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			ANNA

			THE HOUSE stood amongst trees. In summer the leaves on the trees hid the house from the road; already there were swellings on the branches to show where leaves would be, but only swellings; the branches were still a design in charcoal against the remote early-spring blue of the sky.

			Anna Caldwell walked round her garden. She had shrunk as she grew older, but remained remarkably lithe. She never thought about her body, but if she had she could have taken pride in the fact that at seventy she could, without the least trouble or discomfort, stoop almost double to look at her bulbs. Though she took no interest in her body she took a lot in her mind. She had that under discipline. It had taken most of her life to get control of it, and she still had consciously to govern it. To think of what she was doing and only of what she was doing. So easy to let the mind wander dreaming—worrying. Now she was in her garden to see how her bulbs were getting on and to pick replenishments for her blue bowl, so she closed the door of her mind to everything but bulbs and replenishments for her blue bowl. She stooped over a clump of daffodils and felt the thickness at the bottom of the leaves; good, no blind ones this year. They were a little backward compared with other people’s, but then Easter was early, and given a few warm, sunny days there would be some to decorate the church on Easter Sunday. Under an apple tree was a ring of crocuses. Anna looked at them with regret; how tattered they were! What a pity the birds could not settle down to one flower and finish it; picking bits here and there made such a mess. Not one fit for the blue bowl. Now how about the snowdrops? Were there one or two that had not gone too far? Anna saw her bowl clearly in her mind; from November until the daffodils started she kept it full of damp moss, and filled it with any flowers that might venture out: winter irises, jasmine, early primroses, violets and those flowers which mistook the season and flowered alone when their fellows were asleep. She passed her forsythia and an aconite; no yellow, quite enough yellow in the bowl already. A few snowdrops would be just right and some blue or purple; a pity about the crocuses.

			Miss Doe looked down at Anna from Anna’s bedroom window. She smiled. Very satisfactory she thought Anna looked. Just the way she liked her old folk to look—clean, brushed, contented, pottering about in the sun. Splendid. Miss Doe’s face had the red, glazed appearance that belongs to skins expected to enjoy wind, rain, sun and anything else nature may offer without the comfort of such nonsense as face creams. Miss Doe was plump by nature and made plumper by inward swelling caused by hearing frequently, and knowing always, that people could not imagine what they would do without her.

			“No need to pick anything to-day, Mrs. Caldwell. I know somebody who has forgotten what to-morrow is.”

			Before Anna looked up she deliberately forced her lips into a smile.

			“No, I have not. I shall go to the front gate presently and meet the postman.”

			“I know somebody who’ll get a box of daffs, shouldn’t wonder.”

			Anna allowed herself to think of the postman. Her inward eye saw the long box containing Margaret’s daffodils. She would have liked to argue with Miss Doe. She always wanted to argue with Miss Doe, and never more so than when she started a sentence with, “I know somebody . . .” but it was no good arguing about the daffodils. The other children varied their Mothering Sunday gifts, but not Margaret; daffodils it had always been, and daffodils it always would be.

			“These are just replacements for my bowl.”

			“I wonder if somebody is going to get sweets like they did last year. Very different to anything we buy on our ration. Yum. Yum.”

			The world Anna had been trained to live in had disappeared but early training dies hard. She and her sisters had been educated by a Miss Macintosh; a Scot of strong personality. Even now, though Miss Macintosh had been dead for over forty years, she could hear her voice with its Scotch burr and carefully enunciated vowels: “No gentlewoman ever speaks of food or money.” Anna was forced nowadays to speak of both; her acquaintances seldom talked of anything else, but she disliked doing so. Her tone, to the sensitive, would have killed the subject of sweets.

			“I hope not. I told Mrs. Betler that all sweets should be kept for the children.”

			Miss Doe was not sensitive to tones. All her old folk had their little ways. Mrs. Caldwell, especially of recent months, had several. Speaking to her of her children by their surnames was the least of her ways. Mrs. Wilson instead of Felicity. Sir Henry instead of just Henry. Mrs. Betler instead of Jane. Doctor Caldwell instead of Margaret, and never mentioning Tony at all, though that was understandable of course, but you would think she would to her. Miss Doe and her friend Emma, who was Matron of the Cottage Hospital, often talked of this habit as they talked of all Miss Doe’s old folks’ foibles. Emma would say, “I don’t know how you stand for it, dear. Sounds as though she thought she was better than you are just because you work for her. Which, seeing who you are and knowing what we do about a certain skeleton in a certain cupboard, is nothing short of nonsense.” Miss Doe, however unamused, always managed a laugh. “Bless her, it’s just one of her funny ways, and, mind you, I never let her get away with it. Give my old dears an inch and they take an ell.”

			Now, to show Anna she spoke from love and not from malice, she prefaced what she had to say with an over-jolly laugh.

			“I hope Jane . . .” she paused slightly for emphasis, “hasn’t listened to you. I know somebody who enjoys a little treat.” As she finished speaking she drew her head back to join the rest of her in Anna’s bedroom.

			Anna’s bedroom had no virtue except that it was neat. She had married when she was eighteen and in fifty-two years had collected much. There was all that would get into the room of the original heavy mahogany furniture which had been in her bedroom when she had first seen it as a bride. When, as a widow, she had brought her young family to their new home she had replaced the huge double bed by a single one, but the replacing had happened thirty-five years ago, and the type of bed that was modern then was anything but modern now. After her husband died Anna was indifferent to her surroundings, and everything that was attractive drifted into her children’s rooms; and what was unattractive, but which somehow belonged and so could not be given or thrown away, came into Anna’s. The hideous gilt clock under a glass dome with a dark red fluffy worm coiled round the base of the dome to keep out the dust. The bronze bull which was believed in the family, without foundation for the belief, to have been an uncle’s bull which had won some important medal. The depressing fly-walked engravings of New Testament miracles mounted in far too heavy frames. The door-stop representing an imp that someone at some date had unwisely purchased in Lincoln. The footstool with Anna’s and her husband’s initials A.H. the centre of an intricate design worked in beads, which an old woman, whose name Anna had now forgotten, had given her for a wedding present. Then, of course, photographs. Her husband. Harry at a very early age in a strange, stiff pelisse and pork-pie hat. Harry at eight. Harry on a horse. Harry at his prep. school. Harry in ever-increasing sartorial grandeur at Eton. Harry at Oxford. Harry standing on or holding up creatures he had shot or caught. Harry, looking as Anna knew he had felt, rather crushed as estate agent to his rich cousin Tom. Finally, in a small, black frame, Harry’s grave. Between the Harry photographs Anna had forced her way in. There was the wedding group, which belonged in period between Harry with one foot on a lion and Harry holding his finest salmon. Just after the first estate agent picture the christening groups began. Anna or Nannie holding the various babies, with Harry staring or grinning at the new arrival. The only christening group missing was Tony’s. Harry was dying then and Nannie, or whoever was about, saw Tony christened. Then there were tea groups. Everybody, often including Harry’s parents and Anna’s parents, sitting round a tea-table with cups in their hands, while the children sat on footstools gazing at the camera.

			It was the children’s photographs which fascinated Miss Doe. Henry’s photographs, though the clothes were different, followed the example of Harry’s, only before there was Henry at Oxford there was Henry in uniform for the first world war. Miss Doe had not come to the neighbourhood until the children were grown up and out in the world. She only knew Henry as Sir Henry, the Conservative member of Parliament who, either because he was a Member of Parliament or because he had been always like that, spoke with complete assurance and authority on every subject, even those of which he knew nothing. “Miss Doe, see my mother has chickens regularly. She enjoys them.” The local chicken situation was clearly defined. Mr. Perks, the fishmonger, had chickens; all but half a dozen a week he sold to the sort of people who came down at week-ends and gave him a pound for himself; the half-dozen were shared between the locals, turn and turn about. Anna could have a chicken about once in three months in the summer and more often in the winter, when the week-enders did not come. It was never any good arguing with Sir Henry for Miss Doe had tried; he just “knew” and that was the end of it. So she said “Yes” and Anna fetched her chicken as usual when her next turn came round. Miss Doe had tried to reconstruct the round, smiling baby Henry or the Henry at school from his photographs and from what the local people remembered, but it was not possible; the boy Henry did not seem to have left much impression, which he surely should have done seeing what a success his life had been. It was Jane and Felicity everybody remembered. According to local gossip Jane had been behind everything that happened; they still talked of the pageants she organised, the huge bazaars, and the library she had started; there seemed almost nothing that Jane, between the age of eleven and eighteen, had not had her fingers in. Miss Doe, on the few occasions she had met her, had disliked Jane intensely but she had to give her her due; she could understand how a brilliant man like Simon Betler had fallen for her. Miss Doe would have liked to have married because she thought Mrs. a better title than Miss, though thoughts of marriage, when they flicked across her mind, were followed by a quick funeral, for she never pictured a man further than the altar steps. Even in her young days, when there had been moments when she had fixed her eyes on a specific man, she had known her limitations and had selected remarkably sheeplike young men, usually curates. “I’m not one of the clever sort,” she had admitted. Jane was one of the clever sort, the type Miss Doe could imagine a K.C. like Simon Betler choosing, though what she could be like to live with after being chosen Miss Doe shuddered to think. How queer that the girl in the photographs, who seemed so alive as to be almost jumping out of the frame, should have become the person she was now. Miss Doe was no psychologist; she did not know what sort of a person she did think Jane was now, but just that she was not a bit like she seemed in her pictures. In her pictures, for want of a better description, she seemed like something cooking in a frying pan that might jump out any minute; but to meet, with her high, ordering-about voice and her continual talk about the things she was doing, and her touch-me-if-you-dare manner, she was more like a tin sent from abroad that goes on a shelf as there never seems a day important enough to open it and eat what is in it. The one of the family who had changed least was Margaret. Miss Doe often discussed this phenomenon with Emma. “Do you suppose it’s not having married?” Emma was not married but a nursing career which had familiarised her to contempt point with the human body had mistakenly led her into the error of supposing she knew the human mind and heart. “Could be. Marriage is ageing, and no wonder. If you knew some of the things I know, dear, you’d thank God you’d missed it.” Miss Doe, peering at Margaret in her christening robe, or sitting on a rug between elder sister Jane and younger sister Felicity, or sprawling long-legged in front of a tea-table, or bright, intelligent and serious in her cap and gown when she took her degree, pondered on Emma’s words. What could there be in being married that could change Jane and Felicity so utterly that the little girls in the photographs had gone for good, and leave Margaret, who had not married, still in part the little girl in the photo-frames staring out into her mother’s bedroom? “It can’t be just the . . .”—in her mind Miss Doe said “pardon” for the vulgar thought—“the in bed together that does it, and it can’t be having babies for Henry’s never had one and he’s changed, goodness knows. It must be something though. I expect Emma understands. She would.”

			Felicity’s photographs were the ones Miss Doe looked at most often for there was a mystery there and she loved a mystery. The house was full of Felicity. She was always sending presents, usually rather exotic presents. The newest and most expensive bed heaters; not one but a dozen azaleas for the garden. “I saw them at the flower show and knew you’d adore them.” Boxes of books. “I was in ‘The Times’ and thought you must have something to read; it’s so foully wet.” Vases, tea-services, cases of fruit, everything she set her eye on and thought her mother would like, but hardly ever the one thing her mother wanted—a visit. Now why? In London, fonder of her mother than all the others put together perhaps, but scarcely ever coming to see her, although she must know what pleasure a visit gave. Miss Doe had seen Anna on the few occasions when Felicity had turned up. “Thinks I didn’t see how excited she was, Emma. Always so calm and keeping herself to herself, bless her, but she let it out in a hundred little ways. Special flowers, taking trouble over the lunch. Dusting everything again when she thought I wasn’t looking. It’s a shame for I knew how it would be and it was; arrive late, leave early, never sitting down for a nice, cosy talk; ran into the kitchen and talked to me rather than to her mother. There’s something queer there, Emma, you mark my words.”

			There was a mystery too, though that was not Felicity’s fault, about her daughter, Virginia. Since she was a baby Virginia had spent a lot of time with her grandmother. Miss Doe’s heart glowed when she thought of Virginia; when she came it was as if a fire were lit in the house, warming her grandmother’s old bones and making Miss Doe’s middle-aged ones young again. Miss Doe didn’t put it that way, she said, “Keeps us alive, brightens us up,” but it was what she meant. Then suddenly the visits stopped. “I can’t understand it, Emma. It’s three months now since Virginia’s been near us. It’s not Felicity for she’s telephoned when I’ve been there, and you can hear from the answers she’s as surprised as I am. Mrs. Caldwell says, ‘I would love to have her, dear, you know that, but it’s not convenient just now.’ Then Felicity breaks in. Mrs. Caldwell says in that firm, that’s-enough-of-that voice, ‘I’m sorry, dear, you should think it strange. No, nothing’s wrong. Everything is splendid. It’s just not convenient.’” Emma nodded knowingly. “From all you tell me of her, dear, going off all over the place in her car or by bus, she that never moved except for church and shopping, and locking up so early, and refusing to have little Virginia to stay, it’s softening. Takes them all ways. I know, I’ve seen enough of it. And in this case we know what’s brought it on. It’s against nature to be so bitter against your own son. You think of that hymn, ‘Can a mother’s tender care, Cease towards the child she bare.’ Well, she’s ceased all right, but it’s against nature; must be a bit touched to feel like she does.”

			Miss Doe never came into Anna’s bedroom without thinking about Tony. There were no recognisable pictures of him. He had been a baby when his father died so he did not belong, even lying on a knee, to the tea-table group period, though he was in a few later photographs in somebody’s arms or in a perambulator, but there were no proper pictures of him. Of course there had been, right up to Christmas, Miss Doe remembered them well. Rows of them right up to the last one in his officer’s uniform. Then it happened, and his mother had gone queer. Every photograph disappeared—burned probably—and his name never mentioned. All Miss Doe’s old folk had their little ways but that little way of Anna’s gave Miss Doe the creeps. No matter what you had done you would think your own mother would stand by you.

			Because she had been talking about her, and had withdrawn her head out of hearing just in time to have the last word about her, it was at Jane’s photograph Miss Doe looked. Jane, at sixteen, very intense and a little smug. Miss Doe made a face at the photograph and, uplifted by this self-expression, burst lustily into hymn:

			“Pleasant are Thy courts above

			In the land of light and love;”

			As Miss Doe’s head disappeared Anna let her smile go. It was as if she picked it off her face and disdainfully threw it away. As the notes of “Pleasant are Thy courts” reached her a twinkle came into her eyes. Doe—it was one of Anna’s few luxuries that in her mind she called Miss Doe just “Doe”—Doe, if she had her way, would one day lay her across her knee and sprinkle her with Fuller’s Earth, as she would her other charges, old Mr. Cord and Mr. Clarence. She probably was already sprinkling it on poor Mrs. Tomkins, who was bedridden and could not protest. “I know somebody who enjoys a little treat.” Poor Doe, what a way to talk! However, in many ways she suited splendidly, and she was a good-hearted creature. It was foolish to be irritated by her.

			Anna looked at the flowers in her hand. Yes, she had picked enough. She glanced at her watch. She would go and see how that rhododendron was getting on. It was the only one to have come badly through the winter. A pity for it was certain that as it was bought by Felicity it was expensive. Anna’s face softened. Dear Felicity! Would there be a parcel from her for Mothering Sunday? If there was it would only be because Virginia or George had reminded her. There never had been a Mothering Sunday which had been remembered by Felicity unaided. Anna could see her as a child. “Next Sunday! Mummie it can’t be! It was only Ash Wednesday last week. Why didn’t somebody tell me?” Why didn’t somebody tell me. Such ordinary words but somehow so entirely Felicity’s. But when somebody tried to, and so loving a somebody at a heart-rending moment, what had it done? Built a wall of reticence behind which Felicity had retired, only darting out occasionally, and then a strange Felicity, chattering so there could be no chance for real talk, even darting off to gossip to Doe rather than be alone with her mother. Anna had sometimes toyed with the idea of writing, only what could you write? There were no words in which a mother could say to a daughter, “I did not want to know what I was forced to know and I’ll never mention the subject to you,” for even that would be resented. That her mother, of all people, should know would never be forgiven. But Felicity still loved her and so, as if to comfort her for the loss of herself, she had shared Virginia with her. Virginia! Virginia was everywhere. She had helped to plant the sick rhododendron Anna was on her way to see. “Give it lots and lots of leaf mould, Smith. It says on the label it’s a very unusual plant.” Smith was a dour old man, and did not like interference in the various gardens he looked after, but he did not mind advice from Virginia. The garden was full of plants which he and Virginia had planted together. There was still the remains of what Virginia had christened the bluebell glade, planted in an unlikely spot on her eighth birthday. A few bluebells still flowered and probably would again this year. The water butt was crimson because Virginia had painted it. “Why always green, Grannie? Red is so gay.” There were at least half a dozen nesting boxes, three bird tables and two bird baths all erected by Virginia. What did Virginia think when, after treating the house as her second home, suddenly she was not welcome? She would, at first of course, have asked, thinking it was some temporary hitch, if Doe had a cold or some such inconvenience. When had it dawned on the child she was not wanted? Children were so sensitive and Virginia more than most, and fourteen was such a hyper-sensitive age. Long, long ago she would have known that her mother was not on easy terms with her grandmother. Did Virginia think the sudden closing of the house to her had to do with that? Anna prayed not. Felicity’s family was so detached. George going off every day to the Stock Exchange, and to his club on his way home; over the years learning not to anticipate knowing where his wife or daughter might be, and certainly not expecting them to be home to welcome him. Felicity, loving her daughter but vague of course. “Did I say I’d go with you, darling? But I’d love to only I didn’t know to-day was Wednesday. I thought it was Tuesday. Why didn’t somebody tell me?” Upstairs Virginia and Miss Selby working, or Virginia alone reading, playing her gramophone or just dreaming. Of course Felicity was right, it was a nuisance having a governess at the table for every meal and probably having Miss Selby by the day was a sensible plan, but it did seem, from what Anna could pick up, that Virginia was a great deal alone. Of course there was dear Nannie, but even the best and most sensible of Nannies, when they were kept on officially to look after the linen and mend clothes, were aggravatingly possessive towards their ex-charges. Virginia loved Nannie but she got on her nerves sometimes. It was very worrying not to see the child. Anna did not believe in too much time on a child’s hands. When Virginia was with her she let her select what she would do but she saw to it that she was always doing something. In her own home there seemed, from the sound of it, so many evenings when she was at a loose end. “Oh, I play the gramaphone. Yes, sometimes I read, sometimes just nothing.” Anna, gazing back towards her own upbringing, lit by Miss Macintosh’s fervent belief in what the devil did with idle hands, could not actually remember a time, except during illness, when any one in her home idled. Her mother knew every woman should grow up able to do everything in her home better than those she employed. Between Miss Macintosh’s lessons and her mother’s insistence on hours in the kitchen, stillroom, laundry, linen room and all the rest of it Anna and her sisters were endlessly busy, but they had been happy. When she had married Harry she had reason to bless her mother. Harry, younger son of a family used to luxury, liked everything done as it had been done in his home. It was hard enough for him, just because he foolishly fell in love, to give up the gay, wandering life he adored and settle down to work for his rich cousin, Tom, without as well having a home lacking in the comforts, even luxuries, to which he was used. Though Harry had been dead for thirty-five years it contented Anna to remember that with an inadequate staff, and babies just arrived or on the way, Harry had lacked nothing. His clothes laid out just as he liked them, always brushed, always pressed. No matter whom he brought to the house, or how many, there was food of which he could be proud, wine served at the right temperature, blazing fires, cigars to hand. Harry was not interested in how things happened as long as they happened, or he must have marvelled. Fortunately he accepted that a woman might have duties to see to and, having greeted her husband’s friends, Anna could leave them to their sherry until dinner was served. If he could have seen the kitchen! His wife, her evening gown pinned up and covered by an apron, at her stove, cooking and issuing the orders. “Chop that finely Agnes, and then see to the burgundy.” “Don’t cry about it, Kathleen, sweep up the pieces and then get out some more glasses.” “Oh, nurse, I’m afraid your supper tray will be a little late again to-night but Mr. Caldwell has brought some gentlemen back to dinner.” “Kathleen, the basting spoon, please.” “Yes, Agnes, I’m ready for that now for the sauce.” It was before the days of make-up for everybody, so just as dinner was being dished up she would run to the scullery and wash her hands in scented soap she kept there for the purpose, and then stand for one moment outside the back door to cool her face, which was flushed from the stove. Then into Harry and his friends just in time for Kathleen’s nervous “Dinner is served.”

			Anna had not brought up her girls as she and her sisters had been brought up. Partly the times had changed but the real reason was in herself. It was three years after Harry died before she used her heart. She bought the house, arranged everything for the children, lived, ate, even laughed, but where were those three years? Spent in a nightmare of dodging memories. She could not look at a photograph of Harry; could not see a thing he had touched; could not speak to a man who even by an inflection of voice reminded her of him. Harry died in March and war was declared that August. It shamed her now to realise the appalling suffering that had gone on all around her; the casualty lists; so many names she knew; so many husbands of her friends and she felt nothing. Then suddenly Henry was commissioned and, appalled, she had woken up. Henry was no longer a boy; he had grown up; he had taken extra military training at Eton and to her he was still the fifteen-year-old he had been when his father died. Of course it was not like that really; you did not live and be unconscious at the same time, but when Harry died of pneumonia she had come to a standstill, even physically; no part of her had functioned normally. When Henry told her of his commission, though he must often have spoken of it before, it was as if land blossomed again after a long freeze. Anna had looked round. Jane was fifteen and running the family and the house. Margaret thirteen. Felicity eight and baby Tony three. She was filled with remorse; how neglectful she had been! How wrapped in herself! She had said as much and found none of the children appeared to understand what she was talking about. Her mother’s and even more, Miss Macintosh’s training, and as well presumably something in herself, had carried her along; she had done the right things and said the right things. But she knew where she had drifted and from that moment took a grip of herself, especially of her mind. She unpacked the photographs of Harry, hung them on her walls and forced herself to look at them. She had his grave photographed and forced herself to look at that too. “You’re dead,” she said, to the photograph, “under that stone. Dead, dead, dead! I’m never going to see you again. I’ve got to bring up our children without you. I’ve got to live without you. I’ve got to live without the physical love you taught me to need.” From that moment she had put Harry behind her and given herself to her children. Henry was her first business; he was off to France which, at that time, was almost certain death for a second-lieutenant. How was Henry facing that thought? Harry had said, “We’ll have to manage a bit of money later on to let Henry loose in Paris. He’ll need the corners knocked off him or he’ll grow up a prig.” Henry went to France, though not to Paris, and should have had the corners knocked off him in a way Harry had not imagined, but Harry’s cure for corners was probably the right one. The war finished. Henry was still alive and still inclined to be a prig; at least so Anna thought, but you cannot give just an outward showing of love, with no inward intuitive love for three years, and three vital years at that, and know your son. What had Henry suffered in the war? What did Henry feel about anything? Anna did not know then and had never known. She had watched him climb ladder after ladder, growing more pompous at every rung, and she knew nothing about him. When she spoke of her children by their surnames to Doe she was showing her that to speak of her employer’s children by their christian names was an impertinence, but this was not the case when she spoke of Sir Henry. She knew it was strange but in her mind she never thought of him as Henry; he was always Sir Henry.

			The new rhododendron was against the fence which divided Anna’s property from her neighbour’s. Fred Pickering had spent his life manufacturing safes; bigger, stronger, more burglar-proof safes each year, but still just safes; useful, even magnificent, but without whimsy and Fred had a soul for whimsy. “When I retire, M’ria,” he had said at intervals to Mrs. Pickering, “we’ll have a snug little place and I’ll let meself go. If I want anything, no matter how fancy, I’ll have it, and the same goes for you, me old dear.” Fred had retired and built his snug little place, and he had let himself go. He studied books on topiary and then improved on what he had read. He had a yew tree and this he clipped into an armchair. “Great, isn’t it, Mrs. Caldwell?” “Sit right down and lean back. Not many people can say ‘Have a nice sit down in me yew tree.’” He had green fingers and his garden blazed with flowers from early spring until the first frosts, but his flowers were of secondary importance. From behind each plant gnomes peeped, flying fairies hung from his trees and shrubs, plaster rabbits sat in rings on his lawn, plaster frogs bordered his pond, concealed lights lit up fairy grottoes and concealed switches turned on musical boxes; his greenhouse had contorting glass at each end. “Nothing like a good laugh, Mrs. Caldwell.” He had been a fat little man when he had first become Anna’s neighbour; now he was a thin, white, wrinkled little man. People said to Anna, “Oh, do you know Mr. Pickering? Extraordinary little man with all those awful things in his garden,” but Anna did not see Fred Pickering like that. When the Pickerings had first arrived she had called. Fred had been out but M’ria, anxious, twitching, scattering her aitches right and left, had been at home. It was summer and Anna had asked to see the garden, partly because where there was a garden you always did ask to see it, partly because M’ria would surely be happier walking than sitting on the edge of her chair. All the whimsies had not in those days arrived but there were plenty. M’ria pointed them out. “There’s one of those gnomes again behind that lily.” “Those rabbits are only a beginning; Fred reckons to ’ave no end of a set-up, he’s ’aving toadstools, made as well.” Anna smiled and said gentle, admiring things, and was entertained; she had never before known a garden full of oddities. M’ria saw or felt amusement behind Anna’s words, and something, either loyalty to Fred or a dawning liking for Anna, emboldened her to speak. “Fred’s Dad was killed when ’e was seven, the eldest of six, two being twins. That was the end of being a kiddie for him. ‘You’ll ’ave to be the man of the ’ouse now,’ his mother said. She was a muddler from what I saw of ’er. Worked in the safe factory Fred’s Dad did and there was a pension, but she wasn’t a good manager; always short she was and whining to Fred. He was a good boy; delivered papers, ran errands, looked after the younger ones and that, and as soon as he was old enough got a job in the firm and done wonderful. Looked after his mother he did, Mrs. Caldwell, till the day she died.” M’ria did not mention them but Anna could see a trail of whining, ill-spelt letters begging for this, demanding that. She had smiled her understanding and M’ria, losing her nervousness, had gone on. “But for all he did so well Fred wasn’t really willing to grow up so young, if you get my meaning. He never had time to play, not after his Dad was taken; he never complained but he never forgot neither; he’s always been a bit boylike and he always planned that when he could retire he’d have what he missed, so to speak.” M’ria shot an anxious glance at Anna. “You think it funny, I daresay?” Anna was thinking how understanding of M’ria to see all that, and, humbly, how unlikely it was that she would have seen so clearly and sympathised so thoroughly if there had been a Fred in her life. She felt M’ria had spoken more openly than was her custom and if she did not say the right thing she would leave her self-conscious and abashed. “I’m glad he has everything now. I’m glad he had the ability to remember what he wanted and what he had missed. I have five children, Mrs. Pickering; my husband died when the youngest was a baby. I failed, through thinking of myself, to give them all they wanted. I wonder if they will remember what they wanted and find it for themselves in the end?” M’ria could not follow this. Mrs. Caldwell had money and where there was money a child could have what it wanted within reason. Didn’t she know! Fred had never let her children go short of anything for long, but Anna had put her mind at rest and, in doing so, had left M’ria with a feeling that should she need her Anna would be a friend. Yet when M’ria most needed a friend she had been unable to ask for help. The second world war, through which so many millions of less balanced people than M’ria passed more or less intact, broke M’ria. Both she and Anna were overlaid with refugees and it was some weeks after the war had started before Anna had time even to ask how M’ria was faring. Then one day, hanging some of her young evacuees’ washing out to dry, she saw across the fence M’ria staring at her. She called out a cheerful greeting and was surprised at getting no reply but a loud, utterly unamused, laugh. After a minute M’ria sidled up to the fence and looked at Anna out of the corners of her eyes; her lips were slack and moved without making words. At last she became conscious of Anna’s pitying eyes. She made an obvious effort to grip her straying wits. She held her head. “I get so confused, Mrs. Caldwell. There’s so many of them, and Fred and me have been quiet so long. I seem like I can’t stand it. Then there’ll be bombs . . .” her voice trailed away, her scared eyes clung to Anna for a second, then she gave another of her unamused, vacant laughs and walked away. Anna wanted to do something, but what? She could not go to Mr. Pickering and talk about nervous breakdowns. He must know if there was anything wrong. She did ask the doctor if he had seen Mrs. Pickering lately, but he had not and was rushed off his feet and was not looking for extra patients. He asked why and Anna said, choosing her words with care, that she seemed strained, which he had brushed aside with “Who isn’t these days?” Anna could say no more; you cannot order the doctor to visit your neighbours. Then one night bombers passed on their way to a raid. One pilot lost his way and unloaded his bombs on the woods and village half a mile from Anna’s and the Pickerings’ houses. Anna was in the hall serving cocoa to her evacuees, whom she had put under the stairs, when she heard the screams. She left someone in charge and ran outside. There was a bright moon and by it Anna could see M’ria. She was running in circles, her hands over her ears; she screamed as she ran. Fred was trying to calm her. “M’ria, it’s Fred. It’s over now. They won’t come back.” Anna saw he could not manage alone. She came into the Pickerings’ garden and took charge. M’ria had not a stitch on. Anna said calmly, “Get a coat or something, Mr. Pickering, it’s chilly.” While Fred was away she talked to M’ria as she would to a frightened child. It did seem as if M’ria could still recognise a friend, for she ran less frantically and her screams softened a shade. When the coat came Anna was able, not to put it on to her but to throw it round her, and to persuade her towards the house. “I hear your evacuees have all left,” she said conversationally to Fred. “So fortunate.” That choice of words was comforting to Fred. It had seemed to him a major shame that his M’ria should be stark naked in the garden, and had there been evacuees looking on he did not know how he would have borne the shame for her, but Anna only thought it fortunate they were not there; nothing more dramatic than that. “Now what Mrs. Pickering needs,” Anna went on, “is something to make her sleep. Would you ring the doctor and explain, Mr. Pickering?” But M’ria needed more than a sleeping draught. They did between them get her into bed but she had lost all control; it was hopeless. “She must be certified right away,” the doctor said, and rang for another doctor and an ambulance.

			Rumours ran round the neighbourhood as to what had happened, but the raid was far more interesting than Mrs. Pickering, and what was one mad old woman when three young ones had been killed? Only Anna and the doctor knew the whole story. After a time only Anna knew how Mrs. Pickering was getting on. Every Sunday Fred went to see her. “No, she doesn’t know me, Mrs. Caldwell. She looks queer, they don’t let her wear her teeth, you know. Lovely set she had and always kept them so nice.” “Not better, no. Laughed all the time to-day, she did. Better than when she cries. I know she doesn’t know where she is but I don’t like to see her cry. Of course it’s not real laughing, if you get my meaning.” Anna remembered M’ria’s laugh and inwardly shuddered. Had life got anything worse to offer than to see the person you loved reduced to a witless lump of flesh? How foolish, as well as shameful, was the fuss she had made at losing Harry. Harry, who had left her in his prime; handsome, witty, loving.

			Mr. Pickering was retouching the cap of one of the gnomes. He came, when he saw Anna, to the fence, and hung over it, waving as he talked a brush dripping with scarlet paint.

			“Nice day, Mrs. Caldwell. You want some narciss? I’ve some corkers out in me greenhouse.”

			Anna was examining her rhododendron. It was looking better she was glad to see; the leaves had less yellow in them and less of a downward droop. She turned smiling to Mr. Pickering. He was generous with his flowers, always offering her something, and it was good of him for he did not care to pick his flowers; they were part of the show to amaze his visitors. “My word, what a display, Fred old man!” “What price Monte Carlo!” The two gardens being separated merely by a wire fence it was no good Anna pretending she had flowers when she had not. Mr. Pickering, from a bathroom window, could see almost all her property and watched the progress of her garden with the eagerness he watched his own. She was glad that to-day she had a reason why he should not make a martyr of himself.

			“I think I have daffodils coming by this morning’s post. To-morrow is Mothering Sunday you know.”

			Mr. Pickering’s eyes shone. He never could hear enough of family occasions. The hard-working, small Fred Pickering, whose childhood was taken from him when he was seven, came forward and edged himself into Anna’s day.

			“Mothering Sunday? I never heard tell of that.”

			Anna smiled at the intent, childlike look on his face, for all the world as Tony’s used to look when she read him Peter Rabbit.

			“‘Those who go a-mothering find violets in the lane.’ That’s a very old saying. I believe the custom dates from the days when the children went away to work at a terribly young age, poor little things, especially the girls into service. On mid-Lent Sunday, which is to-morrow you know, they visited their mothers and on the way picked her a bunch of violets and the mother made them a cake. The cake was half boiled and half baked and was called a simnel cake. You must remember simnel cakes, Mr. Pickering; delicious they were, usually with little birds on them.”

			“Can’t say I do?” The child Fred edged closer. “And do all your children bring you flowers?”

			“My mother brought us up to keep Mothering Sunday, and I brought up my children the same way, but it’s not always flowers. Just any present. But my daughter Margaret, the doctor you know, has always given me daffodils ever since she was a baby.”

			“They did ought to bring them really.”

			Anna did not mean to react to that but she stiffened as if he had been too familiar. The child Fred vanished at once and old Fred was back saying nothing but looking at Anna in distress. Anna saw she had shown her dislike of that particular question, and knew by his face that she had made him feel he had asked something he should not, and, of all people, Mr. Pickering must never feel that. There was the slightest pause while she thought how best to atone. Then she saw her way. She could appear to confide in him; he would love that and at the same time she could put some half facts before him that she had long wanted him to believe.

			“My children are not very pleased with me. They don’t like my living alone. They disapproved of my sending that housekeeper I had away. Our children don’t understand us, do they? Mrs. Conrad was a good creature and a splendid cook and she was wonderful with plants, but I find, as I get older, I enjoy my privacy. And Miss Doe is with me every morning and does splendidly.”

			Anna had consoled Mr. Pickering—done more—made him feel an intimate, but he did not know what to answer. There were two Fred Pickerings; the childish one who owned the gnomes, frogs and distorting glass and the one who had started as a tea-boy and had finished as a managing director. Managing director Pickering puzzled a lot about Anna. He had an excellent resident couple called Robinson who looked after him, who, though it had taken time—for Anna’s housekeeper called herself “Lady housekeeper” and, as such, had at first thought herself above hob-nobbing with an ex-guardsman and his wife who had no pretensions to gentility—had been on intimate terms with Mrs. Conrad. Through this friendship they knew, and had passed on to their employer, just what a bombshell it had been to Mrs. Conrad when, three months’ ago, she had suddenly been given a fortnight’s holiday and, while on holiday, dismissed. Again through the Robinsons he knew that Anna had offered to pack all Mrs. Conrad’s things and send them after her, which she had indignantly refused. Of course, on the day she had come to pack, she had visited the Robinsons and possible reasons for her dismissal had been exhaustively discussed and a theory arrived at which, though it might have been contrived partly as a sop for Mrs. Conrad’s pride, seemed to them to be the only likely explanation. Poverty. That Anna, like everybody else living on a fixed income, was poorer was obvious. Her style of living had dropped lower and lower in the thirty-five years she had lived in her house. It was remembered that when she had first come to the neighbourhood there had been a nurse, two living-in maids and a handyman-gardener who drove the car. It was said that in spite of her husband’s job as land agent dying with him she was better off as a widow, for the story spread by her servants was that Mr. Caldwell had been shockingly extravagant. After the first world war she had economised by getting rid of the nurse and looking after the youngest children herself, but there were still two resident maids and, though the full-time man had been dispensed with, there was a part-time gardener who came every day, and there was still a car, driven well by Henry and Jane, and abominably by Anna. When the Pickerings had first arrived, there were still two resident maids, though different ones, and a daily part-time gardener, but the children were scattered, and Anna, still abominably, drove the car. When the second world war started the maids left, and later the gardener, and Miss Doe added Anna to her list of old folk, giving her at first what time she could and later, when one of her old people died, some hours each morning. After much effort Mrs. Conrad was added to the household and, just before the end of the war, old Smith took on the garden, giving Anna a half-day a week, and there was still a car growing shabbier and shabbier and still driven by Anna, when she had petrol, abominably. “It’s £ s. d., sir,” Robinson said. “You mark my words. It isn’t right though an old lady like that, and all the burglaries there have been lately. Mrs. Conrad said she thinks it was a sudden loss. She said she could see Mrs. Caldwell had something on her mind.” Mrs. Robinson, who was missing Mrs. Conrad, blamed Anna’s family. “Ought to be ashamed letting an old lady like that sleep alone in that lonely house. If I was that Sir Henry I couldn’t lie in my bed for thinking of her.” The Robinsons had urged that Fred should suggest that Mrs. Robinson went across last thing to see if there was any little thing she could do, and that Robinson should go round the house to see the windows were all fastened properly, but Fred had not been able to bring himself to make the suggestion. He valued Anna’s sympathy and—not friendship, that was too big a word, neighbourliness described it better—to risk a snub, and a snub, though delicately administered, he was almost sure he would get. He knew nothing of Anna’s finances but suspected that she might have had money in railways, her sort usually did, in which case her income would have dropped, and if that windbag Sir Henry was looking after her affairs he would not have the sense to try to make a little bit to cover her loss; he would have put her money in anything that looked safe and paid two and a half per cent. All the same he was not convinced that the Robinsons and Mrs. Conrad were right. That something had changed her three months ago he was convinced, but not money. He had met Anna once or twice at that time and she had put him in mind of himself when M’ria was first taken away. He had not had the Robinsons then and people had fussed him. His children had wanted to arrange for someone to look after him; one of his daughters had come and stayed for a week or two to get him straight. Getting him straight had included fiddling with M’ria’s things; that had upset him; it showed how bad she was that a child of hers dared touch her things. All he had wanted at that time was to be alone, to get right with himself and collect courage for his next visit to the asylum. He had a feeling it was to get right with herself over something that was at the bottom of the change in Anna’s way of life. Why otherwise had she taken to wandering over the countryside, she who, except for shopping or church, seldom left her house or garden? And, because she had not the petrol, going on buses, too, half the time, though that was a good thing in a way as she certainly was not safe driving that car. Everybody had seen her in the bus queues and, if they asked where she was going, were told “Shopping.” And she let people think it was shopping too for she always carried a shopping bag, and most likely did stuff it with something in case she met any one she knew on the bus or on the way home. Shopping! What would she shop for, everybody knew where she bought her food, and she was the last person to look for extras off the ration in distant towns and villages. Then there was little Virginia. If Mrs. Caldwell felt, as he felt when M’ria was first taken away, then it might be she would not even want Virginia. He was sorry she would not see Virginia, and hoped she would feel able to have her to stay soon. He did miss Virginia. Treated his house like her own. “Hallo, Mr. Pickering. Still eating your breakfast? I had mine ages ago. Have you bought anything new since I was here last?” Virginia was the one to appreciate a gnome or rabbit. She had ideas, too. “I don’t think I like that rabbit there. He’s got just the face to be looking round something. Somehow on your lawn he looks wrong, sort of embarrassed.” “Oh, Mr. Pickering, I’ve bought you a present. I saw this little hat in a toy shop in the Burlington Arcade. Now, who shall wear it? It will have to be one of the ones under something because this hat would spoil in the rain.” He had heard, because Miss Doe had spread the news and the Robinsons soaked in news as if they were made of blotting paper, that the child’s mother kept asking if she could send her down. At the back of his mind Fred had an idea. It was not a clearly defined idea because he did not understand such things. There was this awful business of the youngest son. It was common knowledge that she would not have his name mentioned; it was said she hated him. That was all wrong, of course. No matter what your children did you should not feel like that about them. It was not a thing he cared to dwell on; it was a flaw in Mrs. Caldwell. Could it be that she was getting around to seeing that? Was she trying to get right with herself just as he had got right with himself about M’ria? Was she trying, in her hours alone or wandering the countryside, to think less hardly of the boy? Was that the reason why, every night the second it was dusk, she locked her doors and pulled the curtains? He had read in papers and that, where people shut themselves up to pray for help; he would not put that past Mrs. Caldwell.

			Fred felt he had been silent too long. There was no reply he could get his tongue round to answer what Anna had said. He was glad her children were upset at her living alone; all right for a few months but it wouldn’t do for always; she was not getting any younger. He never had mentioned Mrs. Conrad leaving and he was not going to start now. He did not know anything about Miss Doe except that she talked too much. He side-stepped from Anna’s affairs.

			“Well, if you don’t want them I’ll take a few extra narciss along on Sunday. M’ria won’t notice but that nurse that looks after her she’s a rare one for flowers.”

			“Mrs. Pickering will soon be able to sit out again. I remember how lovely you said the gardens were last year.”

			“I do hope so, but she’s been restless lately, very restless. The nurse says it’ll pass, that the doctor’s giving her something, but I don’t like to see it. You know, now and again she says something very upsetting. Last Sunday she’d been talking, all a lot of rubbish, and not sure who I was, and then she sits stiff in her chair and stares at the window and grips me hard. ‘Fred,’ she says, ‘I was always scared of bars.’”

			Anna longed, not for the first time when he was talking of M’ria, to lay a hand on Fred’s. It seemed as if something like that would show sympathy better than words; but Miss Macintosh’s training prevented her. Miss Macintosh, in her boned bodice, very upright at the end of the schoolroom table. “You are too demonstrative, Anna. You must control that. Because something touches you, or you find it beautiful, that is no reason to behave without reserve. No lady ever shows her feelings.”

			“I am sure she does not really notice bars.”

			“That’s what the nurse says but I can’t forget. Very upsetting it was, very.”

			Anna was torn with pity. She waited a moment or two before speaking, so that a change of subject should not seem heartless.

			“I must not be late for the postman. Not that I know the ones who come now in that van; of course it was too much for old Simpson and time he retired, but I do miss seeing him plodding up the hill.” Fred’s face was still bleak with pain so she rambled on. “Last year I had a tragedy. My son Henry, whose wife is an American, you know, sent me a wonderful parcel of food including a pound of rice. I had not had rice for a long time, such a treat, and when the parcel was handed to me the last of the rice was trickling out of the corner. Miss Doe picked up what she could and so did I but it’s not easy to find rice in a road. I never told Henry, of course. His wife is so clever at doing up a parcel she would have been most upset if she knew.”

			Little Fred edged old Fred out of the way. He liked the sound of a parcel done up cleverly.

			“Very fond of ribbons and that, the Americans, aren’t they?”

			“Very. Of course my daughter-in-law has been here so long that she feels English,” Anna did not qualify this statement, but the thought of Carol feeling English always made her eyes twinkle, “but she still keeps many American ways and doing up parcels delightfully is one of them; she puts the rest of the family to shame.”

			“When do you open the parcels? Right away, or keep them for Sunday?”

			“They should be kept for Sunday, of course, but it’s not possible. There will be the daffodils; they must go straight into water, poor things; then I never know what’s in the others. My daughter-in-law, Carol, marks their parcel clearly ‘Perishable’ if it is perishable, and so, as a rule, does my eldest girl, Jane, and her presents are usually some form of food for she is convinced I starve myself. Last year she sent at least three months’ sweet ration. Very wrong of her, for if there are sweets to spare her children should have them. The younger ones are at the hungry age. You’ve seen them, of course, when they have stayed near here.”

			Fred had, of course, seen the Betler family when they came to visit their grandmother, but he had only known one of them. Alistair, the eldest. In one short conversation with him there had been an intimacy, so sharp that Fred had felt acutely Alistair being killed. Even now, though the boy had been dead four years, he could still see him. He had not been commissioned long, and being stationed somewhere near he had spent one night with his grandmother to show her how he looked in his uniform. Fred had been touching up one of his plaster rabbits when he saw him roaming round the garden. He had said something and then suggested a drink. Alistair had jumped the dividing fence and they sat outside with their beer. They had talked of Anna, gardens and shooting. Alistair, it seemed, would rather roam about with a gun than do anything else. Then a plane had roared over rather low. Alistair had said, “Hedge hopping, poor bastard! That’s my job too.” Fred had thought about hedge hopping and looked at Alistair so calmly drinking beer, and had said, not expecting a reply, “Not much margin for error, is there?” There had been a faint pause in which he had watched the boy see his fate, then Alistair had answered, “None at all.”

			To Fred days of remembrance for those killed in the war were days of remembrance to countless Alistairs. He subscribed largely to all Air Force appeals for funds, and, though of course he never said so to any one, he wrote each cheque to the memory of Alistair Betler. Alistair had no place in his life and he felt Anna and, of course, her daughter, Mrs. Betler, let alone Mrs. Betler’s husband the K.C., would think it an impertinence if they knew how often he thought of the boy and how clearly he could still see him and hear him say, “None at all,” so he felt a little uneasy when Anna spoke of her daughter, Jane, and her family.

			“Yes, indeed. Must be grown up, the eldest girl.”

			“Yes, Anthea is nineteen. Alistair—he was killed, you remember—would have been twenty-two this year. Peter is sixteen; Lucia’s fourteen and the youngest, Andrew, is twelve.”

			“I dare say their Granny sends them more sweets and that than she gets sent to her.”

			“They’ve got a good mother and father to look after them.” Anna hurried on, conscious she had spoken abruptly. “The parcel that has to be opened at once is Virginia’s mother’s, always supposing there is one, for she is the scatterbrain of the family. In hers there might be anything from half the fruit in Covent Garden to exotic bath essences, which I never use without wondering what my governess would say if she could smell my bathroom.”

			A shout made them both turn. Miss Doe was hurrying towards them.

			“Coo-ee. Coo-ee. Mrs. Cald-well. I know somebody who’s going to be very lucky in a minute. The post van has got to the corner.”

			Anna smiled at Fred. He would, she knew, go to his gate to watch her take her parcels in. Doe would go back into the house and yell excited comments from the spare bedroom window, which overlooked the road. There was plenty of time. Anna walked slowly towards the house. To have her hands free she laid her flowers on a window-ledge. Then she went to the gate. The postman had delivered the mail to the nearest house. Anna’s was the next stop. She waited, smiling. It was pleasant, whether you were seven or seventy, to get presents. The van grunted up the hill in low gear. It reached Anna’s gate. The postman raised a hand in salute and drove by. He stopped next door to give Fred Pickering his letters.

			Miss Doe was so upset for Anna her eyes were blurred with tears. Nothing! And not another parcel post till Monday. Poor old dear! She blinked the tears away and forced a note of jollity into her voice.

			“I know somebody who’s got a naughty family who need smack-ums!”
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