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			SIMON HILTON lay in bed. He felt in good humour. It was a pleasant day. It was June, his favourite month. He had done well recently on the horses. He gave a mental satisfied nod. Done remarkably well especially at Ascot. There was something to be said for being too old to attend race meetings. Taking the round he had done better since he had betted off the course. That was partly due to Henry, the fellow had a wonderful nose for smelling out winners. Thinking of Henry made Simon turn his head to look at the clock. Eight ten! No breakfast! No papers! Damn the fellow, he was late. He put a finger on the bell and held it there.

			* * * * *

			It was nearing eleven years since Henry, in the course of his duty as an air-raid warden, had broken into a house he believed to be empty, to look for an unexploded bomb, and had met Simon. Simon, wrapped in a brown check dressing-gown which once had fitted but, as he had aged, had become several sizes too large, was blazing with indignation. What the devil did Henry think he was doin’ breakin’ into a gentleman’s house in the middle of the night! Henry’s ex-planation did nothing to soothe. Wasn’t there a bell? Simon didn’t know what things were comin’ to when a feller could break into a house on a trumped-up excuse of an unexploded bomb.

			Back at his post, describing the scene to his fellow wardens, Henry had said, “Nice old gentleman though. You couldn’t ’elp likin’ ’im, p’or old geezer.” Later he had repeated the same remarks to his post-warden and had thereupon been detailed to visit in the morning to try and discover what was happening. The house was scheduled as empty, what was the old gentleman doing there? Was he alone? Who was looking after him? Could he be persuaded to sleep in a shelter?

			Henry had visited Simon, this time ringing the door-bell in a proper manner. Simon, still wearing his dressing-gown, had been grumpy and suspicious, but the genuine warmth and friendliness shining from Henry’s cockney soul won him over, and with a gesture of his head he had beckoned him to follow him upstairs.

			Simon rented the first and second floor of a five-story house, but all Henry saw on that first visit was the bedroom and bathroom. Henry was not tidy himself but he did think the bedroom a shocking mess. The bed was unmade but he thought nothing of that, it was more the mixture of things on the floor which bothered him. There were several dust-sheets, many packing cases, some half prised open, some shut, a pile of sheets and towels, a quantity of books, some dirty plates and glasses, and oddments of clothing. Simon seemed unmoved by the muddle in which he lived. He rummaged in a cupboard, and brought out a bottle of whisky and a siphon.

			“Sit down.” He looked round. “Push whatever’s on that chair off it. Can you see any clean glasses anywhere?”

			There were no clean glasses, but Henry took the used ones to the bathroom and washed them, and while drinking whisky heard something of Simon’s history.

			“My man Peterson, naval reservist, wonderful fellow, did everythin’ for me, gettin’ on or he would have been called up before. Pity.”

			Later, as a second whisky mellowed him, Simon told Henry why he was inhabiting a house scheduled as evacuated.

			“My eldest nephew George got me out of here. Dirty business. I hate crooked dealin’s. He said to me, ‘I’ll run you down to stay with Father for a day or two while I look round for someone to replace Peterson.’ His father, my only brother William, lives in Somerset, damn wet barrack of a place. Nothin’ to do, nowhere to go, nothin’ to drink, no race meetin’s within miles. My brother William’s failin’, been failin’ for years. I soon got on to George’s little game, and I smelt his wife Vera’s hand in the business. Thought his father needed company, been lonely since his wife died. God knows why, fussy type of woman Constance was. My niece Clara’s there, of course, but she’s a proper old maid, no company for William. George thought he’d landed me there for the duration. Silly chump, can’t catch an old ’un that way. Two days ago I upped and came back here.”

			Over a third whisky Simon’s original feeling of liking for Henry ripened. He liked the look of him. The sparrow-like eyes. The sturdy, though rather stunted body. The heavy thatch of nondescript hair.

			“Tell me about yourself. What you doin’ in that comic uniform? Why aren’t you soldierin’?”

			It took some time to drag Henry’s story out of him, and much of it Simon only picked up in later years. The childhood in which enough to eat was a rarity, Dad’s wages as a casual dock labourer being uncertain, and made more uncertain by strikes, lock-outs and patches when he tried to make easy money and was caught and sent “inside.” Henry, at the age of ten had been found to suffer from a rheumatic heart, a complaint all too common amongst the children in the low-lying, damp area in which he lived. He had enjoyed the next years, first in hospital, then in a convalescent home, finally at an open-air school, and at fourteen he came out into the world with reasonable health, provided he chose a career which would not mean weight-lifting. Simon learned that in Henry’s family you did not choose careers, you took on whatever was going at the time, the word “lad wanted” being the pointer. Henry did not tell Simon all the jobs he had held, it was likely he had forgotten half of them; he had worked in a tea factory, “but they was water machines and the damp was chronic.” He had spent some months rag sorting, but it had made him cough; he had been errand boy to various firms. Finally he had worked as a van boy. That, Henry said, had been a smashin’ job. Apart from his work on the van he had helped look after the two horses. Bit of all right that had been. Then the slump came. The firm for which Henry worked was small, so Henry was laid off. For a time he had joined the other men and boys, loafing outside the labour exchange, but it had “given him the sick,” so he had “done jobs” for a chap he knew who was in the street betting line.

			It was when he came to this part of his history that the friendship between Henry and old Simon began to bud. Simon had never made a bet at a street corner in his life, but as Henry told him in his flat, under-stated way, of the men and lads whose days were dead of hope, who hung about outside the labour exchange, and shoved pence squeezed out of their dole, wrapped in a scrap of paper, surreptitiously into his hand, he grew angry.

			“Why shouldn’t the poor devils have a bet if they wanted to? Lot of nonsense the police interferin’.”

			Henry, after years of police-dodging, was surprised and a little shocked.

			“It’s not legal, see, doin’ it that way. You got to put it on proper with a bookie what knows you, or one on the course.”

			“But the fellers you’re talkin’ of wouldn’t be on a bookmaker’s books.”

			“Too right they wouldn’t, nor ’ave the coppers to telephone ’im, that’s where we come in, see; but it’s not legal, we’d ’ave been for it if we’d been caught.”

			Simon was unaccustomed to whisky for breakfast, and Henry, who was a beer drinker, unaccustomed to it at all. The effect was therefore potent. It was not long before Simon was holding out an unsteady hand, saying:

			“Like you, Henry me boy. Dir’ shame ’bout the bettin’. Ought to do somethin’ ’bout it.”

			And Henry, who was almost incapable of replying at all, was murmuring:

			“Said strai’ away, like the p’or ole geezer.”

			By mid-morning both Simon and Henry were asleep, Simon sprawled on the bed, Henry in his chair, and they did not wake until the wail of the siren at sunset. Almost nothing else would have woken Henry, but by then his life was built round what he called the sireen, and its note practically would have called him back from the dead. He looked round and recalled where he was. He went to the bathroom for a quick wash and brush up, then he was fit for duty. As he was leaving the bedroom Simon sat up. He turned inflamed, angry eyes on Henry.

			“You here again?”

			Henry beat up the pillows; it was no good bothering with the bed, which by that time needed very considerable attention.

			“Can’t stop now, sir, the guns is starting up, but I’ll be back later with a bit of supper for you. Where’s the key?”

			The next day Henry moved in. He had been working for a Kensington bookmaker when war was declared, and had lodged with a married brother in North Kensington. Turned down for the Services because of his heart he had signed on as a warden at the post nearest to his work. Officially he was still lodging with his relatives in North Kensington, actually the distance from his post made that impossible, so he boxed and coxed with a day worker, a system which even his not very fastidious code found unpleasant.

			Henry came into Simon’s life at a crucial moment. He had never married, but his brother William had not only married but produced five children, all of whom save one had married, and the marriages had resulted in progeny. In time most of the progeny had married and had produced between them eight great-great-nieces and nephews for Simon. As far as Simon was concerned his family could do what they liked so long as they left him alone, but that was not how his family viewed the situation. Simon was old and Simon was believed to be rich; times were hard and children expensive; Simon must be watched, guarded, cherished. When his escape from Somerset became known, and it was discovered he had returned to London, his nephew George with his wife Vera came up to London prepared to take Simon back to Somerset, if necessary by force.

			Both George and Vera were busy, they had already once packed and despatched old Simon. It was asking a good deal of nephews and nieces to pack and despatch an aged uncle twice. On the journey up they reminded each other how good they were being, with the result that the nearer they got to London the more they inwardly swelled. By the time they reached London the inward swelling was coming out in expressed self-satisfaction. They were being wonderfully tolerant and splendid . . . no harm in knowing it.

			“Poor old thing,” said Vera, pressing Simon’s doorbell, “alone in this place without a soul to look after him, and air-raids and all. He may pretend he’s not glad to see us, that’s his way, but really he’ll be thankful.”

			It is annoying when you arrive bursting with good intentions to rescue one in dire straits to find the straits non-existent. George and Vera’s visit was in the morning; Henry was home from night duty but not yet in bed. The previous night’s raid had not affected the area looked after by Henry’s post, so his uniform was free of dust and rubble, in fact, for him, Henry looked spruce. He had never seen either George or Vera before, and had no idea who they were. He behaved as he would have behaved in his own home. He opened the door about a foot, and used the resentful, upward inflected “Yes?” of his world, designed to give nothing away, discourage salesmen, and prevent those demanding money from learning there was money in the house.

			George and Vera took an immediate dislike to Henry. Who was this daring to stand in that possessive manner on their uncle’s doorstep? Who was daring to be there at all, upsetting their plans for rescuing a lonely, frightened old man? George explained who they were, then he pushed the door, intending that he and Vera, without discussion, should go up to Simon. Henry had been trained since birth to keep a foot behind a door when opening it, so the door did not move, but Henry’s eyes had grown thoughtful. This must be the eldest nephew George, the one who had got the poor old gentleman down to that nasty damp Somerset by a trick, just to keep his old father company. Still, he was a relative and as such had a right to be let in. Unwillingly he drew away his foot and held the door open.

			Henry was in no sense a valet, but he had strong views on how the elderly should be treated. You did what you could to make them comfortable. Gave them a share of anything that was going, and when possible let them have their little comforts. Simon was different in many ways from the other old persons Henry had met, but in one way he acted as he expected. Simon might talk in as independent a manner as he liked, he might have money and need no one to earn for him, but he was lonely and counted on Henry’s company. He tried to disguise it but Henry was not fooled. When he came home in the mornings he might be greeted with “Damn noisy feller you are. Must you slam the front door?” But he knew from the look on Simon’s face that he had been listening for the front door, and had thought up something “sarky” to say to hide his real feelings. From the day Henry moved in he had taken charge, not obtrusively, Simon would have resented that, but casually. “Don’t see what we want with all this on the floor. What say I take it down the apples and pears and put it in the front room?” “One of our wardens has a trouble and strife does washin’. Reckon I’ll take a bundle along to ’er when I go on duty to-night.” “Where d’you keep your shavin’ things? If you don’t ’ave a shave soon I’ll ’ire you out for Father Christmas when the time comes.” “Give me the sick seein’ you in that old dressin’-gown; seems a bit off wearin’ that with a ’ouse full of posh suits.”

			Simon’s bedroom, bathroom and what had been Peterson’s room and had now become Henry’s, were on the second floor. What Henry called the front room, the enormous stuccoed Victorian drawing-room, and the kitchen, were on the first floor. Henry never had thought much of front rooms, and Simon’s shuttered, dust-sheeted sample was, he felt, no concern of his, except that it made a fine dumping ground for everything not wanted elsewhere. Henry, after night duty, had more than enough to do tidying Simon’s room and the kitchen, and it seemed to him, seeing Simon appeared to be in good health, ridiculous that he did nothing to help.

			“Can’t peel a potato, the p’or old B,” he told his fellow wardens, “and if you ask ’im to do somethin’ he doesn’t ’alf give you a funny look, as if ’e was wonderin’ if you’d a brick loose suggestin’ such a thin’.”

			On the day of George’s and Vera’s visit, Simon, thanks to Henry, had eaten a good breakfast, and was shaved and dressed. Henry had made the bed, slightly tidied the room and lit the electric fire, and Simon was sitting beside it reading The Times. That there had been stormy words between himself and Henry, and that he was still bristling with annoyance, was not apparent. Henry was glad of a roof and Peterson’s room, but there were limits to what he would do to pay for them. He was willing to cook breakfast, for he was fond of a good breakfast. He was willing to cook a meal about five, for he needed something to eat before he went on night duty, and he was willing to tidy up the place, but he was not willing to do the shopping. Simon must do that. Before he went to bed he gave Simon the shopping list.

			“You put on your tit-for, it’ll do you good to get out.”

			Simon, although he paid him no wages, considered Henry had taken the place of Peterson. He forgot that Peterson had used the help of a daily woman, and that in the days before the war shopping was done over the telephone, and goods delivered, so he was bitterly resentful of what he considered “damned impertinence.” “Funny thing,” he told himself, “when your man sends you out to do the shoppin’ for him.”

			It was by accident that Henry discovered the way to force Simon into the shops. The newsagent that Simon had dealt with had been called up, so Simon, who loved reading the papers over his breakfast, was dependent on Henry buying them on his return from night work. He took The Winner, The Sporting Life, The Greyhound Express and The Times. On Henry’s third morning in the house he was early leaving his warden’s post, and Simon’s newsagent was not open, and the only paper on Simon’s list he could buy was The Times. Simon was furious.

			“I don’t read this thing till the afternoon and you know it. How d’you think I’m goin’ to lay me bets?”

			Henry saw the answer in a flash.

			“If I find you done the shoppin’ when I get up, I’ll fix it so you ’ave your papers breakfast time.”

			It took two more days without sporting papers before Simon gave in, and the second morning without them was the morning when George and Vera called. Simon looked at them, his eyes flinty with bad temper.

			“What d’you want?”

			George and Vera did not know what to answer. Their carefully-planned arguments faded as they looked at him. They could not say you can’t stay here with no one to look after you when clearly someone was looking after him. George had heard before how little Simon bothered about air-raids, and knew his words on that subject included asp-like remarks on the impossibility of everyone living in safe spots, by which he meant George’s cottage on the Sussex Downs, so George was unwilling to re-open that subject. He could not say the truth, which was that if he could know for certain that his uncle had made a will, leaving, as was surely right, everything of which he died possessed to his eldest nephew George, and later to George’s children, he could stay in London risking death from a bomb, or indeed risk dying anywhere he fancied for all he cared. Rather winded by the sudden transition from guardian angels of the old to interfering relatives, which was what Simon obviously considered them, George and Vera, after making attempts to start a conversation, slunk out of the room. Slunk was not the word either would have used, but both knew it described their departure. But then who wouldn’t slink when, after a tiring journey, you had to try and talk to somebody who refused to answer, in fact never took their eyes from The Times.

			To raise their lowered morale George and Vera looked for Henry.

			Henry was washing the breakfast things in the kitchen, his ears alert for sounds from overhead. “Bet he wroughts ’em,” he thought. “No papers and on top of that they turns up. Can’t ’elp bein’ sorry for the poor old B.”

			George was a partner in a firm of solicitors. They were an old firm and had a large number of elderly clients, whose small incomes had been left in their charge. When it was necessary to see these clients it was usually George who saw them, with the result that he had acquired a manner which could shift easily from gently paternal to aloof severity, with a hint that the power of the law could, under certain circumstances, be invoked. He used the latter tone to Henry.

			“My Uncle seems to prefer to stay in this house. It’s not wise, nor what we wish, but he is getting on and it is understandable. You have undertaken a great responsibility, and as a family we will of course keep in constant contact with you.”

			Henry might have said a great deal, but he did not because he thought George a joke, and as he often said, he would put up with a lot for a good laugh.

			“I’ll do what I can for the old gen’leman, but as I s’pose ’e told you, I’m on night duty . . .”

			George had a well-controlled face, but Vera’s let her down. It was clear she was surprised. Henry began to enjoy himself. He thought of Simon staring sulkily at The Times and gave him in imagination an admiring pat on the back. “Not ’alf a comic the old pot and pan,” he thought. “Keeps ’isself to ’isself and why shouldn’t ’e? I bet ’e never told ’em nothin’.”

			George sounded as if the subject of his uncle’s nights was the very subject he had come to discuss.

			“A most unsatisfactory arrangement, most. Naturally something more suitable must be managed.”

			With large numbers of people becoming homeless nightly, Henry had already arranged with his post-warden that they would look out for a likely man to sleep in the house at night, but he was not telling George that. He said politely:

			“Yes, sir,” and looked expectant.

			George saw the expectant look and felt he was not making headway with Henry. Henry seemed difficult to impress. He had a dangerously confident air.

			“You must understand, my man, that we are a large family and fond of Mr. Hilton, and shall keep a careful eye on both his well-being and his affairs.”

			When George and Vera had gone Henry went whistling up the stairs to Simon.

			“Proper piece of starch, isn’t ’e? Didn’t ’alf look at me old-fashioned. You ought to ’ave ’eard ’im!”

			His imitation of George was very funny. Simon got over his bad temper and laughed until the tears ran down his cheeks.

			“You haven’t seen the half of it. My brother William had five children. You wait, you’ll get to know them all before you’re through. God help you.”

			Simon’s prophecy came true. The war years drew Simon and Henry together. The first Christmas news came of the death of William. Simon made a joke of it.

			“Gone at last, has he? Been fadin’ ever since his wife died. God knows why, shockin’ fussy woman Constance was.”

			Henry was not deceived. William’s death had shaken Simon. He was his only brother, and his death brought the digging of his own grave nearer. “Looks proper rough, p’or old B,” he thought, and, as a mark of sympathy on his night off, he sat up late with Simon and got drunk with him.

			Two years later Peterson’s ship was torpedoed. Simon was not able to bring himself to say outright to Henry “Then you’re all I’ve got. You won’t leave me, will you?” But when a week or so later in an off-hand way he remarked “Can’t you get hold of a bit of paint and do up your bedroom?” Henry interpreted his meaning. The longing of a lonely old man for the feeling of permanence that the newly painted bedroom would give him, so, though Henry considered the bedroom fine as it was, he got hold of some paint and touched up the window and door. As long as the war lasted Henry was a working lodger who received his keep, there was no talk of wages. Henry discovered how Simon liked things done and became something approaching a valet, and Simon accepted a changing world, and not only stood in food queues, but learnt to understand the Food Office, and could, under pressure, wash up or prepare vegetables. Slowly a peace dream evolved. Henry’s interests were horses and greyhounds, and so were Simon’s. Once in a way they managed to get to a race meeting, and how they enjoyed it. It became understood that peace for them both would mean endless race meetings. At last money was discussed: Henry would earn what Peterson had earned; it was not a lot, in fact it was miserly by the new standards, but Simon added “and pickin’s.” Henry, who had tumbled to some of Simon’s sources of income, agreed happily; he could see there would certainly be pickin’s. As the war years passed Henry got to know in person or to hear of Simon’s relations. There was Lady Cole. She was Alice. “Married a damned common feller, somethin’ to do with the buildin’ trade, got knighted for somethin’ or other.” There was Maurice Hilton. “Silly fool, took Holy Orders, as if a dog collar wasn’t bad enough, had to marry a woman called Doris. Maurice! Doris! Idiotic!” There was Sybil. “Married a nasty bit of work called Paul Levington. Nancy type of feller, can’t bear him near me. Ought to be a law preventin’ that kind of feller breedin’. You’ll meet his son, my great-nephew Claud, one day. Disgustin’. I’d have drowned him in a pail of water if he had been mine.” The second eldest of the nephews and nieces was the one Henry had first heard of. Clara, the unmarried one, who had lived with her father until his death, and been described by Simon as “a proper old maid.” Henry saw more of Clara than some of the other members of the family. She was a proper old maid, and the busy sort, always wanting to do good to somebody, but she had her uses. It was she who had found out that Peterson had a mother, and without bothering the old man, had come in one day, packed his things, despatched them, and found out that Mrs. Peterson was for the time being all right for money, and added, evidently considering it a duty, that of course she would keep an eye on the situation and let her uncle know if he ought to do something. What made Clara different from the other relatives was that when she visited the house it was always to do something practical and helpful, and she never wished to see her uncle.

			“No, thank you, Henry. I’m sure he doesn’t want to see me. And don’t tell him I came up with this moth stuff. He would think I was interfering; you and I know that carpets and curtains are unobtainable nowadays, but of course he doesn’t, dear old thing.”

			As well as the nephews and nieces, Henry met the great-nephews and great-nieces. George and Vera’s Ronnie and Rita were ordered to call on their uncle when they had leave, the one from his regiment, the other from the W.R.N.S., and their Freda was brought to see him just before she left school. Alice Cole, as instructed by her husband, tried to persuade her uncle to attend her Ann’s marriage to Cyril Hind, and when he refused brought Ann and Cyril, again on her husband’s instructions, to visit him. Simon had behaved reasonably well during the visit, but as the party left he had called Ann back and whispered “Don’t marry him. Feller’s a cad, smelt it the moment he came in.” Alice’s second girl, Myrtle, was already married by that time to a pilot in the Air Force. Henry did not meet her until 1944, after her Frank had been killed. Nobody could fail to pity Myrtle, who had not only sincerely loved her husband, but was very obviously carrying his child. Henry never forgot that first time he met Mrs. Brain, for it caused one of the worst outbreaks of temper from Simon that he had yet seen, and at the same time showed him a new side to his old gentleman. The burden of the angry words which poured from Simon was that it was stupid for boys and girl who married without a penny between them to have babies; but if they had them it was their own responsibility; it was no good making sheep’s eyes at their relatives, expecting help. They didn’t understand that money was damned tight, and though you might seem to be all right you might have got it tied up in things you couldn’t sell at the present time if you wanted to.

			“Proper upset ’e was,” Henry told his friends at the warden’s post later, “but ’e’d kick the bucket rather than say so; but I knew why ’e was creatin’; ’e’d ’ave liked to ’ave told ’er not to worry, ’e’d give ’er enough to live on comfortable, but ’e ’asn’t got it, not to be sure of it. ’e surprised me straight ’e did, didn’t think ’e cared what ’appened to any of ’em, especially Lady Cole’s lot. Any’ow I reckon that Sir Frederick’s got plenty, anyway enough to see after ’is daughter and the baby.”

			Henry met what he called “The Reverend Hilton” and Simon called “My damned fool nephew Maurice,” his wife, Doris, and their two schoolgirl daughters, Alice and Marjorie, at the time of Ann Cole’s wedding. Henry respected clergy. His father, not one given to respecting anybody, had hit him on one occasion for throwing a stone at the local Roman Catholic priest who was passing on his bicycle. “If I catch you doin’ that again you won’t ’alf cop it. You treat reverends proper, if you don’t need ’em before, you’ll need ’em for your buryin’.” The warning had taken root, when clergy crossed his path Henry remembered it. It shocked him, therefore, when Maurice Hilton, supported by his wife Doris, spent the whole time they were with their uncle telling him how poorly paid the clergy were, how nothing had been done to raise their income to match the cost of living, and how hard it was to give the girls a good education. Henry had heard these things with his own ears, for they had asked for tea and he was in and out of the room all the time they were in the house. “Sniv’lin’ type,” he thought, “only come ’ere for what ’e can get, ought to know better seein’ who ’e is.”

			The niece Sybil, her husband Paul Levington and his son Claud Henry only met once during the war, and then merely to open the front door for them for he was on his way to bed; but, fleeting glimpse though it was, he could tell that Simon had not exaggerated when he had described Paul as “nancy type,” and as for Claud! Claud had some heart trouble, which kept him out of the Services, and so was working at one of the ministries. Henry, watching him mince up the stairs in his rather too well-tailored suit, remembered what Simon had said about putting the baby in a pail of water and laughed. “’e ’asn’t ’alf got a comic lot of relatives, p’or old B.”

			* * * * *

			Henry, climbing the stairs with the paper, heard the angry, prolonged ringing of Simon’s bell. When the warden’s service was disbanded he had exchanged his blue tunic for the white linen coats that had been made for Peterson. He had disliked wearing them as he considered them degrading, but clothes being rationed he had been glad of anything to wear, and after a time had become accustomed to them, and had even on Simon’s behalf ordered himself some new ones. Now, as the bell rang, he took Simon’s letters out of one of his pockets. “If I had any sense I’d post this lot down the pan,” he thought. “No sense ’is relatives ’aven’t got, upsetting the p’or old B.” Then he opened Simon’s door.

			“’Mornin’, sir. Thought I’d ’ave you creatin’ but that’s nothin’ to what you’ll do when you’ve ’ad a dekko at this lot.” Henry put the letters in Simon’s hands. “Looks like they’ve all wrote. Smells like a put-up job to me.”

			Simon scowled at the letters.

			“I don’t see why my post should make you ten minutes late. Not taken to readin’ my letters now, have you?”

			Henry neatly placed two extra pillows behind the old man’s back.

			“Our postman’s ’ome from ’is ’oliday.”

			Simon’s eyes gleamed.

			“How’s he been doin’?”

			“’orrible. That chap ’e gets ’is information from has been no good lately, because the man ’e gets ’is information from, the one ’o works for a private trainer, has been away. I told the postman to pick us another smasher like that dog ’e gave us at Wimbledon.”

			Simon was turning over his letters, a look of disgust on his face. It was as if they exuded an unpleasant smell.

			“What do they want? They’re up to somethin’.”

			“Don’t ask me, sir. You ’ave a nice read of ’em while I get your breakfast.”

			When Henry came back with the breakfast tray Simon was in a temper. He had never had much colour, and with age the little he had had disappeared. In repose his face had the beauty of a skeleton leaf, the bone structure gleamingly white. His few remaining hairs were the same tint as his face, but his eyes had retained their colour, and in contrast appeared, if anything, more blue than they had in his youth, as they flashed with rage or twinkled with sly amusement. Now, as he looked up at Henry, they had a frosty glint, and there was a patch of colour on each cheekbone.

			“What d’you think my damn family have thought up now, Henry?”

			Henry placed the bed-table over Simon’s knees. It was rising five years ago that Simon had taken to his bedroom more or less permanently. A sharp attack of influenza had affected an already diseased heart. The doctor had said he doubted if the old man would be able to get about much in future. He had added sensibly that he didn’t want to bully the old fellow. He had had a pretty good innings, but there was no need to make a prisoner of him, he had a right to depart in his own way. Henry must use tact to get him to stay at home as much as possible, but it was unlikely he would have the energy to do much. The doctor had been right; there was no statement from Simon, but as day followed day, ordinary convalescence from influenza slipped into semi-invalidism, and Simon left such of his affairs, which would take him out of the house, in Henry’s hands. In many ways Simon seemed to enjoy life from outside, brought to him second-hand by Henry, more than he had enjoyed the dreary post-war life he had seen for himself. Henry was clever with him. It was bad for the old man to be upset, and with ingenuity almost anything could be told in such a way that he would not be upset. When something he had money in went wrong Henry often held up the news until he could couple it with something that had gone right. Even when that was not possible there was usually a funny side to make him laugh. Trouble always came from the same direction, one or other of his relations. Henry respected relations, however tiresome. Relatives were relatives, and as such had their rights. When alive, if necessary, a share of what you had, even to a bit of your home; in death regular visits to their graves and flowers. Association with Simon had taught him that he was without conscience when it came to relations. Never once, when he had the health and strength to do it, had he visited his only brother’s grave. He had never sent flowers, not even a bit of holly at Christmas. It was true his relations only troubled about him because they hoped for a bit when he was gone, but that was natural; if relations had a bit he supposed you would hope for a share of it one day. What he really held against Simon’s relatives was the stupid way they behaved. They ought to know the old man hated being visited without notice, yet they all did it. They all knew he hated presents, but at Christmas and on his birthday presents turned up. They all knew letters bored him, but they all wrote, and even made the great-great nephews and nieces write as soon as they could hold a pencil. To-day was the worst ever. Except for special days he never remembered them all writing by the same post. He looked anxiously at the colour on Simon’s cheekbones.

			“No need to excite yourself whatever they’ve wrote. We’ve got better thin’s to do than worry about letters. You ’ave a look at the papers and pick us some winners, and ’ave a look what I’ve got for your breakfast.”

			Simon looked at his plate, and was pleased but was not going to admit it.

			“What is it?”

			“A kidney, and you eat it while it’s ’ot, I ’ad to crawl to the butcher like a bloomin’ snake to get it.”

			Simon ate a piece of kidney.

			“It’s about me birthday.”

			Henry poured out Simon’s coffee.

			“August. Well, we could do with a bit of cheerin’ up in August. No good races and that. I reckon now we don’t get away, as a month it’s a bit off.”

			The colour flared more brightly on Simon’s cheekbones. He laid down his knife and fork and searched amongst his letters and threw one to Henry.

			“Read that. It’s from me nephew George’s wife.”

			Henry read the letter.

			“DEAREST UNCLE SIMON,

			“Your family would like to make an occasion of your eightieth birthday. August is such a difficult month that we have decided that the last Saturday in July would be a better time and would suit everybody. George could call for you in a hire car with an experienced driver, who can help Henry carry you down. We thought a quiet family luncheon in a private room would be what you would like.

			“I believe most of the family are also writing, but if you would let us know your answer we will pass it on.

			“Your affectionate niece,

			“VERA”

			Henry put the letter back in its envelope.

			“You can say no. You don’t ’ave to go just because you’ve ’ad an invite. You’ll ’ave to be a bit of a ’oly friar, can’t say right out you don’t want to go, but we’ll think up somethin’.”

			Simon was not attending to Henry, he was following a private train of thought, and the longer he followed it the angrier he grew.

			“July! July! Me family want to celebrate me eightieth birthday in July! August is a difficult month! But I happened to be born in August. I’m goin’ to be eighty in August, and nobody is goin’ to fob me off with a party in July, because it suits ’em better than the proper day.”

			Henry pushed the cup and saucer nearer to Simon’s hand.

			“’ow you do run on. Eat your breakfast and stop creatin’. After breakfast you can write an’ say you won’t ’ave no party. Matter of fact you far better not, you’ve only been out once this year, and then you carried on alarmin’ when we was gettin’ you down the stairs.”

			Simon pointed at the rest of the letters with his fork.

			“Never heard such impertinence. If I keep me birthday at all I’ll keep it on the right day, and not on some fancy time picked to suit themselves by me nephews and nieces.” He swallowed his last piece of kidney. “Take this plate and pass those letters here, I’ll read you some of the charmin’ thin’s they say.”

			Spectacles on nose, his eyebrows rising and falling, Simon spat out:

			“Here’s one from me great nephew Ronnie. He says he hopes July will suit because if he can find somewhere cheap he plans to take Mrs. Ethel, Pansy and Peter to the sea. Pansy! Pansy! Damn fancy name! This is from Mrs. Brain. She says, ‘I hope July will suit, because in August I am taking little Frank to Holland to see his daddy’s grave.’ Disgustin’! Draggin’ a small boy half across Europe to look at a grave. Miss Alison and Miss Marjorie, me parson-nephew’s girls, are goin’ to help with the harvest in August. They say it’s the only holiday they can afford. That’s a nasty one meant for me.” Simon tossed the letter down and picked up another. “Me great-niece Rita writes that in August she’s drivin’ her husband and the boy to some place I can’t read in Scotland to fish. She writes: ‘Fishin’ is one of the few things Tim enjoys and I can’t disappoint Derek.’” Simon looked at Henry. “I daresay, with a couple of false legs, fishin’ is one of the few thin’s Mr. Tim can manage, but you can fish at other times than August. As for young Derek bein’ disappointed, that’s a lot of poppycock. How long ago was it Miss Rita got married?”

			Henry thought for a moment.

			“It was after your influenza, but you was still in bed for you couldn’t come down and the young gentleman ’ad a shockin’ time gettin’ those spare legs of ’is up the apples and pears to see you. Near enough four an’ a ’alf years I should say.”

			“That’s what I thought, so unless they cheated the starter young Derek isn’t four yet. Can’t disappoint a child of three of his fishin’! Poppycock!”

			Henry saw Simon was working himself up again. Each letter he re-read fanned his temper to a brighter flame. He laid a hand on them.

			“Pack it up. No need to read ’em all again. They don’t want no party in August. You won’t ’ave one in July. So what? There ain’t goin’ to be no party and a good job too.”

			Simon’s eyes blazed.

			“Take your hand off my letters. Pass them here. You’re gettin’ altogether above yourself, Henry.”

			Simon sorted his letters, his lips pouting, while he muttered under his breath. Presently a line from a letter caught his eye.

			“This is from Mrs. Hind. Whinin’, miserable letter it is too. But I warned her. ‘Don’t marry the feller,’ I said, ‘he’s a cad.’ Smelt it the moment he came into the room. Listen to this. ‘I haven’t been well lately, and the doctor said I simply must get away. I could not manage much of course because of the expense, but it is by the sea for the children. I would put off my holiday because of your birthday, but I think it would be wrong for Ursula and Gordon don’t have much fun since their Daddy deserted them.’ If she’d written because their mother couldn’t recognise a wrong-un there’d be more to it.” He picked out a sheet of grey paper with the address engraved in scarlet. “This is from me great-nephew Claud. He’s goin’ to Spain. Never cared for Spaniards, just the sort of long-haired types he would go mincin’ about with. This last letter is from me great-niece Freda. Married that fellow Basil Pickering. Breeds like a rabbit, that girl. Says she’s spendin’ August in Bognor, which will be nice for Poppet and Noel. She isn’t feelin’ well, but she doesn’t think she ought to let the new little brother or sister, who is expected in the autumn, spoil their summer holiday.” Simon tossed the letters to Henry. “Whatever’s turnin’ up in the autumn let’s hope she doesn’t give it a disgustin’ nickname like Poppet. Poppet! That child was christened Constance after me brother William’s wife. I never cared for Constance, but it’s a good, plain name, and damned disrespectful to the dead turnin’ it into Poppet.”

			Henry gathered up the letters and put them on a table out of Simon’s reach and laid the sporting papers near his hand.

			“Now you’re through with that lot, ’ow about our bettin’?”

			Simon did not hear what Henry said. An idea had come to him. A joke, a glorious turning of the tables. As he thought of it he began to shake; a rumbling laugh started in the pit of him, and rolled round until it left him in gusts and gales.

			“Give me paper and pen. July indeed! I’ll show ’em. Henry, we’ll give a party. It’ll be on me birthday and no other damn day. I’m going to invite the whole bang shootin’, babies and all.”

			“But they can’t come in August. That’s why they wrote.”

			“I’ll lay you five pounds they’ll all turn up. They think there’s pickin’s when I’ve gone.” Another gust of laughter shook Simon. “I’m not havin’ me eightieth birthday pushed around. They want a luncheon. Very well, they shall have a luncheon, but it will be in August, and it will be here.”

			Henry gaped at Simon.

			“’ere! ’ave you gone crackers?”

			“I said here and I meant here. Why not? Get one of those caterin’ fellers along. Tell him to fix up the drawin’-room for a luncheon, but, mind you, I choose the menu. None of that breast of chicken, steamed fish nonsense. It’s me eightieth birthday, and I’ll do the thin’ in slap-up style.”

			Henry saw Simon meant to give this luncheon, and when Simon decided to do something he did it. He gave him notepaper and a pen and carried the breakfast tray down to the kitchen. Over the washing up he thought of what Simon had said. Fix up the drawin’-room for a luncheon! Get in a caterer! This was a nice how-d’you-do, this was, and the old B was set on it. No turning his mind to other things when it was set on something. Presently he dried his hands and fumbled in the corner of the kitchen cabinet and found a key.

			He had never considered the front room as part of his and Simon’s home. Since that night in 1940, when he first came to the house, he had never had a real look at it. He had unlocked the door in case of incendiaries, peered in, noted the windows were shuttered and everything covered in dust-sheets, and shut the door again. When he tidied Simon’s room there were things Simon was not likely to use, and for which he could not find a place, so he put them in the unused front room. As time went by rubbish collected not suited to the pig-bucket or dustbin, and that went in the front room. When Peterson was killed there were belongings Clara Hilton had not considered worth sending to his mother, which she had told Henry to throw away. Henry had thrown them in the front room. When the war finished other people found it difficult to get rid of gas masks, tin hats, stirrup pumps, sandbags and other such paraphernalia, but not Henry, to him it was merely a matter of opening the front-room door and pushing it in. As the years passed the rubbish dump in the front room became of considerable size, and the people who lived on the top floors and the caretakers who lived in the basement became inquiring and inquisitive, and asked with much meaning in their voices: “It’s terrible the trouble we have with moths. Is Mr. Hilton much bothered with them too?” “I never see anybody cleaning that big drawing-room, I suppose there aren’t moths in there, are there?” “I can’t think why we have so many mice; are you doing anything to keep them down?” Henry had seen moths of incredible size lurching around in the air, gorged with meals eaten in the front room. He knew all about the mice, and wasted no time on them; what was the good of killing the odd one when vast colonies lived unmolested in your front room? But your moths and your mice and anything else you might have in your home were your concern, and he was allowing no busybodies to nose round interfering. He kept the door locked, and hid the key, but he had an uneasy feeling that sooner or later one or other of the tenants would say something to one of the old man’s relatives. To prevent this he planned ahead. It was before Simon had become tied to his room, but already Henry was his confidant and handled certain of his affairs. Simon had made a considerable sum of money gambling, and was discussing what he would do with it, and this gave Henry his idea.

			“You know what? I wouldn’t buy anythin’ with it. I’d pay the rent. You’ve enough there to pay the rent for seven years.” Simon had argued. What was the point of paying rent in advance, before you were asked for it? He would thank Henry to mind his own business. Henry waited until Simon had said his say. “You never know what’s comin’, there’s a lot of nasty types about what are tryin’ to get ’old of ’ouse property. I’ve kep’ me meat pies on ’o comes in and out, but you can’t be too careful.”

			Henry’s words had the effect on Simon that he had calculated that they would. The hint of insecurity was enough. He had given Henry the money and told him to negotiate a seven years’ lease.

			The landlords, who were always short of money, had received Henry’s offer of seven years’ rent paid in cash with rapture, and Henry came home with a present of ten pounds in his pocket, and the comfortable feeling that the nosey parkers could be as nosey as they liked, for no matter what they thought, they could do nothing, nobody could turn them out.

			Since the tenants shared the staircase Henry had never risked the door of the front room being wide open, so what he had to put away he had tossed quickly through the half-open door. Now that he had to get into the room he found himself pushing his way through a jungle of rubbish. He was not helped by the fact that there was no light. Choked by dust and blinded by cobwebs he at last arrived at one of the windows, and after a lengthy fight succeeded in opening the shutters.

			Not much light came through the dirt-coated window, but enough for Henry to see the state of the room in which, in two months’ time, Simon intended giving his party. The walls had once been cream, the elaborate mouldings on the ceiling picked out in gold. The cream was now grey and the mouldings almost hidden under festoons of cobwebs. The curtains had been tapestry, but moths had eaten so much of the material away that what was left crumbled as Henry touched it. Under dust-sheets were a sofa and chairs that had also had tapestry covers. The moths had thrived on the material, and what they had left mice had used for nests. Signs that mice lived in the room were everywhere. It also seemed a mouse burial parlour, for there were mice skeletons about, and a decomposing mouse under the dust-sheet that covered the sofa. The electric lighting had fused, but the room had been lit by a vast chandelier. Henry had never seen a chandelier at close quarters, and was puzzled by what seemed to him a collection of dirty glass held together by cobwebs. He kicked at the carpet and found it too had fed moths, and whatever it might once have been, it was now a mass of rotting threads. There were a few good things left, tables, pictures and ornaments, that had not appealed to moths and mice, and time had not ruined, but they were tiny oases in a desert of decayed rubbish. Henry spoke out loud.

			“Fix up the drawin’-room for a luncheon! Don’t make me laugh!”

			It was at that moment that someone rang Simon’s front door bell.

			* * * * *

			Clara Hilton was sixty-two. She had never owned a good figure, and as she had aged she had spread. Spreading was to her something that happened, like your hair growing grey or wrinkles; it never crossed her mind that she might need stronger and better quality corsets; she had always bought the same sort of corsets and saw no reason to change her habits; the result was that sideways she was reminiscent of a cottage loaf. Clara had never been well-dressed. All her life clothes had been to her coverings, not adornments. She liked loose, comfortable things. While her mother lived she had seldom had them, for Constance Hilton had believed in an upholstered look. After her mother’s death the change from the upholstered to the comfortable had been slow, for the clothes chosen by Constance had been of good quality and had taken a long time to wear out, and Clara had not been able to get rid of them, for that was waste, and waste was wrong. But at last they had worn out and comfortable clothes took their place. It puzzled strangers where Clara got her plum, maroon or grey dresses with roomy bodices, voluminous skirts and old-fashioned trimmings. They did not know that there were shops which catered for Claras, and that the old-fashioned trimmings were leavings from Constance’s day, patiently sewn on by Clara because it was such waste not to use them up. Her nephews and nieces did not think Clara’s clothes odd; they were part of her, just as pince-nez spectacles were part of her. Nobody else they knew wore pince-nez, and nobody else they knew wore clothes like that. That was in fact the way she ought to look, and they would have been resentful, in the way they would have resented furniture moved without permission, if she had made any alteration in her appearance.

			It had been convenient for George, Alice, Maurice and Sybil that Clara had not been what they called “the marrying sort.” That Clara had small opportunity to marry had she wished was not discussed. She was the eldest daughter, and as their mother was not strong somebody had to stay at home. It was very nice for her, they told Clara; it was no joke being married and bringing up babies; in her sheltered life, with nothing to do all day and servants to wait on her, she did not realise how fortunate she was. Clara, rushing about the house for things her mother had mislaid, bicycling into the village for something her father wanted, pacifying the latest cook, whom Constance had, as usual, offended by petty criticism, or busy on one of the hundred and one tiny jobs which completely filled her day, had no time to think about herself. She was doing her duty in the way she supposed God intended, and that was as far as her inner probings went.

			Not that Clara’s life was spent wholly in Somerset. It was an understood thing in the family that in an emergency she must be lent, and emergencies arose frequently. Maurice, struggling along with his Doris, first as curate and later parish priest, in ungetatable spots in Essex, was constantly crying out for assistance. There was no telephone in Clara’s home and the telegraph boy was a common sight. The messages from Maurice had a familiar ring. “Come at once children measles.” “Come at once Alison mumps.” “Come at once Doris influenza.” Alice did not really need Clara, for her Frederick was well off and could pay nurses when there was illness, but Frederick was not to be deprived of a right on that account. Because someone might mention nurses, Alice’s telegrams gave nothing away. “Great trouble come immediately.” George always wrote when help was needed, firm solicitor’s letters, which permitted no hedging or excuses. “The children have whooping cough. Vera is over-tired and must rest. I shall meet your train on Wednesday. It arrives at Brighton at 6.25 precisely.” Sybil cried for help down the chemist’s telephone, and the chemist’s boy brought the messages to Clara. Sybil’s Paul was head of the advertising department of a metal firm. His taste, which was reflected in his advertisements, was for ultra-modern pictures. The rest of the family disliked Paul, and said his house with its startling colour schemes and weird pictures gave them the horrors. Clara never wondered if she liked Paul or not. Sybil had married him, he was her brother-in-law. That was that. She did not think much about the house either. It was Sybil’s home, and though not what she cared for herself, presumably Sybil liked it, and that was all that mattered. Besides, she saw very little of it. Claud was a fretful child, difficult to please when he was ill, and Clara was only in the house when he was ill, so she spent most of her time in his bedroom.

			When their mother died, Clara’s brothers and sisters had grudgingly to admit that Clara’s place was looking after her father. For years she never left Somerset. She was contented. Her father was less demanding than her mother had been, and she was able to give time to other things. She taught in Sunday School. She was a pillar of the Women’s Institute. She was the backbone of the women’s branch of the British Legion. She looked after the books in the village lending library. She cleaned the church brass. She arranged and provided the flowers in the altar vases, unless the coming Sunday was an occasion, when someone who considered themselves important took over. She did all the little tiresome jobs in the parish the Vicar had no time for; leaving parish magazines, seeing the parish nurse, seeing the school mistress. Her reward, though she wanted none for she considered she was doing no more than her duty, was that nobody called her Miss Hilton, she was just Miss Clara. But that this was so, and that it was a sign of affection, escaped her, for she never thought about it.

			When in 1940 George brought Simon to Somerset, he had explained to Clara that of course the old man could not be left in London without Peterson, and with air-raids every night. He had explained too that he had pretended the arrangement was only temporary as a means of getting him away, but that actually Vera had packed everything in Simon’s flat, and put it under dust-sheets for the duration. Clara had asked: “But will he be happy here?” The question had infuriated George. It was past bearing when you had done more than your duty to an elderly uncle to be asked about happiness. Sharply he told Clara that he failed to see that happiness had anything to do with the matter under discussion, it was safety not happiness they were considering. Clara, who had been dealing with evacuees since the beginning of the war, had answered: “It won’t work, you know. People of his sort like bombs and being uncomfortable better than being bored. You’ll find he’ll drift back.”

			When Clara had proved right about the drifting back, George blamed her. Blaming inwardly is annoying when the one blamed is ignorant that blaming is taking place. George would not have admitted it even to himself, but he was pleased when, after his father’s death, it was found there was no special provision for Clara in the will. There was a pittance through a marriage settlement, but the pittance without house or furniture would not be enough. George felt Clara had received her deserts. Naturally, as he said to Vera, something must be done for her, a room in the village perhaps; he would think it over and discuss the matter with the rest of the family. In the middle of the passing of letters round the family Clara wrote to George. The postmark, he was surprised to see, was London. The heading on the paper, he was startled to read, was “The Mission House.” Clara wrote as casually as though she were writing a Christmas or birthday letter. She said through the Vicar she had joined the mission. She was not being paid, but she was kept and fed, which was splendid, because it meant that with what dear father had left she was quite comfortably off. That was when George used the expression “I wash my hands of Clara.” He did more than wash his own hands, he wrote suggesting a family hand washing. Clara, he pointed out, was middle-aged, it was not for ever that missions would wish to keep her. Had she waited until her family had planned for her it would have been different. In return for rent paid she could have found many little ways of saying thank you, for times were difficult and extra hands needed. But if she imagined she could give her best years to a mission and then expect charity from her family she was mistaken. They must be careful and watch the situation; it would be more than trying if, in ten or fifteen years’ time, they found themselves landed with an impoverished dependant.

			In spite of the family hand washing, the family continued to use Clara, for it was a habit not easily broken. She was no longer sent for in times of illness, for that meant her sleeping in the house, and sleeping in a house could sneak into a permanent arrangement. Instead she was ordered to meet trains, take children to dentists, and to shop. It was on the way back from taking Ann Hind’s Ursula to the station after a visit to the dentist that Clara called on Simon. A little exhausted, for the day was hot, and Ursula had screamed at the dentist, she rang Simon’s bell.

			* * * * *

			Henry was immensely relieved when he saw Clara. As he locked the drawing-room and scurried down the stairs, he thought with bitterness that it could only be one of the relatives who would choose a day like to-day, and he would be lucky if it wasn’t that Mr. and Mrs. George. He grinned thankfully at Clara.

			“Oh! It’s only you, miss.”

			Clara looked Henry up and down.

			“What has happened?”

			Henry had forgotten how he must be looking. He wondered what Clara meant. His dislike of nosiness, especially nosiness from those not given to nosing, was in his voice.

			“Nothin’ special. What should ’ave?”

			“Your clothes! Look at you. Are you spring cleaning?”

			Henry examined those parts of himself that he could see, and understood Clara’s surprise. He shook his coat and brushed his trousers while he considered what explanation he should give. Not easy to fox Miss Clara, she knew he wasn’t the spring-cleaning sort.

			“Just givin’ me kitchen cupboard a turn out.”

			Clara, with years of mission work in south London to guide her, knew that something was going on which Henry did not intend her to know about. She respected Henry; he was in charge, there was no reason why he should tell her what made him look as if he had been travelling in a dust cart. She changed the subject.

			“I have been taking my little great-niece Ursula to the dentist. Mrs. Hind’s little girl, you know, and she told me that there was going to be a family party for Mr. Hilton’s eightieth birthday, I understand not on his birthday but in July. I wondered what you thought about it. Is he fit for it?”

			Henry jerked his head in the direction of Simon’s room.

			“He won’t ’ave it. Created alarmin’ when the letters come.”

			Clara was relieved. She would have tackled her family if Henry thought the party might be too much for Simon, as she tackled anything she knew to be a duty, but it would have been a difficult task if not a fruitless one.

			“Oh, splendid. There’s nothing to worry about then.”

			Henry looked at Clara’s kind blue eyes gazing at him through her pince-nez. Miss Clara was no trouble-maker, she was the busy sort, but not one to run to the old gentleman. It might be she would see a way of putting it to him that the front room was not suitable, without upsetting him. His voice took an inflection which had been much used in his home when there was trouble. It was accompanied by another upward jerk of his head, this time indicating the kitchen.

			“Could you come in for a minute?”

			Clara recognised the inflection. She heard it almost daily in her mission work. It meant that over the kitchen table she was to hear of disgrace, a wayward child, illness or money trouble. She always obeyed that inflection, and always hoped to help, or if that were impossible, to comfort. Without further words she followed Henry upstairs.

			Henry had to put in some strenuous work before it was possible to get the door wide enough open for Clara to get into the drawing-room. While he worked he looked round. This was a nice to-do, this was. He oughtn’t to have showed it to Miss Clara, not till he’d done a bit of tidying. Enough to turn anyone over seeing it like this.

			Clara walked round the drawing-room. She examined the walls, she studied the woodwork, she instructed Henry to force open the shutters of the other windows to give more light, then she looked at the ceiling. Her inspection over, she said:

			“No bugs. Isn’t that splendid!”

			Henry had grown up in a world where bugs were taken for granted, and though it was years since he had lived with them, he still thought no worse of a house for harbouring them.

			“Come to think of it I ’aven’t seen one since I come to the ’ouse.”

			Clara’s years of mission work had taught her what neglect could do to a house. She had come into the drawing-room, not to criticise, but to find out for herself how bad things were, so that she knew what steps to take.

			“Really this is a job for the local authority’s public cleansing department.” Henry gave a low, dismayed whistle, which Clara interpreted correctly. “But we won’t send for them. Their coming to the house would be bound to be noticed, and there might be unpleasantness which might reach Mr. Hilton, and of course that must be avoided. I can find a team of women to clean and scrub, but what is worrying me is how to get rid of all this.” She swept a gloved hand over the decayed rubbish. “Do you know any men you could trust?”

			Henry’s mind went back to his warden’s post. There was Nobby, he was in the log business, he had a cart and he would know how to get someone to help and where to dump the stuff.

			“There was a chappie was a warden with me, ’e might do it. ’e’s workin’ in the daytime but . . .”

			Clara recognised the caution in Henry’s voice. It did not mean he was doubtful if he could get the help of his warden friend, but merely that it was against his upbringing to commit himself.

			“Good.” Clara lowered her voice. “The best time would be when everybody’s in bed, if it could be done quietly, and it would be so much easier to dispose of everything at night. It should be burned, but that is so difficult in London; perhaps in the middle of a large bomb site it couldn’t do any harm, I doubt if moths fly far.”

			Back in the kitchen, over a cup of tea to lay the dust, Henry and Clara discussed ways and means. Clara explained that though her little income was ample for her needs it could not be stretched to pay for Henry’s warden friend or for the army of cleaners that would be needed before a caterer could be brought to see the room.

			“I don’t like doing things behind Mr. Hilton’s back, dear old man, but if he insists, as you say he does, on this luncheon in the drawing-room in August, we must deceive him, I’m afraid. Is it possible to get him to spend a quite considerable sum of money without knowing what it is for?”

			“No. ’e leaves most of ’is business to me if it means goin’ to see anyone, but ’e goes through ’is books like a dose of salts. Wonderful spry ’e is for ’is age. No flies on ’im. If I was to ’old back a bit to pay for this ’ow d’you do ’e’d spot it in a minute.”

			Clara spoke gently but reprovingly.

			“I did not mean that, Henry, and you should have known it. Taking money, even for his good, would be dishonest. I am glad to hear he still has a grasp on his affairs. I find that old people are apt to rust away and become senile, unless they use their brains.”

			Henry jerked his head in the direction of Simon.

			“No fear of that for ’im. ’e’s as bright to-day as when I first set me pies on ’im, September 1940 that was.”

			Clara’s mind was searching for an answer to their problem.

			“It will have to be part of the caterer’s bill. You must find out what your warden friend will charge, and I will find out what women I can get to clean. There are some old friends who come to the mission who would do it for nothing, but I couldn’t allow that, and then, of course, there will be their expenses in getting here. I think it might be as well to prepare Mr. Hilton for considerable expense.”

			Henry thought of Simon lying comfortably in his bed laughing his inside out at the thought of his party, while he and Miss Clara got themselves all over dirt fixing things for him. He answered with a glint in his eyes.

			“You leave that to me, miss. I’ll see ’e coughs up the needful.”

			Clara got up and dusted herself. She took a card from her bag and wrote on it.

			“That’s the mission telephone number. You can get me there between nine and ten any morning. Let me know when your friend will have finished removing the rubbish and I’ll bring my cleaners up.” Clara was turning to go when a thought struck her. “And Henry, don’t tell my uncle I’ve been here. I don’t think he would like it if he knew I was interfering in his domestic arrangements. It must be a secret between you and me.”

			Henry looked at Clara. Funny how different brothers and sisters could be. If any of the others had popped in and seen the front room they couldn’t have waited to run to their uncle and, supposing they were doing as much to put it right as Miss Clara was doing, which they wouldn’t, they couldn’t have waited to tell him that either. Any chance of putting themselves forward and they weren’t backward; never took an eye off the old man’s little bit hoping to be in on the share-out. It was a shame Miss Clara was so simple; she’d more right than most to anything there might be when the old fellow kicked it.

			“I won’t say nothin’ now, but when the room’s spruced-up it’d be only right ’e should know. I’ll tell ’im you ’elped me over the caterer and that.”

			Clara put on her gloves which she had taken off for the tea drinking.

			“You’ll do nothing of the sort. Old folk are apt to get strange ideas, and I’m afraid my uncle might think I was hoping to be remembered in his will. Dear old man, as if I cared what happens to his money; all that matters is that he should enjoy it while he’s alive.”

			Henry thought for a moment Clara was pulling his leg. She couldn’t really be as simple as that. She must know what the others were up to. Then a look at Clara and the idea melted as if it were snow. Miss Clara had said what she meant, she was good all through. Poor thing, she didn’t ought to be let loose, bound to be done in the eye her sort was.

			“He did ought to know. Others would tell ’im, if they took the trouble you’re takin’; after all, what ’e’s got ’as to go to someone.”

			“Nonsense, Henry. In any case I want nothing. I’ve more than sufficient for my needs.”

			Henry felt an urge to guard and protect.

			“Still, if anythin’s to come you did ought to ’ave your cut.”

			Clara could feel that Henry was trying to be helpful, so, though talking of dividing Simon’s money while he was still alive was distasteful to her, she answered kindly.

			“You remind me of a dear old hymn we sing nearly every week at the mission. ‘Lord I hear a shower of blessing—Thou art scattering full and free—Showers the thirsty land refreshing; Let some droppings fall on me—Even me!’” Henry only knew one meaning of the word droppings and was surprised it should be mentioned in a hymn. While he was thinking this Clara added: “You understand, Henry, any help I may give is not to be mentioned. If I find it has been I shall cease to help.”

			* * * * *

			“DEAR NIECE,

			“Thank you for your letter. It was kind of you all to plan a party for the occasion of my eightieth birthday in July. I was, however, born on August the fifteenth and shall not therefore be eighty until that day. I had not thought of a celebration but since you suggest it, I have decided to give a luncheon party here, at which I hope my family will be present, including my five great-great-nephews and my three great-great-nieces. The luncheon on August 15th will be at one o’clock. You will perhaps be good enough to pass this information round the family.

			Your affectionate uncle,

			SIMON HILTON”

			This letter, telephoned round the family, caused first anger and then dismay. As Vera read Simon’s words telephones snorted as if fire-breathing dragons lived in them. “August!” screamed Ethel. “But Ronnie’s taking us to the sea. Pansy and Peter are so ’cited about it. I couldn’t disappoint them. Ronnie must write to Uncle Simon and say we can’t be there.” “But, Aunt Vera,” Ann Hind whined, “I can’t change my plans now, I’ve not been a bit well, my nerves are all to pieces, and anyway I’ve promised Ursula and Gordon they’re going and I couldn’t disappoint them now. I do feel, as their Daddy has deserted them, their Mummie must be extra careful not to let them down.” “Oh, Vera, how tiresome!” said Sybil. “We shan’t be there, you know. We’re going to Spain with Claudie; well, not with him exactly, because he has a friend going with him, but near him. It’s all arranged.” “It will be impossible for Marjorie and Alison,” Maurice explained. “They’ve promised to help with the harvest, and I think they will consider that promise a sacred trust.” Myrtle sounded grieved. “August! But, Aunt Vera, he can’t have read my letter. I told him I was taking little Frank to visit his daddy’s grave.” “Let him hold his old party,” Freda said. “I simply can’t come to London in August; if he’d ever had a baby he wouldn’t suggest it. Anyway, I wouldn’t dream of disappointing Poppet and Noel. They’re already playing sandcastles in the nursery.” Rita lost her temper. “Inconsiderate old beast! I’ve fixed fishing and everything for Tim, and I’m not upsetting my plans for him and Derek for a selfish old man.”

			By the next morning second thoughts prevailed. The general home talk put the subject on a high plane. Simon was very old, and relations should be good to the very old. The telephone calls were from parents to children. George rang his three. He had not seen his uncle’s will, but it was likely that, as the eldest nephew, the money would pass to him. That being so, he thought it would be a suitable gesture if they were all present at this luncheon, and there was no need to tell the rest of the family they intended to attend. Maurice came down to breakfast wearing the face his daughters recognised as the one worn after wrestling in prayer. It was not Maurice’s way to make a clear statement about anything, but as the porridge was cleared off the table and fishcakes took its place, it did emerge that God had hinted that if two duties conflicted then the duty of eating lunch with an aged uncle superseded the country’s need for help with the crops. God also seemed to have hinted that His advice was to Maurice and family only, and not to be passed on. Sybil had trouble with Claud. “But, Mumsie, you know how cross Freddie gets at the weest change in his plans. He’ll be mad with rage if I put him off. He’s been so Spanish lately, he uses castanets instead of ringing his bell. Still, I suppose I could fly back for one day, but don’t yatter about it. Let’s be the only ones to make the supreme sacrifice.” Alice left the telephoning of her brood to her husband. Sir Frederick Cole never minced his words. “Don’t be daft,” he told Ann and Myrtle, “put off anything, and bring the children. I reckon you two are well in the running. A widow, and a deserted wife ought to be remembered. It’s only right. And keep the fact that you and the children will be there to yourselves, no harm in out-smarting the family for once.”

			It was not until July that Vera remembered Clara. She was cleaning her face before getting into bed, when George whistled a bar of a hymn which brought her to mind.

			“Oh, dear, I’ve forgotten to tell Clara about Uncle Simon’s lunch. I’ll write to-morrow.”

			George got into his bed. If Clara knew of the luncheon she was sure to come to it. She could not be going away, for she had no money. Since the frantic telephone messages after the reception of Simon’s letter the luncheon had not been mentioned in an inter-family way. It was to be hoped none of the others were upsetting their plans for it. It was likely, and much to be desired, that he, Vera, their children and grandchildren would be the only guests. It would be a mistake to have Clara there.

			“As she’s been forgotten until now, I should leave Clara out. It might hurt her feelings if she knew it was planned in June and she did not hear of it until July.”

			Vera finished cleaning her face, while she considered the implications of what George had said.

			“I daresay you’re right, it would be an expense for her to come up and I’m sure she’s nothing fit to put on, poor dear. It will be kinder not to mention it.”

			* * * * *

			In the weeks before Simon’s party Clara and Henry saw a lot of each other. The money needed for cleansing and doing up the room had, as Henry expected, been easy to acquire.

			Simon, gloating at the thought of the effect of his letter, would have paid far more than Henry asked to feel his plans were going ahead.

			“Here’s a cheque. Take it to the bank and cash it. If there’s any over after the party you can keep it. But, mind you, I want a slap-up affair; flowers, champagne, the whole boilin’.”

			While Clara’s flock of women cleaners scrubbed and cleaned Henry and Clara conferred in the kitchen. Clara learned of the skilful way in which Nobby and his friend Sid had disposed of the rubbish.
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