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To Roderick Meiklejohn










Trop de perversité règne au siècle où nous sommes,


Et je veux me tirer du commerce des hommes 


Molière










Chapter 1


The car-hire driver was tall and dark and handsome; he looked the regular soldier he had been when the war broke out. He had had other occupations, for as he would say of himself in expansive moments, ‘I’ve had a very chequered career,’ but it was the Army that had left its mark on his appearance. That it was a striking appearance no one could doubt, least of all himself: but of this his bearing gave no hint whatever. He did not seem to take a pride in it; he guarded it as if it was a piece of public property. He looked smart, expensive, and unapproachable. Most people’s figures have the hazy outline of something seen dimly through short-sighted eyes. His figure looked as if it had been shaved. Aiming at correctness, he somehow achieved style; if the material was plebeian, it had a patrician cut. With an impassive face he opened the car door for his customers; with an impassive face he took their orders when these were not already known to him; with an impassive face he held the door open for his customers to alight. To those who noticed him as a man and not merely as a driver, he was a little formidable, and he meant to be. His manners, which were as faultless as his looks, might have been specially designed to protect his impersonality. When he spoke, which he seldom did except when spoken to, he had the air of unbending. Pompous or supercilious he was not; he did not seem to be taking himself seriously; but somewhere about him, perhaps in his eyes which were steadier than a peaceful occasion warranted, there was a hint of menace. ‘Keep off!’ they seemed to say, ‘Keep off!’


This was the face he turned to the world and the face he saw in the glass when, at whatever hour of the day or night it might be, he put on his business personality. But it was not the face his Maker saw, who had taken some trouble to design it. Behind his face the skull showed, the bony structure, narrow, delicate, and strong. Between his cheek-bones and his temples a hollow was scooped out. His eyes were deep-set but so wide apart that when he turned his head their convex line encroached upon the concave, like the old moon in the new moon’s arms. They were the colour of gun-metal and looked as hard, and the pale gold gleam of gun-metal was in them. His black eyebrows were highly arched and one was slightly tufted; across his forehead, repeating the line of his eyebrows, was graven a deep wrinkle like a bow. His nose was straight and on the long side; below it a thin dark moustache hung like an inverted chevron. Strong vertical planes upheld these drooping crescents; they stretched from his cheekbones to his short, cleft chin, which, roughly triangular in outline, rose to a rounded plateau, divided from his mouth by a deep, downward-curving dent. On the top his black hair, threaded with grey, was thick and wavy; at the back it grew so close to his head that it might have been gummed on. His skin was not particularly dark but the modelling of his face was so clear-cut that even in a direct light it was full of shadows. In repose his expression was sad and brooding; when he laughed, which was seldom, he showed the whites above his eyeballs. Full face he looked older than his years, so much experience had left its imprint on his features, but in profile and from the back, which was the way his customers usually saw him, he looked younger. He did not look quite like an Englishman; he might have had a trace of Pictish blood.


Nature meant his face to be expressive but he did not; for an expression is a give-away and he did not want to give anything away. Personal prestige counted a lot with him; he would take offence in a moment, and often when it was not intended. In his salad days he had been known to get drunk and pick a quarrel. Not to like a man’s face was excuse enough for baiting him, and if blows followed, the driver, who had boxed for his battalion and been the anchorman in many a tug-of-war, could give a good account of himself. Not that he was a bully; in such moods he was ready to fight everybody, and ready, too, to drink with them afterwards; indeed at the conclusion of a scrap he felt more at peace with the world than at any other time. His courage wasn’t perfect, however. He was town-bred; and if, when he was courting, he had to cross a field with cattle in it, his flow of conversation would dry up until the danger passed.


On the parade ground and in the barrack room, if occasion warranted, he had a blistering tongue; but among his compeers and when no trouble was afoot he practised the art of understatement, understatement that was not so much deliberately ironical as an unconscious expression of the fact that he had seen too many examples of the unusual to be impressed by it.


‘Nothing that could happen would surprise me,’ he would say.


As for his philosophy he was, as he himself admitted, a cynic. Without having had any illusions to speak of, he managed to be disillusioned. Sometimes in the privacy of his bathroom he would sing to himself, and one of his songs ran (to the tune of ‘Auld Lang Syne’):


 


‘I do believe, I do believe,


That bugs are bigger than fleas,


For on the wall they play football


And I’m the referee.’


 


That, perhaps, was the extent of his belief. But he didn’t boast about it, for boasting was against his code and he was quick to make fun of it in others. ‘Beating eggs with a big stick,’ he called it, and it brought into his voice the lazy teasing note which was the signal, for those who knew him, to look out. ‘Won’t you say that again,’ he would say; ‘I’d like to hear it.’ But being a cynic, with a cynic’s realism, he held himself well in hand, and few, if any, of his customers would have guessed what was being damped down behind that handsome poker-face. For he studied their personalities and did everything he could to please them, short of gushing; for gushing, he maintained, they didn’t like. He would say ‘my lord’ and ‘my lady’ and even ‘sir’ or ‘madam’ in such a way that these titles conferred peculiar distinction. He was rigorously punctual, which was more than could be said for all his colleagues in the car-hire business; and if circumstances made him late or if, as sometimes happened, he couldn’t do the job himself and had to send another man in his place, he would ring the customer up and apologize – or even write, much as he disliked writing letters. This solicitude, contrasting sharply with his impersonal manner, made a good impression, and his customers recommended him to their friends as a particularly civil, reliable, and obliging man.


For this he thanked them, but he had not a great deal to thank them for. In the nature of things they treated him with less consideration than he treated them. Many a time they kept him waiting till the small hours, at a night-club or a dance, without the offer of a sandwich or a cup of tea; many a time they cancelled a good job at the last moment, without apology or the promise of redress; sometimes they forgot about him altogether. They took his patience under their thoughtlessness for granted; they didn’t seem aware that he had feelings to hurt or interests to injure, and some of them talked together as freely in his presence as if he wasn’t there. He had long ceased to mind this and trained himself to turn a deaf ear to their prattle; but when he overheard it, it sometimes struck him as extremely silly. Some of his customers knew each other, but didn’t know they were employing the same man to drive them. The chiel amang us! Had he been given to gossiping with his customers about each other, which from policy and inclination he was not, he could have caused a load of mischief by repeating these unconsidered trifles. It was often his lot to pick up his customers after they had been lunching or dining with their friends. From the doorway came the babble of effusive thanks, but afterwards, in the car, their criticism of the food, the company, and the hostess, told another tale.


No wonder that his customers were ‘they’ to him, beings of an alien if not hostile race, idle, capricious, prone to change their minds and destinations, wanting him to drive against the traffic in one-way streets. But in congenial society, commenting on their shortcomings, he did not let himself sound angry or personally involved in his own disgust; he sounded as if the only sane man left was making indulgent fun of a mad world.


In spite of this the driver was a staunch Conservative and voted for the very people he made fun of, not only because they were his bread and butter but because with all their faults they represented something that he himself was striving to attain.


Two classes of customers escaped his censure. In one were some of the officers who had served with him in the war, and who employed him to do their driving for them (as he put it). With them he felt at home; talking to them he did not have to adapt himself or assume a protective personality. If he did not always use their words he spoke their language – the language of a shared experience. Narrow as the field of their relationship might be he understood it. He would lean back in his seat and let the stiffness out of his broad shoulders while his customer and he fought their battles over again.


The other class also was a small one, but much more unlikely, for it consisted of a few old ladies who had somehow – he himself could not have told how – won the driver’s esteem. Old ladies were not as a rule popular with car-hire men. They needed helping in and out; their manners, dating from an earlier day, could be as stiff and awkward as their movements; they were apt to make their wants known in clear, confident, emphatic voices which invited a disobliging answer. Most drivers had no patience with them, but this driver had; though he would not have owned up to it, they could rely on him for every courtesy. ‘She was a nice old lady,’ he would sometimes wonderingly remark. From him this commendation meant a lot, for ‘nice’ was not a word that he used lightly – in fact he seldom used it except in connexion with these old ladies.


But there were not many of them and for women as a whole the driver had no use whatever. He had lived with more than one but he regarded them as a disagreeable necessity. Women were cruel, he said; surprisingly that was his main charge against them. How had they contrived to be cruel to a man who seemed such an unpromising subject for cruelty – to be, in fact, cruelty-proof, not cruelty-prone? If there was going to be any cruelty, it should have come from him. But no; women are cruel, he said; they like to make one suffer.


As often as not, when he thought of women, his memory went back to his mother’s shoes. She had two dozen pairs of them. She spent money in other ways as well, but the shoes were the extravagance his father always picked on. Why must she have so many? Why shouldn’t she have them? she would ask tearfully of her eldest son; and he, who was given a lot of responsibility but little else, couldn’t see why she shouldn’t, and cried too. She was sweet as honey to him when his father was angry with her. But not, or very often not, at other times. By turns she petted him and scolded him, he never knew which to expect, but he knew that it didn’t depend on his behaviour, it depended on her mood. She always got her way over the shoes; if one pair was thrown away, two pairs were added. What did it matter, the boy wondered; what was it all about? Growing older he saw; the family was short of money, almost on the rocks; he and the others had only one pair of shoes each, but his mother’s were still there in two long rows. He grew to hate the sight of them, and when she came to him crying it was his father with whom he sympathized, not her. But how could he stand up to her when his father couldn’t? Her purposeful, enveloping, insidious character was too much for them both.


Inured to the climate of hostility, but tired of being a buffer, the boy ran away from home and joined the Army. The Army seemed a paradise of non-combatants, and the band in which he played a cave of harmony. News reached him from home, tentacles stretching out; but the sight of his mother’s handwriting made him tremble and feel sick; not till her letters ceased did he cease to be afraid. For many years afterwards he tried to keep his eyes off women’s shoes and when he saw them, emblems of unabashed femininity, his skin prickled.


The Army appealed to almost every quality in him, his pugnacity, his cynical acceptance of futility so long as it was clothed in the proper forms of discipline, his sixth sense for the strength and weakness of his comrades (he could tell almost at a glance how much a man would be worth in a tight place), his enjoyment of ramps and rackets, his feeling for the whole living organism round him, its conventions, traditions, enmities and friendships. In the Army, he felt, a man was rated at his true value, he had nothing but himself to make him count. Recognition of his own value, by himself and others, was of paramount importance to the car-hire driver.


In the Army he enjoyed that two-fold recognition, and with each stripe he put up it increased. He believed he got it by standing up for himself: it was something he had ‘won’ out of the Army. But it wasn’t, or only in part. He really got out of the Army the reward for what he had put into it, his courage, his patience, his conscientiousness, his loyalty – himself. On this his sense of his own worth depended. But he would not have admitted that it was so; he did not even acknowledge it in his thoughts. He would not have called duty by its name, he would have found a dozen belittling expressions for it, some with obscene prefixes, but he acted up to it and lived by it. The recruits he had to lick into shape would not have called it duty either; they would have called it, as they called him, by many other names. For though he knew his job too well to be a martinet of the old school, he did not spare their feelings or bring them their early-morning tea. On the contrary, he stuck his elbows out and clothed himself with all the awe at his command – in a position that already carried with it more visible, immediate authority than almost any other in the land. He had to be infallible; he had to say the word that stung. But he could also say the word that soothed. The men appreciated this, and later, in civilian life, more than one who had had cause to hate him came up and offered him a drink.


Recruits could, must, be licked into shape, but not so customers. Customers had to be kept sweet; only in the physical sense were they a charge to him. Only by playing up to them could he hope to make them better customers. He did it but it went against the grain, and doing it he lost the sense of value that came from reciprocal obligations. For him these obligations didn’t exist in the civilian world; there it was every man for himself and devil take the hindmost. The delicate adjustments, the imponderable restraints that in the Army regulated the dealings of one man with another, didn’t operate. The Army wasn’t really a microcosm, it was a world to itself, male, collective, and hierarchical; to some it seemed a tyrant, but to the driver its service was perfect freedom.


The Army was his only love but in the end he quarrelled with it, thinking not without cause that it had let him down. Like any lovers’ quarrel it was very bitter: ‘It doesn’t pay to be patriotic,’ he said. Yet leaving the Army cost him more than he thought he had it in him to suffer; it was a day of emptiness and darkness, a day of desolation. With no job to go to and no one to help him find a job, he tried one thing after another, and found it wanting; wanting not in money (which was the reason he gave himself for throwing it up) but in something which he had received, together with a much smaller wage than the one he was now earning, at a deal table between two salutes – something that clothed his spirit against the coldness of the outside world.


After a time he joined the Fire Service. But he did not like the Fire Service. It was never a living entity to him, as the Army had been. And he had come down in the world and must start on the lowest rung of the ladder. The ladders of the Fire Service he was prepared to scale, but he couldn’t take its other promotions seriously. Its easy-going discipline – ‘Come, boys, let’s get together and polish up the brass’ – disgusted him, it seemed like play-acting; and he resented as childish having to slide down a pole from the rest-room to the fire-engine. He wanted to fight men, not fire, fire was too abstract an antagonist; and some of the jobs he was called out to do, such as rescuing frightened cats from trees, or separating fighting swans, struck him as waste of time.


To kill time and earn some extra shillings he did odd jobs for a car-hire firm. Driving, he made some useful contacts. Customers remembered him and sometimes when they ordered a car they asked for him by name, a piece of favouritism that the firm’s regular drivers did not relish. One day a customer said, ‘Why don’t you start in business on your own? I could put you in touch with half a dozen people.’ He didn’t, when the time came; but it was this promise, fertilizing an idea already in the driver’s mind, that made him take the plunge.


He bought a car on the hire-purchase system, and kept it as smart and well-groomed as he kept himself. He did not spare himself; he worked, as he expressed it, all the hours God sent. Sleepless nights made sleepy days, sometimes he could hardly keep himself awake. He lost his healthy colour and hollows deepened in his cheeks; the two suits that had served him for ten years hung loosely on him. With all his evident physical strength he looked a subject for a duodenal ulcer. And in spite of his efforts, five months after starting on his own, with no capital except the war gratuity he had sunk in his car, he was only just making both ends meet. For nearly three more years he must go on paying a crippling monthly instalment before he owned the car – by which time it would be worthless, having done a hundred thousand miles.


In Civvy Street he had no sense of union with his fellows, a sort of hostile apartness chilled his thoughts of them, his very wish to work estranged him from them. No one, he felt, had ever been any help to him, least of all the women in his life. His hand was not against every man’s, it couldn’t afford to be; but it was always ready to give or take a blow. A man of the Ulysses type, a sheer man, but with no Penelope waiting for him.


His thirty-five years on earth had left the driver with but one desire: to work the clock round. He scarcely thought of himself as a man, he thought of himself as ‘Leadbitter’s Garages Ltd, Cars for All Occasions’. As for his Christian name, he never heard it used and had almost forgotten it.










Chapter 2


Next to his car, the telephone was the most important thing in Leadbitter’s life, and perhaps his greatest friend; of all the sounds he heard, mechanical or human, its summons was the one he welcomed most. He sat in his furnished bed-sitting-room with his ear glued to it, and he sometimes lay awake at night, hoping to hear it ring. However tired he might be, and often he was very tired, his face relaxed when he took off the receiver and his voice, announcing his number, glowed with warmth. Even when it woke him up at night, or in the cat-naps that he snatched by day, he felt no animosity towards it, and he would smile into it, to the voice which spoke to him, smiles that the owner of the voice seldom if ever saw. If the voice was one he recognized he was pleased, if it was strange to him he was still more pleased, for it meant another customer.


One morning when he was shaving, a ritual he performed meticulously, sometimes twice a day, for to be better shaved than other men was part of his defence against the world as well as a commercial asset, the telephone bell rang. Almost the only time that he resented being rung up was when he was shaving. It was a moment of deep relaxation; it brought him in touch with an aspect of himself that rightly he prized highly, his physical appearance. He was something of a narcissist; he liked to watch the muscles of his arm swelling under the light pressure of the razor on his cheek and know that after several years of sedentary life he was still as good as ever. If the ritual was disturbed and he had to begin again, it was never quite the same – to say nothing of the waste of time. So his voice was a shade less cordial than usual when he took up the receiver and announced his number: ‘Hopewell 4126’.


‘This is Lady Franklin’s butler speaking,’ he was told. ‘Her ladyship wishes to know if you can take her ladyship to Canterbury on Thursday, February 10th. Her ladyship would be starting at 10.30 in the morning and would be returning in the late afternoon.’


What a lot of ladyships, Leadbitter thought. He glanced at his engagement list which he kept in a large, florid silver photograph frame beside the telephone. It had once enshrined the picture of the woman with whom he had lived longest, and was almost the only memento of his past life that he allowed himself.


‘Yes, I can do that. Where shall I pick her up?’


‘Pick her ladyship up?’ The butler sounded shocked. ‘Will you call for her at her residence, 39 South Halkin Street.’


‘Right,’ said the driver, scribbling on his pad. It was really an unnecessary precaution; he had a phenomenal memory for names, addresses, dates, and destinations and seldom needed telling twice.


‘You won’t be late, will you? You car-hire drivers are sometimes late,’ the butler said. ‘You try to fit in too many jobs. You won’t be late, will you?’


‘Not on your life!’ said Leadbitter and put down the receiver. You wouldn’t be alive, he thought, if I could get at you. It took him several minutes of communion with his own face to recover from the insult.


 


Punctually on the appointed day but not a minute too soon, for he did not believe in sacrificing time he was not paid for, Leadbitter drew up at the door of Lady Franklin’s house. It was a good house, he could tell that by the gloss on the front door, by the state of the paint and brickwork, and by an indefinable but unmistakable air of wealth derived from the forms and shadows of objects within, that came through the net curtains: he was seldom wrong about those things. But he had been out most of the night, he had already done a job that morning, and before he had time to take in further impressions he fell asleep. When, ten minutes later, the butler opened the front door for Lady Franklin, they saw the driver with his chin propped on the rim of the wheel and his peaked cap, a little awry, overhanging it.


‘Good heavens!’ said Lady Franklin. ‘Is he dead?’


‘More likely drunk, my lady,’ said the butler, eyeing Leadbitter with disfavour.


‘Surely not at this time of day?’ said Lady Franklin. ‘Besides, someone, I can’t think who, spoke of him most highly.’


‘I will go and investigate, my lady,’ said the butler, and with cautious tread, as though about to arrest a criminal, he descended the steps on to the pavement. Edging round the bonnet of the car, he peered in through the window.


‘He appears to be asleep, my lady.’


By now Lady Franklin too was on the pavement, looking at Leadbitter through the opposite window of the car.


‘Asleep?’ she said, wonderingly. ‘Yes, I believe you’re right – he is asleep, poor fellow. What can we do about it, Simmonds?’


‘Well, wake him up, my lady.’


‘Oh no, I shouldn’t like to do that, it would be too unkind. We must let him have his sleep out. I can wait.’


‘Indeed, you can’t, my lady,’ said the butler, ‘if you’re going to be in Canterbury for luncheon. It’s already a little late,’ he added with a shade of reproach. ‘I think you ought to start. But it’s not a very good beginning, is it? – I mean, he might drop off while he is driving, and then where would you be? But I suppose I’d better rouse him,’ and before Lady Franklin had time to protest, he put his hand through the open window and touched Leadbitter, none too gently, on the shoulder.


Slowly Leadbitter raised his head, an expression of ineffable weariness and disgust crossed his features, as if the return to consciousness was too much to be borne; this was succeeded by a look of fury, as if every quality he had always disliked in butlers was concentrated in this one. But hardly had Simmonds recoiled before the threat in his eyes than they changed; the look he kept for customers damped down their fierceness, he pulled his cap straight, jumped out of the car, and said:


‘I’m sorry, my lady, I just lost myself for a moment.’


He held the door open for her to get in.


She looked up into his face, a small woman in her late twenties. Under her fur coat, which in her hurry she had left unfastened, she was plainly dessed in dark blue with touches of white, which picked up the colours of her candid, innocent, over-large blue eyes. Her manner had an eager, fluttering sweetness, into which, as though she felt she ought to, she sometimes injected a faint accent of authority, like a private person who has, all unexpectedly, succeeded to a throne.


‘You lost yourself?’ she said. ‘How I envy you! But it was a shame to wake you, wasn’t it?’


She seemed to expect him to answer, but he didn’t; he stood holding the car door in his hand, looking down at her as though to say, ‘However long you keep me waiting I shan’t get impatient.’ But she, following her own train of thought, said suddenly:


‘I’d rather go in front with you, if I may.’


Leadbitter’s face registered nothing, but a shadow crossed the butler’s as Lady Franklin took the seat beside the driver.


‘I shall be back about tea-time, Simmonds, I expect,’ she said. ‘There’s no one coming for dinner.’


‘Any orders for tomorrow, my lady?’


Lady Franklin made an effort to recollect herself.


‘I shall be alone as usual.’


The butler stood respectfully on the kerbstone, his eyes fixed on the retreating car.


‘Well, I’ll be damned!’ he said.










Chapter 3


Leadbitter had been surprised when Lady Franklin elected to sit beside him. Some of his male customers took this liberty when they were alone, but women hardly ever. He thought it was a little forward of her, and as an individual she sank in his esteem to a point below the already lowly position occupied by women as a class. Though he would not have admitted it to himself, he was very tired, and to have been caught napping had irritated him and hurt his pride. A new customer, and titled, too, at that. He despised the whole race of butlers and this one had twice insulted him, first on the telephone and then by shoving him. He’s lucky not to have his eye in a sling, he thought. As for Lady Franklin, she had annoyed him too with her glib professions of pity, meaningless from a woman who probably spent twelve hours out of the twenty-four in bed. Now he would have to talk to her. He was ready and able to do this, for conversation was part of his stock in trade; some customers expected it of him, just as others expected silence; and as far as he could he humoured them, for business came first. This morning he felt less than usual in the mood to talk; but at any rate it was for her, not him, to start the ball rolling.


Presently she said:


‘What a comfortable car this is. I was told you had a very nice car. What make is it?’


She obviously knows nothing about cars, thought Leadbitter, she’ll be asking if they have pups every season. But he told her.


‘Oh yes, we had one of that kind once, and a very good car it was. It’s laid up in the country now. I don’t go there much, they think it’s better for me to stay in London. My husband was very fond of motoring.’


Was? Had Lady Franklin’s husband been a lord or a sir, Leadbitter wondered idly. Perhaps he had shed her or she him: at any rate they were no longer together.


‘It’s a very nice occupation for those who can afford it,’ he said. ‘You go places, you see things.’


‘Yes. It takes your mind off, doesn’t it? Do you enjoy driving, yourself?’


‘Well, it’s my job, my lady. I don’t think much about it.’


‘I was told you were a very good driver, and you are. It’s like poetry, the way you start and stop without a jolt, the poetry of motion.’


In spite of himself Leadbitter was pleased by this, but he answered non-committally, almost brushing the compliment aside:


‘I try to drive same as I would an ambulance – so that if there was a tumbler filled with water in the boot it wouldn’t spill. It’s all a question of getting used to it. Lady drivers . . .’ he stopped.


‘Yes?’ said Lady Franklin.


‘Well, they don’t get used to it in quite the same way.’


‘I never learned to drive,’ said Lady Franklin. ‘My husband tried to teach me, but I should never have been any good at it. He was a very good driver himself – almost as good as you are. We used to take our chauffeur about with us as a passenger – rather a bore for him, I’m afraid.’


‘Oh, I expect he got used to it, my lady.’


Lady Franklin smiled sadly.


‘You seem to think that one can get used to anything, but can one? It’s now two years since my husband died, but I haven’t got used to it. It’s still the same as it was on the first day. You see I wasn’t with him – not with him when he died.’


I expect he got used to it, Leadbitter thought, but he didn’t let his tongue slip up this time, and said as feelingly as he could:


‘That was bad luck, my lady.’


‘Yes, wasn’t it? At least, I keep telling myself it was bad luck, but it wasn’t really. You see I’d been to a party. I needn’t have gone. Do you mind me telling you all this?’


‘Of course not,’ said Leadbitter. What else could he say?


‘The doctor said it was quite safe to go,’ Lady Franklin went on. ‘My husband was fifteen years older than I was; we’d only been married a few years. He suffered from his heart: he’d had two or three attacks.’


‘Nasty thing, a dicky heart,’ said Leadbitter.


‘Yes, but between-times he seemed quite well, and he seemed specially well that day.’


She bit her lip and couldn’t go on.


‘Would you like me to turn on the wireless?’ Leadbitter asked.


‘No, I don’t think so, thank you. Not just now, perhaps a little later. I’ve listened to the wireless such a lot! You see after he died, I had a breakdown.’


‘I’m sorry to hear that, my lady. Nasty thing, a breakdown.’


‘Oh well. You see I couldn’t help thinking about it, thinking if only I’d been there, instead of at that stupid cocktail party. I couldn’t bear the thought of him dying alone. He hated being alone at any time. If I could just have been with him, to hold his hand and say, well . . . something . . . anything. If he’d had just a short illness, some kind of preparation, for both of us, if there had been some last word between us, or only just a look—’


Here she herself gave Leadbitter a look so full of unhappiness that he felt quite uncomfortable, though irritation that she should talk to him so intimately was still his dominant feeling. He didn’t want her confidence, but he said with all the sympathy he could muster:


‘Most unfortunate for you both, my lady.’


‘Yes, wasn’t it? Not for him, perhaps – everybody tells me, not for him. It was a blessed way to die, they say, you could not have wanted him to suffer. And of course I couldn’t. But the suddenness, the shock! Has anyone you were fond of ever died suddenly?’


As a soldier Leadbitter had seen so many instances of sudden death that he had quite lost count of them. Neither to the idea nor to the fact could he respond emotionally. But he made the imaginative effort of remembering what he had felt like the first time. The young, raw Leadbitter had been sick, yes, physically sick. Wondering at this lost self, which seemed to have no connexion with the man he had become, he said:


‘It can give you a nasty turn, I do know that.’


The moment he had said this Lady Franklin looked happier.


‘Yes, indeed,’ she said, ‘a nasty turn – how right you are. But for myself I don’t think I should mind – do you think you would? – sudden death, I mean.’


‘Not particularly, no, not particularly. Any time really – perhaps not just now.’


Lady Franklin smiled.


‘No, not just now. Perhaps we should always find ourselves saying, “not just now”. And someone might be sorry about us – about you, I’m sure they would.’


Leadbitter said nothing.


‘But it isn’t only that,’ continued Lady Franklin. ‘I could have got over that – the shock and so on. But you see it broke off something, in the way a tune is sometimes broken off. It was the tune of our lives, I suppose. We were singing it and listening to it at the same time: I’m sure you will understand that. But the meaning hadn’t revealed itself – it couldn’t, unless we each told the other what we thought it meant. He had told me something. He knew how ill he was but I didn’t: he had asked the doctor not to tell me. It must have made it worse for him, not being able to tell me. I knew he had to be careful, of course: but I saw years of happiness ahead. I minded many other things at the time: but what I still mind most is the curtain coming down so suddenly, leaving it all unfinished and meaningless. If there had just been a closing phrase, however painful – well, I could have borne it better. A word could have been enough, the one word “darling” recognizing what we had been to each other, summing it all up! If only I could have suffered in his presence, instead of when he was gone! We had done everything together, but we never suffered together – except during his attacks, and he had always got better! I never met him on the plane of our deepest feelings, not in the shadow of eternity. Or have I put it too dramatically?’


‘Not at all, my lady,’ Leadbitter answered. Truth to tell, he had not taken in all that Lady Franklin had been saying. He had withdrawn his attention and listened with half an ear, as he sometimes listened to the wireless. But the wireless made more sense: if only she would let him turn it on!


Her last words lingered in his mind. The shadow of eternity! Rich people, who could afford to cultivate their emotions, talked like that. To him the shadow of eternity, in her context, meant the disposal, according to the regulations, of an inconvenient body which, from one moment to another, had ceased to be of interest to anyone – as his would be, if a few more of these lady-drivers drove the way they did.


But now Lady Franklin was leading off again.


‘I still don’t know what I should have said to him,’ she said. ‘I ought to, oughtn’t I? I’ve had two years to think about it in! And I want to say it as much as ever I did. I know the shape and the colour of the words, and I know what I should have felt like, if I’d said them: it’s something I shall never feel now. If I could believe that he could hear, I could find them and say them now, I think. I don’t believe the dead can hear, do you?’


‘I expect it’s better for them not to, in many cases,’ Leadbitter said.


Lady Franklin laughed and said: ‘No doubt you’re right.’ Then her face saddened again. ‘But speaking seriously,’ she said, ‘and I hope you don’t mind – it’s that undelivered message that torments me. He didn’t know what I felt for him! He died without knowing! He couldn’t have known, for I was very gay in those days. I can’t remember what I was like, I seem to be a different person now, but I know I didn’t comment upon life, I lived. And I was younger, much younger than he was. You see I was half-persuaded into the marriage – I was very young, and they all thought it would be a good match for me. I didn’t really want to at the time; I was half frightened of the money.’ (Odd thing to be frightened of, thought Leadbitter. I bet she counted every penny of it.) ‘If someone said, as I’m sure they have, that I married him for his money, it wouldn’t be true; but if they said, as I’m sure they have, that I married him without being in love with him, it would be true in a way; but I did come to love him afterwards. Not perhaps as you love someone who isn’t ill and hasn’t to be taken care of – but I did love him, and people tell me I was a good wife to him, and that he must have known what I felt for him. But I don’t think he did. He only knew – if he knew anything at the last, while he was dying – that I had gone to a cocktail party. I went to many cocktail parties – he didn’t care about them. Is there anything in life that matters – really matters – except that somebody you love should know you love them?’


Lady Franklin seemed to expect an answer. Leadbitter, whom nobody loved and who assuredly loved nobody, was at a loss.


‘If it’s a question of telling people what you think of them,’ he said, and began to feel on firmer ground, ‘if it’s a question of telling people what you think of them,’ he repeated grimly, ‘I admit there’s some satisfaction in that.’


Lady Franklin smiled.


‘Oh yes, there is. But as you know, that wasn’t what I meant. I think, wouldn’t you agree? that one’s hostility to people can be taken for granted’ (Leadbitter violently disagreed but didn’t say so), ‘but not one’s love. In spite of Blake’ – she saw that Blake’s name didn’t register, and with a little flutter of her hands dismissed him – ‘Blake thought the opposite – I think that love should always be told. I didn’t tell mine.’


Would he have believed her if she had? thought Leadbitter. Would he have been taken in by all this guff? But you couldn’t say that to a customer.


‘Actions speak louder than words, they say, my lady,’ he remarked.


Lady Franklin shook her head.


‘Sometimes they do, generally they do, but not always. If I wanted to say what a beautiful driver you are, the best I have ever known, how could I say it by an action? I could only tell you.’


Leadbitter saw the force of this, and rather unwillingly swallowed the compliment.


‘If there’s ever anything you want to tell anyone,’ said Lady Franklin, earnestly, but more to herself than to him, ‘tell them. Don’t wait till it’s too late or it may spoil your life, as it has mine.’


Her underlip came forward, trembling, and a look of sadness, shroudedness, inaccessibility to outside impressions, closed her face like a shutter.


Leadbitter could think of nothing that he wanted to tell anyone, certainly nothing that they would want to hear. Tell them off, yes; in that sense of telling, there were a few things he could have said to Lady Franklin herself. Such as: ‘If you changed places with a working woman, my lady, you wouldn’t be trying to send messages to a dead husband, you’d be nagging a live one.’ His mind still muddled by sleepiness, he forgot that a working woman might also be a widow. And: ‘He may be thanking his stars he’s out of reach of your tongue.’
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