  ingratiate herself with them. Yet she felt that she simply couldn’t go on living if she didn’t get the part of Rosalind. Mrs Hawkins handed her a cup of tea. William had wandered away.

  He had gone over to the bay window where Mrs Morton sat alone. Mrs Morton was inclined to be superior and wasn’t quite sure whether or no she were compromising herself in any way by allowing

  herself to be drawn into Mrs Hawkins’ circle. So she sat as far aloof from it as she could. Of course, she wanted Dolly to be chosen as Rosalind. On the other hand, it was never wise to be

  too friendly with people till you knew exactly where they stood.




  William sat down on the window-seat next to her, watching Ethel morosely. Everyone must know that she’d been drinking. Her nose was as red as anything now.




  Suddenly, Mrs Morton said to him, ‘Your sister doesn’t look very well.’




  ‘Oh, she’s all right,’ said William absently. ‘I mean, she’s all right in one way. She’s not ill or anything.’ Then he added casually: ‘It’s

  only that she drinks.’




  ‘W-what?’ said Mrs Morton, putting her cup down hastily upon an occasional table, because she felt too unnerved to hold it any longer.




  ‘She drinks,’ said William more clearly and with a certain irritation at having to repeat himself. ‘Din’t you hear what I said? I said she drinks. She keeps a bottle of

  it in her room and locks the door an’ drinks it. It’s that what makes her look like that.’




  ‘B-but,’ gasped Mrs Morton, ‘how terrible.’




  ‘Yes,’ asserted William carelessly, ‘it’s terrible all right. She takes it up to her bedroom, in a bottle an’ locks the door and drinks it there, an’ then

  comes out lookin’ like that.’




  Mrs Morton’s worst fears were justified. Whatever sort of people had she let herself be drawn among? She rose, summoned her daughter with a regal gesture, and turning to Mrs Hawkins said

  with magnificent hauteur:




  ‘I’m sorry, Mrs Hawkins, but I’ve just remembered a most important engagement, and I’m afraid I must go at once.’




  And she swept out, followed by the meek Dolly.




  Gradually Mrs Hawkins recovered from her paralysis.




  ‘Well,’ she gasped, ‘what simply extraordinary behaviour! I never heard – Well, I wouldn’t have her daughter now for Rosalind not for a thousand

  pounds.’




  William, left high and dry on his window seat, continued thoughtfully to consume cakes. Perhaps he oughtn’t to have told her that. It had seemed to upset her. Well, he wouldn’t tell

  anyone else, though he did rather want people to know about the noble work he was doing in reforming Ethel. What was the use of reforming anyone if people didn’t know you were doing it?




  ‘William, dear,’ said Mrs Hawkins sweetly, ‘would you like to go into the dining-room and see if you can find anything you’d like to read on the shelves there?’
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    ‘OH, ETHEL’S NOT ILL OR ANYTHING!’ SAID WILLIAM.




    ‘IT’S ONLY THAT SHE DRINKS.’




    ‘W-WHAT?’ SAID MRS MORTON.


  




  William went, and conversation became general.




  ‘Oh, I nearly forgot,’ said Ethel to Betty Hawkins.




  ‘Mother asked me to ask you to lend us a bonbon dish for the whist drive. We find we won’t have quite enough after all.’




  ‘Oh, rather. I’ll get one for you.’




  ‘Don’t bother. Tell me where to get it.’




  ‘Well, there’s one on the silver table in the drawing-room. I’ll get it and wrap it up for you.’




  ‘No, don’t bother. I can slip it into my bag. I can get out much more easily than you can.’




  Thus it was that William, returning from the dining-room to inform the company that he hadn’t been able to find anything interesting to read, was met by the sight of his sister creeping

  out of the morning-room where everyone was assembled and going alone into the empty drawing-room.




  William glued his eye to the crack in the door and watched her.




  She took a piece of silver from a table and slipped it into her handbag and then returned to the drawing-room, without noticing him. He stood for a minute motionless, amazed. Crumbs!

  Crumbs! She was like the girl in the book. She stole as well as being a secret drinker. He must do something at once. He must get the thing she’d stolen and put it back in its place

  again. That was what the boy in the book had done.




  He returned to the morning-room. They hadn’t begun the trial reading yet: they were all talking at once. They were discussing recent social happenings in the village. Mrs Jones, as a

  newcomer, was feeling slightly out of it, and Mrs Jones had a lively sense of her own importance and did not like feeling out of it. She had previously, of course, been kept in countenance

  by Mrs Morton, and she was still wondering what had made Mrs Morton go off like that. But there was no doubt at all that people weren’t making enough fuss of her, so she rose and said with an

  air of great dignity:




  ‘Mrs Hawkins, I am suffering from a headache. May I go into your drawing-room and lie down?’




  She had often found that that focused the attention of everyone upon her. It did in this instance. They all leapt to their feet solicitously, fussed about her, escorted her to the drawing-room,

  drew down the blinds and left her well pleased with the stir she had made.




  This, she thought, ought to assure the part of Rosalind for Blanche. They wouldn’t surely risk making her headache worse by giving the part to anyone else. Meanwhile, William was seated

  upon the floor between Betty Hawkins and Ethel. His whole attention was focused upon Ethel’s bag which she had carelessly deposited upon the floor. Very slowly, very furtively, inch by inch,

  William was drawing it towards him. At last he was able to draw it behind him. No one had seen. Betty and Ethel were talking about the play.




  ‘Do, I don’t really bind what I ab,’ Ethel was saying, untruthfully.




  Very skilfully, William took the silver dish out of the bag, slipped it into his pocket and put back the bag where it had been before. Then, murmuring something about going to look at the books

  again, he slipped from the room and went back to the drawing-room to replace it. He had quite forgotten Mrs Jones, but just as he was furtively replacing the dish upon the table, her stern,

  accusing voice came from the dark corner of the room where the couch stood.




  ‘What are you doing, boy?’




  William jumped violently.




  ‘I – I – I’m putting this back,’ he explained.




  ‘What did you take it away for?’ said Mrs Jones still more sternly. William hastened to excuse himself.




  ‘I din’ take it,’ he said. ‘Ethel took it,’ then, hastening to excuse Ethel. ‘She – she sort of can’t help taking things. I always,’ he

  added virtuously, ‘try’n put back the things she’s took.’




  Mrs Jones raised herself, tall and dignified, from her couch.




  ‘Do you mean to say,’ she said, ‘that your sister stole it.’




  ‘Yes,’ said William. ‘She does steal things. We always try’n put them back when we find things she’s stole. I found this just now in her bag.’




  ‘A kleptomaniac,’ exclaimed Mrs Jones, ‘and I am expected to allow my daughter to associate with such people!’




  Quivering with indignation, she returned to the morning-room. William followed her.




  ‘Feeling better?’ said Mrs Hawkins brightly, ‘because if you are, I think we might begin the reading.’




  ‘I find,’ said Mrs Jones icily, ‘that I cannot, after all, stay for the reading. I must be getting home at once. Come, Blanche!’




  When she’d gone, Mrs Hawkins looked about her in helpless amazement.




  ‘Isn’t it extraordinary?’ she said. ‘I simply can’t understand it. It’s an absolute mystery to me what’s come over them. Now, have I said a

  single thing that could have annoyed them?’




  They assured her that she hadn’t.




  ‘Well,’ she said, ‘it’s just as well to have no dealings with people as unaccountable as that, so, Ethel dear, you’d better take Rosalind after all.’




  ‘Thag you so buch,’ said Ethel gratefully.




  ‘You’ve got a little cold, haven’t you?’




  ‘Yes, I hab,’ admitted Ethel, ‘perhaps I’d better go hobe dow. Bother asked me to ask you kidly to led her a bodbod dish and Betty kidly let me hab this frob the

  drawing-roob.’




  She opened her bag.




  ‘It’s god,’ she gasped.




  William was looking very inscrutable, but his mind was working hard. There was more in this, he decided, than had met his eye.




  Betty had gone into the drawing-room and now returned with the bonbon dish.




  ‘You never took it,’ she said.




  ‘But I did,’ persisted Ethel. ‘I dow I did. It’s host bysterious.’




  ‘You’d better get home to bed, my dear,’ said Mrs Hawkins.




  ‘Yes. I’m awfully glad I’b goig to be Rosalid. Cub od, Williab.’




  William did not speak till they’d reached the road. Then he said slowly:




  ‘She’d lent you that silver thing Ethel?’




  ‘Of course,’ said Ethel shortly.




  ‘An – an’ you’ve – you’ve got a bad cold?’ he continued.




  Ethel did not consider this worth an answer, so they walked on in silence.




  ‘Well, dear?’ said Mrs Brown when they reached home.




  ‘I’b goig to be Rosalid,’ said Ethel, ‘but I’ve got a bit of co’d, so I think I’ll go to bed.’ In her relief at having been chosen as Rosalind,

  she became expansive and confidential. ‘I knew I’d god a co’d this borning, an’ I sneaked up that boddle of co’d cure ad drank sobe id my bedroob, but it didn’t

  do any good.’




  William blinked.




  ‘Was it – was it the cold cure stuff you were drinkin’ in your room, Ethel?’




  ‘You’d better go to bed, too, William,’ said his mother. ‘The doctor said that you were to go to bed early this week.’




  ‘All right,’ said William with unexpected meakness. ‘I don’t mind going to bed.’




  Still looking very thoughtful, William went to bed.




  ‘Was he all right at Mrs Hawkins?’ said his mother anxiously to Ethel.




  ‘Oh, yes,’ said Ethel, ‘he was quite good.’




  ‘I’m so glad,’ said Mrs Brown, relieved, ‘because you know he sometimes does such extraordinary things when he goes out.’




  ‘Oh, no,’ said Ethel, preparing to follow William up to bed, ‘he was quite all right.’ She was silent for a minute, as she remembered the abrupt departures of Mrs Morton

  and Mrs Jones, and the mysterious disappearance of the bonbon dish from her bag.




  ‘Sobe rather fuddy things did happed,’ she said, ‘but Williab couldn’t possibly have beed respodsible for any of theb.’




  





  CHAPTER 2




  WILLIAM – THE GREAT ACTOR




  IT was announced in the village that the Literary Society was going to give a play on Christmas Eve. It was a tradition that a play should be given

  in the village every Christmas Eve. It did not much matter who gave it or what it was about or what it was in aid of, but the village had begun to expect a play of some sort on Christmas Eve.

  William’s sister Ethel and her friends had at first decided to do scenes from As You Like It, but this had fallen through partly because Ethel had succumbed to influenza as soon as the

  cast was arranged, and partly because of other complications too involved to enter into.




  So the Literary Society had stepped into the breach, and had announced that it was going to act a play in aid of its Cinematograph Fund. The Literary Society was trying to collect enough money

  to buy a cinematograph. Cinematographs, the President said, were so educational. But that was not the only reason. Membership of the Literary Society had lately begun to fall alarmingly, chiefly

  because, as everyone freely admitted, the meetings were so dull. They had heard Miss Greene-Joanes read her paper on ‘The Influence of Browning’ five times, and they had had the Debate

  on ‘That the Romantic School has contributed more to Literature than the Classical School’ three times, and they’d had a Sale of Work and a Treasure Hunt and a picnic and there

  didn’t seem to be anything else to do in the literary line. Mrs Bruce Monkton-Bruce, the Secretary, said that it wasn’t her fault. She’d written to ask Bernard Shaw, Arnold

  Bennett, E. Einstein, M. Coué and H. G. Wells to come down to address them and it wasn’t her fault that they hadn’t answered. She’d enclosed a stamped addressed envelope in

  each case. More than once they’d tried reading Shakespeare aloud, but it only seemed to send the members to sleep and then they woke up cross.




  But the suggestion of the cinematograph had put fresh life into the Society. There had been nearly six new members (the sixth hadn’t quite made up her mind) since the idea was first

  mooted. The more earnest ones had dreams of watching improving films, such as those depicting Sunrise on the Alps or the Life of a Kidney Bean from the cradle to the grave, while the less earnest

  ones considered that such films as the Three Musketeers and Monsieur Beaucaire were quite sufficiently improving. So far they had had a little Bring and Buy Sale in aid of it, and had

  raised five and elevenpence three farthings, but as Mrs Bruce Monkton-Bruce had said that was not nearly enough because they wanted a really good one.




  The play was the suggestion of one of the new members, a Miss Gwladwyn. ‘That ought,’ she said optimistically, ‘to bring us in another pound or two.’




  The tradition of the Christmas Eve plays in the village included a silver collection at the door, but did not include tickets. It was rightly felt that if the village had to pay for its tickets,

  it would not come at all. The silver collection at the door, too, was not as lucrative as one would think because the village had no compunction at all about walking past the plate as if it did not

  see it even if it was held out right under its nose. It was felt generally that ‘a pound or two’ was a rather too hopeful estimate. But still a pound, as Mrs Bruce Monkton-Bruce so

  unanswerably pointed out, was a pound, and anyway it would be good for the Literary Society to get up a play. It would, she said, with her incurable optimism, ‘draw them together.’ As a

  matter of fact, experience had frequently proved the acting of a play to have precisely the opposite effect. . . . They held a meeting to discuss the nature of the play. There was an uneasy feeling

  that they ought to do one of Shakespeare’s or Sheridan’s, or, as Miss Formester put it, vaguely, ‘something of Shelley’s or Keats’,’ but the more modest ones

  thought that though literary, they were not quite as literary as that, and the less modest ones, as represented by Mrs Bruce Monkton-Bruce, said quite boldly and openly that though those authors

  had doubtless suited their own generations, things had progressed since then. She added that she’d once tried to read She Stoops to Conquer, and hadn’t been able to see what

  people saw in it.




  ‘Of course,’ admitted Miss Georgine Hemmersley, ‘the men characters will be the difficulty.’ (The membership of the Literary Society was entirely feminine.) ‘I have

  often thought that perhaps it would be a good thing to try to interest the men of the neighbourhood in our little society.’




  ‘I don’t know,’ said Miss Featherstone doubtfully, thinking of those pleasant little meetings of the Literary Society, which were devoted to strong tea, iced cakes, and

  interchanges of local scandal. ‘I don’t know. Look at it how you will as soon as you begin to have men in a thing, it complicates it at once. I’ve often noticed it. There’s

  something restless about men. And they aren’t literary. It’s no good pretending they are.’




  The Society sighed and agreed.




  ‘Of course it has its disavantages at a time like this,’ went on Miss Featherstone, ‘not having any men, I mean, because, of course, it means that we can’t act any modern

  plays. It means we have to fall back on plays of historical times. I mean wigs and things.’
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