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PART ONE



  1


A June Morning

IT HAD been raining in Caxley, but now the sun was out again. A sharp summer shower had sent the shoppers into doorways, and many of the stallholders, too, from the market square, had sought more shelter than their flimsy awnings could provide.

Only fat Mrs Petty remained by her fish stall, red-faced and beaming through the veils of rain that poured from the covers above the herring and hake, the mussels and mullet. She roared a few rude and derisory remarks to her more prudent neighbours sheltering across the road, but the rain made such a drumming on the canvas, such a gurgling in the gutters, that it was impossible to hear a word.

It spun on the stones of the market square like a million silver coins. Office windows were slammed shut, shop-keepers braved the downpour to snatch in the wares they had been displaying on the pavement, and even the pigeons took cover.

It ended as suddenly as it had begun, and people emerged again into the glistening streets. The pigeons flew down from the plinths of the Corn Exchange and strutted through the shining puddles, their coral feet splashing up tiny rainbows as iridescent as their own opal necks. There was a fresh sweetness in the air, and Bender North, struggling out of his ironmongery shop with a pile of doormats in his arms, took a great thankful breath.



‘Ah!’ he sighed, dropping his burden on the pavement from which he had so recently rescued it. He kicked the mats deftly into a neat pile, and, hands on hips, breathed in again deeply. He was a hefty, barrel-shaped man and had been feeling the heat badly these last few days, and his much-loved garden was getting parched. This refreshing shower was welcome. He surveyed the steaming awnings in the market with an approving eye.

No one—not even Bender himself—could quite remember how he had come by his odd name. He had been christened Bertram Lewis thirty-five years earlier at the parish church across the market square. Some said that as a youth he had liked to show off his outstanding muscular strength by twisting pieces of metal in his great hands. Others, who had shared his schooldays at the old National School in Caxley High Street, maintained that he was so often called upon to ‘bend over for six’ that some wag had decided that ‘Bender’ was the perfect name for this boisterous, lusty rebel against authority. “Whatever the reason, now long forgotten, for dubbing him thus, the name stuck, and if any stranger had asked in Caxley for Bertram North, rather than Bender North, he would have been met with blank countenances.

Bender watched the stallholders resuming their activities. The man who sold glue was busy smashing saucers deftly, and putting them together again with equal dexterity, while a crowd of gaping country folk watched him with wonder and amusement. Fat Mrs Petty shook a shower of silver sprats from the scale-pan into a newspaper. Tom and Fred Lawrence, who ran a market garden on the outskirts of the town, handed over bunches of young carrots and turnips, stuffed lettuces into 
already overcrowded baskets, weighed mounds of spring greens, broccoli, turnip tops and potatoes, bawling with lungs of brass the while. This was Caxley at its best, thought Bender! Plenty of life, plenty of people, and plenty of money changing hands!

‘A mouse trap, North,’ said a voice behind him, and the ironmonger returned hastily to his own duties. He knew, before he turned to face his customer, who she was. That clipped authoritative boom could only belong to Miss Violet Hurley, and it was a voice that commanded, and unfailingly received, immediate attention.

‘This way, ma’am,’ said Bender, standing back to allow Miss Hurley to enter. He inclined his broad back at a respectful angle, for though the lady might buy nothing more than a mouse trap, she was a sister of Sir Edmund Hurley at Springbourne, and gentry needed careful handling.

‘Sharp shower, ma’am,’ he added conversationally when he was again behind the broad counter confronting his customer. She stood there, gaunt and shabby, her scrawny neck ringed with a rope of beautiful pearls, her sparse grey locks sticking out from under her dusty feathered hat like straw from beneath a ruffled hen.

‘Hm!’ grunted Miss Hurley shortly. Her foot tapped ominously on Bender’s bare boards. This was not the day for airy nothings, Bender realized. Miss Hurley was in one of her moods. She should have found him in the shop, not dallying outside on the pavement. He reached down a large box from the shelf behind him, blew off the dust delicately, and began to display his wares.

‘“The Break-back”, “The Sterling”, “The Invincible”, 
“The Elite”,’ chanted Bender, pushing them forward in turn. He took a breath and was about to extract more models from the bottom of the box but was cut short.

‘Two “Sterling”,’ snapped Miss Hurley. ‘Send them up. Immediately, mind. Book ’em as usual.’

She wheeled off to the door, her back like a ramrod, her bony legs, in their speckled woollen stockings, bearing her swiftly out into the sunshine.

‘Thank you, ma’am,’ murmured Bender, bowing gracefully. ‘You ol’ faggot!’ he added softly as he straightened up again.

He wrapped up the two jangling mouse traps, tied the parcel neatly with string, and wrote: ‘Miss V. Hurley, By Hand’ with a stub of flat carpenter’s pencil.

‘Bob!’ he shouted, without looking up from his work. ‘Bob! Here a minute!’

Above his head the kettles, saucepans, fly swats and hob-nail boots which hung from the varnished ceiling, shuddered in the uproar. A door burst open at the far end of the shop, and a black-haired urchin with steel spectacles fell in.

‘Sir?’ gasped the boy.

‘Miss Hurley’s. At the double,’ said Bender, tossing the parcel to him. The boy caught it and vanished through the open door into the market square.

‘And wipe your nose!’ shouted Bender after him. Duty done, he dusted the counter with a massive hand, and followed the boy into the bustle and sunshine of the market square.

 

The first thing that Bender saw was Miss Violet Hurley emerging from Sep Howard’s bakery at the corner of the 
square. Sep himself, a small taut figure in his white overall, was showing his customer out with much the same deference as the ironmonger had displayed a few minutes earlier. He held a square white box in his hands, and followed the lady round the corner.

‘Taking a pork pie home, I’ll be bound,’ thought Bender. Howard’s raised pork pies were becoming as famous as his lardy cakes. There was something particularly succulent about the glazed golden pastry that brought the customers back for more, time and time again. Pondering on the pies, watching the pigeons paddling in the wet gutter, Bender decided to stroll over and buy one for the family supper.

He met Sep at the doorway of the baker’s shop. The little man was breathless and for once his pale face was pink.

‘Been running, Sep?’ asked Bender jocularly, looking down from his great height.

‘Just serving Miss Violet,’ replied Septimus. He paused as though wondering if he should say more. Unwonted excitement nudged him into further disclosures.

‘She’s as good as promised me the order for Miss Frances’ wedding cake,’ he confided. ‘You could’ve knocked me down with a feather.’

He hurried into the shop in front of Bender and scurried behind the counter. Beaming indulgently, Bender followed with heavy tread. The air was warm and fragrant with the delicious odours from steaming pies, pasties, scones, fruit cakes and a vast dark dish of newly-baked gingerbread, glistening with fat and black treacle.

Mrs Howard was serving. Her hands scrabbled among the wares, dropped them in paper bags, twirled the corners and 
received the money as though she had not a minute to lose. Howard’s bakery was patronised by the stallholders as well as the town people on market day and trade was brisk.

‘A pork pie, please, Sep,’ said Bender. ‘A big ’un. I’ll pay now.’

He watched the baker inspecting the row of pies earnestly and felt amusement bubbling up in him. Same old Sep! Dead solemn whatever he was doing! Why, he’d seen him at school, years before, studying his sums with just that same patient worried look, anxious to do the right thing, fearful of causing offence.

‘They all look good to me,’ said Bender. ‘Any of ’em’ll suit me.’ Lord love Almighty, he thought, we’ll be here till Christmas if old Sep don’t get a move on!

The baker lifted a beauty with care, put it in a bag and came round the counter to give it to Bender.

‘I’ll open the door for you,’ he said. ‘So many people pushing in you might get it broken.’

‘That’s what you want, ain’t it?’

‘You know that,’ said Septimus earnestly.

They found themselves in the doorway, Sep still holding the bag.

‘I should be able to let you have the last of the loan at the end of the week, Bender,’ he said in a low voice.

‘You don’t want to fret yourself about that,’ answered Bender, with rough kindness. ‘No hurry as far as I’m concerned.’

‘But there is as far as I am,’ said Sep with dignity. ‘I don’t like to be beholden. Not that I’m not grateful, as you well know—’



‘Say no more,’ said Bender. ‘Hand us the pie, man, and I’ll be getting back to the shop.’

The baker handed it over and then looked about the market square as though he were seeing it for the first time.

‘Nice bright day,’ he said with some surprise.

‘Expect it in June,’ replied Bender. ‘It’ll be the longest day next week. Then we’ll start seeing the trimmings going up. They tell me the Council’s having bunting all round the square and down the High Street.’

‘Well, it’s over sixty years since the last Coronation,’ said Septimus. ‘About time we had a splash. It seems only yesterday we were decorating the town for the old Queen’s Diamond Jubilee!’

‘Four years ago,’ commented Bender. ‘That was a real do, wasn’t it, Sep? Beer enough to float a battleship.’

He dug his massive elbow into the baker’s thin ribs, and gave a roar of laughter that sent the pigeons fluttering. Septimus’s white face grew dusky with embarrassment.

‘Ah! I was forgetting you’d signed the pledge,’ chuckled his tormentor. ‘You’ll have to change your ways now the war’s over and we’ve got a new King. Be a bit more sporty, and enjoy life, Sep! Once we’ve crowned Edward the Seventh on June the twenty-sixth you’ll find Caxley’ll start fizzing. Keep up with the times, Sep my boy! You’re not a Victorian any longer!’

Muttering some excuse the little baker hurried back to his customers, while Bender, balancing the fragrant white parcel on his great hand, strode back through the puddles and the pigeons, smiling at his secret thoughts.

 



Septimus stepped down into his busy shop, trying to hide the agitation this encounter had caused. Why should a brush with Bender always give him this sick fluttering in his stomach? He had known him all his life—been born within a few yards and in the same year as this man. They had shared schooldays, celebrations, football matches, and all the life of the little town, but always the rift remained.

‘You’re nothing but a yellow coward,’ Sep told himself disgustedly, stacking hot loaves in the window. ‘Why can’t you meet Bender man to man? He’s no better than you are. His joking’s only a bit of fun, and yet you are all aquake the minute he starts to take a rise out of you.’

He watched Bender stopping to speak to one of the stallholders. He saw his great shoulders heave with laughter as he turned again and vanished into the murk of his shop. At once Sep’s tension relaxed, and he despised himself for it. Did Bender ever guess, he wondered, how much he affected other people?

Take this morning, for instance, thought the little baker, threading his way through the customers to the comparative peace of the bakehouse at the back. Bender could never have known how much he would upset him by talking of Queen Victoria like that. The death of the old Queen had shaken many people. Septimus Howard was one of them. She was more to him than a reigning monarch. She was the mother of her people, a symbol of security, prosperity and order. She offered an example of high-minded principles and respectable family life. She was the arch-matriarch of a great nation. And Septimus loved her.

He loved her because, in his eyes, she had always been right 
and she had always been there, safely on the throne of England. His father and mother, staunch Methodists both, had revered the Queen with almost as much piety as the stern God they worshipped, thrice every Sunday, at the Wesleyan Chapel in the High Street. Their children, with the possible exception of flighty Louisa, shared their parents’ devotion.

Septimus knew he would never forget the shock of that terrible news which Caxley had heard only a few months before. It was a dark January afternoon, the shop was empty and Sep had been engaged in cutting wrapping paper ready for the next day’s supplies. He saw Tom Bellinger, the verger of St Peter’s across the square, hurry up the steps and disappear inside. Within three minutes the tolling bell began to send out its sad message.

Sep put aside his knife and went to the door.

‘Who’s gone?’ he asked Sergeant Watts, the policeman, who was striding by.

‘The Queen, God rest her,’ he replied. For one moment they stood facing each other in silence, then the policeman hurried on, leaving Septimus too stricken to speak. He made his way to the quiet warmth of the bakehouse and sat down, stunned, at the great scrubbed table where he made the loaves, letting the tears roll unchecked down his cheeks. Not even when his father had died had he felt such a seme of loss. This was the end of life as he knew it. An England without Queen Victoria at its head seemed utterly strange and frightening.

Septimus disliked change. He was not sure that he wanted to be an Edwardian. Something in that new word made him as nervous as he felt in Bender’s presence. He suspected that the new monarch had some of Bender’s qualities; his gusto, his 
hearty laugh, his ease of manner and his ability to know what the other fellow was thinking. The new King loved life. Septimus, his humble subject, was a little afraid of it. He mourned Victoria, not only for herself, but for all that she stood for—a way of life which had lasted for decades and which suited him, as it had suited so many of his fellow countrymen.

At the time of the Queen’s Diamond Jubilee in 1897, a fund had been opened in Caxley to provide a lasting memorial of this outstanding reign. Septimus Howard was one of the first contributors. He gave as much as he could possibly afford, which was not a great deal, for times were hard with him just then, and his fourth child was about to be born. But he was proud to give, and prouder still when he stood in the market place, later that year, and watched the fine drinking fountain, surmounted by a statue of Her Majesty, being unveiled by the Mayor in his red robe of office.

Now four years later, the statue stood as an accepted landmark in Caxley. Children played on its steps and drank from the four iron cups chained at each corner of the plinth supporting the sovereign. The cheerful rogue who sold bunches of roses in the market, sprinkled his wilting blooms with water from the great basin, and Mrs Petty dipped in an enamel mug and sloshed the contents over the fish stall before the afternoon customers arrived. The fountain was much appreciated, and Caxley folk often wondered how they had managed so long without it.

But to Septimus, the statue above it gave greater comfort. He looked down upon it every morning whilst he shaved at the mahogany stand in the bedroom window. The view, it is true, was shrouded a little by the lace curtains which modestly 
covered the windows, but that morning glimpse of Victoria meant much to the little baker.

And now, on this hot June morning, with excitement mounting everywhere at the thought of the Coronation so soon to come, Sep looked again at the small bronze crown just showing above the flapping awnings in the market square. The shop was more crowded than ever, the heat was intense, the noise deafening, but Sep had found new strength.

Bender’s visit, the thought of the money he owed him, the staggering news from Miss Violet about the order for her niece’s wedding cake, suddenly seemed to matter less. Somehow, Sep knew, he would be able to face everything. Surely, to have spent all the thirty-five years of one’s life with the example of the Queen to follow must give a chap enough strength to recognise and perform his duties, and to welcome her son without trepidation!

He squared his shoulders, dropped six sugary buns into a paper bag and handed it down to a waiting urchin.

‘Threepence, my dear,’ said Mr Howard the baker briskly.

All fears had gone, and Sep was himself again.
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The Norths at Home

‘NASTY ACCIDENT over at Beech Green,’ observed Bender to his wife Hilda that evening.

‘What’s happened?’ asked Mrs North, putting down the vast pair of trousers, belonging to her husband, which she was mending.

‘Some youngster—forgotten his name—fell off the top of one of Miller’s hay wagons. Young Jesse Miller was in the shop this afternoon. He told me. Just been up to see the boy at the hospital. Wheel went over his shoulder, so Jesse said. Pretty bad evidently.’

‘People have no business to allow children to get into such danger,’ said Hilda North firmly. ‘Asking for trouble.’

Bender laughed.

‘What about our kids and the boat?’ he replied.

‘I’m always saying,’ retorted his wife, ‘that I don’t hold with it. One of these days one of ours will be drowned, and you’ll only have yourself to blame, Bender.’

‘You fret too much,’ said Bender good-naturedly. ‘They can all swim. What’s the point in having a fine river like the Cax at the end of the garden if you don’t have a bit of fun on it?’

His wife made no reply. This was an old argument and she had too much mending to get through to waste her energies that evening. Bender turned back to his desk and silence fell again in the sitting-room.



It was a vast, beautifully proportioned room on the first floor. It ran across the shop below and had three fine Georgian windows overlooking the market square. During the day, the room was flooded with sunlight, for it faced south, but now, at nine o’clock on a June evening, the room was in shadow, the gas lamp hissed gently in its globe on the ceiling, casting its light on Hilda’s needlework and the great back of Bender bending over his crowded and untidy desk as he wrote out some bills.

Through the window before him he could see the last of the stallholders packing up. Two men with brooms were brushing up cabbage leaves, pieces of paper, orange peel and all the market day débris. The setting sun shone pinkly on the upper parts of the buildings at right angles to Bender’s shop. Septimus’s bedroom window gleamed like a sheet of gold as it caught the last hour or so of dying sunlight. Soon its light would be doused by the creeping shadow of St Peter’s spire, which lengthened and climbed steadily up the west-facing shops and houses in the market square, like some gigantic candle snuffer.

It was quiet in the great room. Bender hummed now and again and shuffled his papers, a faint squeaking from Mrs North’s well-laced stays could be heard when she moved to reach more thread from her work-box, and occasionally the whirring of a pigeon’s wings as it returned to roost on the parapet of the North’s roof.

At last, Bender pushed his papers carelessly to the back of the desk, anchored them with a small ancient flat-iron, and threw himself, with a contented grunt, into the arm chair opposite his wife.



‘Why you use that ugly old thing for a paper-weight I can’t think!’ commented Hilda. ‘What’s wrong with the glass one we bought at Weymouth last summer?’

‘Too fiddle-faddle,’ answered Bender easily. ‘I like my old dad’s flat-iron.’

He began to fill his black Turk’s head pipe with deliberation. The fragrance of strong tobacco crept about the room as the great china tobacco jar beside him stood un-stoppered. His big roughened fingers worked delicately at his task, and when the tobacco was tamped down exactly as he liked it Bender took a long paper spill from a vase on the mantel-piece and, crossing to the gas lamp, held it above the globe until it caught fire.

Soon the room was wreathed in clouds of blue smoke, the stopper was replaced and secured with a massive brass screw on the top of the tobacco jar, and Bender was prepared for his evening relaxation.

He looked about him with pleasure. His possessions—the dearest of them still busy with her mending—gave him enormous quiet pride. He liked the grey watered silk wall-paper that had been new when they married twelve years ago, and was now comfortably grubby. He liked the sofa, the armchairs and the two prim little occasional chairs, flanking the sofa, all upholstered in good dark red velvet. He liked the heavy mahogany sideboard, richly carved, and crowded permanently with silver, china, bronze, as well as the ephemera of daily living such as letters awaiting answers, bundles of knitting, indigestion tablets, and spectacle cases.

There was something particularly satisfying too about the octagonal mahogany table which stood always by his armchair. His niece had worked the pink and red silk roses on the black satin mat, which stood plumb in the table top’s centre. It was a handsome piece of work for a twelve-year-old to have accomplished, thought Bender approvingly, and she had finished it with a splendid silky fringe a good two inches in length. She had also made a companion piece which ran the length of the top of the walnut piano against the wall. Its beauties were somewhat hidden by Hilda’s group of naked china cherubs and the two great nautilus shells which stood on each side of them, but the little girl’s workmanship was much admired by those waiting to sing, one elbow lodged nonchalantly on the black satin runner while the accompanist was propping the music on the music rest.

No doubt about it, thought Bender puffing dreamily, it looked rich, and he liked richness. His eye roamed indulgently over the crowded room, the wide wooden picture frames, the chenille curtains looped back with fine brass bands, and the cases of dried grasses and sea lavender on the corner brackets near by. It looked the sort of place a prosperous tradesman deserved, and he was indeed prospering. His wandering gaze came to rest upon his wife, now snipping busily at a frayed lining. It was to Hilda, as much as anything else, that he owed his growing prosperity. She worked as hard—harder maybe, thought Bender candidly—than he did himself. When they were first married they had thought nothing of being in the shop at seven in the morning until nine or ten at night. Somehow she had still managed to clean and cook, to sew and knit, and to bring up the family to be as industrious as she was herself.

She was a small plump young woman, fair-haired, and grey-eyed, with a pink button of a mouth, not unlike the old queen in her younger days. The bearing of three children—the first tragically stillborn—had thickened her waist a little, but tight lacing kept her figure still trim and shapely. To Bender’s delight, she loved bright colours, unlike many matrons of her own age and times, and tonight she wore a lilac print frock decorated with bands of purple braid. Beneath its hem Bender could see her small black shoes adorned with cut steel buckles.

She looked across at him quickly, aware of his gaze.

‘Where was Jesse Miller off to?’ she enquired, harking back to the snippet of news.

‘Never asked him. Beech Green, I should think. He’d done his buying at market and seen the young chap in hospital.’

‘More likely to have gone up to my home,’ commented Hilda. ‘Pa says he’s been calling to see our young Ethel lately.’

‘Why not?’ said Bender, smiling lazily. ‘He must be twenty-odd, going to have a good farm with his brother Harold, when the old man goes aloft, and I reckon Ethel’d be lucky to get him.’

‘He’s a bit wild, they say,’ responded Hilda, letting her mending fall into her lap and looking into the distance.

‘Who’s “they”?’ asked Bender testily. ‘There’s too much gossip in Caxley. People here mind everyone else’s business but their own! Makes me sick!’

He tapped out his pipe irritably.

‘I’d sooner see young Ethel wed to Jesse Miller,’ he continued, ‘than that waster Dan Crockford she’s so sweet on! What’s the future in painting pictures for a living? He wants to get down to a job of work and keep his paint brushes for 
the week-end. If I were Dan Croekford’s father I’d chuck him out to fend for himself! No, our Ethel’s better off as a farmer’s wife, and I hope she’ll have the sense to see it!’

‘Well, well, well! Don’t get ratty about it,’ replied his wife equably. ‘They’re both old enough to know their own minds, and it’s time Ethel settled down.’

She rolled up the trousers briskly, and stood up, picking ends of thread from the lilac frock with quick pink fingers.

‘Let’s take a turn in the garden before we go up,’ she said. ‘It’s still so hot. I wonder if the children are feeling it? Bertie was tossing and turning when I went up just now.’

Bender lumbered to his feet.

‘They’ll be all right. The girl’s up there if they want anything. Come and look at the river, my dear.’

She led the way down the staircase, pausing on the landing, head cocked on one side for any sound from above. But all was silent. They made their way through the little parlour behind the shop, and the great shadowy store shed which housed ironmongery of every shape and size, and smelt of paint and polish, tar and turpentine, and the cold odour of stone floors, and cast iron girders.

It was almost dark when they emerged into the garden. It was small, with a brick wall on each side, and a lawn which ran gently down to the banks of the Cax. The air was soft and warm, and fragrant with the roses which climbed over the walls and the white jasmine starring the rustic arch which spanned the side path. Bender’s shop might be villainously untidy and his desk chaotic. His neighbours might scoff at his muddles there, but here, in the garden, Bender kept everything in orderly beauty.



The river, lapping at the bank, kept his soil moist even in the blazing heat of such a spell as this. The Norths had always been great gardeners, and Bender was one of the best of his family. He looked about his trim flower beds with pride.

A rustic seat stood close by the river and here the two sat, while the midges hummed and a bat darted back and forth above the water. Sitting there, with the peace of the summer evening about them, was pleasantly relaxing.

‘Where does it go?’ asked Hilda suddenly.

‘What? The river?’

‘Yes. Does it go to London?’

‘Must do, I suppose. The Cax runs into the Thames about fifteen to twenty miles east, so they told us at school, if I recall it aright.’

‘Seems funny, doesn’t it,’ said Hilda dreamily, ‘to think it goes past our garden and then right up to London. Sees a bit of life when it gets there. Specially just now with the streets being decked up for the Coronation. It said in the paper today that no end of royalty have arrived already, and troops from Canada and Australia for the procession. Wouldn’t it be lovely if we could go, Bender? I’d give my eye teeth for a sight of the Coronation, wouldn’t you?’

Bender smiled indulgently at this womanly excitement.

‘I’m quite content to watch the Caxley flags and fairy-lights next week,’ he replied. ‘Maybe have a drink or two, and keep a lookout for the bonfire up on the beacon. We’ll give the King a good send-off, you’ll see, without having to traipse to London for a bit of fun.’

His wife sighed, and was about to speak when she caught 
sight of something white glimmering in the shadows of the fuchsia bush, and went over to investigate.

‘What is it?’ asked Bender following her. Hilda was turning a little white yacht in her hands.

‘It must be the Howard children’s,’ she said. ‘Bertie asked them over to bathe after tea. They’ve forgotten it. Another trip to make, running after them.’ There was a tartness in her tone which did not escape her husband’s ear.

‘Only child-like,’ he commented easily. ‘I’m glad Bertie thought of asking them. They’ve nowhere to play in their baker’s yard. Not much fun there for kids this weather.’

‘Oh, I don’t mind the children,’ said Hilda, a trifle pettishly. ‘And Septimus is all right.’

It’s strange how she always calls him Septimus and not Sep, as everyone else does, thought Bender. These little primnesses about his wife never failed to amuse him. The fact that she could never bring herself to ask the butcher for belly of pork, but always asked delicately for stomach of pork, delighted Bender perennially.

‘It’s Edna I can’t take to,’ went on Hilda. ‘Try as I might there’s something about her—I don’t know. I can’t think what Septimus saw in her, respectable as he is.’

She had picked a tasselled blossom from the fuchsia bush and now tossed it petulantly into the darkening water. Bender put a massive arm round her plump shoulders.

‘Are you sending your contribution to the Coronation decorations?’ he asked jocularly, nodding towards the floating flower. ‘It should get to Westminster in a couple of days.’

‘And keep fresh in the water,’ agreed his wife, smiling. Bender congratulated himself on his success in changing the 
subject. Once embarked on the ways of Edna Howard, Hilda could become mighty waspish for such a good-natured wife.

At that moment, the quarters chimed across the market square from St Peter’s, and Hilda became agitated.

‘Gracious me! That must be half past ten, and I’ve not had a word with Vera! You lock up, Ben, while I run upstairs.’

She flitted away from him across the grass, as light on her feet as when he first met her, thought her husband watching her depart.

He turned for a last look at the Cax before following her into the house. The twilight had deepened now into an amethyst glow. The river glided slowly round the great curve which swept eastward, shining like a silver ribbon beneath the darkening sky. Say what you like, Bender told himself, Caxley in June took a lot of beating! Let the whole world flock to London to see the King crowned! This was good enough for Bender North!

He picked up the toy boat from the rustic seat. Tomorrow he’d take it back himself to Sep’s youngsters. No point in upsetting Hilda with it.

He left it on the bench in the store shed, where his eye could light on it in the morning, locked and bolted the doors of his domain, and made his way contentedly to bed.
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Consternation in Caxley

THE BUNTING was going up all over England, under the bright June skies. In the villages round about Caxley there was a joyful bustle of Coronation preparations. At Fairacre School an ambitious maypole dance was causing heartache to the infants’ teacher there, and bewilderment to the young fry who lumbered round and round, ribbons in hand, weaving the biggest and brightest tangle ever seen in the history of the parish.

On the downs above Beech Green a great pile of faggots was outlined against the clear sky, waiting for a torch to be plunged into its heart on June the twenty-sixth. The blaze would be visible from four counties, the old men told each other, and some said that they could remember their fathers talking of the blazing beacon, on the self-same spot, which had celebrated the end of the Napoleonic Wars.

The drapers in Caxley were running short of red, white and blue ribbon, and the little saddler in West Street was surprised to find that his horse-braid in these three colours was in demand, not only for plaiting manes and other orthodox uses, but also for decorating trestle tables, oil lamps in village halls, and even for tying patriotic children’s hair now that all the ribbon had been snapped up by early shoppers.

The market square at Caxley blossomed like a rose. Strings of fairy lights were festooned round the sides of the square and 
tubs of red and white geraniums, edged with lobelia, flanked the steps of Queen Victoria’s plinth. Less happy was the arrangement of red, white and blue ribbons radiating from an erection on the crown of Her Imperial Majesty. Like the spokes of a wheel they formed a circular canopy rather like that of Fairacre’s maypole in readiness for the troublesome dance. Septimus Howard looking down on it from his bedroom window, cut-throat razor in hand, thought it looked as garish as the market place at Michaelmas Fair. He overheard an old countryman observe to his crony as he surveyed this centrepiece:

‘Fair tawdry, ’ennit, Ern?’ and, privately, Sep heartily agreed with him.

It was on the evening of the twenty-fourth that the blow fell. King Edward had been stricken with appendicitis. He was dangerously ill. The Coronation would have to be postponed. This was no time for rejoicing, but for earnest prayer for the King’s recovery. There were those who said that was doubtful—but, as Bender North said stoutly—there are dismal johnnies everywhere at such times, and they should not be heeded.

It was Edna Howard who had brought the dire tidings to North’s shop, and thus added yet another misdeed, in Hilda’s eyes, to those already committed. The shop was closed, but Bender was still tidying shelves and sweeping odd scraps from counter to floor with a massive hand.

Hilda stood at the door, and watched Edna Howard advance across the square, with that lilting gait, and proud turn of her dark head, which irritated Hilda so unaccountably. Edna was a tall woman, large bosomed, and long-legged, with a mass of black silky hair. Her eyes were quick and dark, starred with 
thick black lashes, and with an odd slant to them which told of gipsy blood. For Edna Howard had been a Bryant before her marriage, the only girl among a tribe of stalwart boys. Her mother had been a true gipsy, who had left her wandering family when she married a doting farm labourer and settled near Fairacre to produce a family of her own.

There was something foreign and wild about Edna Howard which stolid Caxley inhabitants could not understand. In the country, memories are long, and despite Edna’s respectable marriage, her industry in the shop and home, and her devoted care of her children, Edna’s exotic streak was the first thing to be mentioned when the worthies discussed her.

‘Plenty of the ol’ gyppo about that ’un,’ they said. ‘Remember her ma? Used to come round with a basket o’ pegs not so long ago.’

Edna knew very well the sort of remark that was made behind her back, and gave no hint of caring. She dressed in colours that were gaudy in comparison with those worn by her sedate neighbours. Sometimes she knotted a bright silk scarf about her throat, gipsy fashion, as though flaunting her origin, and on her wrist she jangled a coin bracelet which had once been her gipsy grandmother’s.

Two other qualities added to Edna’s colourful character. She possessed a thrillingly deep contralto voice and she could play the banjo. For some reason, Caxley approved of the first gift but was somewhat shocked by the second. Occasionally, Mrs Howard was invited to sing at charity concerts, by ladies who were organising these affairs. The fact that she was an accomplished banjoist was known, but ignored, by the organisers. ‘Sweet and Low’, rendered by Mrs Septimus 
Howard to the decorous accompaniment on the pianoforte by the Vicar’s son was permissible in the Corn Exchange. Edna Howard, let loose with her banjo, might prove a trifle vulgar, it was felt.

How meek little Septimus had ever managed to capture this wild bright bird was one of the mysteries of Caxley history. That Edna Bryant was ‘one for the boys’ was well-known. She could have picked a husband from among dozens who courted her from the time she was fifteen. Perhaps Sep’s wistful shyness was the main attraction, contrasting so strongly with her own vivid confidence. In any case, the marriage had flourished, despite much early head-shaking, and Edna Howard was outwardly accepted in Caxley life.

Hilda unbolted the shop door and let Edna in with a polite smile. Bender’s was considerably more welcoming. He liked a handsome woman, and he didn’t much mind if Hilda knew it.

‘Come on in, Edna,’ he shouted heartily. She rewarded him with a warm smile and a provocative glance from under her dark lashes which Hilda did her best to ignore.

‘Just brought the pattern I promised you,’ said Edna, holding out an envelope. ‘It turned out fine for Kathy, and you only need a yard and a half.’

‘Thank you,’ replied Hilda. ‘You shouldn’t have bothered, ‘specially leaving the children in bed.’

This was a shrewd blow, and was not missed either by Edna or Bender. Under the surface solicitude, the sentence managed to imply parental neglect and to draw attention to the fact that Edna had no resident help in the house to mind her offspring, as Hilda herself had.

‘Sep’s there,’ said Edna shortly. She put up a dusky thin 
hand to brush back a wisp of hair. The coin bracelet jingled gaily.

‘You heard the news?’ she continued. There was a hint of excitement in her casual tone.

‘What about?’ said Bender, coming forward. He was frankly interested to know what was afoot. Hilda assumed an air of indifference. Really, local tittle-tattle did not interest her! She blew some dust from a box of screws with an expression of distaste.

‘The King!’ said Edna. ‘They say he’s been took bad, and the Coronation’s off.’

Hilda was shaken from her lofty attitude. Her mouth fell open into a round pink O.

‘You don’t say! The poor dear! What’s the matter?’

‘The King!’ echoed Bender, thunderstruck. ‘You sure this is true?’

‘Gospel! Had it from Lord Turley’s coachman. He told him himself. Lord Turley’s just got back from London on the train.’

This was news indeed.

‘But what about all this ’ere?’ spluttered Bender, waving a large, dirty hand at the bedecked market place.

‘And the parties? And the concerts and all that?’ echoed Hilda, all dignity forgotten in the face of this calamity.

‘And what about poor Sep’s baking?’ retorted Edna. ‘He’s got a bakehouse chock full of iced cakes, and sausage rolls, and a great batch of dough ready for the buns. I tell you, it’s ruination for us, as well as bad luck for the King!’

Bender’s face grew grave. He knew, only too well, the narrow margin between Sep’s solvency and his business downfall. He spoke with forced cheerfulness.



‘Don’t you fret about that, Edna. It won’t be as bad as you think. But do the Council know? Has the Mayor been told? And what about the vicar? Ought to be summat done about a service pretty sharp.’

Edna did not know. Her cares were all for the King’s condition and her husband’s set-backs.

‘I’ll be getting back,’ she said, putting the paper pattern on the counter. There was a hint of sadness now in her downcast countenance which stirred Hilda’s conscience.

‘Now, Edna, don’t you worry,’ she said, with unaccustomed gentleness. ‘It’s a sore blow for everyone, but the one who’s suffering most is poor Queen Alexandra, and the Family too. There’ll be another Coronation as soon as the King’s fit, you’ll see, my dear, and then all Our troubles will be over.’

She walked with Edna to the door and let her out, watching her walk back across the square beneath the fluttering flags. Hardly had she closed the door when one of the Corporation’s carts, drawn by two great carthorses, clattered to the centre of the market square. Two men jumped down and began to remove the ribbons which bedizened the statue of the old Queen. At the same moment the bell of St Peter’s began to ring out, calling all parishioners to prayer.

‘Let’s go, Bender,’ said Hilda suddenly.

Without a word, Bender removed his overall, and accompanied his wife aloft to fetch jacket, hat and gloves.

Within three minutes, the Norths with other bewildered Caxley folk, crossed the market square, fast being denuded of its finery, and, with heavy hearts, entered the sombre porch of the parish church.

 



From a top floor window, high above the ironmonger’s shop, young Bertie North looked down upon the scene, unknown to his parents.

It is difficult to go to sleep on summer evenings when you are eight years old and put to bed firmly at seven o’clock. Bertie resented this early bed-time. Just because Winnie, two years his junior, had to go then, it seemed mighty unfair to expect a man of his advanced age to retire simply because it saved trouble for Vera, the girl. He did not make a fuss about the matter. Bertie North was a peace-loving child, and did not want to upset Vera, the fourteen-year-old country girl from Beech Green, who worked hard from seven in the morning until the North children were in bed at night.

But the injustice rankled. And tonight, as he stood at the high window in his cotton night-shirt, he felt even more resentful, for there, far below, he could see the two Howard boys. They were hopping gaily about the statue, watching all the activity of taking down the ribbons and fairy lights. Bertie had seen them bob down behind the stone plinth to hide from their mother as she made her way home from visiting his own parents.

They weren’t made to go to bed so early! Of course, thought Bertie reasonably, they were much older than he was; Jim was twelve, and Leslie was ten. His particular friend, Kathy, who was only seven, had to go to bed when her little brother did, just as he did. This crumb of cold comfort went a small way towards consoling the boy gazing down at the enviable freedom of the older children.

The bell stopped ringing, and the everyday noises could be heard once more. The clop of the horses’ great shaggy hooves, 
as they moved across the cobblestones of the market square, mingled with the screaming of swifts round the spire of St Peter’s. Behind him, in one of the back bedrooms looking across the river Cax, he could hear Vera singing to herself as she darned socks.

There were four little bedrooms at the top of the tall old house. Bertie and Winnie had one each overlooking the square. Vera had another, and the fourth was known as ‘the boxroom’ and was filled with the most fascinating objects, from a dressmaker’s model, with a formidable bust covered in red sateen and a wire skirt, to a dusty pile of framed portraits of North ancestors complete with cravats, pomaded locks and beards.

These old be-whiskered faces intrigued young Bertie. He liked to think that he belonged to the same family; that they too had once been his age, had run across the market square with their iron hoops as he did, and floated their toy boats on the placid face of the river Cax. His father and mother had been patient in answering his questions, and he already had an idea of his respectable background. Brought up in a community which recognised the clear divisions of class, Bertie knew the Norths’ place in the scale and was happy to be there.

The Norths were middle class. They were respected tradespeople, church-goers and, best of all, comfortably off. Bertie was glad he was not in the class above his—the gentry. Their children were sent away to school or had stern governesses. Their fathers and mothers seemed to be away from home a great deal. It would not have suited Bertie. Sometimes a passing pang of envy shot through him when he saw his betters on ponies of their own, for Bertie loved horses dearly. But there was always the sturdy little cob that pulled Uncle 
Ted’s trap in the High Street, and on this the boy lavished his affection.

He was even more thankful that he did not belong to the class below, the poor. The people who lived in the low-lying area of Caxley, called ‘The Marsh’, were objects of pity and a certain measure of fear. Respectable children were not allowed to roam those dark narrow streets alone. On winter nights, the hissing gas lamp on the corner of the lane leading from the High Street to the marsh, simply accentuated the sinister murk of the labyrinth of alleys and small courtyards which were huddled, higgledy-piggledy, behind the gracious façade of the Georgian shop fronts.

Other people—far too many of them for Bertie’s tender heart—were also poor. He saw them in his father’s shop, thin, timid, unpleasantly smelly, rooting in their pockets or worn purses for the pence to pay for two screws, a cheap pudding basin, or a little kettle. They were pathetically anxious not to give any trouble.

‘Don’t ’ee bother to wrap it, sir,’ they said to Bender deferentially.

‘It don’t matter if it’s a mite rusty,’ said another one day. ‘’Twill be good enough for I.’

It seemed strange to the listening boy, his head not far above the counter, that the poor whose money was so precious, should be content to accept shoddy goods, whereas those with plenty of money should make such a terrible fuss if there were the slightest fault in their purchases.

‘What the hell d’you mean, North, by sending up this rubbish?’ old Colonel Enderby had roared, flinging a pair of heavy gate hinges on to the counter, with such force that they 
skidded across, and would have crashed into young Bertie’s chin if he had not ducked smartly. ‘They’re scratched!’

His father’s politeness, in the face of this sort of behaviour, brought home to his son the necessity for knowing one’s place on the social ladder. But it did not blind the child to a certain unfairness in his world’s structure.

Standing at the high window, his bare feet growing more and more chilly on the cold linoleum, a new thought struck Bertie, as he watched Jim and Leslie far below. Were the Howards poor? They certainly had plenty to eat, delicious pies, new crusty loaves, and cakes in plenty; but they had very few toys, and Bertie’s mother often gave Mrs Howard clothes, which Winnie had outgrown, for Kathy.

He remembered too, with some shock, that Jim’s and Leslie’s grandmother was old Mrs Bryant, the gipsy, who sometimes came into the shop, bent under her dirty black shawl. She certainly was poor. She spoke in a whining nasal voice and Bertie had heard her ask his father to take less than the marked price.

Did this mean that the Howard boys were on a par with the marsh children? His mother certainly spoke with some condescension about the Howards, Bertie recalled, but he knew very well that he would not be allowed to play with the marsh folk. Obviously then, the Howards were acceptable as play fellows.

It was all very puzzling, thought Bertie, resting his forehead against the cold glass. As far as he was concerned, Jim and Leslie were friends, even heroes, for when one is only eight one looks up to those of ten and twelve, especially when they are gracious enough to accept one’s homage.



Through the window-pane, now misted with his breath, Bertie saw Mrs Howard appear at the shop door and beckon her sons inside. Reluctantly, with backward glances, they obeyed and Bertie watched them vanish indoors. The shop door closed with a bang.

‘Now they’ve got to go to bed!’ said Bertie with satisfaction. And with this comforting thought he bounded into his own and was asleep in five minutes.
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First Encounter

THE KING recovered, and the nation rejoiced. Now the Coronation would be on August the ninth. The decorations, so sadly taken down, were restored to their places, and Queen Victoria peered once more from beneath her ribbon umbrella. The bells of St Peter’s rang out merrily, calling across the countryside to a hundred others pealing from tower or soaring spire, among the downs and water meadows around Caxley.

Septimus Howard was doubly thankful for the King’s recovery. On the morning after Edna’s visit to Bender’s shop he had called there himself, pale with anxiety. Bender had ushered him into the shop-parlour and closed the door.

‘Say nothing, Sep,’ he said. ‘I know how it is.’

‘I’ve got to say something,’ burst out poor Sep. ‘I haven’t had a wink all night. I stand to lose nigh on forty pounds with cancelled orders, I reckon, and I can’t see my way clear to paying you back what I owe for many a week.’

He passed an agitated hand over his white face.

‘Look here, Sep,’ rumbled Bender, ‘you’ve got nothing to worry about. I know my money’s safe enough. It’ll come back one day, and it don’t matter to me just when. Your business is coming along a fair treat. These ’ere set-backs happen to us all—but you keep plodding on, boy.’

He smote the smaller man a heartening blow on the shoulder 
which made his teeth rattle. Sep managed to produce a wan smile.

‘It’s good of you, Bender,’ he began, but was cut short.

‘More to the point, Sep—have you got enough to tide you over? Do you want a mite more till this business is straightened out?’

Sep’s pale face flushed. His eyes were unhappy. He looked through the glass partition between the parlour and the shop and gazed at the kettles and saucepans, dangling from the ceiling there, with unseeing eyes.

‘I think so. I think so, Bender. I’ll know more tomorrow, and I don’t want to borrow from you if I can help it. You’ve been generous enough already.’

He rose from the horse-hair chair and made his way to the door.

‘Must get back to the shop. Plenty to do over there. People want loaves even if they don’t want Coronation cakes.’

He turned and put out a timid hand. Bender gripped it painfully and pumped his arm vigorously up and down.

‘Don’t let things get you down, Sep,’ boomed Bender cheerfully. ‘That shop o’ yours will be blooming gold mine before you know where you are. Keep at it, old chap!’

‘I only hope you’re right,’ poor Sep had replied, hurrying back to his duties.

 

But by August the ninth, with Coronation orders renewed, Sep had recovered his losses and made a handsome profit besides. By the end of that month, when he settled down, with Edna beside him, to cast up his accounts, he found that for the 
first time he was out of debt. Bender’s loan had been repaid, so that the shop, furnishings, bakehouse and machinery, were now entirely their own. It was a day of thankful celebration in the Howard household.

From that moment, it seemed, fortune began to smile upon Sep and his family. The wedding cake for Miss Frances Hurley had been a creation of exquisite fragility, much commented upon by other well-born matrons at the wedding with daughters in the marriage lists. Sep’s handiwork, and his competitive prices, were noted, and many an order came his way. Howard’s bakery was beginning to earn the fine reputation it deserved. Sep himself could hardly believe his luck. Edna, excited by more money, needed restraining from gay and frivolous expenditure.

‘Don’t fritter it away,’ begged poor Sep, bewildered but still prudent. ‘’Tis wrong, Edna, to be too free. There’ll be plenty more rainy days to face. One swallow don’t make a summer.’

With these and other cautious warnings Sep did his best to cool Edna’s excitement. His strong chapel-guided principles deplored show and waste. Thrift, modesty and humble bearing were ingrained in the little baker. He thanked his Maker for blessings received, but was too apprehensive to expect them to continue indefinitely. Nevertheless, a tidy sum began to accumulate steadily in the bank, the Howard boys had a new bicycle apiece, Edna glowed from beneath a pink hat, nodding with silk roses, as the Howards, as well as the Norths, began to share in the genial prosperity of Edward’s golden reign.

It was a perfect time to be young. As the serene years slipped by, as slow and shining as the peaceful river Cax, the young 
Howards and Norths enjoyed all the wholesome pleasures of a small and thriving community. There was always something going on at the Corn Exchange, for this was the era of endless good works ‘in aid of the poor’ who were, alas, as numerous as ever. Concerts, plays, tableaux vivants, dances, socials, whist drives and even roller-skating, followed each other in quick succession. The talent was local, the organisation was local, and the appreciative audiences and participants were local too. There was something particularly warming in this family atmosphere. It had its stresses and strains, as all family relationships have, but the fact that each was known to the other, the virtues, the vices, the oddities and quirks of each individual were under common scrutiny, made for interest and amusement and bound the community at large with ties of affection and tolerance.

Bertie North now attended the town’s grammar school daily and Winnie was one of the first pupils at the new girls’ county school. Neither was outstandingly academic, but they were reasonably intelligent, obedient and hard-working, and became deeply attached to their local schools, an affection which was to last a lifetime.

Despite the modest fees asked by these two establishments, and the diverse backgrounds of the pupils there, Sep could not bring himself to send his children to either, and they walked daily to the same National School in the High Street where he and Bender had been educated. The schooling was sound and the discipline strict. Bender, knowing something of Sep’s finances, often argued with him to send his children elsewhere, but Sep was unwontedly stubborn on this point.

‘The old school was good enough for me, Bender,’ he 
replied. ‘It’ll do for my boys. No need for them to get ideas above their place.’ And no amount of argument could budge him.

The children did not worry their heads about such distinctions. Life was much too full and fascinating. Every Thursday the market square’s usual hum rose to a crescendo of shouting and clattering as the weekly market took place. The North and Howard children loved Thursdays. The day began very early, for long before breakfast time at seven o’clock the rumble of carts and the clop of horses’ hooves woke the square. By the time the children set off for school everything was in full swing. Prudent town shoppers had already filled their baskets with fresh fruit and greens from the surrounding countryside before the country dwellers themselves arrived by trap or carrier cart to fill their own baskets with more sophisticated things. Everywhere was the sound of hooves and the sweet-sharp smell of horses.

For this was the golden age of the horse. Family coaches, some with fine crests on the doors, still rumbled through Caxley from London to the west. Glossy carriages, with equally glossy high-steppers, bore the local gentry from one tea-party to another. Broughams and landaus, gigs and phaetons, traps and governess carts tapped and stuttered, rattled and reeled, round the square and onward. In the dusty country lanes, massive hay carts and wagons piled high with sacks or sheaves, swayed like galleons, with slow majesty, behind the teams of great cart horses, shaggy of hoof and mild of eye. The music of the horse and carriage was everywhere, the thunder of wheels and hoofs acting as bass to the treble of cracked whip and jingling harness. And always, as added 
accompaniment, there was the cry of man to horse, the encouraging chirrup, the staccato command, the endearment, with the appreciative snort or excited whinny in reply. It was an age when the horse was king, and his stabling, fodder and well-being were paramount. He provided transport and labour, and the calm bright world was geared to his pace. The animal kingdom from man himself, who harnessed that willing and beautiful energy, down to the lowliest sparrow which fed upon his droppings, acknowledged the horse as peer. The thought that the smelly and new-fangled motor-car might one day supersede the horse never entered the heads of ordinary folk. Wasn’t it true that London made the carriages, and England supplied the horses, for all the world? Nothing could alter that invincible fact.

It was the horse, in all its infinite variety, that the three boys chiefly encountered on their bicycle rides. Within five minutes of leaving the throbbing market place, they could be in the leafy lanes that led north, south, east and west from Caxley. The wide fields were fragrant with cut hay or bean flowers, freshly ploughed earth or ripe corn according to the season. The hedges were snowy with blossom or beaded with shiny berries. Blackbirds darted across their path. Speckled thrushes sang their hearts out from sprays of pear blossom in cottage gardens. There were butterflies of every hue fluttering on the flowered verges of the roadside, and when the boys rested in the cool grass under the shade of a hedge, they could hear all around them the tiny quiet noises of the countryside. Somewhere, high above, a lark carolled. In the dark thickness of the hedge a mouse scuffled the dry leaves stealthily. A bee bumbled lazily at the orange lips of toadflax flowers, and little 
winged insects hummed in the sunlight. These were the long happy hours of childhood which the boys were never to forget. The gentle countryside and its quiet villages were theirs to explore, and Caxley, small and secure, the beginning and the end of every adventure. Nothing, it seemed, could ruffle Caxley’s age-old order.

 

But something did. In the midst of this halcyon period an event occurred which was to have far-reaching consequences. It began innocently enough, as such things so often do. It began with Dan Crockford’s sudden hunger for one of Sep Howard’s lardy cakes.

Daniel Crockford had lived in Caxley all his life, as had generations of Crockfords before him. The family had supplied woollen cloth to the town, and to all England—and parts of Europe for that matter—from the time when Caxley, in the sixteenth century, was building its prosperity from this industry. The family still owned a mill, but now it was a flour mill, some half-mile along the bank of the Cax from the market square.

Crockfords had played their part in the town’s history and were well-liked. They had been Mayors, churchwardens, sidesmen, councillors, magistrates and generous benefactors to many causes. But not one of them, until Dan appeared, had ever had anything to do with the arts. It would be true to say that the world of the imagination was looked upon with considerable suspicion and complete lack of interest by the worthy Crockfords.

It was all the more shocking, therefore, when the adolescent 
Daniel proclaimed that he intended to be an artist. His father was impatient, his mother tearful. What would the neighbours say?

‘They’ll say you’re plain stark mad,’ announced his father flatly. ‘The mill needs you. There’s a living waiting for you. If you must paint, then have the common sense to do it in your spare time!’

‘They’ll say you’re no better than you should be,’ wailed his mother. ‘You know how wild and shameless artists are! It’s common knowledge! Oh, the disgrace to us all!’

The young man remained unmoved. A few uncomfortable months passed and at last his father paid for him to go to an art school in London for two years.

‘Let him work it out of his system,’ he growled to his wife. But Dan throve on the work, his reports were reassuring and he returned to his home determined to make painting his career. His father, seeing that the boy’s mind was made up, had a studio built at the back of the house in Caxley, and let him have his way. There were other sons to take an interest in the mill, and Dan had a small income from an indulgent uncle and godfather which covered his essential needs. The Crockford family was resigned to the black sheep among the rest of the flock.

Dan sold an occasional landscape to various local people who had wall space to fill. His views of the Cax were considered very pretty and life-like. His portraits were thought unflattering, and rather too garish in colour. With photography becoming so cheap and reliable it seemed sinful to spend so much money on having a portrait painted which might not please when it was done.



But Dan worked away happily, and did not appear to mind that the stacks of paintings grew in his studio and very seldom sold. He was a large handsome man of flamboyant appearance, with a wealth of red hair and a curling red beard. He loved food, and he loved drink even more. Tales of Dan Crockford’s prowess in the bars of Caxley and the country inns near by grew tall in the telling. He wore a dark wide-brimmed hat and big floppy silk ties. He had taken up the work of an artist, and he intended to make it plain. Needless to say, he was looked upon in Caxley as a somewhat worthless character, and his family, everyone said, was to be pitied.

On this particular morning, Dan had spent over an hour in cleaning his brushes and his nostrils were filled with the reek of turpentine. It was a soft May morning and the door of the studio was propped open with an old velvet-covered chair. On it, asleep in the sunshine, the family tabby cat rested a chin on its outstretched paws.

The turpentine had run out, and intrigued with the texture and markings of the cat’s leonine head, Dan took a piece of charcoal and began to sketch intently. He brushed in the soft ruff, the upward sweep of grey whiskers and the fluff protruding from the pricked black ears. Delicately he sketched in the intricate frown marks of the forehead, the rows of black dots from which sprang whiskers on the upper part of the muzzle, and the bars which ran, echelon fashion, along each jaw.

He began to feel excitement rising. The sketch was good. He selected a firmer piece of charcoal and began the difficult job of emphasising the streak of each closed eye and the puckering of the mouth.



Suddenly, the cat woke, yawned, leapt down and vanished. Furious, Dan swore, flung away the charcoal and burst from the studio into the garden. He found that he was shaking with fury. He would take a brief walk to calm himself. He picked up the empty turpentine bottle, resolved to get it filled at North’s, have a quick drink and return to work.

Swinging the bottle, his great hat crammed on the back of his red head, he strode through the market place. There were several people outside the baker’s shop and he was forced to step close to the window in order to pass them. A wave of spicy fragrance floated from the open. Sep was putting a trayful of sticky brown lardy cakes in the window, and Dan realised that he was desperately hungry. He stepped down into the shop, and saw, for the first time, Edna Howard.

It was a shock as sudden and delightful as a plunge into the Cax on a hot afternoon.
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