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  Chapter One


  IT WAS VERY cosy in the little room, where the fire blazed among the coals and threw tongues of light on the lustre jug and the embossed vases on the
  whatnot. The curtains were drawn against the rain, and there was a teapot on the hob. The man in the dark-red arm-chair was smoking a pipe; he had a comfortable girth and a sedate pale face. The
  woman seated at the round table had a motherly air and a lot of good grey hair bound in a bun on her comfortable neck. She was turning the leaves of a weekly paper, and now she looked up to say,
  This might do, Fred. She began to read aloud:


  
    
      Middle-aged couple wanted for sole care of elderly gentleman, not invalid. Country-lovers essential, but good bus service to nearest town. Comfortable secluded
      house, wife as housekeeper-companion, husband able to work in vegetable garden. Good conditions. References essential. Write Mrs. Tarragon, The Hook, Kings Banbury, Parkshire.

    

  


  Fred put down the evening paper. I dont know, he said. There was a horse called Tarragon running in the 3.30. Not placed. Its a bad
  sign.


  All right so long as you didnt back it. How about it, Fred? We ought to be on the move again soon. Eating money, these rooms are. And a gentleman would make a nice
  change.


  Her husband rose and came to lean over her shoulder. Elderly, not invalid. Nothing said about mental.


  Sole charge, Mrs. Meadows repeated. If he was mental they wouldnt dare. Childish, maybe. But we could cope with that.


  Mrs. Tarragon? Whos she, do you suppose? Relation?


  Married daughter, said Mrs. Meadows, wisely. Doesnt want the care of the old man in her own household, and he may be one of these obstinate old
  faggotswont leave the ancestral home.


  Nothing said about easy place, approved Fred. Never trust them. If theyre that easy, why do they have to advertise?


  Wouldnt be everyones money, not out in the country, not even if the bus service is as good as theyll make out, said Bessie Meadows. No nurse,
  she added. Never go where there are nurses. Always prying, coming the madam over you, just as if they werent servants, too. Cant eat in the kitchen, want a tray in their room.
  Remember old Miss Noggin?


  We were well out of that, said Fred. Left all her money to the R.S.P.C.A. Could write, Bessie, if theres nothing more promising.


  Mostly single ladies or retired couplesno sense going there, Bessie reported. Or places with the husband having his own job. An old gentleman now . . . she
  brooded. Wonder how he gets on with his daughter.


  How about references? asked practical Fred. Theres that written one from Mrs. Atkinson . . .


  A woman with a name like Tarragon ull want more than a written reference, specially seeing Mrs. Atkinson is in Canada.


  And Miss Anstey married her man and went to Malaya after the old lady died. Looks like Miss Chattell again, Bessie.


  Well, asked Bessie, whats wrong with Miss Chattell?


  That matron, began Fred, but Bessie swept the matron aside like crumbs off a tablecloth.


  You dont want to worry about her. No, Alice Chattell ull speak for us all right, as well she may, seeing all I could tell that matron. It ud be enough to get her
  certified. Oh, I dont think therell be any trouble with Miss C. I could go down and have a word, if necessary. But youll see, Fred, shell say just whatever we want.
  People still remember the way that sister-in-law died, if it was nearly two years ago. Daresay this Mrs. Tarragon ull jump at us, she added, dispassionately. It wouldnt
  be everyones cup of tea, but there, we know how to manage old people, dont we? She laughed, a frank healthy laugh that matched her big rosy face.


  Presently she took a sheet of good quality writing-paper and settled down. She wrote a sloping impersonal hand, nice and clear. It had even happened that would-be employers had said, Anyone who can write so clearly must have an open nature. Oh well, as Scotland Yard and Arthur Crook, that legal beagle, could tell you, theres one born every minute.


  The Hook was a rather larger house than the Meadows had bargained for. Old Mr. Cobb had lived there ever since his marriage and had set his heart on dying there. His daughters
  took it in turns to dissuade him, and sometimes they turned their double battery on him, but he pointed out you wouldnt get much of a price for it these days, too many passages, too many
  rooms, building costs so high, and not even a garage. Cheaper reallyDaresay I shant be troubling you much longer, hed beam.


  Gertrude Tarragon would sigh. If only we had room in our flat for you . . .


  Best not transplant an old bush, he consoled her. Ask any gardener.


  He sounded so sweet and accommodating. A stranger would never have guessed youd need a crane to drag up his roots or alternatively a bulldozer to crush him. When Gertrude told him
  theyd advertised for a nice homely couple he said wistfully, Not too homely, Gertie. She frowned; she detested the diminutive, had never quite forgiven her parents for
  saddling her with the name of Gertrude. I know what you have in mind, he assured her. You think if theyre plain theyre less likely to come to grief. Compulsive
  virtue.


  You go to sleep, Father, said Gertrude. Youre so tired you dont know what youre talking about.


  He winked at the firelight dancing on the wall as she went out. He was having a day in bed. You need it, said Gertrude, firmly, going down to consult with her sister, Angela. Too
  right, after three days of the couple, he did.


  It was surprising how many answers there had been to the advertisement.


  Sharks, said Angela briefly, slitting open an envelope and throwing the letter in the basket an instant later. An old man, might be able to wind him round your little
  finger. Heres one with a child, a quiet little girl . . .


  Not on your life, said Gertrude. You know hes always had a soft corner for little girls. Such a pity Dennis turned out to be a boy. Not that we cant provide
  for our own children, of course, but no sense taking risks.


  This might do, she added a minute later. Married couple called Meadows, 52 and 56, accustomed to private service, he not a professional gardener but used to an allotment,
  she a good cook. Held similar situations with old people. Not mental stipulated, but used to simple nursing in emergencies. Can come down any time, would particularly like to be in the country.
  Husband a car-driver, she added. Well, that wont arise here.


  Put it on one side. There might be something better. Do they mention wages?


  By arrangement. She sounds a sensible body. Would be happy to provide references.


  They dont tell you much, said Angela scornfully. She slit a few more envelopes. Nothing more here thats any good, she said after a few
  minutes. Best write to your Meadows and hope for the best.


  Kings Banbury was like a toy station. By the time the Meadows reached it the train, which had been quite long when it left Euston, was reduced to a single coach, and so
  far as they could see they were the only passengers. The country began immediately behind the station, fields and lanes with a sprinkling of rather old-fashioned cottages. A girl porter took their
  tickets.


  You for Cobbs? she asked, cheerfully.


  Tarragon was the name, said Bessie.


  Thats right. Shes old Mr. Cobbs daughter. Shell be along in the car presently, unless youd care to walk.


  If shes coming in the car she wont want to find us gone, demurred Bessie.


  Please yourself, said the girl, a big cheerful creature with an apple-shaped face and hair done in a pony-tail, so that she was like an apple with the stalk in the wrong
  place.


  They sat demurely in the station. Quiet here, said Bessie.


  Thats the way we like it, said the girl.


  Bit of a change from London, said Bessie.


  Should think youd be glad to get away, said the girl.


  Well, just for a change, with the spring coming on and all.


  Fred looked at the plants bordering the platform. Nice, he said.


  We grow em at home, my husband and me. You fond of gardens?


  Never had one, only an allotment.


  Then youll like Cobbs. And they can do with someone to do a bit of work there. Goes to my husbands heart, he says, to see the way its been allowed to ramble.
  More like a jungle in the front.


  Daresay it only wants a bit of scything, said Fred, and then a silly, important-looking, little car dashed up, with a lady in a dark dress and no hat at the wheel. Leaning through
  the window she called to Fanny in the booking-office. Anyone for us, Fanny? And Fanny came out, nodding to Bessie. They got into the little car and swept round a curve, frightening
  some lambs browsing in a field, past houses with television masts on them and stopped in front of something a good deal too grand to call a cottage.


  There was quite a nice front garden if it had been looked after, and a gravel drive and windows on both sides of the front door. Upstairs there must be four bedrooms at least, Bessie calculated.
  One for the old gentleman, one for her and Fred, one this Mrs. Tarragon was sleeping in; she wondered how long she was going to stop.


  Before you meet my father Ill just outline the position, said Mrs. Tarragon, briskly. I always think its much better to do these things in person. Letters go
  just so far . . .


  Mr. Meadows and me would never buy a pig in a poke, explained Bessie, politely. Once we found we were expected to polish about two miles of passage and clean an acre of
  glass, and nothing said about it in the letter. Is the old gentleman living alone?


  Yes. Except when he has visitors, but thats very seldom. In fact, never, except when my sister and I come, and we both of us have our own homes to attend to. Thats why
  its so important for us to get him settled. Young people she led the way into a big rather dreary-looking dining-room, with everlastings in bright blue vases on the
  chimneypiecefind it dull here. Theres no dance-hall, no rock and rollbut the bus service is very adequate, and youll find youve plenty of leisure. My
  father is quite an old man, he sleeps a good deal.


  The ad. said not invalid.


  Oh, hes not that. But he can be rather she snapped her fingers in the air looking for the right wordimprudent. You have to keep an eye on him in a
  discreet sort of way, stop him running out into the garden in inclement weatherandits best to be frankhe suffers from delusions, quite mild ones, but I think you should
  be warned.


  Mrs. Meadows folded her hands over her stern black valiseyou really couldnt call it anything else, it was so large, so all-enveloping. Fred said once, If you had a baby you
  wanted to conceal, you could put it in that bag of yours.


  Nothing was said about mental, Bessie now pointed out. I dont think Mr. Meadows and mewe were with a mental case once and there was so much unpleasantness .
  . .


  No one is saying anything about mental. Mrs. Tarragon sounded brisker than ever, but he gets crazy ideas that hes a great deal better off than, in fact, he is, and
  then hes inclined to order wildly things for which he really has no use, and cant afford. You simply have to keep an eye on him, and, of course, if he persists, you can always get me
  on the telephone.


  I see, madam. Bessie sounded dubious. About health?


  Oh, nothing worse than an occasional nose-bleed. Of course, hes an old man and he has to be kept quiet. I gathered from your letter you were accustomed to looking after old
  people.


  I had a lot of experience when I was a girl, Bessie explained. My mother first and then a widow lady, a Mrs. Atkinson. Thats where I met Mr. Meadows. I kind of took
  to them. Never having been blessed (even Gertrude knew this meant having no family) makes you take to the old ones, I suppose.


  Because theyre more malleable? Because you hope to get something out of them? Because you hope to rule the roost? A bit of all three, Gertrude supposed. It was natural to want to do
  the best you could for yourself. She didnt imagine shed do much better. They were decent-looking people, the right age but not in any way decrepit. No suggestion that they drank,
  either, like those appalling Wylies whod nearly set the house on fire in one of their orgies.


  What was your last post? she asked.


  We took a temporary job with an American officer and his wife, Bessie explainedjust three months while we were looking round for something permanent. They wanted us
  to go to America with them but we didnt fancy it. You could write, of course, though I have got a letter. Still, I know a lot of ladies dont set much store on that sort of
  testimonial.


  Unscrupulous people could write them for themselves, Gertrude pointed out bluntly.


  Proper silly youd look if you were found out. Well, before that we were two years with a Mrs. Chattell; shes gone, but her sister-in-law, Miss Alice, would speak for us.
  And before that we looked after a Mrs. Anstey. After she died her daughter married and went abroad; she gave us a written reference, though.


  It boils down to Miss Chattell then, doesnt it? said Gertrude. Whats her address?


  Mrs. Meadows supplied it. Miss Chattells living in a kind of nursing-home now, she explained. Shell never come out, of course, but shes got her wits
  about her, which is more than you can say for the sister-in-law. Mad as a hatter she was really, thought her sister was a spy trying to get her shut up. It got so she wouldnt have her in the
  same room.


  Why did she stay? asked Gertrude, bluntly.


  Well, the money was Mrs. ChattellsMiss Alice only had a little pension from a Civil Service joband then Miss Alice had given up her own home to be with her dear dead
  brothers wife. Couldnt bear the thought of her being put away, she said. Mind you, there was a reason for it. Mrs. Chattell had a shocking experience in the war. She and the husband
  were buried by a bomb, he was killed but she was dug out after more than twenty-four hours. Gave her a sort of phobia, about darkness and fire. It was that killed her in the end.


  How was that? asked Gertrude.


  Oh, she had a nightmare or something, thought she heard someone calling fire and came dashing out of her room and in the dark she fell down the stairs.


  You mean she broke her neck? What an appalling thing to happen.


  She never came round, though there was poor Miss Alice beside her begging for a last word. But, apart from what Ive told you, you couldnt ask for a nicer lady,
  consideration itself. Miss Chattell wanted us to stay on and look after her, but for one thing there wasnt the money, a lot of what the sister had had was a pension on account of her husband
  and of course that stopped right away. Besides, wed saved a bit and Miss Chattell insisted on our accepting a present for all wed done, seeing we werent mentioned in the old
  ladys will as shed led us to expect, and Mr. Meadows and me started a little drapery business. But we soon found wed bitten off more than we could chew. You need more capital
  than we had to cover the first year when youre getting known, and have to pay cash on delivery. Still, we fancied being independent for a bit. After that, we went to this American Colonel,
  like I said, and wed just left them when we saw your ad. We both thought wed like to be in the country again. Were country folk by birth if we have spent a lot of our lives in
  towns and Mr. Meadows is never really himself without a bit of garden to potter in, if its only an allotment. Funny for a man that cant tell one colour from another, but hes
  never so happy as when hes got a trowel or a spade in his hand. When we had our allotment during the war you never saw us queueing up at the greengrocer. Green fingers, thats what
  hes got. Is Mr. Cobb an old gentleman, madam?


  Seventy-eight, said Gertrude. And perfectly all right as long as he keeps quiet. Half the rooms are shut up, of course, and theres very little entertaining done,
  but he wont agree to leave the house and in the circumstances it seems cruel to try and force him.


  Its difficult with old people, I know, madam, agreed Bessie sympathetically. A lot depends, of course, if they take to you at first sight. I suppose he finds things
  a bit dullor does he keep a car?


  Oh no. He really doesnt go out much. Its not good for him. Hes very tottery and an accident would probably result in a broken bone, and that might prove
  fatal.


  Theres a nice garden.


  It could be. Im afraid its been rather neglected.


  Does Mr. Cobb employ a gardener?


  Theres a man who comes once a week when he doesnt forget or hasnt drunk too much. Thats why everything looks so unkempt. But I understand your husband can
  cope. She looked rather curiously at Fred who hadnt uttered yet. Deaf mute or a bit wanting? He looked respectable enough. You have your own sitting-room, she added.
  I daresay youve got a wireless set. We dont have television. We dont think it would be good for my fathers eyes.


  I take it there wouldnt be any objection to us renting oneI daresay it could be managed with an indoor aerial. Its nice of a night-time, specially when you
  cant get out to the pictures and such. Were used to a bit of life, Mr. Meadows and me. How about wages, madam? What were you thinking of giving?


  Mrs. Tarragon was unaccustomed to being hustled along at this pace. In her London flat it was she who gave the orders. I think you and my father had better meet before we start
  discussing terms, she said, firmly. Often he spends the morning in bedhe gets all the morning sun in his roombut to-day hes up.


  She led the way across the hall into a very pleasant room with a light old-fashioned wallpaper. In a chair by the fire sat an old gentleman who looked as though hed stepped off a
  Christmas card. He had a papery face, very pink, and a little beard, very white, and big brittle hands lying idly on the rug over his knees. Mrs. Meadows thought, Well, my dear,
  youve been a heart-breaker in your time. Mr. Meadows, as usual, said nothing, not even to himself.


  Now, Father, said Mrs. Tarragon briskly, here are Mr. and Mrs. Meadows who answered our advertisement.


  How do you do, Mrs. Meadows, said the old gentleman politely. Whats my daughter been telling you about me? That Im a littleyou know? He
  nodded and tapped his forehead.


  Really, Father! Mrs. Tarragon didnt try to conceal her exasperation.


  Then I daresay shes told you Im irresponsible, that sounds better, doesnt it? Dont know the value of money. When youre my age, my dear, this
  was to Gertrude, youll realise money as such has no value at all. It only matters for the pleasure and happiness itll buy you. Are you fond of the country, Mrs. Meadows?


  Thats why they answered the advertisement, said Gertrude impatiently.


  I hope my daughter hasnt been trying to throw dust in your eyes. This is a very dull place. We dont have any visitors and the nearest cinema is Harley and the last bus back
  from Harley is six oclock. Its fair to warn you of this before you consider the job.


  Mrs. Tarragon did tell us, sir. I dont think that would stop Mr. Meadows and me. Mr. Meadows is used to valeting, she added.


  Mr. Cobb didnt look interested in valeting. Can he read aloud? he asked.


  Fred was a lay reader once, said Mrs. Meadows with quiet satisfaction. There was a gentleman so taken with his voice he thought he should study for the ministry. To hear
  Fred on the Wrath to ComeBut Fred always knew that wasnt really his line. But he reads something beautiful.


  Mostly the starting prices and the pools and the News of the World, reflected old Mr. Cobb, accurately.


  I like being read to.


  My father has all the classics on the dining-room shelves, boasted Mrs. Tarragon.


  I wasnt thinking of the classics, something a bit more up-to-date perhaps. Do you like detective stories, Fred?


  Fred actually delivered a judgment. Some of the Americans are smashers. Chandler, now, and Erle Stanley Gardner.


  I can see we shall get on excellently, said Mr. Cobb in satisfied tones.


  I daresay there are one or two questions youd like to ask, said his daughter, but he waved his big gentle hands. No, no, you settle all that. Youre the
  boss.


  Thats what Fred says to me, said Bessie Meadows, smiling. Expects me to make all the arrangements. Wed try to make you comfortable, sir. Of course,
  youd have to tell us how you liked things done, and wed try to fit in. Food noweveryone has their tastes.


  Very simple food, cut in Gertrude. Thats what suits my father best.


  You mean, its all hes been allowed for years, commented Mr. Cobb. Are you good at sauces, Mrs. Meadows?


  Mrs. Atkinson used to say her French chef couldnt get the better of me. It ud be a pleasure to cook for a gentleman that appreciated good food. Fred and me have been with
  ladies our last two situations, mind you, they liked things nice, faddy they were, but it doesnt really give you any scope.


  And you dont suffer from the economy bug? I mean, you dont think margarines as good as butter?


  In our house, sir, when Fred and me are on our own, we never have margarine on the premises.


  Mr. Cobb turned, glowing, to his daughter.


  
    
      
        
          Clever Mrs. Tarragon


          Has unearthed a paragon . . .

        

      

    

  


  Gertrude flushed all over her long sallow face. Even Father had never behaved like this before.


  When shall I have the pleasure of welcoming you? asked Mr. Cobb.


  When would you like us to come, sir?


  Like the immortal Mr. Mell, I believe theres no time like the present. Of course, you must suit your own convenience . . .


  Ill arrange that with Mrs. Meadows, said Gertrude quickly. And its nearly time for your lunch.


  My pap, said Mr. Cobb, sadly. Then he brightened. Were going to change all that, though. Sauces! He drew a long breath. My last housekeeper, Mrs.
  Meadows, thought a sauce was a nice roux made with cornflour and a dab of margarine. Im not sure, he added sadly, she didnt even water the milk. As they
  turned to go he murmured to Fred, Have you got any of those Stanley Gardner books where you are now?


  I do have a few pocket editions, Fred admitted. I could bring them along.


  Mr. Meadows is going to be busy with the garden, growing your vegetables, Father, Gertrude intervened. And I daresay Mrs. Meadows will expect him to give her a hand in the
  house. He wont be able to spend all day reading to you.


  Itll be for Mr. Cobb to say what he thinks, smiled Bessie. I daresay we shall be able to fit things in all right.


  Afterwards Gertrude said she should have recognised that as the danger signal, but anyone can be wise after the event.


  Really! exulted old Mr. Cobb. This is too good to be true. I must pinch myself. He suited the action to the word. Yes, youre still there. I was
  afraid youd have vanished in a puff of smoke.


  Mrs. Tarragon, muttering, hurried the Meadows away.


  You see what I mean, she said, closing the door.


  He seems a very nice gentleman, said Bessie, sedately. Im sure wed do our best for him.


  Of course, you understand he cant really eat anything rich. He has a very delicate stomach. And hes used to his main meal in the middle of the day. At night he usually has
  bread and milk or cereal or a coddled egg.


  I see, madam, said Bessie in a deceptively meek voice, thinking, Well soon change that.


  And I daresay youre accustomed to catering and keeping household accounts, Gertrude hurried on. My father only runs weekly bills. Mr. Caton, the grocer, sends up
  and the butcher calls once a week, and you can get fish sent in from Harley. Youll have to arrange outings between you, she added more quickly than ever, because this was usually the
  main snag. Naturally, my father cant be left.


  I daresay we can manage, soothed Bessie, if we can agree about wages, that is. What were you thinking of offering?


  Its not a hard situation, said Gertrude, defensively, and youd find you had plenty of time on your hands.


  Im sure we dont spare ourselves, Fred and me.


  There cant be so much to do, protested Gertrude, tartly. Theres only my father, and he has to live very quietly.


  We dont mind trouble, said Mrs. Meadows in a soft meaning voice. The spare rooms are always ready in any house where we are. Yes, done regular every week. If a
  rooms neglected, specially when theres damp in the air, its so full of silver fish when you start turning out youd think you were in an aquarium.


  Humph! Thats rather an exaggeration, Mrs. Meadows. Now, the doctor. Ill put you in the picture. He has Dr. Hayter. Youll find the number on the list. Hes an
  elderly man, doesnt come out after dark, but if you should need anyone in an emergency theres a Dr. Line. Ive never met him, quite young, I understand, but Dr. Hayter seems to
  rely on him.


  Ill remember, madam. How about religion? Does Mr. Cobb . . .?


  Church of England, of course.


  Then perhaps the vicar . . .


  No, no, no nonsense like that. He can always get the service on the wireless, if he has a mind. As Ive said before, he mustnt get excited.


  I shouldnt think he would, not here. I mean, its not a very exciting place, is it? As I said to Mr. Meadows in the train, Looks as though weve found the
  place the Almightys forgotten. About wages, madam. She mentioned a figure that made Gertrude blanch.


  Oh, but thats ridiculous. I suppose thats what the Americans paid you, but theyre out of all proportion. My father certainly couldnt give as much as
  that.


  I dont think you could call it unreasonableits what Mrs. Chattell gave us and everyone knows how prices have risen since thenand well have the
  responsibility, wont we? Then, as Gertrude showed no signs of relenting, she added, Still, sooner than have any unpleasantness, well say no more about it.


  Gertrude brightened. These people always came to heel if you were firm.


  Its a pity, Bessie mused. Because I think we could have made him very comfortable, Fred and me . . .


  But I thought youd accepted the situation, cried Gertrude. Oh, very well, I agree to your terms, but you must be extra careful with the housekeeping. Naturally, if
  you do decide to hire a television set, thats your responsibility. Now, when could you start? Its very inconvenient for me being away from my own houseso much
  entertainingYou mustnt mind if things seem a little higgledy-piggledy at the moment. Theres a woman who comes in by the day but Im afraid shes not much of a
  manager. Itll be a great relief to me when my father is settled again.


  She rose to indicate that the interview was at an end, but Mrs. Meadows stood her ground.


  Is there anything else?


  Our return fare, madam. And lunch.


  Lunch?


  Theres no train back till 2.40. Well have to get a snack.


  Oh so reluctantly Mrs. Tarragon opened her bag and pulled out her wallet.


  Two pounds four shillings for the fares, said Mrs. Meadows. That includes a shilling each way on the Underground.


  Mrs. Tarragon put down two pounds ten shillings. She supposed she couldnt ask for change.


  Six shillings isnt much for two peoples lunch these days, said Mrs. Meadows. Itll be too late to do any shopping when we get back to London.
  Seething, Gertrude added two more florins.


  Thank you, madam. About the references? Were you wishing to take those up?


  Ill write to this Miss Chattell, said Gertrude, but I shall expect you on Friday unless you get a telegram to the contrary, and that would only be if the reference
  proved unsatisfactory.


  There was nowhere to get a meal between the house and the station, so they took a local train into Harley and lunched economically at a pub. Ham sandwich apiece, a pint for Fred and half a pint
  of stout for Bessie. There was a train back at 2.15 and they reached London, very satisfied with the days work, by a quarter to four.
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