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‘Heart-warming, darkly comedic.’

The Literary Addict

‘Terrific.’

Paul Mayhew-Archer, The Vicar of Dibley

‘Clark is a remarkable ventriloquist ... funny, immersive.’

Kirkus Reviews

‘A style as light and digestible as a macaroon.’

C.J. Limb

‘Exceptionally well written... highly recommended.’

Joel Francis, The Gibraltar Magazine

‘Plenty of humour and multiple reveals to enjoy.’

Paterson Loarn

‘Both funny and tragic.’

Andrew Crofts

‘Humorous and poignant in equal measure.’

Fictionphile

‘Real world escapism... lapped up by the people I have recommended it to.’

Jamie Chipperfield

‘No one wrings the humour out of social inequality like Sue Clark’ – Steve Sheppard

[image: ]

[image: ]

SRL Publishing Ltd

London

www.srlpublishing.co.uk

First published worldwide by SRL Publishing in 2026

[image: ]

––––––––
[image: ]


Copyright © Sue Clark, 2026

––––––––
[image: ]


The moral right by the author has been asserted in accordance with the Copyright, Designs, and Patents Act 1988.

ISBN: 978-1915073-679

1 3 5 7 9 10 8 6 4 2

––––––––
[image: ]


This book is sold subject to the condition that it shall not, by way of trade or otherwise, be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying or otherwise, without the prior permission of the publishers. 

––––––––
[image: ]


No part of this book shall be used in any manner for the purpose of training artificial intelligence (AI) systems or technologies.

SRL Publishing and Pen Nib logo are registered trademarks owned by SRL Publishing Ltd.

––––––––
[image: ]


This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents are either a product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual people, living or dead, events or locales, is entirely coincidental. 

––––––––
[image: ]


A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.

SRL Publishing is a climate positive publisher, offsetting more carbon emissions than it emits.

​​​

To all those Mabel and Bills everywhere who cheerfully and unobtrusively get stuff sorted.
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Binky’s Story
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Little Eardsley

Dorrage Hall, a many-bedroomed, eighteenth-century, double-turreted, English baroque manor house situated in the county of Eardshire, was the sort of place where nothing and nobody worked. Except Mabel, the cook/housekeeper.

Bam! Mabel crashed the second-best tray down on the kitchen table, making a mental note to have a go at bicarb-ing the tarnish when she next had five minutes. A bone china cup from the last remaining tea-set clattered in its saucer, wobbled, dithered for a sec, then decided, yes it would keel over and puddle the tray with stone-cold tea.

‘Six! Six perfectly good eggs,’ she fumed. ‘Chucked up the wall because none of them was cooked to his liking. Six flipping eggs, Bill. ‘Scuse the language, but I ask you!’

Bill looked up from the Squire’s Daily Mail. ‘Flipping ain’t swearing, old girl. I’ll tell you what swearing is. Swearing’s–’

Mabel pursed her lips. ‘Thank you, Bill. I don’t think we need a demonstration.’ She grabbed a cloth to mop up the mess. ‘I’ve had about enough of today, and it’s not even time for elevenses.’

The day had started off badly and headed south from then on. The Squire had been more than usually shouty over his breakfast, Miss Venetia more than usually moany over hers.

‘Acting up, is he, the Old Bugger?’ Bill said, Old Bugger being one of the nicknames Bill had for Sir Jago, the Squire. ‘What’s it this time?’

‘The usual.’ Mabel put on the voice, a passable take-off of their employer. ‘None of these bally eggs is edible, Mabel and Bill. Half too soft.’ She mimed chucking an egg at the wall. ‘Half too hard. Whites should be soft-set,’ she mimed chucking the rest, ‘and yolks firm. Is that too much to ask?’ Sighing, Mabel reverted to her normal voice. ‘You know what he’s like first thing.’

‘I’m guessing you were giving your new egg wheeze a try-out,’ Bill said.

Mabel nodded. ‘Boiled up half a dozen. Surely, I thought, one of them is going to meet with approval. Should have knowed better. Not one! Not the four-minuter, nor the nine-minuter, nor none in between.’

Bill shook his head. ‘Thought you’d have learned after all these years. Nothing much gets the thumbs up before five in the afternoon.’

‘Cocktail hour,’ they chorused in harmony.

‘I know,’ Mabel said. ‘But throwing stuff, that’s crossing a line.’

‘Told you there’d be consequences from the village dropping him off the cricket team.’ Bill gave his paper a shake. ‘Don’t suppose his bowling action’s improved.’

‘I never know, Bill, if you’re being serious or not. And now I’ve got an eggy mess to wipe off the wallpaper.’

‘Damned waste. I could have polished off them leftovers.’

‘You’re very welcome to what I can scrape off.’

‘You’re all right.’

Mabel let a silence fall, then tried again, more direct this time. ‘A bit of support wouldn’t come amiss.’

Bill lowered the newspaper. ‘That would help how exactly? You know what he’s like. Can’t do right, for doing wrong. Sun’s too bally bright. Birds too bally twittery. Leaves too bally rustle-y. What are we supposed to do? Most days he’s found five things to bellyache about before Perkins has had time to put on his monogrammed slippers and chaperone him to the bog for his morning piss.’

Mabel winced.

‘As for Princess Pathetic up there,’ Bill raised his eyes to the ceiling, ‘if she was any wetter, she’d be a bleeding codfish.’

Bill never held the Corkerham family in the same regard as Mabel. He saw them as privileged pains in the whatsit, to be tolerated and, whenever the opportunity arose, mocked. Whereas, to Mabel, they were the latest links in a historic chain that went right back, it is believed, to a Saxon ancestor called Aethelwulf the Ill-Favoured... as well as being privileged pains in the whatsit.

It bothered Mabel when Bill slagged them off. It should be possible, it seemed to her, to respect a person’s position in life, even when you didn’t hold with the system that put them on the top rung of the social ladder, or even like them that much. But, she had to admit, the Corkerhams did often make respecting them a stretch.

‘Please,’ Mabel said, hand to her forehead, ‘not today, Bill. We’ve got Miss Venetia’s pals tomorrow. The Mudhill set. Could be up to a dozen of them. She’s give me her menu.’ Mabel counted off the courses on her fingers. ‘French onion soup to start with, followed by rib of beef with roasties, red cabbage and all the trimmings, jam roly poly and yellow custard, and finishing up with an Eardshire cheeseboard with some of my pear chutney. I’ve got onions to chop, a ton of spuds to peel, mould to scrape off the chutney, and I don’t know what else to be getting on with.’

Mabel looked over at Bill. He was deep into an article about some busty actress, his nose almost touching the page.

‘I don’t suppose you could...?’ she asked.

‘Look at the state of that,’ Bill interrupted. ‘Talk about trout mouth. Them lips is more like inflatable dinghies.’

Mabel gave a yawn, putting it on a bit. ‘Didn’t hardly get no sleep last night.’

‘Had you running around, did he, the Old Bugger? Single malt from his special supply? Cucumber sarnies with the crusts cut off? The fire in his sitting room banked up so high you can hear the chimney cracking? All at some ungodly hour when decent folks is tucked up in bed. That sortathing?’

‘Not Himself. Herself. Miss Venetia. It was her running me ragged.’ Again, Mabel did the voice. ‘One simply must have one’s Harrods hot chocolate, Mabel and Bill, or one will toss and turn until rosy-fingered dawn.’

Incidentally, you might be wondering about the Mabel and Bill thing. It probably seems odd to you, but in Sir Jago and Miss Venetia’s world it made perfect sense. Why waste time on two names when an all-purpose one would do for both? No-one remembered when they’d started doing it. It was more than likely a Corkerham family joke that stuck. Bill and Mabel never minded. Not really.

‘Just when I got my head down,’ Mabel persisted, ‘she rings for her special ciggies. The lilac ones she gets sent from Westphalia. For her nerves. So I had to dig them out. And the silver table lighter what I can never get to spark. She’s as bad as him sometimes.’

Bill looked up, suddenly serious. ‘She ask for the key?’

Mabel pulled a face. ‘No. Not yet.’ She patted the pocket of her pinny. ‘When she does, I’ll be ready.’

‘How much longer can she keep it up?’ Bill said. ‘She visits that place more often than you’re down at Miss Spooner’s.’ Priscilla Spooner ran the village shop. ‘Even the Squire is bound to smell a rat eventually.’

The same worry had been itching at the back of Mabel’s mind. She felt responsible, you see, as it had been her idea in the first place. Another of her wheezes. She pushed the thought away. She had more immediate concerns.

‘Can’t think about that right now,’ she said. ‘Got loaves to bake and butter to churn. Beds to make up. Because a pound to a penny her pals will be expecting to stay the night, and wanting kippers and kedgeree for breakfast more than likely. On top of everything, we’re almost out of logs. Someone needs to get out there and chop some.’

At that moment, a gust of wind sprang up outside, spattering drizzle against the kitchen windows and rattling the frames. It was a bleak, unwelcoming day.

‘And if the range goes out, I don’t know what I’ll do,’ Mabel went on. No response. ‘I could do with some help, Bill. With chopping the logs?’

Bill was now lapping up a juicy bit of football gossip. ‘What about this joker?’ he said, prodding the newspaper. ‘All that cash. And for what? A gormless grin and a pair of knobbly knees. World’s gone stark staring mad, I tell you.’

‘I know how the world feels,’ Mabel said, an edge of bitterness to her voice, as she headed for the scullery. She paused on the way to select a knife from the drawer, picking out a stubby one and running her thumb over its blade to check for sharpness. ‘Some days,’ she called over, ‘it’s all I can do to stop myself from doing a certain someone a serious mischief.’

‘No jury would convict you,’ Bill shouted back. ‘Them two upstairs would drive anyone to it.’

Mabel paused at the scullery door, sack of spuds in tow. ‘I wasn’t necessarily thinking of them,’ she said, eyes narrowing.

Bill, who’d been licking the end of his pencil in preparation for the Kwik Krossword, put the newspaper down.

‘This ain’t like you. Normally you can handle anything them upstairs throws at you.’ He broke into a grin, unable to resist. ‘Even boiled eggs.’

Mabel let go of the sack and, to her embarrassment, felt her eyes fill with tears. ‘If you must know,’ she sniffed, wiping her cheeks on her pinny, ‘it’s Binky. She’s missing. Haven’t seen her for three days. I’m that worried.’

‘Is that all?’ Bill laughed. ‘She’s always wandering off, as well you know. She ain’t a kitten no more. Probably gone and got herself a boyfriend. Don’t waste your tears. She’ll be having a whale of a time, the shameless hussy.’ He turned his attention to the crossword. ‘She’ll turn up when she’s had her fill of how’s-your-father. You’ll see.’

Mabel wasn’t so sure. This was different. Binky had never stayed away this long before.

‘Something’s up. I know it is,’ she said. ‘I’ve looked everywhere for her. Upstairs and down. Everywhere except the attic rooms. This afternoon, I thought I’d try up there and you know how them back stairs give me the creeps. I thought if the two of us went...?’

Bill tapped his pockets, searching for something.

‘I said,’ she repeated, ‘if we was to go up in the attic together? This afternoon?’

‘I heard you. Aha!’ He’d found his pipe and busied himself packing it with tobacco. ‘I would oblige.’ He put a match to the bowl and sucked. ‘Only, there’s a problem.’ The tobacco glowed red. Puffs of blue smoke spiralled to the ceiling. ‘A complication, sortathing.’

‘I somehow thought there might be.’

‘Up on the top field.’ Puff. ‘There’s this path. Wants clearing.’ Puff. ‘Promised the Old Bugger I’d take a look.’ Puff. ‘Walk the path. Do a recce. Gonna take me the best part of the rest of the day.’ Puff, puff, puff. He stuck the pipe in his mouth, knocking the stem against his dentures, and got to his feet. ‘Time I made tracks, as a matter of fact.’

Mabel crossed her arms. ‘The path from the top field that skirts the woods? The shortcut to the village and the Spread Eagle?’ She glanced across at the kitchen clock. ‘And would you believe it? It’s not long till opening time.’

‘Yep, the good old Spread Legs.’

Mabel winced again. ‘I do wish you wouldn’t.’

Bill folded the newspaper into his jacket pocket and grabbed his coat from the back of the door. ‘I’m off then, old girl. See you when I see you. Watch your step on them back stairs. They’re terrible rickety.’

After Bill had gone, Mabel stood, tutting to herself at the sheer nerve of the man. Then, throwing on an old riding mac of the Squire’s, she stumbled outside to pump water for the kettle, and put it on the range to heat.

‘If he can skive off to the pub, I don’t see why I shouldn’t have ten minutes to myself,’ she said out loud.

While she was waiting for the kettle to boil, she plumped up the cushions on the chair Bill had vacated and dropped gratefully onto them. Digging around in her pinny pocket, she took out a small brass key, contemplated it for a moment, then put it back and removed a cassette player. She fiddled awkwardly with the controls, then settled back to lose herself in Elton John’s husky tones.

Outside, the wind got up again and the window-frames gave another rattle. Mabel shivered. Chopping the logs could wait.
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The Baronet’s Story (Part One)
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Set in the pretty Eardshire Valley, far enough away from the industrial centre of Snaresbury to get only the occasional whiff of the petfood factory, you’d think Dorrage Hall would be an ideal spot in which to live out your aristocratic existence. Not according to the Squire.

Sir Jago, otherwise, as it said on his birth certificate – in tiny writing, so as to fit it all in – Jago Theodore Sextus Anselm Miles Fitzherbert-Herbert Corkerham, was head of the household at Dorrage Hall. For most people, inheriting a rambling property like the Hall, without having to do anything to acquire it beyond being born, would be a dream. Something to be content with, even grateful for.

But Sir Jago was by nature more inclined to find fault than count blessings. Indeed, when he was a young man, he was often heard telling chums at his club that the main attraction of the Hall was how easy it was to get away from, via the 9.27 from Market Corkerham to London Marylebone.

A fiery little man, Sir Jago was much given to tantrums, as you might have picked up. A typical red-head you could say, even though his hair, once carroty, had over the years turned steely-grey and thin. His upper lip, on the other hand, sprouted an abundant pepper-and-salt moustache, which he, with the help of his valet Perkins, tended to daily. This gave him the look, if not the temperament, of an elderly schnauzer. As the years rolled on, wine-coloured veins bloomed on his nose and cheeks, adding a ruddy glow.

You have to understand something about Sir Jago. He had only three interests in life: his family history, wargaming, and dogs. Of these, the family history, no contest, came out tops. He could go on for hours about the glory days when, according to him, a Corkerham could lay claim to three-quarters of the county, as well as four of the King’s mistresses.

Sir Jago modelled himself, in his own mind at least, on the first baronet, Sir Sextus Jago Theodore Anselm Miles Fitzherbert Corkerham, hero of the Battle of Scutchman’s Knoll. The battle took place on 30th August 1704, before the family had acquired its second Herbert, or indeed the Hall.

The house and title were granted to Sir Sextus by Queen Anne, in thanks for whatever deed of bravery or low cunning Sir Sextus had performed for the monarch. No-one was sure what these were, or indeed where the knoll was. Details had blurred with the passage of time. But it’s a fair bet that low cunning was involved somewhere along the line.

A moth-eaten tapestry in the Blue Salon depicted the battle. Between the bald patches, you could just about make out Sir Sextus, a stout man in tight breeches, on top of a fat horse. His whiskery face was turned into the sun, and he was holding up a sword much too big for him. The tatty tapestry took up a whole wall of the Salon and was Sir Jago’s pride and joy.

The wall-hanging was famous locally, but not for the reasons you might think. Visitors didn’t admire the first baronet’s noble stance, they sniggered at his horse. The good people who had woven the tapestry were no doubt skilled, but it was clear they were not familiar with the equine anatomy, or perhaps the weavers were dissatisfied with their wages. At any rate, they had given the creature dog-like paws, instead of hooves, at the end of its five limbs.

Every August, the Squire held Scutchman’s Knoll Day. When he was a younger man, it was a big thing and an invitation no person of any standing in Eardshire could afford to refuse. As time went on and he grew older and more crotchety, he was lucky if a couple of shopkeepers and the vicar turned up. He would lay out his idea of the battlefield on the wargaming table in his study and strut about, moving the little figures this way and that, and explaining tactics at great length to any unfortunate guest trapped in there with him. Not many came back for a repeat performance. The truth was, in recent times no-one in Little Eardsley thought much of the event and the battle it commemorated. To many of the locals it was known, with a sly titter, as Scotchman’s Knob Day.

While no-one was sure what Sir Sextus had done to deserve the Hall, they knew who paid for it all right. You couldn’t miss it. It was explained in tarnished gilt above the porticoed entrance. Given by a grateful nation, it said. That referred to the blacksmiths, housemaids, farm labourers, carpenters, carters and nightsoil collectors of eighteenth-century England, who had chipped in via their taxes to show their gratitude for Sir Sextus’s unspecified deed. Generous of them, don’t you think?

If the why was in doubt, the when was obvious. The dates were carved into the stone above that same portico: 1705 to 1732. Twenty-seven years. That’s an awfully long time to build even a Baroque-style manor house like Dorrage Hall. Goes to show, builders were as unreliable back then as they are today.

We can get an idea of what the Hall was like in more recent times from a cutting taken from the magazine Rural Living dated 1947. Under the headline ‘Country Houses to Covet’, Dorrage Hall was described as An elegant gentleman’s country residence, much admired for its pleasingly symmetrical fenestration, Grand Staircase, impressive Blue Salon, and formal French-style parterres, designed by the renowned landscape architect, Adequate Evans.

An impressive pile, in other words.

Things had gone very much to pot since then. A modern reporter might point out the windows that quaked at the slightest breeze, the Grand Staircase being steadily consumed by woodworm, the Blue Salon faded to a dirty grey, and the formal parterres submerged under a blanket of bindweed.

Climb the forty-two steps of the no-longer grand Grand Staircase, taking care not to trip on the fraying carpet, and turn left along the Long Passage, and you would find yourself in the West Wing of Dorrage Hall, the domain of Sir Jago and Miss Venetia. Do not, under any circumstances, turn right. That upstairs wing of the Hall, the East Wing, was shut up years ago, when the sixties were swinging and the ceilings were sagging alarmingly. From time to time, someone, muttering the dreaded words health and safety, would suggest getting the ceilings fixed and the wing reopened. An expensive undertaking. Too expensive. So that was as far as it went. No-one actually did anything, apart, that is, from Mabel, who paid a call to B&Q and fitted large padlocks to the connecting doors. The Upper East Wing was left to decay in peace.

This was the shambles presided over by Sir Jago.

As you may have noticed, it is a curiosity of the English upper classes that they like to be known by nicknames. Sir Jago was no exception. On the rare occasions they spoke to him, young Jago’s parents – God rest them! – called him Blaze, on account of how his cheeks would catch fire whenever he was vexed, which was often. To the series of women who looked after him when he was little, every one of them known as Nanny, he was Master Gogo. To the boys at the boarding school he attended from the age of six, he was Double Herbo, because of the Fitzherbert-Herbert thing. And to his chums at his London club, back when he was a member and had chums, he was Corky or, as the years and pounds piled on, Porky.

Bill amused himself by making up his own names for him. Squire Skinflint was one, on account of how he didn’t hold with what he called modern contraptions. There was no washing machine or vacuum cleaner at the Hall, no food mixer or floor polisher to ease Mabel’s burden. It was a copper boiler, a push-along carpet sweeper, a wooden spoon and plain old elbow grease for her. Mabel had smuggled in the cassette player, her only concession to the 1990s, after Priscilla Spooner showed Mabel hers, pink with excitement.

Sir Jago, happy to pay any amount for deliveries of caviar, foie gras, smoked salmon and the like, would blow his top if Mabel were to mention shelling out for a refrigerator to store it all in. As for electric stoves, pop-up toasters and the like, you’d have thought they were the work of the devil.

‘Give me the old ways any time,’ he would say.

That was all very well but the upshot was, Mabel spent her working days churning, dollying, pumping water and dancing attendance on a wood-fired range with a mind of its own, just as if she were skivvying in the 1930s.

There are names and then there are titles. Sir Jago’s official title was Sir Jago Fitzherbert-Herbert Corkerham of Little Eardsley, Bart. Not, you will note, Lord Eardsley or Lord Corkerham, and certainly not Sir Corkerham.

If you’re not familiar with the styling of English titles – and why should you be? You’ve probably got better things to do with your time! – you might find the whole thing mystifying. Sir Jago, you see, was a baronet. Not a baron and not a knight. Baronets rank below barons but, being hereditary titles, above knights in the pecking order. Although technically commoners, not being members of the peerage or the knightage, they are titled gentlemen, often squires, and sometimes landowners. As to who has bowing or curtseying rights over whom, that would take close scrutiny of Debrett’s to determine. Bewildering, isn’t it? But that’s tradition for you.

As the Squire got on in years and gave up membership of his London club, he took to swaggering about Little Eardsley as if he owned it, which his ancestors once did, of course. He would give stiff, unsmiling nods to any villagers he met. ‘Maintaining a dignified distance,’ he called it. ‘So up himself, it must bring tears to his eyes,’ Bill called it.

If a villager were to come across him as he paraded up the High Street and mumbled, ‘Afternoon, Your Grace’ or ‘My Lord,’  the Squire wouldn’t correct them.

‘Bad form,’ he’d say. ‘Putting the poor things on the spot like that. In any case, I am a lord. I’m Lord of the Manor.’

Of course he knew Lord of the Manor wasn’t a real title. Heaven’s sake, any man or woman can buy one, if they are daft enough to waste several thousand pounds.

Now, where there’s a baronet, there’s usually a baronet’s wife. A Lady Corkerham to go with a Sir Jago. And yes, that is how the titles go. He’s a sir and she’s a lady. Except there was no Lady C at Dorrage Hall. He must have had a wife at some time, stands to reason, else there couldn’t have been a Miss Venetia, his only child. But the Squire’s spouse was long off the scene and, furthermore, not up for discussion. Her identity, even her name, was lost in the mists of time.

On dark winter evenings, Bill and Mabel would sometimes speculate, sitting in the Snug, her turning a sock, him drawing on his pipe, but they never came to any serious conclusion. The mystery, as with a lot of things at the Hall, remained... well, mysterious.
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Just as Sir Jago wasn’t a Lord, his daughter and only offspring wasn’t a Lady. She had to content herself with being plain Miss Venetia Corkerham, or to Bill and Mabel in the privacy of the kitchen, Herself. Naturally, Bill had other names for her. The Duchess of Gloom. The Empress of Indolence. The Couch Contessa. Bill found these highly entertaining. Mabel, not so much.

Where Himself had a typical Corkerham physique – short and round and flushed – Herself took after her mother – tall and slim and pale. Willowy would be a good description. No-one but Mabel knew what colour Miss Venetia’s hair was naturally. Since puberty, she, or rather Mabel, had changed it according to her mood and whatever dye was in stock at the Boots in Market Corkerham.

Apart from blood ties, the two Corkerhams had little in common. About the only thing was, if they didn’t get their own way, they would kick up a heck of a stink. Where Himself ranted and raged, Herself would weep and wail. Since childhood, she’d perfected a repertoire of sulks, sighs, snivels and sobs. She could keep them going for days. Of the two methods, Mabel judged the daughter’s to be the more successful.

Two residents, looked after by three staff, might not strike you as many for a house the size of Dorrage Hall. Let me tell you, bearing in mind who they were, that was plenty. Sir Jago and Miss Venetia were the sort who needed as much space around them as possible. They were, in short, difficult.

Father and daughter socialised very little together and often ate separately. This made for quite a bit of extra work for Mabel. She didn’t mind, not least because if the two of them were in the same room for more than five minutes – if Miss Venetia were to join her father for his five o’clock cocktail hour, for instance – a row would be sure to break out. Best if they stayed apart.

Their rooms were at the far end of the West Wing. Even so, when a mood was on them, Himself’s roars or Herself’s wails would echo along the Long Passage, all the way down the Grand Staircase to the kitchen. Mabel would pause whatever she was doing – be it rubbing in pastry, starching a collar, or sprinkling Epsom salts into the Squire’s footbath – and try to work out from the pitch and volume of the sound how urgent her attendance was. Most times, she got it right.

No such leeway was afforded to Perkins, the valet. His room was right next door to the Squire’s quarters. He was supposed to remain on call at all times. That changed the day Perkins discovered earplugs. From then on, he slept undisturbed at night, leaving Mabel and occasionally Bill to run the Squire’s nocturnal errands.

As downstairs staff, Mabel and Bill didn’t see much of upstairs Perkins. He spent his days with the Squire, waiting on his every whim, and his nights, as we’ve established, earplugged against any disturbance. Perkins was an enigma. He’d been at the Hall almost as long as Bill and Mabel, yet they knew scarcely anything of his background. Perkins didn’t volunteer and they didn’t like to pry. No-one knew where he hailed from, for instance, or how he’d ended up at the Hall.

A neat, compact man with short, slicked-back hair, Perkins was never seen wearing anything other than a dark suit and a dazzling white shirt, which he insisted on laundering himself. The Squire’s laundry, on the other hand, Mabel boiled up in the copper with everyone else’s.

Bill, what more to say about Bill? In appearance, he was tallish and thinnish, except for a belly round and hard as a football and made up of approximately seventy-five per-cent Eardsley Ale. He might have once passed for good-looking, if it wasn’t for that belly, a stooped back and hair that, no matter how much he wetted it, would spring up like a toilet brush. As for temperament, if you were in the mood for his nonsense, you might describe Bill as cheery and easy-going. If you weren’t, you’d probably say he was blooming irritating... and slow, so slow! He could spin out the smallest task. He once took a whole day to hang up one single painting.

‘Making sure it’s good and straight, old girl,’ he told Mabel, standing back, head on one side, to eye up the picture for the umpteenth time, cup of tea in one hand, slice of Mabel’s Victoria sponge in the other.

Bill was unreliable in lots of ways, apart from one: whenever there was work to be done, coal to be hauled, u-bends to be rodded, or bins to be lugged up the long drive, you could always rely on Bill... to be somewhere else. No wonder Mabel took to doing most things for herself.

So now we come to Mabel. A cheeky butcher’s boy once called her comely. And she’s never forgotten it. To be honest, that was donkey’s years ago when she was in her teens. Also, without wishing to sully the memory, was possibly said with an ulterior motive. Besides, her comely days were long behind her by this time.

Like most good cooks, Mabel was well-upholstered. Not fat, mind. Her arms and shoulders were well-developed but firm, from all the kneading of dough and beating of carpets. She had good legs too. Shapely, on account of spending so long each day standing on them. Then there was her hair. Oh, her hair! She despaired of it. Couldn’t do a thing with that frizzy mess owing to the constant steam.

When Mabel left school at fifteen, she had little to show for all those years except a few bruises, a sewing certificate and a love of books. Still and all, though she might not have had the exams, Mabel had a good head on her shoulders. The same could be said of Bill, frivolous though he could be. Both Mabel and he read a great deal. For her, it was novels, though she didn’t object to a bit of poetry. She liked words and didn’t mind if they were fancy – ‘autodidact’ or ‘philomath’ for example. She could always look up what she didn’t know in the big dictionary in the Hall’s library. Like Mabel, Bill was well-read, though in his case it was facts he was into. His knowledge came from newspapers and magazines, which he filched from the Squire and Miss Venetia and read from cover to cover.

Bill and Mabel had their own downstairs quarters. A little parlour they called the Snug, and off it a tiny bathroom and two spartan bedrooms, though they spent most of their time in the kitchen, where it was warmer.

So that’s it then, the whole household. And a right rum lot they were. Together, they lived in genteel poverty, keeping up upper class appearances on a working class income. Whose fault was that? Why, the modern descendants of Sir Sextus, of course, spendthrifts and dimwits to a man. Over the generations, the Corkerham cash had melted away like fat on a hot griddle. What was left after legal disputes, unwise investments, mad colonial adventures and reckless love affairs, they wasted on drink and gambling.

As money ran low, parcels of land and farm tenancies were disposed of, until the estate was reduced to the house itself, somehow still standing, ten acres of weed-strangled gardens and parkland, fifty acres that were more nettles, thistle and brambles than pasture, a wood few people dared enter, and a handful of tumbledown cottages. Such meagre income as there was, came from these various neglected assets.

Long gone were the days when an owner of Dorrage Hall could stand at the window of one of its turrets and boast, ‘All Corkerham country, as far as the eye can see.’
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Four



The Bean Counter’s Story
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1970-Something

The decline of the Corkerham estate continued apace. Meanwhile, Sir Jago occupied himself by getting wound up into a florid frenzy about other matters that really didn’t matter. Some cove he had been at school with was spouting some bally nonsense on the radio. One of the dogs had gone down with the blasted mange. Or it was damn well raining.

But what really got Sir Jago’s dander up was if anyone touched his miniature armies. Only Mabel was allowed to go anywhere near them, and only then with the lightest of flicks from the featheriest of feather dusters. He always noticed if they’d been moved, even by a centimetre. When he did, he would bowl along the Long Passage with that rolling short-fat-man’s gait of his, shaking his fist and yelling, ‘Which of you blighters has been fiddling with my French dragoons? Wait till I lay my hands on you!’

Don’t be alarmed. Mabel certainly wasn’t. She knew they were empty threats. In any case, by the time he’d caught up, Sir Jago was so out of breath, he could barely stand, let alone lay hands on anyone. Often as not, he’d forgotten what it was he was mad about by then, in any case.

That was bad enough, but there was a transgression that was even worse in his eyes. Woe betide anyone, even one of Miss Venetia’s hoity-toity house guests, if they called his military collection ‘toy soldiers’. Toy solders! You would almost see the steam coming out of his ears.

He’d puff himself up and thunder, ‘For the last bally time! They are not toys! They are historically accurate two-inch miniatures of armies involved in British, European and South African military campaigns, 1639 to 1945! And don’t you forget it!’

Not that Mabel let his tantrums get to her. Coming from a long line of peasant stock, she was accustomed to being shouted at. And if being shouted at was the price she had to pay for living rent-free in a stately home and having the run of a large kitchen, no matter if both had seen better days, well, she was happy with the deal.

All the while this was going on, Sir Jago’s birthright was falling apart around his ears. Mabel was worried. Something had to be done. After much thought, she tentatively suggested he contact Jonty Greenaway. The Squire was reluctant, since Greenaway was the ‘bally cove’ who’d been interviewed on Radio 4. But Mabel, bribing him with promises of Battenburg cake, eventually swayed him. Greenaway, these days head of a large accountancy firm, had been Sir Jago’s dorm-mate at prep school. He was delighted to offer his advice and suggested taking on an estate manager and handing the responsibility over to him. And as luck would have it, Greenaway said, he knew the very chap. The idea of having someone else to blame for the Hall’s many failings naturally appealed to Sir Jago.

Next thing anyone but the Squire knew, a man in a navy blue blazer, with silver buttons that caught the sun in an annoying manner, drove up in a neat little classic sports car. While Bill drooled over the car, Mabel installed the man in a dim alcove in the library, where his buttons couldn’t shine. That man was Kevin Legge, and he had his work cut out. From the start, he and the Squire clashed, Legge being of a finickity nature and the Squire pretty much not caring a tuppenny damn about anybody or anything, except his dogs and his tiny soldiers.

Legge was employed to find ways to stretch the Hall’s meagre finances. Fat chance! There was so little money sloshing around, he soon found it was an impossible task. Added to that, Sir Jago made his life a misery, calling him ‘nothing but a bally bean counter’ and constantly undermining his decisions. Legge was getting nowhere. Then Sir Jago did the unforgiveable. He put a stop on the estate manager’s salary.

‘Don’t understand what you’re complaining about, old boy,’ Sir Jago said, when the angry bean counter burst in. ‘You’re always on at me to cut back.’ He made the seal-like honk which was his version of laughter. He was enjoying himself. ‘Arf, arf. I’ve done exactly what you asked. I’ve cut your wages.’

Topping up that injury with a hefty dollop of insult, the Squire ordered two regiments of vintage Danish infantry, boasting to Legge of his purchase. The Danes were the final straw. That afternoon, Legge cleared his desk. That evening, he left, but not empty-handed. 

For more years than anyone could remember, a small oil painting had hung, unnoticed, unappreciated and un-dusted, in the WC next to the library. A landscape of the Eardshire Downs. Unappreciated by everyone, that is, but Kevin Legge. He must have gazed at it scores of times as he stood, making use of the facilities. As he did, Kevin evidently saw something in the painting that no-one else did. Eardshire in Autumn, he read on the grimy label. In the style of John Sidebottam.

Legge believed in travelling light. He carried little as he stomped down the drive to his car for the last time under cover of darkness, just a suit bag, a briefcase containing three shirts and three pairs of pants – one to wash, one to wear, and one in case of accidents – and, tucked under his arm, the little picture.

Sir Jago got very steamed up at the bally bean counter leaving him in the lurch. It wasn’t until some days later he found out about the missing painting, and only then when Mabel brought its absence to his attention. He summoned Greenaway, whom he held responsible for the debacle. Greenaway couldn’t keep the smirk off his face. He’d nursed a grudge against Sir Jago ever since the future baronet had put a toad in his bed in their first year at boarding school. This was his chance for revenge. He’d been fully aware of Legge’s light-fingered reputation when he’d recommended him.

‘You were lucky he only nicked the one picture, Double Herbo,’ Greenaway drawled, as he waited for Mabel to fetch his hat and coat. ‘You were let off lightly. Last place he was at, he drove off with their MG. Lovely little motor. How much was it worth, anyhow, this picture of yours?’

‘No idea,’ Sir Jago admitted. ‘Bloody thing’s been hanging in the library pissoire since I was a lad. But it’s the principle of the thing, dammit!’

‘There you go then. Not worth going to the bother of alerting the Constabulary and risking a scandal. Let the man keep the wretched thing. Rise above it. Noblesse oblige, old man. Noblesse oblige.’

These words took much of the heat out of Sir Jago’s wrath and he took his former dorm-mate’s advice.

Some while later, Eardshire in Autumn came up for auction, at Christie’s, no less, and looking very different. With the grime and urine cleaned off – it is astonishing how far those droplets can travel – it was possible to understand what Legge had seen in it. It was a beauty. The branches of the bowed trees seemed to sway and the falling leaves tumble in the breeze. Billowing clouds raced across the canvas. ‘A masterly depiction of scudding clouds,’ they
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