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      1. Chetton Hall

    


    Chetton Hall, that splendid monument of Jacobean domestic architecture, lay basking in the early evening sun. The coolest place was under the elms of the Countess’s Mile, where the wife of the fourth Earl had dallied on horseback with her groom, Richard Mont. Tiny breezes from the river drifted over Long Meadow, where the famous herd of Herefords, established by the sixth Earl, ‘Farmer Jack’, warmed their velvety hides and moaned contentedly. The lovers from Chetton Lacey who lay on the haystack in Parson’s Field felt the last ripples of the breeze on their burning flesh, and they too moaned in pleasure. But the breeze petered out long before it could reach the environs of the great house. Not a breath fanned the Dutch Garden, which looked frizzled and ill-cared-for. The great stone balustrade overlooking the fountain might, it seemed, have burned at a touch, and the steps leading down from it sent up a distorting curtain of heat haze. Only the fountain, where Charles James Fox had bathed when drunk, seemed to be actively enjoying the June warmth, dancing hectically in the sun’s rays and scattering an ecstasy of shimmering light.


    But the most splendid triumph of the sun was on the house itself. To turn from the fountain to the West Front was to be confronted with liquid gold. All the windows swam in light, and swayed like waters in a bay, flowing round the baroque splendours of the Queen’s Entrance, through which Anne of Denmark passed on her progress to the West Country. Behind the Front, cooler as was fitting, lay the massive Blenheim Wing, added by the first Earl in the years after that battle, in which he had fought. But it was the glorious central block, begun in 1610 by Sir Philip Spender, the King’s Secretary of Monopolies, that greeted the sun as an equal, confident in its beauty as any king’s favourite, monumentally self-possessed, arrogant in the knowledge of what it had been, what it was, and what it always would be.


    In the Green Drawing-Room the twelfth Earl of Ellesmere addressed his Countess.


    ‘Would you like another cup of tea, Elsie? I think I can squeeze one from the pot.’


    The Countess considered, her mouth set in a determined droop of discontent.


    ‘No-ow. It’ll only be stone cold. Practically cold anyway, once you’ve trailed it through all them bleeding corridors.’


    The Earl, a man of congenital good-nature and optimism, chuckled.


    ‘You’re not far out. I don’t know how they stood it here: nothing but half-cold tea and half-cold dinners. It’s not what I’d call a life of privilege.’


    ‘If that’s privilege, give me Clapham any day,’ agreed the Countess.


    ‘Makes you think how lucky we’ve been, eh, Elsie?’ said the Earl, settling his comfortable girth back in the green and gilt sofa and gazing around him with a good-humoured expression. ‘Our own home, nearly paid for, everything just as we like it, neat and ship-shape and cosy as a Christmas card … I don’t think this place could ever be cosy, do you, Elsie?’


    ‘Cosy?’ said the Countess, gazing disparagingly round the long and elegant drawing-room, designed and furnished for the third earl by James Wyatt (who had seduced his countess the while). She eyed gloomily the straight-backed green silk sofas and chairs, the stucco reliefs, the ormolu clock, the classic mantel. She shook her head gloomily.


    ‘Never in a million years. I can’t think why they put up with it, your lot. Can’t have been much like you, Perce. You always did hate a draught. But they existed in this draughty old barn, year in, year out. Nasty great hole. Cold as sin, even with the sun blazing away outside like now. Miles to walk, even if you only want to spend a penny. Nearest neighbour three miles or more away. Brrr. Gives me the shivers just to think of living here much longer.’


    The Earl nodded, and drained his cup.


    ‘Right you are, as usual, Elsie. If I want to walk miles I’d rather do it on Clapham Common.’


    He placed his hand over the olive-green cardigan that covered his substantial tummy and gazed around him with unabated good humour. His face took on that reflective expression well-known to regular customers at the Clapham iron-monger’s where he had worked prior to being summoned to his high destiny—for he was a man whose homely philosophizing was appreciated in his own circle, where they had an old-fashioned liking for someone who could voice what oft was thought but ne’er so well expressed.


    ‘From now on, Elsie, this is going to make us count our blessings. Look on the bright side. Not take things for granted. We’re going to appreciate having had to go through all this when we get home.’


    ‘When we get home,’ repeated the Countess, whose expression had taken on new shades of lugubrious foreboding. She was well known in Haig Street, Clapham, as the Cassandra of the locality, with a relish for dissecting present discontents and a gift for the accurate prediction of woes to come. Few went to the bad in Haig Street, Clapham, without their downward path having been mapped out in advance by Elsie Spender. ‘When’s the operative word. It’s been—what?—six weeks already, and they’ve been the longest six weeks of my life. I want to see an end to it, Perce.’


    ‘I’ll talk to old Lillywaite tomorrow,’ said the Earl. ‘Give him an ultimatum.’


    ‘Hmmm. You’ll be lucky if you get a straight answer out of him. You know lawyers. I’m telling you, Perce, I’m not spending a winter in this great barn, not for all the tea in China. I’d have gone home long ago except it’d have meant leaving you here on your own. Two peas rattling around is bad enough, but one would have been ridiculous. You’d have gone off your rocker.’


    The Earl looked at her with genuine, ripe affection.


    ‘That’s my Elsie. Best wife a man ever had. Anyway, you can’t go now. Not with the kids and the grandchildren coming. It’s going to be the birthday party of a lifetime, and I’m going to enjoy every minute of it. It’ll be a joy just to see their faces when they clap eyes on this place. Their eyes will pop—eh, Elsie?’


    Chuckling again, the Earl of Ellesmere ambled over to the tall windows that dominated the west wall of the drawing-room.


    ‘Not to mention when they see the grounds,’ he added. ‘Some garden, eh?’


    He gazed with some complacency over his domain, over the formal gardens, the balustrade and steps leading down to the fountain, over the elegant avenue of trees and on to the meadows and fields beyond, stretching almost to the horizon. Perhaps he felt, in the pit of his stomach, some slight twinge that told him that to be master of Chetton was something.


    ‘One thing about this place,’ he said at last. ‘The kiddies will have plenty of room to play about.’


    The Countess had shifted her motherly bulk from her chair, and now came over to join him companionably by the window. But she was not a woman who allowed her disposition to be lightened by her husband’s sunnier one. She viewed the rolling prospect without favour.


    ‘Countryside!’ she said, witheringly. ‘I’ve always hated the countryside. I haven’t said so because it doesn’t do, but I have. I’ve always hated picnics: nothing but wasps and ants and creepy-crawlies. Of course the Common is different, because there’s always people around. Country is miles and miles of nothing, with cows on it. I hate cows. And I’m not having the kiddies playing with them cows over there.’


    ‘Trust Dixie for that,’ said the Earl. ‘She’ll see they don’t go anywhere near.’


    At the mention of her daughter-in-law the Countess’s lugubrious countenance became twisted into a moue of distaste.


    ‘Hmmm,’ she said, gazing ahead with vatic foreboding. ‘I don’t think you’re going to impress Dixie with this place, Perce. It’s not her style at all. Remember her in the Brighton Pavilion?’


    The Earl gave a reminiscent laugh.


    ‘Don’t I ever! Came on a bit strong, I must admit. Embarrassing. Still, it was only her fun.’


    ‘Fun! Dixie doesn’t have an ounce of fun in her.’


    ‘Anyway, you could be wrong about Dixie. You never can tell which way she will jump. She might be tickled pink with this place.’


    ‘That’d be a laugh. Can you imagine Dixie queening it here, Perce? Hobnobbing with the gentry? If she gets ideas of anything like that she can give them up sharpish. I don’t like to say this about my own daughter-in-law, but Dixie is common. Common as dirt. She’s worse: she’s blatant.’


    ‘I know what you mean,’ admitted the Earl. ‘I have to admit that I prefer Dixie in small doses, though the kiddies are lovely kiddies, and always welcome. Still, Dixie won’t worry us this weekend. There’ll be all the others, and plenty of space to get away from her in, and the birthday party Saturday—we’ll have too much to do to get annoyed by Dixie.’


    ‘Dixie’ll make herself felt.’


    ‘Only if you let her, and get het up by her. Still, I admit it’s a pity Phil couldn’t be with her. Phil always seemed to dilute her, some how.’


    ‘He’ll be out in three weeks,’ said the Countess. ‘It’s something that she’ll be visiting him tomorrow. He’s had precious few visits from her while he’s been in, that I do know. It’ll probably put her in a foul mood. Those poor little mites …’


    Her face softened at the thought of her grandchildren. Like most grandparents, she indulged the smallest ones of her family, the more so as she very seldom saw them.


    ‘They need their dad,’ agreed the Earl. ‘It’s been hard for them, him not being there. Still, one thing you’ve got to hand to Dixie; they’re well-behaved.’


    ‘Frightened out of their wits, more like.’


    ‘No: be fair, Elsie. There’s not many parents these days have the control over their kids that Dixie has.’


    ‘Control’s one thing, but I for one don’t like to see kids too terrified to say a word when their mother’s around. It’s not natural. I know our kids weren’t brought up like that.’


    In silence they continued to gaze over the lustrous green and golden landscape, but their minds were far away from cows or haystacks. The thoughts of both of them were on their children and grandchildren, most of whom would be arriving the next day to celebrate the Earl’s sixtieth birthday, his first in the state to which he had been called. Both of them were looking forward to the visit, as a relief from the grandiose monotony of Chetton Hall. But at the backs of their minds gnawings of doubt and uncertainty persisted. The Earl shifted from foot to foot, uneasily.


    ‘It’s a pity about Phil,’ he said finally.


    As always when the subject of her favourite child came up, the Countess raised her defensive prickles. Her mouth became set in a firm line.


    ‘Phil was unlucky,’ she pronounced. ‘I’ve said it before, and I’ll say it again. If there’s any pity about Phil, it’s that he married that Dixie. After they’d waited so long, too. You can dig a grave, but you don’t have to jump straight into it yourself. But he’s a good boy, Phil.’


    ‘Easy-going,’ agreed the Earl placatingly. ‘Takes life as it comes. Never one to make trouble. Too much so, sometimes. That’s how a type like Dixie can get the upper hand. But he’s popular, that nobody can deny. I bet he’s well liked where he is. And you could say the same about Trevor, in a way.’


    ‘Ye-e-es,’ said the Countess, more dubiously. ‘In a different sort of way.’


    Their eyes were taking in the trees of the Countess’s Mile, their leaves just beginning to lose the brilliant green of spring, but their minds were contemplating the figure of their younger son.


    ‘If anybody deserved to go to gaol it’s Trevor,’ said the Earl, without rancour. ‘By gum!—he sails close to the wind sometimes. The sums he’s had off the social security people—just lies barefaced and they believe him.’


    ‘I hate to think what would happen if full employment came back,’ said the Countess. ‘He wouldn’t know what to do with himself. Not that he doesn’t make money, now and then. But I wouldn’t call what he does work.’


    ‘More like a sideline. To the social security.’


    ‘It’s embarrassing,’ protested the Countess. ‘Downright embarrassing. I wouldn’t know where to look if the neighbourhood found out.’


    ‘You can bet your bottom dollar they know,’ said her husband. ‘Trevor’s name cropped up in the Prince Leopold just a day or two before all this landed on our plates, and old Fred Jarvis winked at me and nudged me in the ribs. Cheeky old sod! He’s just the sort to go to these cinema clubs where they show that kind of stuff. You can bank on old Fred having put it all around Clapham by now.’


    The Countess sighed.


    ‘I don’t know how I’ll look the neighbours in the face, though Trevor doesn’t seem to have any sense of shame. And this girl he’s bringing with him, this Michele: she must be a right one if she appears in those pictures. First Prince Andrew, now our Trevor … She looked like the sort with only one thing on her mind.’


    ‘Sex?’


    ‘Number one. And willing to use whatever she’s got to advance it. Bloody cheek, really, isn’t it, Trevor inviting her along without so much as a by-your-leave, when we’d only met the girl for five minutes. Not to mention Dixie calmly announcing that she’d bring Chokey along.’


    ‘That’s different, Elsie. Chokey’ll have been visiting Phil. That’ll buck him up no end. They’re pals.’


    ‘Funny sort of pal. It was Chokey landed him in.’


    ‘Now that’s nonsense, Elsie. I know that’s not how Phil sees it, and Chokey’ll always be welcome as Phil’s friend. It’s not as though we haven’t got room. We could lodge the whole Eighth Army here and there’d still be beds to spare. At least Joan and Digby won’t be bringing anyone along with them.’


    ‘No,’ admitted the Countess. ‘That wouldn’t be Joan’s way at all.’


    ‘There’s one of our children we don’t have to make apologies for,’ said the Earl, with a somewhat insecure heartiness. ‘Hard little worker. Really got ahead. Set herself a goal, and achieved it. They’re a lovely young couple.’


    There was silence in the Green Drawing-Room.


    ‘It’s funny,’ said the Countess at last, ‘but I could never really take to our Joanie. I tried, but I couldn’t. They say it’s sometimes like that with mother and daughter. I don’t know if it was me or her, but I think it was her. There’s something … I dunno … petty about her. Something mean-minded.’


    The Earl, who was a kind-hearted man and an affectionate father, felt impelled to enter a protest.


    ‘Come off it, Mother: Joan’s just got her standards.’


    ‘Oh yes—and doesn’t she let everyone know it. I get fed up with her bleeding standards. Do you know, the last time I visited her—by invitation, as usual!—I was coming home on the bus, and there were these two women behind me, talking about one of the teachers at the local Junior School, and how fussy she was, and how she went on and on about the kiddies washing their hands after they’d been to the lav. And I sat there thinking: I bet that’s our Joan. And it was! They said her name: Mrs Ferguson, they said. I could have sunk through the floor! Isn’t that just like our Joan, getting all het up about a little thing like that?’


    ‘She always was a clean little girl, I remember,’ said the Earl. ‘Fastidious, like.’


    ‘You could call it that. Fussy’s my word for it. She didn’t get it from me. I’m not pernickety, and I’m not houseproud. She drives me up the wall the way she goes on when she comes round to us.’


    The Countess turned from the window, and for the first time she surveyed the Green Drawing-Room with something approaching satisfaction.


    ‘She’ll have her work cut out if she’s going to draw her finger along all the dust there is in this mauso-bloody-leum. I’ll just hand her a duster and I’ll say: “You get to it, my girl, and I’ll see you next Christmas twelvemonth.”’


    ‘She does overdo it,’ admitted the Earl, grinning at his wife’s retreating back as she waddled back to the sofa and took up her knitting. ‘And Digby is a bit the same. Neat. Precise. They’re well matched, really. You can’t imagine Digby without a tie on or a handkerchief in his top pocket, any more than you can imagine Joanie going round with her hair in curlers. Still, you’ve got to remember his job. You have to keep up a good appearance in the insurance business.’


    ‘You don’t have to be prissy. And I’d call Digby prissy.’ The Earl turned back to the window, and gazed once more at the cows, flicking their tails at the flies in the Long Meadow.


    ‘You don’t think we went wrong with our kids somewhere, do you, Elsie?’ asked the Earl.


  

    

      2. The Countess’s Mile

    


    If the twelfth Earl of Ellesmere ever felt a sense of history and of his place in it, it was not as a rule in the magnificent residence of his family, whose splendour overawed him and whose distances tired him. It came to him, if at all, out of doors, perhaps when surveying the acre upon acre of his fiefdom, perhaps when walking in the cool reaches of the Countess’s. Mile. Sometimes in the early morning, when he had made a pot of tea for himself and his wife, had trailed it from the servants’ hall, down corridors endlessly winding, across the Great Entrance Hall, up Sir Philip’s Staircase, and down the narrow domestics’passage that led him finally to the State Bedroom—after all this (which was a continuation of a duty regularly undertaken at Clapham, where it involved perhaps one-tenth of the labour) he would often calm his nerves with a stroll in the morning cool. And along the Countess’s Mile he would sometimes experience some lift of the soul, some message from the ethos of the place, that would make him pause in his track, put his hand on the trunk of an elm, gaze through the trees and across the Long Meadow towards Chetton Lacey, and say to himself:


    ‘By Jove! These trees have been here hundreds of years. As long as my family has. It makes you think.’


    In this the twelfth Earl was quite mistaken, for the elms of the Countess’s Mile had been replanted shortly before the First World War. It was not these trees under which the fourth Earl’s wife had flirted with Richard Mont, her groom, tapping him playfully with her whip as they swapped innuendoes drawn from the world of horsemanship; nor was it these that had seen the fourth Earl burst in on them and commence that ferocious attack on Richard Mont that had led to his serving three years for felonious assault in the most luxurious apartments in Newgate Prison. But the accuracy of the twelfth Earl’s reflections is beside the point, for the Romantic impulse which led to that lift of the heart was of a kind that has never depended on literal truth. The important point was that it was there, even if it did not go very deep, and his man of business could not have caught him in a better place for his purposes, had he but known it, and had he but known how to make use of it.


    But he did not. When Mr Lillywaite was sent thither by the Countess (in an early morning dishabille that was by no means as enticing as that of the first Earl’s wife in the portrait by Kneller that dominated the Great Entrance Hall) he merely clicked his tongue at the unbusinesslike character of the place of meeting, and set reluctantly off.


    When the Earl saw the cadaverous figure of his man of affairs approaching down the great flight of steps from the Dutch Garden, he roused himself from his mild reverie among times past and strolled to meet him along the leafy shadows of the Mile, his mouth set in a genial smile that involved him in some effort, for Mr. Lillywaite did not inspire geniality.


    ‘Lovely day, eh?’ called the Earl. ‘Makes you feel more alive, a day like this. I always love walking down Clapham High if there’s early morning sunshine. Shall we take a turn along the avenue here?’


    The sunken face of the tall lawyer looked down into the round face of the dumpy peer, and rather bleakly said:


    ‘Of course. If you wish.’


    Mr Lillywaite had long ago given up any attempt to ‘My Lord’ or even ‘Sir’ the present Earl, faced with the crude ridicule that these formalities excited. Indeed, the whole six weeks of their acquaintanceship had been one series of shocks to Mr. Lillywaite’s old-fashioned sensibilities, beginning with the new Earl’s demand that before he and the Countess come to Chetton his man of business should get rid of every man jack (and every woman jill) of the house’s domestic staff. ‘Give’em their marching orders pronto,’ the Earl had said. ‘Me and Elsie don’t want spies around us all the time. We’re not used to it. And specially we don’t want any of the toffee-nosed types you get in these places, watching our every move.’ Mr Lillywaite (inspired by notions of decorum rather than of humanity) had protested the length of service, the devotion to the family, of this or that retainer, but—beyond paying the severance pay that the law demanded, and a very little over—the Earl had been adamant. Mr Lillywaite had known from this point that things were not going to go well, and they had not.


    ‘Well,’ he said now, gazing unhappily at his black shoes, which were gaining a patina of sandy dust from the surface of the Mile, ‘we are getting on. There is clearly going to be no difficulty in establishing your title, or indeed your claim to the estate. There is no question that your father’s marriage to your mother was legal, and none of any previous tie on either side.’


    ‘I should think not,’ said the Earl, with a touch of mustard in his tone. ‘They were practically teenagers at the time, weren’t they? He was just twenty, and Ma was eighteen and a bit, that’s what I heard. It wasn’t likely either of them had ever been spliced before.’


    ‘No. No indeed. The marriage was always recognized by the family, even though, as you no doubt know, it was highly disapproved of.’


    ‘They were too young. I don’t wonder the family were against it.’


    ‘That was one of their objections,’ said Mr Lillywaite, from a great mental distance. The Earl shot him a quick glance that, had it been seen, might have warned Mr Lillywaite that he should not underestimate either the Earl’s intelligence or his strength of character.


    ‘Oh, I get the point,’ said the Earl. ‘I know they thought Ma wasn’t their class. You don’t have to be shy of saying it straight out. She wasn’t either. I know that. But you could say we had the last laugh there, couldn’t you?’


    Mr Lillywaite sighed. Indeed you could. It was something that had not been foreseen. Even the old Earl—a courteous, prudent, private sort of man, an aristocrat of an old-fashioned school—had not foreseen it. He had settled the estate and the bulk of the family fortune on his grandson some years before, his only son being many years dead. The grandson had legally come into the estate on his coming of age, but it had been little more than a formal assumption. Who could have guessed that three weeks after the death of the old Earl, the young Earl would also die—driving up the M1, considerably inebriated, on the way from one celebration of his new independence to another, from one set of well-heeled drinking pals to another. It had all been unimaginably shocking to Mr Lillywaite’s nervous system.


    ‘The old Earl was, alas, never reconciled to his brother,’ went on Mr Lillywaite, in a well-practised voice of formal regret. ‘This perhaps explains why he never cared to anticipate the possibility of—of this happening.’


    ‘I’m surprised they never made it up,’ said the Earl. ‘After all, the marriage only lasted a year or two. I was hardly crawling when Dad left. Packed his bags and took ship to Australia. I believe he made good there: they say he ended up as a member of the South Australian parliament.’


    Mr. Lillywaite’s upper lip held the suspicion of a curl. That was not his idea of making good.


    ‘Ye-es,’ he said. ‘Well, as I say, there can be no doubt that, on your father’s death three years ago, you became the legal heir after the Earl’s grandson. Naturally no arrangements to circumvent death duties could be made. There was every reason to assume that the young Earl would have heirs.’


    ‘So I’ve heard,’ said the Earl cheerfully, without any suspicion of disapproval. ‘Sowed a fair few wild oats, from what we heard down at the local the other night.’


    The idea of the Earl discussing his predecessor in a public house in Chetton Lacey was intensely distasteful to Mr Lillywaite. He would like to have made this clear to the Earl, but could think of no way that was likely to get through to him. After a pause he resumed the walk, the two of them resembling more and more a Victorian private tutor hired to rein in the levity and trivial-mindedness of a high-spirited young charge.


    ‘Nevertheless, there is no question of any legal heir to the young Earl being in existence. So perhaps we could turn now to the question of the house. I trust you have turned the subject over in your mind since our last conversation?’


    ‘Oh, I have,’ said the Earl, walking confidently, even cockily forward, his hands clasped behind his back, looking very much as Harold Wilson used to look after a particularly triumphant Question Time in the House. ‘The result is exactly the same. Elsie and me have made up our minds, and we’re not going to go back on it. Sell out and get out. House, pictures, furniture—the lot. Get what they’ll fetch is all we ask. We want to be rid of the whole caboodle.’


    ‘Oh dear, oh dear, oh dear,’ sighed Mr Lillywaite, his whole gaunt frame suggesting the stiffest form of disapproval. ‘I must ask you—er, My Lord—to think what you are doing, think what this must do to the good name of the family in the eyes of the public at large. I have tried to make it as clear as I could that Chetton Hall and its contents are, considered as an entity, one of the national treasures.’


    ‘Let the bleeding nation buy it, then—provided it pays the market price.’


    Once more Mr Lillywaite, in spite of his natural servility, could not keep from his face a fleeting expression of distaste. He had always known that the old Earl’s brother had married beneath him. The moment he heard, with horror, of the young Earl’s death he had realized that the new Earl and his Countess might not be up to par. Quite how stupendously below par they would turn out to be he had not for a moment suspected.


    ‘The point I tried to make at our last meeting,’ he said, with what he felt was heroic patience, ‘was that in these matters there is something more to be considered, something more than mere money. There are the family obligations, as custodians over the centuries of part of the nation’s artistic and architectural heritage. This is one part—one part, only—of what we understand by the phrase noblesse oblige. It is this obligation that noble families like your own strive to uphold in these admittedly difficult times.’


    ‘Not all of them they don’t,’ returned the Earl triumphantly. ‘Do you think I haven’t read in the papers about that lot that live in the South of France and are selling the old’ome bit by bit and living off the proceeds like pigs in clover? And I don’t blame’em either. The nation can’t have it both ways: you can’t slam on death duties and income tax and wealth tax and I don’t know what, and then scream “noblesser bleege” when the people who’ve got the stuff want to cash in their chips and get what they can while the going’s good.’


    ‘Of course we would not disagree about death duties—’


    ‘I’m damn sure we wouldn’t. And another thing: when you talk about “the national heritage” and all that rot, how come this place was only open to the public one day a year in the old Earl’s time, eh?’


    ‘Er … the old Earl felt …’


    ‘Well now, I’m going to hand it to you straight: this is one nobless that isn’t going to bleege. I don’t owe no favours to the Chancellor of the Exchequer, nor to the nation. Neither the one nor the other has ever done any great favour to me. I’ll be forking out enough from this little lot as it is.’


    ‘True, I can’t deny it. There is, of course, the option of offering Chetton to the National Trust,’ murmured Mr Lillywaite, following that line of thought reluctantly. ‘But I’m afraid that, even were you to do that, you would also have to offer it a considerable sum to cover the upkeep.’


    The Earl stared at him in disbelief.


    ‘You must be joking.’


    The lawyer did not pursue that option.


    ‘I suppose,’ he said, ‘it will be necessary to offer the nation certain works of art, in lieu of death duties.’


    The Earl looked suspicious.


    ‘Does that mean they’ll be getting them on the cheap?’


    ‘As a rule the sum agreed is rather less than the piece would fetch on the open market.’


    ‘Forget it. Sell to the highest bidder, and then pay the death duties.’ The Earl stopped in his tracks. Talk with Mr Lillywaite always made him feel ‘badgered’. He had felt the same way, not long before, when he had been questioned after a road accident by the police. It brought out all his usually latent aggression and pig-headedness. ‘Here,’ he said, turning to the lawyer with a look of intense suspicion on his face, ‘you’re not in the pay of the Chancellor or something, are you?’


    Mr Lillywaite screwed up his face in an expression of pain and outrage, as if he had been accused of frequenting a credit-card brothel.


    ‘Lord Ellesmere, I am merely trying to serve you—and the good name of your family—as best I can, in difficult circumstances. As I have done, and my father before me, all our working lives.’


    ‘Okay,’ said the Earl, speedily appeased, and equably resuming his walk, ‘no offence. But from now on I’d be happier if you served me and let the family’s good name take care of itself. The family’s never done anything for me, you know.’


    ‘Very well,’ said Mr Lillywaite, also resuming his walk, but engineering a turn in the direction of the great house, conceivably hoping for some psychological effect from the sight of it. ‘But you must realize that, even were selling decided on—’


    ‘It is.’


    ‘—it would be far from easy to find a buyer for a mansion—one might say a palace—of this size.’


    ‘Don’t you believe it. All these bleeding Arabs are just itching to buy up places like this. They point their prayer mats towards Buckingham Palace and pray it comes on the market.’


    ‘But surely you wouldn’t want—’


    ‘I wouldn’t give a monkey’s fart.’


    ‘For the neighbourhood it would be a sad, sad blow.’


    ‘Don’t you believe it. They’d lap it up. He’d come into residence once a year, throw open the grounds for a church bazaar, wander round in his nightshirt and hand out tenners for a slice of homemade sponge, and if I know that bunch down at the Chetton Arms they’d love every minute of it. They’d rake in a lot more shekels from Sheik Yerfanny than they would out of me and Elsie. More than they got out of the old Earl, too, I’d lay a tanner.’


    ‘Hmm,’ said Mr Lillywaite, unwilling to admit that the Earl probably understood more about popular local reaction than he himself did. If he had been unbiased, which he was not, he would have admitted that the Earl gave his opinions with a good deal of force, and that they held more than a few grains of common sense. Indeed, down at his real local, the Prince Leopold in Clapham, the Earl’s opinions on anything under the sun were listened to by the regulars with the sort of respect they gave the Prime Minister, appearing on the Jimmy Young Show. But Mr Lillywaite was not yet willing to admit that he had lost the argument.


    ‘Of course, if any decision were made to sell, it ought to be the decision of the whole family. You have to remember that in this matter I in some sense represent Lord Portsea’s interests as well.’


    ‘Whose? Oh—Phil’s.’


    ‘Your elder son’s.’


    ‘Oh well, Phil will be easy. He’ll go along with anything I decide. He’s a good chap—never the sort to make trouble. You’d like Phil. I’ll introduce you when he gets out.’


    Mr. Lillywaite’s eyebrows rose a fraction, but he had an inkling he had discovered a straw worth clutching on to.


    ‘These are, you realize, things that both he and his heirs in their turn are vitally concerned in. Do I gather you have not discussed them with him yet?’


    ‘No, I haven’t. Quite apart from the fact that discussion with Phil isn’t that easy at the moment, I never thought of it. I didn’t discuss it with him when we sold the house in Hackney and bought the house in Clapham, and I shan’t discuss it with him when I sell this place neither. He wouldn’t expect it.’


    ‘Nevertheless, he has his rights. As heir presumptive he has dearly defined rights. I think it might be as well if I talked to him. You have no objections?’


    ‘None at all. Visiting days are Mondays and Thursdays.’


    ‘I feel sure the governor of Daintree will admit me whenever I care to appoint a time,’ said Mr Lillywaite stiffly.


    ‘Pals, eh? Yes, well, it’s quite convenient Daintree being only thirty-five miles away. Dixie was going yesterday, then stopping the night in Bristol and coming on here this morning.’


    ‘Ah—Lady Portsea.’


    ‘That’s the ticket. Mind you, Dixie is another type again. A mind of her own, has Dixie. Too much so, if you believe my Elsie. Philip’ll go along with anything—happy-go-lucky type, open as the day is long. But you never know with Dixie—I haven’t the faintest idea how she’s taking all this.’


    Lady Portsea’s reactions to ‘all this’did not interest Mr. Lillywaite. He had no curiosity about human feelings. He had never inquired about the present Earl’s reactions on succeeding. He would have shrunk from the Earl’s cliche—‘you could have knocked me down with a feather’, as like as not—though he had accepted a whole barrage of clichés from the old Earl in his time, most of them to the effect that such and such behaviour was ‘frightfully bad form’, or that the country was ‘going to the dogs’and its working men ‘needed a good kick up the backside’. But though Mr Lillywaite did not speculate about the reactions of the new Lord and Lady Portsea, he did consider them, coolly, as possible new counters to be used on his side of the game.


    ‘Well, that’s all settled, then,’ said the Earl. ‘You know, I don’t plan to stop here much longer. There’s nothing to keep us, thank the Lord. You go and talk to Phil, but you’ll find he certainly won’t stand in our way. And I wouldn’t take a blind bit of notice if he did. It’s “Home, Sweet Home” for Elsie and me, and I tell you it’s not a moment too soon. I always sleep light, but this business has been that much worry that I haven’t had a good night’s kip since we got to this place.’
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