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Paying Guests

CHAPTER 1

Dorron Sra, justly famous for the infamous savour
of the waters which so magically get rid of painful
deposits in the joints and muscles of the lame and the
halt, and for the remedial rasp of its saline baths in
which the same patients are pickled daily to their
great relief, had been crammed all the summer, and
the proprietors of its hotels and boarding houses had
been proving that for them at least rheumatism and
its kindred afflictions had a silver if not a golden lining.
Never had Wentworth and Balmoral and Blenheim and
Belvoir entertained so continuous a complement of
paying guests, and even now, though the year had
wheeled into mid-October, and the full season was
long past, Mrs. Oxney was still booking rooms for
fresh arrivals at Wentworth during the next two
months. In fact she did not know when she would get
off on her holiday, and as long as this prosperous
tide continued to flow, she cared very little whether
she got off at all. Though she did not want money,
she liked it, and though she liked a holiday, she did
not want it.

The existence, or rather the names, of Balmoral,
Blenheim and Belvoir was a slight but standing griev-
ance with Mrs. Oxney, the sort of grievance which
occasionally kept her awake for half an hour should
it perch in her drowsy consciousness as she composed
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10 PAVING GUESTS

herself to sleep and bepin pecking at her mind. * For
naturally,’ so she thought to herself in these infrequent
vigils, * if a lady or gentleman was thinking of coming
to Bolton Spa, and wanted comfort and, I may say,
luxury when they are taking their cure, they would
look at the Baths Guide-book, and imagine that
Balmoral and Blenheim and Belvoir and Wentworth
were all much of a muchness. And then if they chose
any of the others they would find themselves in a
wretched little gimerack semi-detached villa down in
the hollow, with only one bathroom and that charged
extra, and the enamel all off, and cold supper on
Sunday and nobody dressing for dinner. Not that it's
illegal to eall yourself Balmoral, far from it : for there
is nothing to prevent you calling your house *“ Boiled
Rabbit" or " Castor Qil,” but those who haven't got
big houses ought to have enough proper feeling not
to mis-call them by big names.’

Mrs. Oxney’s grievance was as well founded as
maost little vexations of the kind, for certainly Went-
worth was a very different class of house from Balmoral
and Blenheim and Belvoir, which, though it might
possibly be libellous to call them gimerack, could not
be described as other than semi-detached. There
could not be any divergence of opinion over that point
or over the singleness of their bathrooms and the cold
supper on Sunday. Woentworth, on the other hand,
was so entirely and magnificently detached that nobody
would dream of calling it detached at all : you might as
well call a ship at sea detached. The nearest house to
it was at least a hundred yards away, and on all sides
but one more like a quarter of a mile, and the whole
of that territory was 'grounds.’ It had gardens
(kitchen and flower) it had tennis courts (hard and
soft) a croquet-lawn (hard or soft according to the
state of the weather) and a large field in which Colonel
Chase had induced Mrs, Oxney to make five widely
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sundered putting-greens, one in each corner and one
in the middle, like the five of diamonds. The variety
of holes therefore was immense, for you could play
from any one hole to any other hole, and thus make a
round of twenty holes, a total unrivalled by any cham-

tonship course, which, so the Colonel told Mrs, Oxney,

ad never more than eighteen. As for bathrooms,
Wentworth already had twice as many as any of the
semi-detached villas with those magnificent but de-
ceptive names, and Mrs, Oxney was intending to put in
a third, while in contrast with their paltry cold supper
on Sunday, the guests at Wentworth enjoyed on that
day a dinner of peculiar profusion and delicacy, for
there was a savoury as well as a sweet, and dessert.
All these points of superiority made it a bitter thought
that visitors could be so ill-informed as to class Went-
worth with establishments of similar title,

But throughout this summer Mrs. Oxney had seldom
brooded over this possible misconception, for, as she
was saying to her sister as they sat out under the
cedar by the croquet-lawn, she asked nothing more
than to have Wentworth permanently full. She was
a tall grey-haired woman, who, as a girl, with a mop
of black hair, a quick beady eye, and a long nose had
been remarkably like a crow. But now the black
hair had tumed a most becoming grey, the beady eye
was alive with kindliness, and the long nose was rend-
ered less beak-like by the filling out of her face. From
her mouth, when she talked to her guests came a peren-
nial stream of tactful observations, and she presented
to the world a very comely and amiable appearance.
Her sister, Amy Bertram, who, like herself, was a
widow, and ran the house in rather subordinate part-
nership with her, was still crow-like, but, unlike Mrs.
Oxney, had a remarkable capacity for seeing the dark
side of every situation, and for suitably croaking
over 1t.
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She shook her head over Margaret's contented
retrospect.

“ Things may not be so bad just for the moment,”
she said, * and as most of the rooms are engaged up till
Christmas, we may get through this vear all right. But
we must be prepared to be very empty from then
onwards, for a good season like this is always followed
by a very empty one. How we shall manage to get
through the spring is more than I can tell you: don't
ask me, And I do hope, Margaret, that you'll think
twice before putting in that extra bathroom. It
will be a great expense, and you must reckon on spend-
ing double the estimate.”

" Nonsense, my dear,” said Margaret. * They've
contracted for a fixed sum—and high enough too—
for doing everything down to a hot towel-rail, and
they've got to carry it out,”

Amy shook her head again,

“ Then you'll find, if you keep them to the contract
there'll be bad workmanship somewhere. I know
what plumbers are. The taps will leak, and the towel-
rail be eold, Besides I can't think what you want with
a third bathroom. It seems to me that it's just to
humour Colonel Chase who would like one nearer
his bedroom. I'm sure the other bathrooms are hardly
used at all as it is. Most of our guests don't want a
bath if after breakfast they are going to scak for a
quarter of an hour down at the establishment. I
shouldn’t dream of putting another in, And Miss
Howard is sure to make a fuss if there's hammering and
workmen going on all day and night next her room.”

Mrs. Oxney felt this point was worth considering,
for though it was worth while to please Colonel Chase,
it was certainly not worth while to displease Miss
Howard., These two were not guests who came for a
three weeks’ cure and were gone again, but practically
permanent inmates of Wentworth, who had lived here




