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			I

			If it had not been a pleasure it would have been a duty to hate Uncle Wilbie Culpepper. He sat blandly smiling upon his household, impervious to Lucy’s malignant appraisal, rotund, tight-skinned, infinitely self-satisfied. There was not an atom out of place in Uncle Wilbie’s universe; sometimes Lucy doubted if he could be a genuine member of the human race; he seemed too pink-cheeked and unwrinkled to be subject to regular human ailments and difficulties. It was more probable that he was constructed from plastic—unfadable, unmeltable, unshrinkable—and would last forever. A dismaying prospect.

			“You mean there’s no money left at all?” Lucy repeated, steadily encountering Uncle Wilbie’s beaming regard. His eyes were opaque, like onyx-coloured marbles.

			The charged quality in Lucy’s voice caused Aunt Rose to come out of the fashion pages, and Corale to lay down a catalogue of Caribbean cruise wear.

			Uncle Wilbie measured with his eye the dimensions of a large segment of chocolate layer cake, carefully bit off a third part, and masticated it.

			“Yep,” he replied concisely, when he had half consumed the mouthful. “I’m afraid that’s about the size of it, Your Highness.” It was one of Uncle Wilbie’s pleasantries to address Lucy as Princess. “Your schooling at Cadwallader used up every red cent. And a bit over, if we must go into it,” he added apologetically.

			“It didn’t occur to you,” said Lucy with tight, cold control, “that it might be better to send me to a cheaper school, so there would be a bit of money left to train me for a career afterwards?”

			“And have people say we sent Corale to a better school than you?” Aunt Rose began.

			“Why, Princess!” Uncle Wilbie silenced his wife with a look. “Why, Princess, I’m surprised at you. It was the least I could do for your poor father’s memory to see that you had a decent education.” He took another large, squashy bite of chocolate cake, and passed his cup to Aunt Rose. “More coffee, please, Rosie-Posie.”

			“I doubt if father would have considered it needful to send me to one of the most snobbish schools in the world,” said Lucy, grimly recalling her sufferings over the last six years; remarkably high-priced sufferings, it now appeared.

			“Your father, my dearest Princess, was not the wisest of men when it came to practical matters. I think we are all agreed about that,” said Uncle Wilbie with relish. He received his cup back from Aunt Rose and took a long, meditative swallow. My goodness, he is enjoying this, thought Lucy. “Not to put too fine a point on it,” Wilbie added, replacing cup on saucer, “your father, Princess dear, was completely and utterly hopeless where money was concerned. He was a spendthrift. Unreliable. In fact a bum. A—a—wait”—he checked with uplifted hand the beginning of her indignant rebuttal—“I’m sure he seemed a hero to you, Highness, and that’s very proper; we haven’t wanted to do anything all these years to spoil his image for you.” No, not until now, thought Lucy, her perceptions bright with rage, not until you could get the maximum satisfaction out of it. “But when you come down to brass tacks, that’s all he was. A guy who could leave his wife and baby living on National Assistance in Liverpool while he went off to Canada on some crack-brained scheme.”

			“He wouldn’t have left us if he could help it! It was because of my heart trouble, mother didn’t think I ought to travel.”

			“You can’t really know that,” Corale pointed out with silky accuracy. “You were only two.” She’s loving this, Lucy thought, pointedly ignoring her blonde cousin. Only Aunt Rose looked distressed.

			“No, you really don’t know about it, dearie! A man who could leave his wife to die of pneumonia—”

			“He didn’t hear till it was too late.”

			“Now what makes you think that?” asked Uncle Wilbie, smiling. “Ah, I suppose little Minnie said so. Your mother’s sister always thought the sun rose and set in him. Yes, with all his faults, Paul was a dear, lovable fellow—at least the girls loved him!”

			Lucy ground her knuckles together. “Since Aunt Minnie’s dead too—” she began. But then she changed her mind. She took a long, steadying look round Uncle Wilbie’s famous kitchen; the quarter-deck, he loved to call it, in deprecating reference to his long-ago naval career. Everything was shipshape and shiny: steel, brass, mahogany, and dark-blue paint made an austere, masculine setting for Uncle Wilbie’s famous tipsy-cakes, his clambakes and charcoal-broiled steaks. Aunt Rose, it was understood, operated in there only on sufferance and with extreme diffidence.

			Let’s not lose our temper, Lucy thought. That’s what he wants. That’s what he enjoys more than anything. That’s what he’s trying for now. I wonder why?

			Raising dark-pupilled light grey eyes—her only good feature—she carefully surveyed her uncle. He twinkled back at her.

			“So I’m afraid the princess will have to be a hard-working little princess from now on—unlike her lazy, no-good, layabout cousin there,” he added, with a loving wink at his daughter.

			“Dad! I work hard!” expostulated Corale, who donated her days to a charitable organisation, in whose offices she ate candy, read the glossy magazines, and used the telephone to arrange her dates.

			“I haven’t the slightest objection to hard work,” said Lucy coldly. “Being a concert pianist must be one of the hardest jobs there is.”

			“Princess dear, we’ve been all over this once already. There just isn’t the dough right now for such highfalutin notions—let alone going to London to train with some fancy-pants Roumanian maestro—”

			“He is a Czech.”

			“Czech, Roumanian, what’s the difference?” said Uncle Wilbie, who had put Europe behind him once and for all—except as a market—when he crossed the Atlantic from Liverpool to Boston twenty years ago. “Now, look, why don’t you be a good little princess and find some nice sensible job—get one here in Boston, easy as falling off a brick—then in a couple of years you’ll have saved enough, I daresay, to train with Comrade Pullover, or whatever he calls himself. After all, it’s what most kids do—work to put themselves through college. It’s what Corabella would have done if she’d wanted to go to college, isn’t it, Bella?”

			If she had been bright enough to go, Lucy thought.

			“And,” Uncle Wilbie went on in gentle remonstrance, “I don’t like to labour the point, Princess dear, but it is just a little bit ungrateful of you to act this way; after all, if we hadn’t sent you to Cadwallader, where, as well as having family connections through Aunt Rose and Corabella, you got the chance of a first-class musical education, you wouldn’t even have known about your gift for piano, would you? Just remember that before you blast off at your poor old well-meaning uncle for not making a few thousand dollars stretch twice round the world! After all, two years isn’t so long to wait, dearie, not at your age.”

			He smiled forgivingly at his niece. Her pale freckled face remained unresponsive.

			“Two years will be just a bit too long in this case, I’m afraid, Uncle Wilbie. Max Benovek is dying of leukemia; he has only a couple of years to live. If that.”

			“Bit of a crazy choice for a teacher, then, isn’t he,” Uncle Wilbie said genially. “Better think again, Princess, and pick out some guy who’s likelier to last your time out; no point sinking your savings in a fellow who’s going to die on you! Besides, if he’s as sick as that, the chances are a thousand to one against his taking on new pupils.”

			“Mrs. Bergstrom thought there was a chance he’d take me on.”

			Wilbie heaved a martyred sigh and looked at his wife with ruefully raised eyebrows. “Sometimes, Rosie, I almost wish your great-aunt hadn’t been the founder of Cadwallader! If our little princess hadn’t gone there and been jacked up on all these high-flown hopes by Madame Bergstrom, just think how much easier our life would be now!”

			Aunt Rose looked apologetic and alarmed, her usual reaction to Uncle Wilbie’s fun.

			“I—I’m sure I never—If I’d ever thought—after all, Corale’s perfectly—”

			“That Mrs. Bergstrom’s nuts, anyway,” put in Corale. “She couldn’t ever see anything wrong with her favourites. Nobody who had sense took her seriously.”

			Lucy and Corale exchanged measured, inimical looks.

			“So, Princess, I’m afraid you’ll have to put Commissar Thingovitch out of your mind. Heck, this country must be crawling with exiled Czechs and Hunks and Polaks, anyway, if you really must have a foreigner!” Wilbie glanced at the watch on the table in front of him which, according to habit, he had unbuckled from his wrist so as to be more relaxed while eating. “Well, well, time the old breadwinner was on his way, or there’ll be tight belts in the harem soon!” He jumped up, wiping a stray chocolate-cake crumb from his smiling little mouth, walked round the table, and kissed his daughter. Corale never lifted her eyes from the catalogue. “So long then, harem, be good girls. What’s my long-stemmed American beauty doing today?”

			“Doing over the attic,” said Aunt Rose wanly. “The Korean girl just called up to say she’s not coming any more.”

			“Oh, too bad. Maybe our highness here could help you—if her heart permits. Well, have fun!” He kissed his wife, who, being some eight inches taller, had to incline her handsome, haggard head towards his husbandly peck; this she did with an anxious air, as if continually afraid that Wilbie might take her extra height for a piece of presumption. And he, as usual, with a malicious grin, made much of the disparity; grasping his wife’s shoulder with a heavy hand he stood on tiptoe in his thick-soled shoes to salute her cheek.

			“’Bye, Princess dear. Forgive?”

			Lucy neatly bypassed her uncle’s kiss. Aunt Rose, wincingly noting this piece of rashness, wondered on whom the subsequent retribution would fall. Wilbie never let a debt go unpaid.

			“Adios, girls!”

			He was gone, a plump, smiling little man, bustling away from Belmont in his big car, in to Boston where the money rattled and the wheels of commerce went round. Uncle Wilbie, like another hero before him, had made a fortune from marketing a small domestic article, and since fondness for cash grows with its acquisition, he was now busy increasing his pile.

			Corale languidly dumped the breakfast dishes in the dishwasher and then went off to her charitable work.

			“I’ll help you with the attic, Aunt Rose, of course,” Lucy said.

			“Oh, thank you, dear. I’m sure—your uncle didn’t mean—that is—well you know how he—”

			Despite the fact that they had lived together for six years, Rose was nervous of her niece and placatory when they were alone together; almost as placatory of Lucy, indeed, as she was of her husband. In spite of her small size and pallor there was a kind of indomitability, a stoic quality about Lucy which had this effect on some people.

			“Yes, I know how he is,” echoed Lucy, absently watching Aunt Rose don a pink-flowered smock, above which her beautiful, characterless, defeated face looked more natural than with her more usual matinee or cocktail rig. Uncle Wilbie saw to it that his wife engaged in an active social round; there is no point in possessing a trophy if you keep it shut away in a closet where nobody can see it.

			“I’ll take those,” said Lucy, and grasped the duster and vacuum cleaner that her aunt was clumsily trying to manoeuvre up the polished pine stairs.

			“But—Lucy dear—is it all right? What about your heart?”

			“Oh shucks.”

			“Dr. Woodstock—”

			“Dr. Woodstock’s an old fusser. If I hadn’t any other reason to be glad I’d quit that school, I’d be thankful to be rid of him.”

			“Lucy, why didn’t you like Cadwallader?” Aunt Rose asked, following with a cobweb broom and can of moth spray. “It seems so queer. Coralie just adored it all the time she was there.”

			“Corale and I are just different,” Lucy said, pausing in the large, airy second-floor hallway to give her troubled aunt a look that was half sardonic, half tolerant. “You hadn’t noticed? Besides, they didn’t go for my Liverpudlian accent at Cadwallader; thought it was common. Ee, they reckoned I was joost a gootersnipe!”

			“Oh, what nonsense, dear! You don’t have any accent. Besides, Coralie’s cousin—” Aunt Rose began flusteredly.

			“Being Corale’s young cousin didn’t help a bit. She’s big and beautiful and outgoing and good at athletics and crazy about boys and dancing; oh, just naturally one of the gang! Whereas, look at me!”

			On the third-floor hall where they were now, the girls had their rooms and bath; there was also a sewing room with a long mirror set in its open door. Lucy paused in front of this and nodded ironically at her undersized reflection. “No, I can tell you, they were quite as glad to see the back of me as I was to get out of there. Only, I’m just sorry to discover that my education there used up every last penny of Father’s money.”

			“Lucy—if I can—” began Aunt Rose. Then she stopped and bit her lip. “I believe I can hear the phone ringing,” she said. “Excuse me a minute. I’ll just put these here and be right back. Oh, here’s the attic key; you know how your uncle is about keeping the door locked.”

			Lucy did know. During the last six years she had not set foot in the attic more than three times, and she now went up the last flight, opened the door, and gazed about her with frank curiosity. The room was large, stretching the whole length of the big, old-fashioned house, and it was crammed with the accretions of nearly twenty years. Trunks, tennis rackets, old porch furniture, stacks of newspapers, discarded games, bundles of curtains, bicycles, were all jammed together in grimy confusion. Yellow curled-up photographs spilled out from dusty albums. A tangle of sports equipment, surfboards, scuba gear, fishing-rods, guns of various calibres, bore witness to Uncle Wilbie’s various phases of activity; any sport, for Uncle Wilbie, represented a means to an end and was therefore pursued for a set period with single-minded devotion; the end, of course, being a useful enlargement of his social circle.

			Plugging in the cleaner, Lucy set to work with a brisk efficiency that—though she would have rejected the thought—was inherited from her uncle. Starting at one end of the long cluttered room she moved and restacked everything, cleaning as she went, folding clothes, piling furniture and boxes more neatly, shaking and shuffling papers into tidy piles.

			Aunt Rose, reappearing apologetically after twenty minutes, gave a gasp and exclaimed, “Mercy, what a lot you’ve done already. Do take care, dearie, don’t overtire yourself.”

			“Oh, I’m fine,” Lucy said absently. “Don’t you worry about me, I’m enjoying myself. Aunt Rose, who in the world did these marvellous things?”

			“Which, dear?” Rose replied in a vague tone, glancing at her watch.

			“These pictures over here.”

			Five small dormer windows gave light to the attic. Lucy had dragged an old wicker couch in front of the middle window and propped three canvases against it.

			“Honestly, Aunt Rose, they are the most amazing things I ever saw!”

			The three pictures all represented biblical subjects; in one a top-heavy ark was on the point of sliding into the flood as two giraffes leapt hastily aboard, last of a procession of animals disappearing over the deck; in another Absalom hung by his hair from an ilex tree while his horse galloped into a background where a wild battle raged, and overhead a portentous thunderstorm darkened the sky; in the third, tiny Samuel in a white nightgown stood riveted, listening, in the bottom righthand corner while the immense, rich, dusk-filled temple loomed around him.

			“That one!” said Lucy. “Look at the way he’s listening!”

			As she considered the infant Samuel her too-thin, closed, wary face softened into a tender and amused expression which, insensitive though life had obliged Rose Culpepper to become, yet struck her with an obscure pang. I’ve never seen Lucy look like that before, she thought.

			“Who did them, Aunt Rose? Do look at that colour—the lightning flashing on Absalom’s hair, and the white horses galloping against those dark-green hills. And the ark—all that red and prune and ochre and charcoal. Oh, I know they’re primitives, but they’re astonishingly subtle too—whoever did them knew exactly what he meant, and had a sense of humour into the bargain. Look at Mrs. Noah coping with the cobra. And Samuel’s feet!”

			Aunt Rose was quite bewildered. “But Lucy—art isn’t your subject—”

			Lucy’s ironic expression returned. “You mean, what right have I to be so enthusiastic? Can’t I even be allowed to recognise a work of genius when I see one?”

			Poor Rose peered, straining her beautiful short-sighted eyes. “Those funny old things? Why, they’re all flat—what’s the word?—two-dimensional? Everything kind of shoots uphill.”

			“Yes, that contributes to the sense of movement and humour. They’re really very complex.”

			“Why, Lucy! I never heard you talk so—”

			“No? Maybe you never heard me talk at all,” Lucy said not unkindly.

			“It seems so strange—! Why, they’re not even all paint; there’s bits of cloth, and bottle-tops, and wool, and embroidery stuck all over. Wilbie just laughed at them when she sent them. A regular old maid’s jumble, he called them.”

			“He would,” said Lucy. “But where did they come from? Why haven’t I seen them before?”

			“Oh, I guess they arrived some time when you were away at school or camp. Two or three years ago, it would have been. Wilbie thought people would laugh at them; he told me to write a letter of thanks—well, I would have done that anyway, of course—and put them up in the attic. She’d never know.”

			“Who would never know?”

			“Old Aunt Fennel.”

			“Aunt Fennel?”

			“Fennel Culpepper. Your great-aunt, I suppose she’d be. Your Uncle Wilbie’s aunt.”

			“Father’s aunt, then, too?”

			“Why, yes, I guess so. Mercy, look at the time!” Aunt Rose exclaimed, recollecting herself. “Lucy dear, don’t trouble any longer about this stuffy old attic. What I came to say was that the Bankses have invited me round there for lunch and bridge, so I’m afraid I can’t help you any more right now, if I’m to have my hair done first. In fact, I ought to be on my way this very minute. So let’s lock up and I’ll finish off in here another day. I’m sure you’ve done as much as you ought.”

			“No, honestly, Aunt Rose, I’m fine. I might just as well finish, now I’m started. It won’t take more than another hour or so.”

			“Well, but—the thing is—I don’t know if your uncle—”

			“Oh,” Lucy said with an unerring guess at the real reason for her aunt’s fluster, “I’ll be finished long before Uncle Wilbie gets home. He needn’t know I’ve been up here on my own.”

			“Why, Lucy, that wasn’t what I meant!”

			“Never mind,” said Lucy, not unsympathetically shooing her aunt out of the room. “You go play your nice bridge. You know how I am at always putting the worst constructions on things. Oh, what shall I do about all these old papers?”

			She indicated a pile of the Kirby Evening Advertiser and East Riding Gazette.

			“Oh, just leave them,” Aunt Rose said hastily. “Wilbie hates anything to be thrown out.”

			Lucy put them in a corner, wondering why her uncle bothered to subscribe to an English small-town paper. Then the name Culpepper caught her eye in a tiny paragraph: “. . . funeral of Miss Beatrice Howe, who for many years resided at Appleby with Miss Fennel Culpepper and was a well-known contributor to our columns on herbal and wild-flower lore . . .” Presumably that was the Miss Fennel Culpepper who had done the pictures? But there was nothing more about her in the news item.

			Contrary to his usual custom, Uncle Wilbie did in fact reappear in the house at noon. By that time, however, the attic was tidy, the door relocked, the key back in Aunt Rose’s bureau drawer.

			As was his wont, Uncle Wilbie stood just inside the front door and bawled:

			“Rosie! Where are you? Rosie!”

			There was no reply. Becoming irritated at once, he bustled off to the music room, where Lucy was sternly slicing her way through the slow movement of Beethoven’s Opus 109.

			“Hey, what goes on around here? Where’s your Aunt Rose?”

			Apart from an organ, unplayed and hopelessly out of tune, and the Knabe which he had acquired secondhand from a business colleague when he still had hopes of Corale’s turning out musical, Wilbie had never done anything much about furnishing the music room. It looked north on to a dustbin area at the side of the house, to conceal which Aunt Rose had provided net drapes. Corale and her friends occasionally overflowed in here when the TV room proved too small for their parties, otherwise Lucy had it to herself. The walls were white, the floor bare polished pine, the acoustics good. A plaster bust of Beethoven (thrown in along with the piano) made clear the room’s cultural function. Lucy kept the piano tuned but had made no attempt at embellishing the room until today.

			Beethoven and Lucy wore identical scowls as she raised her face from the keyboard to meet her uncle’s eyes.

			“Sorry, what did you say, Uncle Wilbie? Oh, Aunt Rose? She went off to lunch and bridge at the Bankses’.”

			“She shouldn’t have done that,” Uncle Wilbie said, annoyed. “Just taken a couple of contracts away from Banks’s firm. Their prices aren’t competitive any more.”

			“Shall I call up and tell her to come home?”

			“No, never mind,” he said, missing the sarcasm. “I just wondered—but if she’s at the Bankses’ it’s okay. I guess she went off quite a while ago. Didn’t have time for much else?”

			“Not much,” Lucy answered impassively.

			Uncle Wilbie suddenly became gay.

			“Here’s the poor old breadwinner, toiling away downtown, and what does his harem do? Tinkle all day long on the piano or gad off playing bridge! Oh well, back to the treadmill for us workers, hey, Russ?”

			For the first time Lucy noticed that Russell McLartney, one of the brighter young men from the office, had accompanied her uncle and was waiting in the hall. Russell, thickset, thick-haired, and self-confident, had been for several years now the favourite aide of Uncle Wilbie, who paid unusual attention to his opinion; Lucy suspected that Wilbie had him scheduled as a possible successor in the firm, and that Russ had himself scheduled as a possible mate for Corale; though when Lucy once suggested the latter possibility Wilbie flew into an unexpected rage; evidently he had more ambitious plans for his daughter. Meanwhile a formal escort relationship existed between Russ and Corale, and a strong hostility, tempered by unwilling mutual respect, between Russ and Lucy.

			“Hi there, Lucy,” he said, strolling in. “Still giving the classics a beating?”

			“Hello, Russ,” Lucy said coldly. She sat waiting for them to go. Sensing this, Uncle Wilbie chose to remain; he began to bounce a little on his thick rubber soles, expanding with the bonhomie that came out in him on such occasions.

			“We’ve been visiting the Tintax works,” he explained to Lucy, who remained impassive at this piece of information. “So on the way back into town I stopped off to pick up my watch. Left it at home this morning.” He walked over to the piano and inspected the album on the music rest.

			“What’s this, eh? Strauss? Friml?”

			“Beethoven.” Inexpressively, Lucy watched as he flipped over the pages.

			“Wonderful how she understands it all, ain’t it, Russ? Mysterious-looking stuff! Andante con moto—what language are those words in, Princess?”

			“Italian.”

			“Greek to me.” Uncle Wilbie laughed heartily. “Why can’t they put it in English? Beethoven wasn’t Italian, was he? What’s this one, vol—volti subito?”

			“Turn over quickly.”

			“As the actress said to the bishop! That’s a handy one, Russ! We must remember that if we ever make a business trip to Italy. More to this music than meets the eye, if you ask me . . . oh well, better be on our way. The Princess isn’t a bit pleased to have us interrupting her labours.” Bored with Lucy’s lack of response to his needling, he turned towards the door and stopped abruptly.

			“Why,” said Russ, “you’ve put those pictures up at last. Has the old lady passed over, then?”

			He moved forward to admire the three primitives which Lucy had hung on the wall facing the window. Against the bare white background they glowed like stones in ultra-violet light. “Amazing things, aren’t they?” he said with satisfaction. “I told your uncle they’d be worth a fortune some day, and I bet I’m right. All they want is a bit of PR work, you wait and see.”

			“How did those get down here?”

			Lucy could tell that Uncle Wilbie was furious. He had gone very quiet and pale, never a good sign. The geniality dropped from him like ice from a defrosted freezer.

			“Aunt Rose said you didn’t care for them, so I thought you wouldn’t mind if I put them in here,” Lucy replied calmly. “I found them when we were tidying the attic.”

			“He didn’t care for them?” Russ said. “You’ve got to be kidding! Why, when I told him—”

			“Quiet, Russ! Aunt Rose made a mistake,” Wilbie said shortly. “I’d like them to go back in the attic, please.”

			“Very well.” Lucy stood up, but before she could touch the pictures, Uncle Wilbie, recollecting himself, added, “Russ will take them up.”

			Wilbie himself was extremely strong; like some dreadful little ant, he could carry about four times his own weight, but it was a matter of protocol never to do so.

			“Sure, I’ll take them.” With obliging rapidity, Russ scooped the pictures off the wall and bore them upstairs. Lucy heard their voices faintly, then the slam of the attic door, presently steps descending again.

			“So long!” Russ called politely. The front door slammed in its turn, and Wilbie’s Cadillac started up in front of the house. Lucy recovered her place in the music but did not immediately recommence playing; with her elbows propped on the keyboard lid she rested her chin on her fists and brooded.

			At supper Uncle Wilbie was his gay self again.

			“Such a project I’ve got for our Princess!” he announced jubilantly, when he had divested himself of the striped blue and white butcher’s apron which he wore tied round his plump body during the preparation of his famous rice dish while Aunt Rose, who had put in a couple of hours beforehand chopping and assembling the ingredients, hovered anxiously nearby in case of last-minute requests. “Bridge all afternoon and then she gets her dinner cooked for her into the bargain!” he chided her fondly. “And there’s Corabella tired out and yawning from reading the comic strips all day; little Lucinda and I are the only guys who do any work around here, hey, Princess?” He directed a loving look at his daughter and one full of malice at Lucy. “Bella, quit slouching and take your hair out of the horseradish! Look how nice and straight Lucy sits to eat her supper!”

			“Project for Lucy? What do you mean, dear?” Aunt Rose inquired nervously.

			Lucy’s pale eyes met her uncle’s little twinkling ones. “Thank you for the kind thought, Uncle Wilbie,” she said, “but don’t trouble to find any jobs for me. I’m going to work my passage to England as a stewardess, and then try to get to see Max Benovek; if I could talk to him I’d know where I stood.”

			“Well, and isn’t that just what I was going to suggest?” Wilbie cried triumphantly.

			“A stewardess? Lucy, dearie, the work would be far too much for you!”

			Lucy waited, looking at her uncle, her expression one of total suspicion.

			“You see, Princess, I’ve been worried for quite some time about old Aunt Fennel Culpepper—the one who did those pictures you’re so sold on.” The pictures, Lucy thought; I knew there was something odd going on. It really threw him off balance for a moment this afternoon to find I liked them. But why should that suddenly make him agree to my going to England? Or is it that he just wants to get me away from here? It was certainly true, she thought, catching her uncle’s eye for a flickering instant, that their mutual antipathy had intensified of late.

			Aunt Rose looked as if she wished to speak, but one glance from her husband was enough to abort the impulse.

			“I thought Russ said Aunt Fennel died?”

			“That’s just what we don’t know.” Uncle Wilbie carefully loaded a fork with rice, prawn, chicken, pimento, and pine kernel, transferred the load dexterously to his mouth, and chewed with relish. “Used to write every so often,” he presently said. “Village news, you know. Sent pictures, few years ago. Then—no more letters.”

			“How old is she? Where does she live?”

			“Oh well on; in her late eighties, isn’t she, Wilbie?” Aunt Rose put in. He nodded.

			“Lives in England—little village in northeast Yorkshire. Appleby-under-Scar—pronounce it Appley. Whole family came from round there once. Thing is, she doesn’t write any more, but she goes on getting her annuity from the firm. Paid into bank account in York.”

			Lucy began to guess the cause of Uncle Wilbie’s discontent. To a man so mean that he urged his family to have cold showers rather than hot, and went around switching lights off behind them, the thought of this perpetual trickle from the firm’s resources must be a constant annoyance.

			“She invested in your firm, then?”

			“Oh, years back,” he said, as if all obligation had long ago been cancelled. “What I’m beginning to wonder is, if she’s dead, who’s getting the dough? Should cease at death.”

			“I don’t see why she’s got to be dead,” Corale said, yawning. “There’s other reasons why she could have stopped writing letters. Maybe no one answered them.”

			“Or her eyesight may be failing,” said Lucy. “Think of all that fine embroidery and close work on the pictures.”

			“That’s so.” Wilbie nodded again thoughtfully, as if the idea had not occurred to him before. “Yep, that might be the reason. On the other hand, there might be a bit of skulduggery going on somewhere.”

			Trust you to think that, Lucy reflected. A mind as devious as yours would naturally look for double-dealing in others.

			“But surely,” she said aloud, “it’s not so easy to draw someone else’s annuity? There’d have to be signatures, and proof of identity, and so forth?”

			“Sharp as a little needle, our Princess, eh? But it’s not all so plain and simple as you might fancy. Old Aunt Fennel never married—lived with another old lady for the last God knows how many years—name’ll come to me in a minute—so what’s to stop the other old dame claiming the cash? Easy to forge signature of someone you’ve lived with for last forty years.”

			“But, good heavens—” To Lucy the idea seemed wildly far-fetched. “There’d be no end of complications—death certificates, insurance policies—people would know at once, surely?” Old ladies are just not likely to embark on a course of wholesale fraud, she would have said, particularly immediately following the death of a dear friend. But in Uncle Wilbie’s book this was evidently just the sort of behaviour to be expected from old ladies.

			“Who’s to tell one wrinkled-up old girl from another?” he demanded. “I bet even their doctor didn’t know them apart! Never had the doctor, anyway—all these herbal remedies. No, if you’ve decided to go over to England, Princess, that couldn’t be handier. Minute you get there, you nip up to Yorkshire—I’ll pay your train fare, hey?—and spy out the land a bit, will you?”

			“But how would I be able to tell?” Lucy was not at all enthusiastic about doing this private-eye job for her uncle. “I’ve never even met Aunt Fennel, so far as I know. Have you a photograph of her?”

			“Might have one somewhere, have we, Rosie?” Rose looked doubtful. “Anyway, if there’s anything going on that’s not strictly on the up-and-up, the arrival of a bona-fide great-niece would be enough to scare whoever’s doing it and put a stop to the business, don’t you see?”

			“I don’t like it,” said Lucy.

			“Oh, come on, Princess, what’s the harm? And if it’s the real Aunt Fennel, you’d like to meet her, wouldn’t you? Sweet old lady, just your dish, I’d have thought, brewing up her herbal remedies and doing her embroidery; why, if you were so crazy about those ones up in the attic, think of all the other pictures you’d have a chance to see.”

			“Has she done such a lot?” In spite of herself, Lucy’s curiosity was pricked by the thought.

			“Hundreds, by all accounts. Whole house full of ‘em, I guess, by now. Come to think, that’s another thing you could do while you’re there.” Lucy shot a narrow glance at her uncle. The increased airiness of his manner warned her that now they were approaching the nub of the whole business.

			“Well, you know how young Russ thinks those pictures might prove quite a hot selling property. Daresay the boy’s dreaming, but he says there’s a fashion right now for primitives and stuff—naïve art, he calls it. We’re all plain folks round here, we wouldn’t know about that, eh?” For once, the look he directed at his daughter was less proud than impatient, but she merely yawned again. “Seems wild to me,” Wilbie went on, “but we still don’t want to pass up a thing like that if there is a chance of realising a bit on them, do we?”

			“I see,” said Lucy coldly. “You want me to collar all the pictures before somebody else does?”

			“Well, damn it, they’re family property, ain’t they? I’m her next of kin. No sense in letting some stranger cash in. She’s probably given them away all round the village, that’s what worries me—”

			“Why don’t you go, if you’re so anxious to buy them back from all these unsuspecting strangers?”

			“Now, Lucy! You know how busy your uncle always is!”

			“Sure. Much too busy to go to England right now. I wish I’d had time to nip over when I was in Stuttgart last summer, but there wasn’t a minute.”

			“It would only take a week-end, if you flew.”

			“Uncle Wilbie hates planes—you know that,” Aunt Rose said reproachfully. “They upset his digestion for days.”

			“Anyway,” Wilbie said, “if an old businessman like me was to go snooping round collecting pictures—supposing Aunt Fennel’s dead, that’s to say—people would get wise to what was going on in no time. But if you were to do it, Princess—innocent young chick like you—you could give any old reason, memorial exhibition, sentimental wish to get hold of as many as possible—heck, you’re crazy about them, you said so yourself! It would be as easy as winning the kids’ crossword!”

			“I don’t like it,” Lucy said again. “I’d feel sneaky.”

			“For Pete’s sake! Who’s getting done? Nobody. Tell you what—I’ll pay you a commission on every picture you collect—might come to enough to pay your fees with whosis if you’re still hellbent on this piano business.”

			That did make Lucy pause. She pushed salad about her plate in silence.

			“I must say, Princess,” Uncle Wilbie said in an injured tone, “I do think you might show a little bit more sense of obligation to your aunt and me, considering all we’ve done for you. After all, we took you in and gave you a home all these years since your mother and Paul and Minnie died—gave you education, social background, the whole works—”

			“You expect gratitude from Lucy?” Corale said. “What a hope! She hates our guts, every last one of us, don’t you, Luce?”

			Trapped, Lucy looked up in time to catch her aunt’s expression of hopeless resignation to a situation beyond her control.

			Chivalry was a very minor element in Lucy’s tough, wary heart, but her aunt sometimes called it out; Rose’s situation was so infinitely worse than any possible future one could imagine.

			“Oh, all right,” Lucy said at last, crossly. “If everyone’s going to make such an issue of it, I’ll try and locate the old girl.”

		

	
		
			II

			Waking in the morning. Cold and dark. Bed’s lumpy, must get Dill help me turn mattress, refill with new Ladies’ Bedstraw blossom. New bag of bean flower to put under pillow. No, wrong time of year for bean flower, must be winter, so cold and dark. Seat feels cold in bed. Waking up a little more, would rather not wake, would rather go back to sleep. Happy dream, now I remember. Outside the cottage, High Beck, picking valerian off the front wall. Dill weeding the stone troughs, all blue with lobelia. Bees humming, old Taffypuss sunning himself on the doorstep. Taffy! He’s purring. Dill picks bunch of sweetbriar—can smell it. Now she’s climbed down the dene to get watercress. Careful, Dill! Birds are singing too loud, have to wake up. No birds really. Dream goes peeling, shredding away like burnt paper, oh, come back, come back! No, gone. Oh, Dill, oh, Taffypuss, I do miss you so. When will I ever stop?

			Waking up. Cold seat. Must ask That One about good brushed nylon knickers. She said, sent to laundry, but gone for weeks. Queer sort of laundry. Can’t trust anyone around here. Cold even in bed now. Mustn’t get up, though. That One furious if people get up before breakfast. Not at her best in morning. Can’t make breakfast, she says, if people downstairs underfoot. Well, I don’t mind breakfast in bed. Would rather be up though, putting on own kettle, going to hen-house, collecting eggs, push hand under warm, feathery, grumbling hen, egg each for me and Dill . . . No use thinking that way. Anyhow, breakfast here not bad. Porridge, toast, tea quite hot sometimes. Warms you up in cold bed. Breakfast is best part of life here. Not saying much.

			Here comes That One upstairs now. Can hear her with clanking tray. How she doesn’t fall and break her neck! Stairs so cluttered with that Venus statue at top, suitcases, boxes, and then the Hoover cord running from top to bottom; downright dangerous if you ask me with all these old people, mostly half blind. Have to grope your way like in a mine; I never let go of banisters. Funny, really, when you think. They say High Beck was dangerous for me and Dill, with the dene down below, said fall was to be expected. But if they could see this place! Far worse. And if there was to be a fire . . . trapped in tiny bedrooms full of furniture. But don’t let’s think of that. Here comes That One with tray.

			Good morning, Mrs. . . .

			Good morning, ladies. Lovely hot porridge.

			Three in bedroom is wickedly overcrowded, specially such small rooms. Beds all jammed together, hardly room to open drawers. Only one wardrobe between three. Have to put trays on commodes, not very nice. No privacy at all. Just have to ignore others. One of them wants window open, one wants it shut. If shut, can’t hear birds. But can’t mention that. Because. So much to remember all the time. No curlews here anyway, no nightingales; only sparrows. Better half a sparrow than no bird. Dill would laugh, she always laughs at my jokes. Honestly, Daff, one day you’ll be the death of me. But I wasn’t. He was. That other one. Why did God have to let him do it? Dill was so good. Never harmed a fly all her life long. If she found a cockroach in the larder I was the one who had to get rid of it. All those birds with hurt wings, squirrel with broken leg. People’s pets. She looked after them, every one so carefully. No one looked after her. There she lay, all night long, half in beck. Doctor said, must have called and called for help. No one heard, not even God. Maybe God did hear at last.

			Clinking spoons. People eating porridge. Must sit up and have breakfast while it’s hot. Ah! Rheumatism.

			Queer, you lie in bed, thinking, remembering. You might be any age. Body feels light, relaxed. You don’t feel old. But once you move—ah! pain in elbows, knees, back. Old age grips like a trap with teeth. Funny, they used to say High Beck bad for rheumatism, with the dene just below, but never any rheumatism there. Kept too active, probably. Hens, garden, milking Betsy, going to Cronkley Wood for herbs. Never had a twinge. But here! No chance of exercise, that’s why. Sitting about in dark little poky parlour all day long. They call it lounge, but I say parlour. Old-fashioned is best. Daren’t go out in street for fear of meeting That Other One.

			Sitting up now. Get bed jacket from under blanket where keeping warm. Put round shoulders. Ah! Twinge. Carefully put sugar on porridge. Not too much, jar has to last week. Porridge, lumpy, like bed. But hot. Not real porridge though, only instant stuff. Never cream, only milk and skim at that. Do you remember, Dill, Betsy’s cream in the enamel pan, so thick you could crumple it like paper? Shouldn’t talk to Dill, she’s not here. Spread toast, butter tastes like marge, probably is marge. One of the others says she thinks it is marge. Beg your pardon, what did you say? I haven’t put my hearing aid in yet. Sorry, can’t put hearing aid in till ears washed. Drink tea. It’s hot, that’s all you can say. I just wish I could have a drink of camomile or melilot. Peppermint, growing in the stream. “I’ll make us some peppermint tea,” she used to say. Or lime-blossom. Raspberry leaf, wood betony. Hot and fragrant, like meadow on summer’s day. This is like floor sweepings in hot water. “Tea begrudged, water bewitched,” Dill would say.

			Out of bed then. Put feet on icy-cold floor. Queer to see feet, so old and thin and bony. Never get used to that. Quick, put on brown slippers, coat. No room for coat and dressing-gown, That One says. So coat. Somebody in bathroom, have to wait. Should have more than one bathroom with so many. But That One says, lucky to have bathroom at all. No bathroom at High Beck, outside W. and kitchen sink, but clean and sweet. Only me and Dill. Can’t say the same for here. Ah, she’s out. Time, too.

			Water’s hot because washday. That One will be furious if use too much, but must have good wash. Good wash best pleasure now. Still have three tablets of lettuce soap, what will I do when it’s finished? No use worrying yet, ought to last few weeks still. Someone banging on door, hurry up whoever’s in there, going to stay all day? Pretend not to notice. Ready to leave, got everything? Soap, flannel, powdered elm bark. Out into passage. Oh, so sorry, been waiting long? Apologies, but can’t help it, can I, if only one bathroom among so many. Careful not to trip in dark passage. Trunks with metal corners. Hurt ankle bones. Wardrobe. She ought to find somewhere else to put them. Hoover leaning against wall. Don’t grip it, would fall over. That was how old man with black patch over eye broke hip; ambulance took him to hospital. Now in geriatric ward, That One said. Please God don’t let that happen to me. I know about those geriatric wards; they take away your spectacles. Say you’re incapable of managing your own affairs. This place is paradise compared to them. Maybe the old man didn’t go there. Maybe his relations came for him; took him to home with garden, terrace to sit in sun, own big room, grandchildren to chat and run little errands.

			Now, getting dressed. Washday, so clean vest. Take off dirty vest. Take clean one from under pillow where warming. Keep coat over shoulders, turn back to others. Ah! twinge. Coat keeps sliding. If only I had room to myself. If only I was ever alone.

			No good thinking that way.

			Struggle. Struggle.

			Well, almost done. Vest on, liberty bodice on, stockings on, two pairs of knickers on (must ask about good brushed nylon ones again). Tiring. Must sit down and rest, but first change over little cloth bag. Unpin from inside of dirty vest, pin to inside of clean vest. Safety pins are stiff. Fingers getting weak. Suppose they get too weak to manage safety pins? What will I do then? If I could get some powdered seaweed to soak hands in. Or celery tea. No use asking That One. Little bag feels scratchy on chest. Pin not properly fastened. That’s better. Only safe place to keep the wealth.

			Dress, cardigan. Brush hair. Arms are stiff. Damp lumpy bed, what can you expect? Tired, breathing not good. Sit on bed for minute. Tray on commode. Put in hearing aid. First clip battery case on cardigan. Clip very stiff, fingers very weak. Fiddle. Fiddle. Shall I help you, Miss Culpepper? That One’s come back, has she? Wants to make bed, I suppose, that’s what’s behind helpful offer. Grabs it from me, clips on wrong side. Dreadful breath, like drains from a brewery. Can you wonder? Never mind wrong side. Change it downstairs when she’s not looking.

			Right. Now cord round back of neck, under bun, poke plug into ear. Difficult. Very difficult. Fiddle. Fiddle. That One standing watching, impatient. Fiddle. Poke it in anyhow for now, wait till downstairs, or she’ll offer to do that. Right, Miss C.? Got your carrier bag? Off you go downstairs then. The lounge is nice and warm.

			That’s as maybe.

			Handkerchief, comfrey tablets. What you want to take all those tablets for, can’t do you any good. Mustn’t let her see me taking them, she gets offended. Isn’t the food you get here good enough then? Frankly, no, it isn’t. Couldn’t say so to her face though.

			Down the stairs, hold on to banister all the way. Watch out for Hoover and cord. Watch out for statue of Venus. Indecent thing, all bare, towel falling off stomach. Having no arms doesn’t make it any better. Dill would laugh at me and say it was famous art, but I say inconsiderate. Who wants naked female smirking at top of stairs every time they go past to bathroom? Top-heavy too. Dangerous. Might easily fall on someone. Who wants Venus falling on them? Who’s that at foot of stairs? Dreadfully dark in front entry, stained-glass window panes in door, grandfather clock, umbrella stand, That One’s bicycle right where can’t help falling over it.

			That you, Miss Culpepper? Can I help you down last few steps?

			It’s the old man, Mr. Thing, always very polite. Never could fancy a beard and his all dirty, yellow with tobacco, disgusting. Won’t do not to be polite back though. Thank you, Mr. Thing, the eyes are very dim today, can hardly see at all. Could you kindly pass white stick out of hall stand? (That One won’t have white sticks upstairs in bedrooms, says people might trip over them at night. As if there weren’t plenty else to trip over.)

			Into parlour. Six people there already, sitting. Nobody speaking.

			Nice and warm, she said. Humph.

			Is it a fine day, Mr. Thing? somebody says after five minutes. Mr. Thing goes down to paper shop for papers, that’s his little job.

			Grey, says Mr. Thing. Cold. Not raining. That’s about all you can say for it.

			Would be a good day for collecting lichen. Or willow bark along the river bank. No use thinking that way. If only I dared go out though. Just to pick a few dandelion leaves. Maybe in public gardens? No, too far. Would not dare. Must ask Mr. Thing when he will next be going to chemist.

			Is anybody looking? Don’t think so. Fix hearing-aid plug in safer with bit of tissue. Better. Now sit. Ear very sore.

			What time is it, Mr. Thing?

			Half-past ten, Miss Er.

			Cup of tea in half an hour. Lunch in two hours. Tea in six hours. Supper (not supper really, just Bovaltine) in eight hours. Bed in twelve hours.

			Another dreadful day begun.
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