
		
			
				[image: frontcover.jpg]

			

		

	
		
			
				

				[image: titlepage.jpg]

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Copyright © 2012 by the Estate of D. E. Stevenson

				Cover and internal design © 2012 by Sourcebooks, Inc.

				Cover design by Eileen Carey

				Cover image courtesy of The Advertising Archives

				Cityscape © Francis Frith/Masterfile

				Banner © Benchart/Veer

				Sourcebooks and the colophon are registered trademarks of Sourcebooks, Inc.

				All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means including information storage and retrieval systems—except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles or reviews—without permission in writing from its publisher, Sourcebooks, Inc.

				The characters and events portrayed in this book are fictitious or are used fictitiously. Any similarity to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental and not intended by the author.

				Published by Sourcebooks Landmark, an imprint of Sourcebooks, Inc.

				P.O. Box 4410, Naperville, Illinois 60567-4410

				(630) 961-3900

				Fax: (630) 961-2168

				www.sourcebooks.com

				First published in 1936 by Herbert Jenkins Ltd. Previously published in the UK in 2010 by Persephone Books Ltd.

				Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

				Stevenson, D. E. (Dorothy Emily).

				  Miss Buncle’s book / D.E. Stevenson.

				       p. cm.

				  “First published in 1936 by Herbert Jenkins Ltd. Previously published in the UK in 2010 by Persephone Books Ltd.”

				  Includes bibliographical references and index.

				  (pbk. : alk. paper)  1.  Women authors, English—Fiction. 2.  Cities and towns—England—Fiction.  I. Title. 

				  PR6037.T458M57 2012

				  823’.912—dc23

				2012020973

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Contents

				Front Cover

				Title Page

				Copyright

				Chapter One: Breakfast Rolls

				Chapter Two: Disturber of the Peace

				Chapter Three: Mrs. Greensleeves

				Chapter Four: Mr. Hathaway

				Chapter Five: Mrs. Walker

				Chapter Six: Mrs. Carter’s Tea Party

				Chapter Seven: First Fruits

				Chapter Eight: Miss King and Mr. Abbott

				Chapter Nine: Mrs. Bulmer

				Chapter Ten: “Feu De Joie”

				Chapter Eleven: Colonel Weatherhead and the Bishop

				Chapter Twelve: Mrs. Featherstone Hogg

				Chapter Thirteen: Colonel Weatherhead and Mrs. Bold

				Chapter Fourteen: Sunday and Monday

				Chapter Fifteen: More about Monday

				Chapter Sixteen: The Drawing-Room Meeting

				Chapter Seventeen: Inspiration

				Chapter Eighteen: A History Lesson

				Chapter Nineteen: Miss Buncle’s Holiday

				Chapter Twenty: Chiefly about Sally

				Chapter Twenty-One: Mrs. Snowdon’s Memorial

				Chapter Twenty-Two: The Children’s Party at The Riggs

				Chapter Twenty-Three: Miss Buncle’s Day in Town

				Chapter Twenty-Four: The Pen Is Mightier—

				Chapter Twenty-Five: Miss Buncle and Mr. Abbott

				Chapter Twenty-Six: Colonel and Mrs. Weatherhead

				Chapter Twenty-Seven: Sally’s Secret

				Chapter Twenty-Eight: John Smith

				About the Author

				Back Cover

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Chapter One

				Breakfast Rolls

				One fine summer’s morning the sun peeped over the hills and looked down upon the valley of Silverstream. It was so early that there was really very little for him to see except the cows belonging to Twelve-Trees Farm in the meadows by the river. They were going slowly up to the farm to be milked. Their shadows were still quite black, weird, and ungainly, like pictures of prehistoric monsters moving over the lush grass. The farm stirred and a slow spiral of smoke rose from the kitchen chimney.

				In the village of Silverstream (which lay further down the valley) the bakery woke up first, for there were the breakfast rolls to be made and baked. Mrs. Goldsmith saw to the details of the bakery herself and prided herself upon the punctuality of her deliveries. She bustled round, wakening her daughters with small ceremony, kneading the dough for the rolls, directing the stoking of the ovens, and listening with one ear for the arrival of Tommy Hobday who delivered the rolls to Silverstream before he went to school.

				Tommy had been late once or twice lately; she had informed his mother that if he were late again she would have to find another boy. She did not think Tommy would be late again, but, if he were, she must try and find another boy, it was so important for the rolls to be out early. Colonel Weatherhead (retired) was one of her best customers and he was an early breakfaster. He lived in a gray stone house down near the bridge—The Bridge House—just opposite to Mrs. Bold at Cozy Neuk. Mrs. Bold was a widow. She had nothing to drag her out of bed in the morning, and, therefore, like a sensible woman, she breakfasted late. It was inconvenient from the point of view of breakfast rolls that two such near neighbors should want their rolls at different hours. Then, at the other end of the village, there was the Vicar. Quite new, he was, and addicted to early services on the birthdays of Saints. Not only the usual Saints that everybody knew about, but all sorts of strange Saints that nobody in Silverstream had ever heard of before; so you never knew when the Vicarage would be early astir. In Mr. Dunn’s time it used to slumber peacefully until its rolls arrived, but now, instead of being the last house on Tommy’s list, it had to be moved up quite near the top. Very awkward it was, because that end of the village, where the old gray sixteenth-century church rested so peacefully among the tombstones, had been all late breakfasters and therefore safe to be left until the end of Tommy’s round. Miss Buncle, at Tanglewood Cottage, for instance, had breakfast at nine o’clock, and old Mrs. Carter and the Bulmers were all late.

				The hill was a problem too, for there were six houses on the hill and in them dwelt Mrs. Featherstone Hogg (there was a Mr. Featherstone Hogg too, of course, but he didn’t count, nobody ever thought of him except as Mrs. Featherstone Hogg’s husband) and Mrs. Greensleeves, and Mr. Snowdon and his two daughters, and two officers from the camp, Captain Sandeman and Major Shearer, and Mrs. Dick who took in gentlemen paying guests, all clamoring for their rolls early—except, of course, Mrs. Greensleeves, who breakfasted in bed about ten o’clock, if what Milly Spikes said could be believed.

				Mrs. Goldsmith shoved her trays of neatly made rolls into the oven and turned down her sleeves thoughtfully. Now if only the Vicar lived on the hill, and Mrs. Greensleeves in the Vicarage, how much easier it would be! The whole of the hill would be early, and Church End would be all late. No need then to buy a bicycle for Tommy. As it was, something must be done, either a bicycle or an extra boy—and boys were such a nuisance.

				Miss King and Miss Pretty dwelt in the High Street next door to Dr. Walker in an old house behind high stone walls. They had nine o’clock breakfast, of course, being ladies of leisure, but the rest of the High Street was early. Pursuing her previous thoughts, and slackening her activities a little, now that the rolls were safely in the oven, Mrs. Goldsmith moved the ladies into the Colonel’s house by the bridge, and the gallant Colonel, with all his goods and chattels, was dumped into Durward Lodge next door to Dr. Walker.

				These pleasant dreams were interrupted by the noisy entrance of Tommy and his baskets. No time for dreams now.

				“Is this early enough for you?” he inquired. “Not ready yet? Dear me! I’ve been up for hours, I ’ave.”

				“Less of your cheek, Tommy Hobday,” replied Mrs. Goldsmith firmly.

				***

				At this very moment an alarm clock started to vibrate furiously in Tanglewood Cottage. The clock was in the maid’s bedroom, of course. Dorcas turned over sleepily and stretched out one hand to still its clamor. Drat the thing, she felt as if she had only just got into bed. How short the nights were! She sat up and swung her legs over the edge of the bed and rubbed her eyes. Her feet found a pair of ancient bedroom slippers—which had once belonged to Miss Buncle—and she was soon shuffling about the room and splashing her face in the small basin which stood in the corner in a three-corner-shaped washstand with a hole in the middle. Dorcas was so used to all this that she did it without properly waking up. In fact it was not until she had shuffled down to the kitchen, boiled the kettle over the gas ring, and made herself a pot of tea that she could be said to be properly awake. This was the best cup of the day and she lingered over it, feeling somewhat guilty at wasting the precious moments, but enjoying it all the more for that.

				Dorcas had been at Tanglewood Cottage for more years than she cared to count; ever since Miss Buncle had been a small fat child in a basket-work pram. First of all she had been the small, fat child’s nurse, and then her maid. Then Mrs. Buncle’s parlor maid left and Dorcas had taken on the job; sometimes, in domestic upheavals, she had found herself in the role of cook. Time passed, and Mr. and Mrs. Buncle departed full of years to a better land and Dorcas—who was now practically one of the family—stayed on with Miss Buncle—no longer a fat child—as cook, maid, and parlor maid combined. She was now a small, wizened old woman with bright beady eyes, but in spite of her advancing years she was strong and able for more work than many a young girl in her teens.

				“Lawks!” she exclaimed suddenly, looking up at the clock. “Look at the time, and the drawing-room to be done yet—I’m all behind, like a cow’s tail.”

				She whisked the tea things into the sink and bustled round the kitchen putting things to rights, then, seizing the broom and the dusters out of the housemaid’s cupboards, she rushed into Miss Buncle’s drawing-room like a small but extremely violent tornado.

				Breakfast was all ready on the dining-room table when Miss Buncle came down at nine o’clock precisely. The rolls had come, and the postman was handing in the letters at the front door. Miss Buncle pounced upon the letters eagerly; most of them were circulars but there was one long thin envelope with a London postmark addressed to “John Smith, Esq.” Miss Buncle had been expecting a communication for John Smith for several weeks, but now that it had come she was almost afraid to open it. She turned it over in her hands waiting until Dorcas had finished fussing round the breakfast table.

				Dorcas was interested in the letter, but she realized that Miss Buncle was waiting for her to depart, so at last she departed reluctantly. Miss Buncle tore it open and spread it out. Her hands were shaking so that she could scarcely read it.

				ABBOTT & SPICER

				Publishers

				Brummel Street,

				London EC4

				—th July.

				Dear Mr. Smith,

				I have read Chronicles of an English Village and am interested in it. Could you call at my office on Wednesday morning at twelve o’clock? If this is not convenient to you I should be glad if you will suggest a suitable day.

				Yours faithfully,

				A. Abbott

				“Goodness!” exclaimed Miss Buncle aloud. “They are going to take it.”

				She rushed into the kitchen to tell Dorcas the amazing news.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Chapter Two

				Disturber of the Peace

				Mr. Abbott looked at the clock several times as he went through his business on Wednesday morning. He was excited at the prospect of the interview with John Smith. Years of publishing had failed to dim his enthusiasms or to turn him into a soured and bitter pessimist. Every new and promising author found favor in his eyes. He had given up trying to predict the success or unsuccess of the novels he published, but he went on publishing them and hoping that each one published would prove itself a bestseller.

				Last Friday morning his nephew, Sam Abbott, who had just been taken into the firm of Abbott & Spicer, suddenly appeared in Mr. Abbott’s sanctum with a deplorable lack of ceremony and announced, “Uncle Arthur, the feller who wrote this book is either a genius or an imbecile.”

				Something stirred in Mr. Abbott’s heart at these words (a sort of sixth sense perhaps), and he had held out his hand for the untidy-looking manuscript with a feeling of excitement—was this the bestseller at last?

				His sensible, publishing, businessman-self had warned him that Sam was new to the job, and had reminded him of other lamentable occasions when authors who had promised to be swans had turned out disappointing geese, but the flame which burned within him leaped to the challenge.

				The manuscript had gone home with him that night, and he was still reading it at 2 a.m. Still reading it, and still in doubt. Making allowances for the exaggeration due to his youth and inexperience Sam had been right about Chronicles of an English Village, and Mr. Abbott could not but endorse his opinion. It was not written by a genius, of course, neither was it the babblings of an imbecile; but the author of it was either a very clever man writing with his tongue in his cheek, or else a very simple person writing in all good faith.

				Whichever he was, Mr. Abbott was in no two opinions about publishing him. The Autumn List was almost complete, but room should be made for Chronicles of an English Village.

				As Mr. Abbott turned out his light—about 3 a.m.—and snuggled down comfortably in bed, his mind was already busy on the blurb that should introduce this unusual book to the notice of the world. The author might have his own ideas about the blurb, of course, but Mr. Abbott decided that it must be very carefully worded so as to give no clue—no clue whatever—as to whether the book was a delicate satire (comparable only with the first chapter of Northanger Abbey) or merely a chronicle of events seen through the innocent eyes of a simpleton.

				It was really a satire, of course, thought Mr. Abbott, closing his eyes—that love scene in the moonlit garden for instance, and the other one where the young bank clerk serenaded his cruel love with a mandolin, and the two sedate ladies buying riding breeches and setting off for the Far East—and yet there was simplicity about the whole thing, a freshness like the fragrance of new mown hay.

				New mown hay, that was good, thought Mr. Abbott. Should “new mown hay” go into the blurb or should it be left to the reader to discover? What fools the public were! They were exactly like sheep…thought Mr. Abbott sleepily…following each other’s lead, neglecting one book and buying another just because other people were buying it, although, for the life of you, you couldn’t see what the one lacked and the other possessed. But this book, said Mr. Abbott to himself, this book must go—it should be made to go. Pleasant visions of bookstalls piled with neat copies of Chronicles of an English Village and the public clamoring for more editions passed dreamily through his mind.

				The author must come and see him, thought Mr. Abbott, coming back from the verge of sleep. He would know then, once he had seen the man, whether the book was a satire or a straight story, and he must know that (the mystery intrigued him) but nobody else should know. John Smith must be bidden to the office at the earliest possible moment for there was no time to waste if the book was to go into the Autumn List—John Smith, what a name! An assumed name, of course, and rather a good one considering the nature of the book.

				Sleep hovered over Mr. Abbott darkly; it descended upon him with outstretched wings.

				On Saturday evening, after a day’s golf, Mr. Abbott read the book again. He took it into his hands with some trepidation. It was probably not so good as he had thought—things looked different at 2:00 a.m. He would be disappointed when he reread the thing.

				But Mr. Abbott was not the least bit disappointed when he reread the thing; it was just as good today as it had been last night—in fact it was better, for he knew the end and could now appreciate the finer points. It made him chuckle, it kept him glued to his chair till the small hours, it drifted along and he drifted along with it and time was not. It was the characterization, Mr. Abbott decided, that made the book. The people were all so real; every single character was convincing. Every single character breathed the breath of life. There was not a flat two-dimensional character in the book—rather unusual that! There were glaring faults of construction in the thing (in fact there was not much attempt at construction about it)—obviously a tyro, this John Smith! And yet, was he? And yet, was he? Weren’t the very faults of construction part of the book’s charm?

				The first part of Chronicles of an English Village was a humdrum sort of affair—it was indeed a chronicle of life in an English village. It might have been dull if the people had not been so well drawn, or if the writing had not been of that amazing simplicity which kept one wondering whether it were intended to be satirical or not. The second part was a sort of fantasy: a golden boy walked through the village playing on a reed pipe, and his music roused the villagers to strange doings. It was queer, it was unusual, it was provocative, and, strangely enough, it was also extremely funny. Mr. Abbott was aware, from personal experience, that you could not lay it down until the end.

				The name of the book was poor, Mr. Abbott thought. Chronicles of an English Village sounded dull; but another name could easily be found, a name that would focus light on the principal incident in the book, the incident upon which the whole story turned. What about “The Golden Boy” or “The Piper Passes”? Perhaps the latter was too sophisticated for such an artless (or was it an artful) story. It might be called “Disturber of the Peace,” thought Mr. Abbott. Yes, that was rather good. It had the right ring about it; it was easy to remember; it cast the necessary light upon the boy. He would suggest the title to John Smith.

				It will have been deduced from the foregoing that Mr. Abbott was a bachelor—what wife would have allowed her husband to sit up till all hours for two nights running reading the manuscript of a novel? None.

				Mr. Abbott was a bachelor; he lived at Hampstead Heath in a very pleasant little house with a small garden. A man and his wife—Rast was their name—“did” for Mr. Abbott and made him extremely comfortable. Their matrimonial differences were frequent and violent, but these were confined to the kitchen premises and were not allowed to interfere with their master’s comfort. A slate hung upon a hook on the kitchen dresser, and if the Rasts were not upon speaking terms they communicated with each other through the medium of a squeaky slate pencil. “Wake him 7:30” Rast would write, and Mrs. Rast would glance at the slate on her way to bed and appear at Mr. Abbott’s bedside at 7:30 precisely with a spotless tray of morning tea. Lucky Mr. Abbott!

				The letter summoning John Smith was dispatched early on Monday—it was the first thing Mr. Abbott had seen to on his arrival at Brummel Street—and now here was Wednesday morning, and Mr. Abbott was expecting John Smith. There was the usual box of cigars on Mr. Abbott’s table and two boxes of cigarettes—Turkish and Virginian—so that whatever sort of man John Smith might be, his taste could be catered for with the least possible trouble or delay. Mr. Abbott was not quite his usual self this morning; he was excited, and the typist found him distrait. He was not giving his whole mind to the drawing up of a water-tight contract with Mr. Shillingsworth, who was a bestseller and quarreled with every publisher in turn, and it was important, nay, it was imperative, that Mr. Abbott’s whole mind should be given to the matter.

				“I think you had better come back later,” Mr. Abbott was saying. “I must think it over carefully.”

				At this moment there was a knock at the door and the small page boy announced hoarsely, “Miss Buncle to see you, sir. Shall I bring her up?”

				“Buncle!” cried Mr. Abbott. “Buncle—who’s Buncle?”

				“Says she’s got an appointment at twelve.”

				Mr. Abbott stared at the imp while he rearranged his thoughts. Miss Buncle—John Smith—why hadn’t he thought that it might be a woman?

				“Show her up,” he said sharply.

				The typist gathered up her papers and departed with the swift silence of her tribe, and a few moments later Miss Buncle stood before the great man. She was trembling a little, partly from excitement and partly from fear.

				“I got your letter,” she said in a soft voice, and showed it to him.

				“So you are John Smith,” he announced with a humorous lift of his brows.

				“It was the first name I thought of.”

				“It is an easy name to think of,” he pointed out. “I rather thought it was too bad to be true.”

				“I don’t mind changing it,” she told him hastily.

				“I don’t want it changed,” said Mr. Abbott. “There’s nothing wrong with John Smith—but why not Buncle? A good name, Buncle.”

				Her face blanched. “But I live there!” she cried breathlessly.

				Mr. Abbott caught her meaning at once. (How quick he was, thought Miss Buncle. Lots of people would have said, “Where do you live?” or “What has that got to do with Buncle?” but this man grasped the point in a moment.)

				“In that case,” he said, and raised his hands a little, palm upward—they both laughed.

				Contact was now definitely established. Miss Buncle sat down and refused both kinds of cigarettes (he did not offer her the cigars, of course). Mr. Abbott looked at her and wondered. How had she felt when she wrote Chronicles? Was it a straight story or a satire? He was still in doubt. She was obviously a simple sort of person—shabbily dressed in a coat and skirt of blue flannel. Her hat was dreadful, her face was pale and rather thin, with a pointed chin and a nondescript nose, but on the other hand her eyes were good—dark blue with long lashes—and they twinkled a little when she laughed. Her mouth was good too, and her teeth—if they were real—magnificent.

				Meeting Miss Buncle in the street, Mr. Abbott (who was rather a connoisseur of feminine charms) would not have looked twice at her. A thin, dowdy woman of forty—he would have said (erring on the unkind side in the matter of her age) and passed on to pastures new. But here, in his sanctum, with the knowledge that she had written an amusing novel, he looked at her with different eyes.

				“Well,” he said, smiling at her in a friendly manner, “I’ve read your novel and I like it.”

				She clasped her hands together and her eyes shone.

				This made him add—quite against his principles—“I like it very much indeed.”

				“Oh!” she exclaimed ecstatically. “Oh!”

				“Tell me all about it,” Mr. Abbott said. This interview was proceeding on quite different lines from what he had imagined, arranged, and decided; quite differently, in fact, from any other interview between an author and a publisher in which Mr. Abbott had ever participated.

				“All about it!” echoed Miss Buncle helplessly.

				“Why did you write it? How did you feel when you were writing it? Have you ever written anything before?” he explained.

				“I wanted money,” said Miss Buncle simply.

				Mr. Abbott chuckled. This was a new kind of author. Of course they all wanted money; everybody did. Johnson’s dictum that nobody but a donkey wrote for anything except money was as true today as it had ever been and always would be, but how few authors owned to the fact so simply! They either told you that something stronger than themselves compelled them to write, or else that they felt they had a message to give the world.

				“Oh! I am quite serious,” said Miss Buncle, objecting to Mr. Abbott’s chuckle. “You see my dividends are so wretched this year. Of course I ought to have known they would be, after all the papers said, but somehow I didn’t. The dividends had always come in regularly and I thought—well, I never thought anything about it,” said Miss Buncle truthfully, “and then when they didn’t come in—or else came in only about half the usual amount—it gave me rather a shock.”

				“Yes,” said Mr. Abbott. He could visualize Miss Buncle sitting there in the midst of a crashing world waiting with perfect confidence for her dividends to come in, and the dividends failing to come in, and Miss Buncle worried about it and realizing at last that her world was crashing as well as the outside world. He could visualize her lying awake at night with a cold sort of feeling in her heart and wondering what she had better do about it.

				“So then you thought you would write a book,” suggested Mr. Abbott sympathetically.

				“Well, not just at first,” replied the author. “I thought of lots of other things first—keeping hens for one thing. But I don’t care for hens much. I don’t like touching them; they are such fluttery things, aren’t they? And Dorcas doesn’t like them either. Dorcas is my maid.”

				“Susan?” inquired Mr. Abbott with a smile and a motion of his hand toward the manuscript of Chronicles of an English Village, which lay between them on the table.

				Miss Buncle blushed; she neither confirmed nor denied that Dorcas was Susan (or Susan, Dorcas). Mr. Abbott did not press the point.

				“Well, so hens were definitely ruled out,” he prompted.

				“Yes. Then I thought of paying guests, but there is already an establishment for paying guests in Silverstream.”

				“You couldn’t take the bread out of Mrs. Turpin’s mouth.”

				“Mrs. Dick,” corrected Miss Buncle quickly.

				“Very ingenious,” commented Mr. Abbott, “and of course Susan—I mean Dorcas—wouldn’t have liked PGs either.”

				“She didn’t like the idea at all,” Miss Buncle assured him.

				“So then you thought of a book.”

				“It was Dorcas really,” said Miss Buncle, giving honor where honor was due.

				Mr. Abbott felt like shaking her. Why couldn’t she tell him about the book like a human being instead of having to have everything dragged out of her by main force? Most authors were only too ready to discuss the inception of their books—only too ready. He looked at Miss Buncle, feeling that he wanted to shake her, and suddenly found himself wondering what her name was. She was Elizabeth in the book of course—Elizabeth Wade—but what was her real name—Jane? Margaret? Ann?

				“And how does Dorcas like the book?” inquired Mr. Abbott.

				“She hasn’t read it yet,” replied Miss Buncle. “She hasn’t much time for reading and I wasn’t very keen for her to read it. You see I don’t think she will like it much; she likes something exciting. My book’s not exciting is it? At least the first part isn’t. But life in Silverstream is rather dull and I can only write about what I know. At least—” she added, twisting her hands in her effort to explain her limitations as an author and be perfectly truthful about it all—”At least I can only write about people that I know. I can make them do things, of course.”

				Somehow Mr. Abbott was sure that she was thinking of those passionate love scenes on the terrace in the light of the Harvest Moon. He was almost persuaded now that Chronicles of an English Village was a straight story—no satire intended—it did not matter in the least, of course, because nearly everybody would think otherwise, but he did want to be sure.

				“How did you feel when you wrote it?” he asked her suddenly.

				“Well,” she replied after a moment’s thought, “it was difficult to start, and then it went on by itself like a snowball rolling down a hill. I began to look at people with different eyes, and they all seemed more interesting. Then, after a bit, I began to get quite frightened because it was all mixed up in my mind—Silverstream and Copperfield—and some days I didn’t know which was which. And when I walked down to the village to do my shopping it was sometimes Copperfield and sometimes Silverstream, and when I met Colonel Weatherhead I couldn’t remember whether he had really proposed to Dorothea Bold or not—and I thought I must be going mad or something.”

				Mr. Abbott had heard this kind of talk before and it had never impressed him very much. Miss Buncle did impress him because she wasn’t trying to; she was simply answering his questions to the best of her ability and with the utmost truthfulness.

				“Copperfïeld is actually Silverstream?” inquired Mr. Abbott.

				“Yes—you see I have no imagination at all,” said Miss Buncle sadly.

				“But the second part—surely the second part is not all true?” gasped Mr. Abbott.

				Miss Buncle admitted that it was not. “That was just an idea that came to me suddenly,” she said modestly. “They all seemed so smug and settled, I thought it would be fun to wake them up.”

				“It must have been fun,” he agreed.

				From this point they went on to discuss the name, and Mr. Abbott explained his ideas on the subject. The title was a trifle dull, not a good selling title. He suggested Disturber of the Peace. Miss Buncle was only too ready to bow to his superior knowledge of such things.

				“And now for the contract,” said Mr. Abbott cheerfully. He rang the bell; the contract was brought and with it came Mr. Spicer and two clerks to witness the signatures. Mr. Abbott could have cheated Miss Buncle quite easily if he had wanted to; fortunately for her he didn’t want to, it was not his way. You make friends with the goose and treat it decently and it continues to lay golden eggs. In his opinion Disturber of the Peace was a golden egg, but whether Miss Goose Buncle would lay anymore was beyond the power of man to tell. She said herself that she could only write about what she knew—or rather (and wasn’t this an important distinction) about people she knew. It was an admission made by no author that Mr. Abbott had ever met before—a staggering admission. But to take it at its worst there was no reason to suppose that Miss Buncle had exhausted the whole essence of Copperfield in one book. Mr. Abbott wanted other books from Miss Buncle, books about Copperfield or any other place provided that they had the same flavor.

				This being so, Miss Buncle was asked to sign a very fair contract with Abbott & Spicer Ltd, in which she promised the first option of three more novels to the firm.

				“Of course I may not write anymore,” she protested, aghast at this mountain of work which had reared itself so suddenly in her path.

				Mr. Spicer looked somewhat alarmed at this admission of sterility, but Mr. Abbott was all smiles.

				“Of course you may not,” he comforted her. “Sign your name just there—but somehow or other I think you will.”

				So she signed her name—Barbara Buncle—very neatly, exactly where she was told, with Mr. Abbott’s very fat fountain pen, and the others put on their spectacles—at least Messrs Abbott & Spicer did, the clerks were too young to require any artificial aid—and signed too, in a very business-like way, and soon after this Barbara Buncle found herself in the street, slightly dazed and exceedingly hungry for it was long past her usual hour for lunch and she had breakfasted early.

				Brummel Street was crowded and noisy; Miss Buncle was jostled by newsboys selling afternoon editions of various papers and by business men hurrying to unknown but obviously important appointments. Nobody took any notice of Miss Buncle except to say “Sorry” or “Pardon me” when they nearly bumped her into the road.

				The open door of a small restaurant seemed a refuge; she found a table and ordered coffee and buns and chocolate éclairs for she had an unsophisticated palate and a good digestion. Then, laying her handbag with the copy of the contract on the table beside her plate, she considered herself and the strange sequence of events which had brought her to this pass.

				“I’m an author,” she said to herself. “How very odd!”

				***

				Colonel Weatherhead was on the Silverstream train—he had been in town paying a visit to his tailor—and waved his paper at Miss Buncle as she came along the platform.

				“Come along, come along,” he said, quite unnecessarily, for Miss Buncle was coming along very well, and the train was not thinking of starting.

				“I didn’t know you were in town,” said Miss Buncle as the Colonel took her umbrella and placed it on the rack.

				“And I didn’t know you were,” he replied. “You have had a successful day, I trust.”

				Colonel Weatherhead had a gallant and slightly jocular manner with the fair sex which had come out very successfully in Disturber of the Peace. In spite of this he was really a very nice man, Miss Buncle thought. She had not been too unkind to him, she had merely drawn him as he was—and after all she had given him a very nice wife; Dorothea Bold was a dear.

				Miss Buncle said she had had a very successful day.

				“Hats or the dentist?” inquired the Colonel naming the two reasons which usually brought the inhabitants of Silverstream to town.

				Miss Buncle said it was neither, and blushed. She was feeling a little guilty over her enormous secret.

				“Aha—I see I must not inquire further,” said the Colonel archly. “Some fellers have all the luck—by Jove they have!”

				Miss Buncle looked down and smiled; she would not be drawn. If Colonel Weatherhead liked to think she had gone to London to meet a man he must just continue to think so. And of course I did, thought Miss Buncle to herself, but not in the way he thinks—or pretends to think, for of course he doesn’t really think I went to meet a man, but he thinks that I would like him to think so.

				It was rather muddled put like that, but Miss Buncle knew what she meant herself, which was the main thing.

				The train started without anyone else invading their solitude.

				“Would you like the window up or down?” asked Colonel Weatherhead attentively. “This one up and that one down? How pleasant to get a little fresh air. I can’t think how anyone can live in London and breathe.”

				Miss Buncle agreed, and added that it was the noise she disliked.

				“Dreadful!” said the Colonel. “Dreadful!”

				Part of her hoped that Colonel Weatherhead would now settle down comfortably to the perusal of his papers and leave her in peace, but the other part hoped that he would continue to talk. He was such excellent copy, and, although Disturber of the Peace (such an excellent name suggested by that nice clever Mr. Abbott) was finished and done with, she had got into the habit of watching people and listening to them. It had become second nature to her.

				Colonel Weatherhead did not continue to produce copy for Miss Buncle; he took up a paper and scanned it but without seeing anything to interest him. The visit to his tailor had disturbed him, and he was still smarting under the disclosures of the tape. Two inches round the waist since January—quite horrible! An hour’s digging in the garden before lunch might help, and perhaps an extra ten minutes’ physical jerks before breakfast.

				Miss Buncle was also immersed in secret thoughts, but hers were pleasant. The houses sped by and were gradually replaced by orchards and fields.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Chapter Three

				Mrs. Greensleeves

				Mrs. Greensleeves lay in bed enjoying her breakfast and looking at her correspondence. She was a pretty woman and she liked pretty things. The pink satin quilt, the frilled pillows with their pink silk bows, the breakfast tray with its white cloth and pink china were all carefully chosen. Mrs. Greensleeves liked to think that they expressed her personality, and perhaps they did. Nobody saw her in bed except her maid—for Mr. Greensleeves had departed from this cold and weary world some years ago—but the mirror was adjusted so that she could see herself and she enjoyed the picture.

				On this particular summer’s morning Mrs. Greensleeves’ correspondence consisted of two horrible bills—which she didn’t see how she could possibly pay—and a chatty letter from her greatest friend, Iris Stratton.

				“My dearest one,” Iris had written, “Fancy that Ernest Hathaway appearing at Silverstream! Too intriguing! I’ve been making inquiries as you asked me—you know I’d do anything for my beloved Vivian—my dear, the man is rolling. He was at Oxford with Bob and Bob knows all about him. You can take it from your little Iris that he’s full of ill-gotten gains. His father was in oil, or something, anyway he left thousands. His mother’s dead too and Ernest was brought up by an old uncle, a clergyman in the north. Bob doesn’t know why he has gone and buried himself at Silverstream unless he is writing a book—he’s brainy, of course, and frightfully serious and goody-goody.—Not Bob’s style at all and not yours either—what? Bob’s still crazy about you. I’ve trotted out some nice girls for him but he won’t look at them. He’s very jealous of you taking an interest in EH. I wish you would think seriously of Bob; you know I would like you as a sister-in-law. I believe you quite like Bob only he hasn’t enough money for you—nasty little treasure-hunter that you are!—I bet you would be happier with Bob on twopence-halfpenny than buried with EH in a country parish. I don’t see you in a country parish taking round soup and blankets to the sick and the needy. Perhaps you think you could dig him out of it. Tell me what he’s like when you write and whether you are really interested in the creature: Why don’t you come up to town and have a binge; you must be getting positively moldy at Silverstream. There’s nothing much on just now, of course, but it would be fun. —IRIS.”

				Vivian sighed and the letter fluttered onto the silk quilt—she had let her tea get cold while she read it. If only I could sell up the house and take a flat in town, she thought, but town’s no fun without money. Nothing is any fun without money, I must have money somehow.

				She lay back and considered ways and means. Iris was right, she was growing moldy in Silverstream; it was dull as ditchwater, nothing ever happened. There was such a dearth of men in the place that she had actually made friends with one of Mrs. Dick’s paying guests. He was amusing and admiring—though common—and he had a car. He was better than nothing, that was all that could be said. Unfortunately he had begun to get a little troublesome just lately. Vivian would have to put him in his place and there would be no more joy-rides in Mr. Fortnum’s car. What a nuisance it all was! She sighed again and her eyes fell on the bills—something would have to be done about it. She took up the letter again and read the parts concerning Ernest Hathaway very carefully.

				The next day was Sunday. Vivian Greensleeves rose from her pink bed much earlier than usual; she had mapped out her campaign and decided that there was no time to be lost. When she was dressed she surveyed herself in the glass. The effect was charming but rather too—well too smart. Perhaps the black hat would be better for the occasion. She changed her hat and rubbed some of the red off her lips.

				On her way down she looked in at the kitchen door and said, “I’m going to church, Milly. There may be a gentleman to lunch. Make a cheese soufflé in case.”

				She was inconsiderate and overbearing, but Milly stayed with her because she was generous in a careless way. She let Milly out a great deal, when it suited her, and gave Milly her frocks and hats when she was tired of them (which was long before they showed any signs of wear).

				Milly was annoyed about the gentleman coming to lunch for it was her afternoon out, and it was doubtful, now, whether she would get out at all. At the best it would be late before she had cleared the lunch and washed up.

				“I suppose you’ll want coffee,” she said sullenly.

				“Of course I shall want coffee,” replied Mrs. Greensleeves.

				She was perfectly aware that Milly was in a bad temper, but not in the least worried about it. She hummed a little song as she tripped off to church in her high-heeled shoes.

				The Snowdons were coming out of their gate as she passed; they were all dressed up in their Sunday clothes. Mr. Snowdon lifted his hat to Mrs. Greensleeves and remarked in a cheerful voice that it was a fine day. The Misses Snowdon greeted Mrs. Greensleeves with cries of delight. They were no longer young but they were full of skittishness. Miss Olivia was fat and red, she was the musical one. Miss Isabella was thin and pale, she was the poetical one. They admired each other with a great admiration, and Mr. Snowdon admired them both, and they both admired him. They were an extremely happy family, but perhaps somewhat annoying to their friends; for they were all so full of each other’s excellences that they had no admiration or interest for the excellences of outsiders.

				On this particular Sunday morning Olivia was full of Isabella’s latest poem; it was about a violet, and she had sent it to Country Lore and it had been accepted. Vivian Greensleeves was obliged to walk along with the Snowdons and listen to all this. Few of us have the necessary unselfishness to hear with gladness the talents of others extolled or to listen with patience to the successes of those whom we despise—Vivian hated it more than most people.

				“I must speak to Barbara Buncle,” she said, and hurried on in the middle of the story. It was rude, of course, and the Snowdons were annoyed; they discussed the bad manners of Vivian Greensleeves all the way to church.

				Meanwhile Vivian had hurried on and nearly overtaken Miss Buncle, but not quite. She did not really want to speak to Miss Buncle, nor to be seen walking with her—dull, frumpy creature! She was wearing a brown silk dress that had seen its best days long ago, and a light blue hat. It almost made your eyes water, Vivian decided. She slackened her pace a little, but not too much, for the Snowdons were behind.

				The little Church of St. Monica was cool and dim—very pleasant after the bright glare outside. Vivian took up a strategic position beneath the pulpit. He was nice-looking, she decided. She liked his thin, ascetic face, his sleek black hair, and his dreamy gray eyes set wide apart. His forehead was high and his head beautifully shaped. The choir sang better than usual, and not so slowly; he seemed to have made a difference already in the church.

				There was the usual gathering in the churchyard after the service. Vivian saw the Bulmers, with their two small children, talking to Mrs. Bold. Miss Buncle was walking across the fields with old Mrs. Carter—they lived next door to each other. The Snowdons were in animated conversation with Mrs. Walker, the doctor’s wife.

				Vivian avoided them all and strolled about by herself looking at the gray tombstones with their worn inscriptions—some of them were so worn as to be illegible—and was glad that she was alive.

				Colonel Weatherhead passed her, looking very smart in a new gray flannel suit. He waited for Mrs. Bold at the lych gate and they walked away together—they lived opposite each other at the far end of the village near the bridge.

				She’ll never get him, thought Vivian, looking after the two figures with a malicious smile. He’s far too much of a bachelor and too set in his ways—what a pair of fools!

				The choir boys came tumbling out of the vestry, with their hob-nailed boots clattering on the steps. They threw on their caps and went tearing home over the fields. Would the man never come? Vivian wondered. What on earth could he be doing? Ah, there he was!

				He walked quickly with his eyes on the ground, immersed in his own thoughts. Vivian had to touch him on the arm as he passed her.

				“I’m Mrs. Greensleeves,” she said, smiling sweetly.

				Mr. Hathaway took off his hat and shook hands with her. “What a lovely day!” he said. She was sure he said that to everybody.

				“I wondered if you would come and have lunch with me, Mr. Hathaway,” she said in a friendly manner. “It would give me so much pleasure.” She saw refusal in his face, and added quickly, “I knew Mr. Dunn so well. I should like to get to know you. It is such a help—

				She saw that she had said the right thing and left it at that—she was very cunning.

				“I have got the Children’s Service,” he told her doubtfully.

				“Not till three,” she pleaded. “And my house is not far.”

				Mr. Hathaway would rather have gone home; he was still new to his work and he found it took a lot out of him, but perhaps it was his duty—it was his duty to make friends with his parishioners, of course.

				Vivian was thinking what a pity he’s not tall! He looked taller in the pulpit, but he can’t be more than five feet six. He looks strong and athletic though. Vivian sighed, she liked tall men.

				“Well, it’s very kind of you—” said Ernest Hathaway, with a smile.

				They left a message at the Vicarage and walked up the hill together. Vivian began to talk about the sermon, and asked one or two fairly intelligent questions about it. Mr. Hathaway answered them conscientiously. He was rather dull, she decided. For one thing he seemed quite unconscious that he was walking with a pretty woman. He’s never once looked at me, she thought. I might have been Barbara Buncle for all the impression I have made on him.

				Vivian’s eyes were not so useless, she had noted the cloth of his black suit, it was fine and smooth; his shoes were handmade and beautifully shiny. Fancy him having all that money, she thought—what a waste!

				In spite of her bad temper Milly produced a good lunch. The cheese soufflé was a trifle curdled and lumpy, but it was quite eatable. Mr. Hathaway did not notice its deficiencies for he was talking about himself, and his ambitions. Like most people he enjoyed talking about himself to a sympathetic listener. It crossed his mind that Mrs. Greensleeves was a nice woman.

				“I’m afraid I’ve talked all the time,” he said as he went away to take the Children’s Service.

				“It has been so interesting,” said Mrs. Greensleeves, hiding a yawn. “Come and have supper with me on Wednesday night—just a little plain supper—then you can give me a turn,” she smiled at him.

				Mr. Hathaway reminded her, a little sternly, that Wednesday night was a Saints’ Vigil and that there was a service at St. Monica’s at eight o’clock. She looked suitably chidden, and asked him to come on Thursday instead.

				“I’m afraid I have been rather naughty about Saints’ Days lately,” she told him, veiling her brown eyes with long black lashes.

				There was no time now to point out the enormity of being lax, for the children would be waiting. Mr. Hathaway decided as he strode off down the hill that here was a soul to be saved. He had already suspected that his predecessor had been a somewhat careless shepherd. Mrs. Greensleeves was obviously a sweet, good little woman by nature—a trifle worldly perhaps, but fundamentally sound. She must be gathered into the fold. It was exactly what Mrs. Greensleeves intended him to think.

				On Thursday night Mr. Hathaway appeared looking very smart in a well-cut dinner jacket. Vivian Greensleeves had taken a lot of trouble over the “little supper”—it was just right. There were shaded candles on the table which shed a very pretty soft light on Vivian’s beautiful arms. She leaned her elbows on the table and told her guest a great deal about herself. The greater part of the story came directly from a book which Vivian had just read; it was called A Brand from the Burning. Vivian softened it down a good deal; she did not want to appear too flaming a brand, or Mr. Hathaway might be afraid of having his fingers burned. Vivian was, of course, more sinned against than sinning, but she was definitely a strayed sheep. They sat on the sofa together afterward and Mr. Hathaway did his duty by her. He showed her the error of her ways and besought her to repent. Mrs. Greensleeves repented very prettily with tears. Mr. Hathaway was forced to comfort her. He rather enjoyed the experience. It was impossible to complete the saving of Vivian’s soul in one evening, and Ernest Hathaway was not one to grudge his time when the saving of a soul was in question. He promised to come again. He came again, quite often. It was soon rumored in Silverstream that Mrs. Greensleeves had become an enthusiastic churchgoer; Milly Spikes may have had something to do with the spreading of the news. Milly did the shopping in the village for Mon Repos.

				“It ’asn’t done ’er any good so far,” Milly said, in answer to a piously expressed hope of her aunt, Mrs. Goldsmith, at the bakery. “More cantankerous than ever, that’s wot she is. It’s the Vicar she’s after, if you ask me.”

				“Not really?” Here was a piece of news worth having, and straight from the horse’s mouth, so to speak. Somebody came in at that moment for a cutting loaf—they would have to wait, that was all. Aunt and niece had their heads together over the counter. “And she said…and he said…and in comes Mr. You Know Who…and she said…but don’t you say I told you, for mercy’s sake.” It was all very thrilling.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Chapter Four

				Mr. Hathaway

				It was not only Vivian Greensleeves who found in the new Vicar an acquisition to Silverstream; the Tennis Club also benefited from his presence, and benefited very considerably. Mr. Hathaway played an excellent game of tennis, he was streets ahead of anybody else in the club; but a fairly even match could be made if the Vicar were given an absolute rabbit as a partner—and there were plenty of rabbits to choose from.

				Barbara Buncle was one of the most frequent of the Vicar’s partners; she was a keen player, but her game never seemed to improve. The more she tried the worse she seemed to get; it was really very discouraging.

				One fine afternoon in September, toward the end of the tennis season, Barbara Buncle walked down to the club. There was a match in progress, and those who were not taking part in the struggle were watching it from the verandah of the small pavilion. Barbara changed her shoes and joined the audience. It was an exciting game to watch, Mrs. Bulmer and the Vicar against Mr. Fortnum and Olivia Snowdon. They should have been evenly matched, for Miss Snowdon was one of the best players in the club, and Mrs. Bulmer one of the worst, and this should have counterbalanced the Vicar’s superiority over Mr. Fortnum; but this was mere theory, and did not allow for the psychology of the players at all. Barbara Buncle perceived that the Vicar and Mrs. Bulmer were going to win. The Vicar was in great form and he had managed to inspire his partner with unusual confidence. She was playing several degrees above her usual form, whereas their opponents were getting on each other’s nerves and in each other’s way and becoming more and more annoyed with each other. Miss Snowdon—in spite of her obesity—was a most energetic performer on the tennis court; she swooped here and swooped there, poaching in Mr. Fortnum’s court and getting extremely red and hot. Mr. Fortnum was annoyed at having his strokes interfered with; he withdrew to a corner and left Miss Snowdon to do as she liked—if she wanted to play a single, let her. He sulked and became careless. Miss Snowdon glared at him every time he missed the ball.

				Barbara watched it all with interest; it was such fun to watch people and see how they reacted to one another’s personality. Vivian Greensleeves was watching it too. She did not care for tennis, but she had begun to come down to the courts in the late afternoons—nobody quite knew why. She sat in a deck chair with a good deal of very neat leg clad in beige silk stocking exposed to view. She looked cool and graceful and very pretty. The women members did not take much notice of Vivian—if she liked to come down she could come, they didn’t mind much either way—but some of the men were quite pleased to sit and talk to her between the sets. The women members felt that she was not really a Silverstreamite, not really one of themselves. Miss Snowdon declared that she was “not good form,” and Miss Isabella Snowdon added that her clothes were “ootray.” Vivian was fully aware of their opinions; she, on her part, despised the whole lot of them. She thought them frumpy, and dull, and incredibly stupid. Her sole reason for appearing at the tennis club was to keep an eye on Ernest Hathaway. If he came, so must she; but she was bored stiff by the whole performance; she felt, and looked, as alien as a bird of paradise in a murmuration of starlings.

				The game was almost finished—it was finished to all intents and purposes, for Mr. Fortnum was beaten and not all the energy and vim of Miss Snowdon could pull him through.

				“Olivia has such beautiful style,” announced Miss Isabella Snowdon to all who cared to hear. She merely wished to point out, in a thoroughly ladylike manner, that it was not dear Olivia’s fault if her side was losing.

				“It would have made a better game if they had had Dorothea Bold instead of Olivia,” said Miss King firmly.

				“Oh, Miss King, how can you say such a thing?” cried Miss Isabella in horrified tones.

				“Merely because it happens to be true. Dorothea is a more reliable player than Olivia,” replied Miss King firmly, and moved away.

				“Horrid old thing!” said Miss Isabella to Barbara Buncle who happened to be sitting next to her. “It’s just jealousy, that’s what it is. She may dress herself up like a man, and talk and smoke like a man, but she’s nothing but a cat—that’s what she is.”

				“I rather like Miss King,” said Barbara placidly, and she looked at Miss King’s tall commanding figure as it strode off across the court with some affection. Of course she was rather funny with her deep voice, and her short hair, and her strange habit of wearing tailored coats and skirts with collars and ties like a man, and very often she was to be seen with a cigarette in the corner of her mouth, and her hands in her pockets; but, after all, these little peculiarities did nobody any harm, and there was something rather nice about the woman. At any rate she would never say behind your back what she would not say to your face (like some people one could name). You always knew exactly where you were with her; she said what she thought without fear or favor.

				Miss Isabella looked at Barbara with contempt—fancy standing up for Miss King! But of course nobody in Silverstream cared what Barbara Buncle thought; the woman was nothing but an idiot. She wondered idly what Barbara Buncle was thinking about now, sitting there with that silly vacant smile upon her face. She would have been surprised if she could have read the thoughts that prompted the silly smile.

				The truth was that Barbara was feeling somewhat pleased with life today, and she had good reason to be pleased, for, only that morning, a parcel of books had arrived from Messrs Abbott & Spicer—six neat copies of Disturber of the Peace with the firm’s compliments. She had spent the whole morning reading her book, and marveling at the astounding fact that she had written every word of it, and here it was, actually in print, with a smart red cover, and a jacket with a beautiful picture of a Golden Boy playing on a reed pipe.

				The jacket was just a little disappointing because the Golden Boy was quite different from Barbara’s conception of him. For one thing he seemed to have goats’ legs and his ears were pointed in a peculiar way—Barbara had imagined quite a human, ordinary sort of boy—but that was, after all, a mere detail and you could hardly expect a strange artist to depict a Golden Boy exactly as you had imagined him.

				The set was over now, and the players were returning to the pavilion talking about the various strokes which had made or marred their fortunes in the game. Mr. Hathaway was illustrating a back-hand drive to Mrs. Bulmer. He was a kind man, always ready to help the rabbits to improve their status.

				“What about a men’s four?” suggested Dorothea Bold, “Here’s Dr. Walker coming—it would be splendid to watch.”

				“Awfully sorry, I must go now,” said the Vicar, struggling into his blazer. “The truth is my uncle is coming for two nights—”

				He said good-bye to everybody and strode off. He was late, for the set had lasted longer than he had expected. He wondered if it would matter much if he broke into a run. Would it do Silverstream any harm to see its Vicar doubling along the High Street like an ordinary young man? Perhaps it was better just to walk quickly. When you became a Vicar it seemed necessary to stifle so many natural impulses.

				Uncle Mike wouldn’t mind him being a bit late—there was no foolishness of that kind about Uncle Mike—but Ernest was longing to see Uncle Mike after all these weeks, and to add to his pleasure it was delightful to be going to entertain Uncle Mike in his very own house.

				The Reverend Michael Whitney was Ernest Hathaway’s uncle, guardian, tutor, his father in God, and general confessor. He had looked after Ernest ever since the latter had been left an orphan at eleven years old. Ernest had spent all his holidays at the big old-fashioned country rectory, a corner of which was amply sufficient for the bachelor Rector’s needs. Uncle and nephew—an oddly assorted couple—had walked and talked together and fished various small streams in the neighborhood with more or less success. Uncle Mike had devoted one entire summer holiday to the important task of teaching Ernest to hold a straight bat, to keep his eye on the ball, and step out to it. There was a certain telling pull to leg which Uncle Mike had imparted to Ernest and which had brought that young man laurels on more than one occasion.

				Ernest owed everything to Uncle Mike, and he knew it and was grateful. It was nice to be able to entertain Uncle Mike in return. He was only coming for two days, of course, but Ernest had managed to include most of Uncle Mike’s favorite dishes in the two days’ menu. He hoped Mrs. Hobday would make a success of the dishes and not forget the orange salad, nor make the curry too hot.

				As Ernest put his hand on the gate and vaulted lightly into his own garden, he saw that Uncle Mike had arrived and had established himself in a deck chair on the lawn beneath the chest-nut tree. Ernest waved his hand, and shouted, “Don’t get up.”

				“I can’t,” said Uncle Mike (his figure was not of the type that rises easily from deck chairs), but his round fat face beamed with pleasure as Ernest came toward him across the lawn.

				“Been teaching your parishioners to play tennis?” asked Uncle Mike chuckling.

				“Trying to,” smiled Ernest.

				“Not getting stuck-up, are you?”

				“Trying not to,” smiled Ernest again.

				“How often have I warned you against the Sin of Pride?” demanded Uncle Mike with mock severity.

				“Hundreds of times,” Ernest agreed with mock humility.

				They both laughed. It was very pleasant to joke with somebody who understood. Ernest was happy; the garden was full of the late-afternoon golden sunshine and the song of birds. It was quiet and peaceful after the chatter of the tennis club. He sat down on the grass beside Uncle Mike and took off his hat.

				“You’re very comfortable here,” Uncle Mike told him. “I like the look of that woman you’ve got—Mrs. Hobday, isn’t it? Your bookcase fits into the library nicely, doesn’t it?”

				“I’m too comfortable,” Ernest replied tersely.

				“You said so in your letter,” agreed Uncle Mike. “I didn’t know what you meant. How can a person be too comfortable? I suppose you have got one of your wild-cat ideas—”

				“Yes, I have,” Ernest owned, smiling a little, “at least you will probably think it is a wild-cat idea.”

				“I have no doubt of it. Let’s hear the worst.”

				“It’s like this, Uncle Mike,” Ernest said, clasping his hands round his knees and looking up at the other man with his frank gaze, “I’ve got too much money.”

				The fat man began to laugh; he laughed and wheezed and laughed again.

				“You’ve got your asthma—” said Ernest anxiously.

				“You’re enough to give anyone—asthma,” gasped Uncle Mike. “Absolutely unique in this planet—don’t you know that the—whole world is on the verge of bankruptcy?”

				“I’m not talking about the whole world,” replied Ernest. “I’m talking about myself. Here am I, a strong healthy man, living in luxury—it’s not right.”

				“You can help people, Ernest.”

				“There is nobody here that needs help,” Ernest replied, “nobody really poor. Of course I can give money away to people, but it doesn’t do much good—in fact I’m beginning to see that it does harm. People here think that I’ve got plenty of money and they come to me with tales—not always strictly true—and expect me to help them.”

				“Human nature,” suggested Uncle Mike who had seen a good deal of human nature in his time.

				“It’s doing harm,” Ernest told him, “my money is doing harm in this parish. Instead of giving, they take. It’s not right. St. Paul said people should give to the church, and support their priests.”

				“You find them grasping?” inquired Uncle Mike.

				“Only because I’m well off—I’m sure of that, or at least nearly sure. They are only grasping because they think I can afford to give.”

				“Well, you can.”

				“Yes, but the system is all wrong. The whole thing is back to front—oh it’s so difficult to explain—” Ernest cried, waving his arms. “My mind is so full of it all that I simply can’t put it into words. Look at the Apostles, look at St. Francis! They stripped themselves of their worldly goods (perhaps it was to teach people to give) and they didn’t starve, did they?”

				“People fed them,” replied Uncle Mike. “People don’t feed saints nowadays; they ask them why they are not on the dole, and advise them to apply for parish relief.”

				“Now don’t be horrid, Uncle Mike,” said Ernest, as if he were, once more, only eleven years old. “You can understand if you want to. It’s really quite simple—here I am living in luxury and getting fat and lazy. It’s frightfully bad for me, and it’s bad for other people too. Mrs. Hobday is wasteful and extravagant, and I don’t care—why should I?—People come and ask me for money and I give it to them because it’s less trouble to give it to them than to refuse—it’s bad, bad, bad.”

				“Well, supposing it is bad—what is the remedy?” inquired Uncle Mike uneasily.

				“I ought to be able to live on my stipend.”

				“You couldn’t,” replied Uncle Mike, “we went over all that before you came here. The living was offered to you because you had private means. It is such a poor living that no man who had not private means could take it—”

				“That’s another wrong thing,” said Ernest excitedly. “A living shouldn’t be offered to a man because he has private means—the laborer is worthy of his hire—it is debasing the church—no living should be so poor that a single man couldn’t live on it.”

				“The world is far from perfect,” Uncle Mike said (he had lived in the world a long time and had learned to take the bad with the good, like a Gregory powder in jam). “The world is far from perfect. There are lots of things wrong but you can’t change the world.”

				“I don’t want to change the world—at least perhaps I do want to, but I’m not such a fool as to think I can—that isn’t the point. The point is that there’s something wrong here, something wrong in my life and I’ve got to change it. I’m going to try and live on my stipend, Uncle Mike. After all a man should be able to live on very little. Look at St. Francis—”

				“Well, go ahead then,” said Uncle Mike who was beginning to feel rather weary, and had no wish to hear anymore about St. Francis at the moment. “Go ahead and try to live on it for a bit. I don’t suppose it will do you any harm. Try to keep your expenses down to three pounds a week—”

				“That wouldn’t be any good,” interrupted Ernest, shaking his head, “I wouldn’t be able to do it.”

				“Of course you wouldn’t. Isn’t that just what I’ve been telling you?” asked Uncle Mike in exasperation. And how could he? How could Ernest, who had always had as much money as he could spend, suddenly start living on three pounds a week? (Especially when there was no real necessity for it. If you had to do a thing you just had to, and there was the end of it.) It was not that the boy was extravagant, exactly, but he always liked the best of everything, and, since his father had left him well provided for, there seemed to be no reason why he should not have the best of everything. Mr. Whitney had nothing to complain of about Ernest’s spending. The boy spent wisely, and he had always been generous in a wise manner, but up to now, he had managed to go through his large yearly income without the slightest difficulty.

				“I shan’t be able to live on three pounds a week unless I have only three pounds a week to live on,” Ernest was saying. “If I have only three pounds to spend, I can’t spend more.”

				“Can’t you?” inquired Mr. Whitney.

				“Well, I shan’t, anyhow,” returned Ernest, “and what I want to do is this, I want to arrange for all my money to go to various charities, to go to them straight off just as it comes in, so that I shan’t have it at all, even if I want it. You can get a deed of gift made out, or something like that, I suppose.”

				Mr. Whitney gasped.

				“Here’s a list of charities I’ve thought of,” Ernest continued, taking the list out of his pocket and handing it over. “You can probably suggest others. Of course the capital is tied up in the trust or I could have got rid of it much more easily—it’s a pity.”

				“It is indeed,” replied Mr. Whitney with deplorable sarcasm.

				“I’m afraid it’s going to be a bit of a nuisance for you,” continued Ernest. “But I don’t see how else I can arrange it, or who else I could get to do it for me—”

				At this point Mr. Whitney ceased to listen; he knew Ernest sufficiently well to know that when Ernest got an idea into his head nothing would remove it. The only thing to be done was to safeguard the rash youth from the consequence of his wild-cat scheme. If Uncle Mike took the management of the wild-cat scheme into his own hands he could keep part of the money in reserve for Ernest when he wanted it (as he most assuredly would want it). Yes, that would be the best way—he would fall in with Ernest’s plan and agree to distribute the money, and of course he would distribute the greater part of the money as Ernest wished; but part of it—say five hundred pounds—he would bank safely in Ernest’s name so that it would be there if required, and if not required it could be distributed at the end of the year. A year of poverty would do Ernest no harm—no harm at all. In fact it would be quite a valuable experience for Ernest. He had always had too much money, and too much money was bad—not that it seemed to have done Ernest any harm—. Mr. Whitney had been worried about Ernest’s affluence at one time, but when he saw that the boy was turning out all right in spite of the money, he had ceased to worry. It was strange how things worked out. Mr. Whitney had wished that Ernest might have the experience of poverty, and now Ernest had chosen to have it, and Mr. Whitney was worried. But there was really nothing to worry about, thought Mr. Whitney, comforting himself—he hated having to worry about things—because everything would be quite all right, and it would do Ernest good to count the pennies for a year. As long as the boy did not starve himself it would be all right. He must keep an eye on Ernest and see that he did not do that, of course.

				They discussed the whole matter again after dinner—the dinner had been very satisfactory—and it was decided that Ernest should sign a paper making over his year’s income to Uncle Mike. Uncle Mike would then distribute the money to various charities as he thought best. (Ernest didn’t mind very much who got the money as long as he was rid of it—he had begun to look upon it as a burden—perhaps the burden that Christian had carried strapped to his back.) At the end of a year the matter would be reconsidered. Mr. Whitney insisted on the year’s probation—Ernest might want to marry, or he, himself, might die; anything might happen in a year—

				“Good,” said Ernest at last, stretching his arms, “I’m free.” “You are bound,” thought Mr. Whitney but he was too wise to say so.

				***

				The next morning was a Saint’s birthday. Ernest and Uncle Mike walked down through the garden to the little church. The dew glistened on the grass like millions of diamonds; a lark was singing blithely.

				Ernest thought that he had never enjoyed anything more deeply and perfectly than that Early Celebration, his heart was full of peace and happiness. It was too wonderful to talk about. After it was over they walked back through the sunlit garden, very near together in spirit.

				“Do you think I’m a fool, Uncle Mike?” asked Ernest suddenly.

				“If you think it the right thing to do you are right to do it,” replied Uncle Mike quietly. “I believe the experience will be valuable.”
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