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7 February

Dear Joan,

I do hope I know you well enough to say this.

I think you ought to try to forget about your leg. I believe that it is something psychological, psychosomatic, and it is very hard on Charles. It is bringing both him and you into ridicule and spoiling your lives.

Do make a big try. Won’t you? Forget about your bodily aches and pains. Life is a wonderful thing, Joan. I have discovered this great fact in my work with the Dying.

Your sincere friend,

Eliza (Peabody)
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Feb 17th

Dear Joan,

I wrote you a quick little note last week and wonder if it went astray? I know that you and I have not known each other for very long and have been neighbours for a very few years, but somehow I feel I know you very closely. Perhaps it is because we first met in Church. I remember the sudden appearance of this new yet somehow rather familiar woman sitting in the side aisle, your glassy, slightly hostile look. You seemed suddenly to have materialised there by some accident of the light. I remember that you did not kneel or bow your head. And when you were asked at the Church door whether you would like to join something or do the flowers, a look came into your eyes, and I have never seen you in Church again.

In my note I perhaps presumed on a friendship that was not quite as strong as I had imagined, and spoke perhaps peremptorily about your leg? Please forgive me if I have said too much, but I do hate to see Charles looking so low. A man whose wife has an undiagnosable leg at scarcely fifty is liable to be a ‘figure of fun’.

Why not come over and see me? I’m busy with marmalade and have found a clever ruse for dealing with the pith that might interest you. It makes the marmalade wonderfully translucent.

Your sincere friend,

Eliza
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March 6th

Dear Joan,

It is now more than a fortnight since I dropped you a little note about your leg and I know that you have that dog that eats letters and just wondered if it and my second little message had gone astray? Nobody seems to have seen you lately, or even Charles, and the windows at thirty-four seem all to be shut. I asked Henry to go and investigate the lights when he went lamp-posting round the block last night with Toby, and he said there were definitely lights there, but they may I suppose have been only phased lights. Perhaps you have all gone unexpectedly away?

If you did not get my notes, they were just to say how sorry I am about your leg that never seems to get any better even after all the consultations you have had. I know the sadness when consultations come to nothing, through my work with the Dying. But, as I tell them, these things can be psychosomatic, even at the eleventh hour, and can sometimes easily be talked out either with a professional, often on the National Health – though I’m sure that Charles would never stint – or with somebody caring, like myself.

I would be more than ready to do this. Charles once said that at Oxford you were quite a pretty girl, and we all hate seeing you so sick – whether it is in mind or body.

Do answer this. Henry is taking it on the lamp-post run now.

Your affec friend,

Eliza
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March 20th

Dear Joan,

I have just seen Charles going off down the hill to work and he is looking very haggard. I have tried to telephone you, but there is no reply. This makes me think that perhaps you are ill, and I am only too ready to do whatever I can, except on Tuesday, Wednesday and Friday mornings when I am busy with the Dying, and Wednesday afternoon which is Wives’ Fellowship. No hope of seeing you there, as you once made very clear indeed!! In fact the second time we met you told me, with your splendid, incisive clarity, your views on the dear old ‘Wives’. You would not listen when I told you that our friendly meetings are not really only for the wives of professional men, but for all of us without nine-to-five professions who believe that woman’s ministry is in the home, in God and marriage and ‘soldiering on’ – which of course you do. Everyone has always said you are a terrific ‘stayer’. Your garden is weedless and your dog so beautifully clean – as is your car. And you’re a wonderful friend and neighbour, and, of course, mother, which is a mysterious area for me.

I have prayed about your leg, Joan, and hope that if you received my first note it did not upset you. I’m afraid I’m very forthright. At the ‘Wives’ they say I’m ‘fifth-right’ – you see, there are some witty people there – and I do call a spade a spade. I do this even at The Hospice for the Dying. Be sure I shan’t mind a bit, Joan, if you go for me for what I said. The patients often go for me. One of them said the other day, ‘Any more spades and I’ll send for Sister Phyllida.’ But I can take anything, Joan, anything you like to say, for the love of Our Lord who endured all things for us.

And please understand that I don’t rule out that your leg may be hurting. Psychosomatic illnesses are often painful. I know this only from hearsay, of course, never having had such an illness myself, in fact I have never had an illness in my life, but I pray that this may in no way harm my credibility (in the Jargon of the Age) or the affection I have always had for my sick friends, of whom, Joan, I count you one. Your absence these last weeks has really upset me. I think of it all the time. It has made me all the more eager and affectionately determined to help you.

Yours loving friend, E

PS Anne Robin told me yesterday that she saw you in the distance at the Army and Navy Stores the other day, so I know that at any rate you are on your feet. Henry has promised me that he will ring Charles at the Treasury today, as you have no answering-machine at thirty-four and there is no reply to any call or knock. We want you both to come here to dinner. Do come – and don’t be upset by me. I have been wondering actually if you would like to come along and do some work with the Dying? I’m sure Mother Ambrosine would accept you, if perhaps you could disguise the leg-iron with trousers or a long skirt.

Or a drink one lunchtime? Or lunch at the Little Greek?

Affec, E
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April 1st

Dear Joan,

I am sending this letter to the first of the addresses on the list you left for poor Charles to find on the hall table of thirty-four, it seems many weeks ago. We managed to contact Charles at last only yesterday – quite a month after you left him. I have lain awake all night, worrying and praying and asking forgiveness just in case my little note had anything to do with your disappearance. I can’t believe that it could have done. It was only a gesture, tossed out in good faith from one friend to another. I am apt to write without reflection, believing in the Will of God.

It was very hard to discover anything from Charles when we finally got him over here and sat him down to dinner – with which he merely played. He has lost weight, is thinner than ever, and I am sure has been eating only frozen, and, so it appears, have the children. I did not say in my earlier notes, Joan, that Simon and Sarah have been going up and down the road looking scruffy in the extreme, not ethnic or bleached or oddly barbered, as would be natural, but scruffy. They come home from school eating things out of bags, in the Road, and carry cartons with straws sticking out. They throw the cartons in hedges.

Charles is frantic, Joan. At least, to be perfectly honest, he is clearly frantic underneath. He is, I know, not somebody who shows his feelings easily. Or even at all. Only you, Joan, can know what he must be going through: first there has been the ridicule of you with that leg, going up and down with Sainsbury plastic bags because you could no longer drive the car. Then there was the humiliation of your leaving him. And leaving him, I understand, in the car! And, as he has at length told us, leaving him with a pair of good shoes on your feet, and without the leg-iron which he says he found lying in the bed. Like some totem. An evil joke. A malicious act.

Of course I am naturally prey to mixed feelings about all this, because my note has in one sense done great good. You have flung away the leg-iron, Joan. This – though I did not go into it in my notes – is what I have prayed you would be able to do. I spent several sessions in prayer on the subject in Church and around the house. What I cannot understand, however, is how Our Lord took my point perfectly about the psychosomatosis of the leg but allowed you in the method of abandoning the leg-iron to hurt – to the very quick – dear old Charles.

Poor, poor bewildered Charles. He tells us that you left the list of box-numbers and Consulate telephone numbers on the hall-table alongside my first note and that there was laid across them some sort of metaphor: an ear of corn. I can’t think where you can possibly have found it at this time of year unless it was from the Gargerys’ rabbits; or what it meant. No message, he said, of any other kind, not even a kiss or a goodbye.

Joan, I have to say this. I think that you are ill. I know that the whole business began when I wrote to say that you were not, but at ‘Wives’ today, when we were discussing it all, the general opinion is that you need HELP,. After all, any woman must be sick who can leave that wonderful house, those two energetic children, all Charles’s money and dear, uncomplaining Charles himself. We have asked him to come and stay with us for a while and he has not actually refused. Is thinking about it. The children, he says, are quite capable of looking after themselves and never notice him, their A Levels being now so close. I can always run across with a quiche.

And that is another thing, Joan. The A Levels. How could you leave Simon and Sarah so close to their A Levels? One thing I, childless though I am, know is that then is the moment the young need a Mother’s love. We live in competitive days.

I am trying not to be angry with you, Joan. I am trying to put what you have done in context and see it in proportion to the big, the serious act of life, which is Death. I have talked about it to one of my patients at The Hospice, or rather, I talked about it and he watched me, opening one eye. He listened wisely. The Dying have much to teach us, Joan, particularly not to ask too much of life – this life. Turkey, Afghanistan, Nepal, China – all this was done by Victorian women, Joan. There is no need for us to follow the intrepid trail again. It is the interior, spiritual trail that the new and liberated woman has to work at now, and there is no need to go to the East for that. There are splendid meditation classes to be had in Woodlands Road. You are not seventeen, Joan.

I put all this to Mother Ambrosine, but you know how cynical the truly good can often sound. Mother Ambrosine said, ‘You seem very taken up with this Joan and whatever it is she’s up to, Eliza,’ and that is true. I am. I just so wish, Joan, that I knew why. Why and how you could ever leave an attractive, loving man like Charles after all the tranquil years.

Affectionately, E
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May 10th

Dear Joan,

I am now writing to the Consulate in Prague, which is number three on your list, and, if you are there, by now I do hope you are managing to see the sights a little and take photographs. I believe that there are lovely puppet-theatres in Prague and they would make a good talk for the ‘Wives’. I wonder if you could possibly manage slides? I am writing in faith. I understand that Charles has had not one word from you and, when he comes to dinner, which is most evenings now, we all have a tacit agreement not to speak of you. I do speak to him about the children because they are almost present with us. We can hear the roar of their parties across the road, even while we are eating. He munches on. They continue far into the night.

I am worried about Sarah. I met her in the street the other day and congratulated her on being made a prefect and all she said was, ‘Shitto, isn’t it?’ I always say to her, and to Simon when I see him, ‘Any news?’ but now Sarah only stares at me and poor Simon slopes off on that bike with the plastic radio on the handle-bars that bellows out Brahms.

I have to tell you everything about S and S, Joan, Prague or no Prague. It is your duty to know. I seriously think that Simon has been taking drugs. He has that bright look, and there is something about the shoulder-blades. Also – and I have mentioned this to Charles – I saw Sarah coming home very late the other night with a young man and she took him into the house with her. Certainly there was (after some time) music, and it was Mozart, but it was after one a.m.

Joan, it is the Mother’s duty. How can you leave your children at this time in their lives? I shall write again to your next address on the same lines, though how long it will take to be delivered to Kurdistan I cannot think.

Charles is spending a great deal of time with Henry now and I think that Henry is helping him a little. As you know, since Henry became a lay-reader he has had thoughts of entering the Church – after his retirement from the Foreign Service. As a beginning, he is learning counselling, and I believe that Charles reaps the benefit.

Charles is eating well now, I’m sure you’ll be glad to know. He and Henry after dinner sit and talk a great deal to one another. They talk quietly and I sit at my tapestry.

Joan, I sometimes wonder if you went off like that in the hope of making Charles jealous? Let me tell you that, if so, it was a false hope. Watching him, as he sang in the Church choir last week – his long, ascetic face, his great nose, his gentle glasses – I can assure you he will never look at another woman.

If he were the type for that – I may as well say it straight out, as I always do – if he were, as would be natural in a healthy man of his age, to turn elsewhere for comfort, he would surely turn to me. I do tend to captivate men because of my looks. This is not conceit but fact. I tend to get on with men very well. Henry used to say I had an unfair start – ’Flat chest, long legs, black eyes, red hair.’

Initially at any rate I get on with them. When she presents me for the first time to the Dying, Mother Ambrosine says, ‘Don’t talk Eliza. Just let them look.’ This is sometimes a sadness. My looks are something of a burden even now at fifty. They are something I have never been able to put to use. Henry used to say that I should have been on the silent films or waving a hoop at the circus. This last is a quaint and imaginative thought.

Anyway, Joan, Charles does not look in my direction. I believe that there has been no other woman in his life but you. He lives for the day of your return, and your explanation.

He also knows, Joan, that you have not left him for another man – though I don’t believe the thought would have occurred to him at all if I had not asked. He trusts you so. Anne Robin said that in the Army and Navy Stores you were buying only a single tent and sleeping-bag and making enquiries for only one defensive weapon. You were certainly travelling alone.

I shall continue to write, Joan, feeling as I do rather responsible for you. I know that one day soon you will remember the real life of every day, and dear Charles. If you do get to Kurdistan, I believe there are carpets. I hope you’ll buy one. It would look lovely in the hall at thirty-four. It is a good idea, Henry and I always found in our years and years of travel, to bring something home for which the country is famous. This is a better memory than just to rely on what is in the head, or books that dwell on a general aura of romance. Don’t for goodness sake drink the goats’ milk. That is something I do know about.

Yrs, Eliza
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August 12th

Dear Joan,

I am sending this letter with the parcel you requested in your note, though, I may say, had the note not been in your handwriting, which I know from Christmas cards of yore, with ‘picture of bearer’ attached, I would not have allowed said bearer over my door-step. But I have not met a Kurd for many years.

I must say he’s very good-looking. And very young. It is a pity he speaks so little English and that he arrived at an unfortunate moment. Charles, Simon and Sarah had all just walked in to tell us the great news that Sarah has won a place at St Hilda’s at Oxford and Simon a musical award at Cambridge!! The young are odd now. When the Kurd walked in S and S were standing stolidly, Sarah pulling books out from the wall and dropping them on chairs, yawning, and Simon was twanging his braces. Charles had brought some champagne and Henry had just poured it. Naturally we offered some to the Kurd who downed a glass very quickly, took a flask of clear liquid from his pocket and dribbled it into glasses all round. He dribbled some out for the children too. Although they are of course strong teetotallers as a rule and Green as grass, they drank it and began to make arrangements with the Kurd for the rest of the evening, although I had hoped that everyone would be staying for dinner here and I had a couple of frozen cauliflour-crumbles going round at that moment in the mike.

They went off down the street with the Kurd in the direction of the tube and I suppose London nightlife, making a great deal of noise. After dinner we watched the News and I said, ‘Charles – how can you be so calm after all that’s happened?’ Henry said, ‘Charles is a calm man.’ Then I said – I dare say it was the liquid from the flask – ‘But how can you be calm, Charles, with your wife en route for Himalayan territory in your Volvo, and this extraordinary man here to collect her jewellery?’

Charles looked very down, Joan, when I said this and he and Henry went across to the Church. After a while your friend – friend, Joan, your lover, I wasn’t born yesterday – returned alone and behaved in a very obvious way, trying to push me upstairs towards a bedroom. Fortunately Henry and Charles reappeared about then and made him go to bed on the drawing-room sofa. In the morning he was still there, and immobile, with half the bottles from the drinks cupboard lying about him. We packed him off, still half-tight, at about three o’clock this afternoon, i.e. a few minutes ago, and he is head in hands on the front door-step as I finish this letter. Then he is leaving.

I said, ‘Charles, you can’t, you can’t let him take her jewels. She is bleeding you dry – your car and so on.’ Charles then said, ‘She’s chucked the car and bought a jeep’ – just like that. So he must have been in touch with you and I think I might have been told before.

Anyway, I am feeling very miserable and shall end this letter,

Sincerely,

Eliza
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November 10th

Dear Joan,

Three months have passed and I am writing to Thailand in the hope that this is your next port of call. I dare say that you will have stayed some time in Kurdistan to await your jewellery. I was too sick for some time – sick at heart – to write about the end of that bizarre episode.

But perhaps now.

After finishing a letter to you, which I wonder if you will ever see, I walked out on to the door-step to hand over the packet to the Kurd. Charles had brought over from across the road the little Victorian lacquer box from your bedroom mantelpiece, leaving, no doubt, a sad little gap among the pot-pourri bowls, the enamel-faced clock, the patch-box that says ‘My love I’ll treat with kisses sweet’. Oh, DO YOU NOT REMEMBER THESE, Joan? Poor old Charles!

I poured the jewels out into a sacking coffee-bag from Harrods, with a drawstring, and, as I did so, Charles and Henry as one man rose and left. They did not speak to the Kurd as they stepped over him, holding out their briefcases before them as they went, talking nonchalantly together. I said to the Kurd, who seems to have no name, ‘I don’t know how you intend to get these through the Customs I’m sure,’ and he proved that he knew some English because he opened the emerald green dress he was wearing above his breeches to reveal his chest and hung the bag in among the hair. Then he kissed my hand and went away. Richard Baxter opposite put a shielding arm round Dulcie as they both came home from shopping.

Joan.

Joan – I’m not really, altogether, the fool I make myself out to be.

I ham myself up, don’t I?

Joan, I’m frightened. I don’t know why.

Joan, don’t you think you should at least ring Charles from somewhere? He’s such a good man.

Love, Eliza
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Nov 20th? – I don’t know

Dear Joan,

It is three in the morning and I am alone in the house because Henry and Charles have gone away on a Diocesan Weekend Theology Course. The lights are out at thirty-four.

Joan, I have to tell you something. I am in love with Charles. Please, please come back. I didn’t want this to happen. I have nobody to consult, only the nuns and the Dying.

I don’t want to be a husband-stealer.

Eliza
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Nov ?, Saturday

Dear, dear Joan,

I am absolutely overcome by the wonderful present that has just arrived from Cambodia. I cannot imagine how you reached Angkor Wat and hope you are being careful. The situation there has never been stable in twenty or more years. I never got there. I always longed.

I have never in my life possessed anything so beautiful as this glorious golden robe. I sit clutching it and stroking it. No word except ‘from Joan’ – I do wish you had written a letter. I do so want to hear about the Kurd and if you got the earrings and pearls safely. I expect you sold them if you can buy such glamorous presents. Charles never mentions how he thinks you can be managing for money. Simon, when I once asked, said, ‘No problem, she nicked the cutlery,’ but I will not believe that.

Oh Joan, what a dress! I simply don’t know when I shall wear it. I suggested to Henry that we might get tickets for Glyndebourne next year, just the three of us, but he and Charles stood staring at me as if I was mad. They are both growing more ascetic day by day. When they left for work this morning, I went across the road to find Sarah who is home for a few days, and there she was, all alone far down in the garden by the summer-house, out on the sitting-place playing her flute among the dahlias and late, late roses, all the bees still humming, winter forgotten to arrive.

The flute stopped in the middle of a bar. She said, ‘Eliza!’

I said, ‘Oh do go on, Sarah, it was lovely,’ and she said, ‘Not until I’m over the shock.’ She walked all round me and said, ‘She sent me one, too, but yours is better. Lucky old you. Where’s Henry taking you to in that – the Churchmen’s Society Ball?’

So I had to laugh that off.

Thank you very, very much, Joan, most sincerely and affectionately,

Eliza
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December 25th

Dear Joan,

It is Christmas afternoon and I am writing at the far end of the drawing room looking out at the garden all covered in snow. The road is very quiet, most people being away with their families elsewhere, or walking off their Christmas dinner on the Common. I spent Christmas Eve with the Dying. They always make a big effort on Christmas Eve – the nuns, I mean. It’s quite jolly. On Friday was Wives’ Fellowship Christmas Party and I wore your dress. Unfortunately Henry couldn’t take me as there was a party at work. Charles was attending a similar one, so I went alone as a ‘help’ and served at the Buffet. Lots of people complimented me on the dress and some – but not all – I told where it had come from. I did not tell the ones I feel will still be very upset by what you have done.

I came home alone and rather late, after the clearing up, and as the car wouldn’t start I had to walk. Have I told you about my new car? It is one that Henry bought me on Charles’s advice. Charles is not exactly a mechanically minded man, is he? Or rather, he has something of a mechanical mind but does not apply it to mechanical things. Also, he isn’t a very talkative man, is he? Not that I’m used to talkative men. Henry over the years has grown more and more silent and, as this is going to be a very momentous letter, Joan, I shall be as outspoken as I was in the fatal note I sent you in the spring.

I think that the time has come to tell you that Henry is not really fitted out for marriage. This is not the reason why we have no children. That was an academic decision taken years ago. All the mechanical equipment is still there, perfectly normal, as far as I can tell of course. I haven’t seen it for years and the only other I have seen, at least looked squarely in the face, so to speak, is on Michelangelo’s David in Florence, which is of course marble and upsettingly larger than life. What I have come to face has nothing to do with all that sort of thing. Henry does not see women as of any particular interest. He is without curiosity. I said to him once, ‘Women are governed by the moon,’ and his face became taut with distaste. He said, ‘I am afraid, Eliza, that you want the moon,’ and I said, ‘Well, in love, yes I do,’ and he vigorously shook out The Times.

Soon after our honeymoon he stopped seeing me as something good to touch, Joan, even though in those days people turned in the street to look as I went by. When men sometimes sent me flowers – well, it was usually just duty, after an invitation to dinner – he would open the door on them and say, ‘Eliza – flowers. Have you seen the dog’s lead?’

After the first few months lying down together was very like being upon a Church tomb, knight and lady, hand in hand perhaps, but legs crossed, noses skyward. At some moment in any marriage surely, surely, one thinks of the other as a person apart? A woman should be her very self to her husband, interesting to him always even if only as the woman he once loved, chose, negotiated for, was scooped up by or at the very least considered to be adequate. Not Henry. I remember the two of us in our first house in St John’s Wood in the early Sixties. It was scarcely lived in, we were on our travels so much, but I remember our being very happy then because of a delightful feeling of security and promise. It was working. It had not been just an Oxford romance, ending in the usual mess. It was a good time. But already I was no longer special.

Last year we had new beds. You remember – I know you do for it was when I first became interested in you. I saw you standing watching as they were being delivered. Then you quickly jumped in your car.

It is a solemn moment, Joan, when the first marriage bed is carried away. Farewell that battlefield, farewell those hills and dales. ‘Farewell green fields and happy groves where nymphs have ta’en delight.’ Henry was not precisely a nymph. I still feel – no felt – I could be.

Henry arranged the new beds at opposite ends of the room and said, ‘Doesn’t that look better? They might have been made to measure. Perfect fit.’ And they did. And they were. But I cannot help feeling, Joan, that there was something blinkered in that statement.

I spoke to Henry about this. I told him, at about the same time I wrote you a silly letter saying that I was in love with Charles which I hope you never received. Not that it matters because I can imagine what you thought when/if you read it: ‘Let’s just wait.’

You are right. I now know so much more about what you must have been through these past years with Charles.

Well, after the beds, Henry started going to thousands of prayer-meetings all over London and the suburbs, even to North London. I noticed that he had gone off eggs. It was a joke between us. They were his schoolboy passion. His mother used to say, ‘Lucky girl, you won’t have to cook a thing, you can always feed him eggs.’ This I thought a vaguely disgusting remark, but she was a vaguely disgusting woman. Well, may God forgive me, for she’s dead. Anyway, he went off them.

Then I perceived that he seemed to have gone off food altogether. He picked about. But he drank. How he drank. And how he kept on drinking. For a while. Then first the late-night whiskies went and then the wine. For some weeks he sat downstairs, drinking and then not drinking, after I had gone to bed, listening to his tapes. There was a particular Requiem – I can’t remember which, but it wasn’t Lloyd Webber. It surged through the house, a baleful and eternal sorrow. From number thirty-four came the jangled chords of Simon’s and Sarah’s cacophonous equivalents. The notes merged. They rose and sank, and the people of Rathbone Road listened. Sometimes Charles left number thirty-four and sat with Henry in the study, listening to the Requiems, too.

Then, after a while, it must have been about September, Henry stopped drinking. Altogether. For a long time he had been absent-minded about sex. It had always been very much now and then. A hit and miss, half-hearted business. One felt the strains of the Requiem sifting through his being. He flopped out like a flag on a windless day and after a while sex stopped altogether. I didn’t like to say anything. I did once say on a sharp blue morning as I got out of bed, ‘Remember Gascony?’ but all he said, grey-faced, was, ‘Eliza, we are old people now.’

At The Hospice the patients noticed that I was looking low. My favourite, Barry, said, ‘You look as if you need a cuddle. You should be in here with me,’ and lifted the sheet. He laughed because I blushed. He got it out of me – what was wrong. Well, not really. I didn’t tell him all. He just said, ‘Gone off the boil, has he, the Elder Statesman? Maybe,’ he said, ‘you have stopped liking him.’

Oh, Joan, that set me thinking. It set me weeping. Barry kept on handing me tissues from a box. I said, ‘I don’t know what’s the matter with me,’ and he said, ‘I do, old cock. You haven’t started yet.’

‘Just not started,’ he said, and shut his eyes. ‘Life,’ he said. ‘Think it out. Don’t ask so many questions and, Eliza, don’t talk so much. Just get started living before I stop.’

Well, after going off sex, Henry went off me. Completely. That’s the only way to describe it. He winced and looked away when I blew my nose. Shut his eyes in pain when I spoke on the telephone to my friends. Each evening I’d hear the click of the front door and from the kitchen or the top of the stairs I’d see him come padding into the house like a cat, put down his briefcase and look in the hall mirror. Very drearily, Joan. ‘Ahem, ahem,’ he would say.

At first he would grunt in my direction before sitting down in his study with the door shut behind him. One evening he came home carrying an electric kettle and an electric fire. No word. Soon there was a little stove. A ‘Baby Belling’. He began to sleep in the study after that.

I walked over to thirty-four, oh, three months ago, to talk to Charles about it. I rang the bell. No reply, so I walked round to the garden, looking through the windows. Everywhere shut up, Joan. Joan – if you could see your drawing room. Not that it is messy – with Simon and Sarah both away most of the time there is no one to make a mess. Charles’s life is passed in a crusade against mess. ‘Pyjamas are put in the drawer marked pyjamas,’ etc. Pressing my forehead to the kitchen window I saw that there are labels and memos everywhere, saying ‘Dustbin Bags .”More Weed-killer.’ And ‘Dahlias in by Friday.’

But the house is dead. Dead. All tidy and silent and dead. Thick with dust because Angela went months ago. She said it gave her the creeps and she kept seeing you about, pre- the leg-iron, laughing and calling as you ran down the stairs, long-legged out of the front door to the car. ‘Ghosts,’ she said. ‘I’d say she’s in the house somewhere, buried in the cellar,’ but I made her apologise for that. I walked sadly back to your front door and humbly rang the bell again, and quite quickly this time Charles answered. At the open door he stood, solemn. He did not invite me in. I told him just a little about Henry, and he was no use at all. I said, ‘I’m sorry to bring you my problems when you have so many of your own.’

‘My own?’

‘Joan.’

‘Bugger Joan,’ he said.

I was sick, sick Joan, sick with the shock.

‘Bugger Joan,’ he said and shut the door in my face.

Well, the upshot is that, this Christmas afternoon, Henry has gone off to live with Charles.

They told me after Christmas dinner. Charles did the telling while Henry was upstairs getting his belongings together and when Henry came down Charles said, ‘I’ve told her, Henry,’ and Henry looked down at his shoes. Russell and Bromley. I’d not long ago gone all the way to Piccadilly to the repairer with them and back a month later to collect them. An hour’s journey each way. He said, ‘I’m sorry, Eliza. I’ll write. Are you – you are all right, aren’t you?’

‘The less said at this stage the better,’ said Charles easing him forward. ‘I’ll bring him back in the New Year to talk about arrangements.’ And they went.

I watched them from the window – the front window on to the road, not this back window where I sit writing, looking out at the snowy garden, the branches of the tall trees ridged with snow and the birds’ footmarks making pricky patterns on the lawn. Outside the front window all the snow is messed about and brown, where people – Gillespies and Hardwicks and Gargerys and Oatses and Baxters and Robins – had gone off after breakfast for their Christmas dinners, most of them loading their cars with children. I thought how glad I was that Simon and Sarah had gone off skiing. With luck, all this will be over by the time they come back.

I mean – Joan! It’s madness. I mean they’re neither of them, you know, pansies. Homos. ‘Gays’ we have to say now. I never knew human beings less gay than Charles and Henry, in any way. Though of course one can never be sure. It’s all a matter of genetic soup. But I mean, they’re both so cerebral. What will the Treasury and H’s people think? Perhaps it’s just an old-fashioned thing like Holmes and Watson. They’re both pretty Victorian after all. Why shouldn’t two men live together? Two women can’t live together now without everyone assuming they roll about in one bed. If Charles or Henry were widowed they are exactly the sort who would love to live in Albany. But side by side. There are men who sit dreaming of this as they watch their wives iron their shirts, plan their menus, answer their letters, never wondering ‘and who would do all this then?’ How do I know all this? I, impossible Eliza, Queen of the Suburban Realm? I know it.

I mean, Joan. Think of them side by side in a bed together. Or more than that!

They are cast in the mould of their fathers, Joan. Men of some power believing that somewhere there is a privileged, exclusive male world with butlers and old money, shooting parties you don’t have to pay to attend, High Tables at which you sit for hours over the port and never need to speak of or to the working-class. D’you know something, Joanio? They’re right. There is.

It is a world where you only know a very few people and they so like yourself there is no need of words, only the communication of familiar noises. That’s why this sort of Englishman is still there, and so happy, still blinking in his London club, because whenever he sets eyes on the other blinking figures in their deep chairs he is looking in the glass. The size of those temples in Pall Mall, Joan! Kremlins. The women allowed in the servants’ quarters of some of them have to eat apart, from a separate kitchen so dirty that the plate comes up with the table-mat when the waiter comes to take it away. Somewhere in these male clubs, beyond the political negotiations, the mumbling at the national News, there are ghosts – long-dead cricketers each with his great gold beard. And, somewhere in the heads of ruminative members is an adoring idle woman who means ‘WOMAN’, the help-meet, the set-piece, the accoutrement, looking like their mothers. They would all deny this, but it is true, and I only realised it today.

There are in both Charles and Henry vast plains of silence and inscrutability and secrecy which I have always accepted that I must not question. In Henry’s job there are many things he has had to keep utterly to himself. It is his life apart from the job that I’ve just discovered enrages me: the traditional notion that his wife must accept that he should stand somewhat apart. Consciously apart. Not separate as we all are.

I suppose I’ve given him a hard time. I seem unable to get things right. I jump in while the heavenly host hangs back in terror. I do it at The Hospice. Often I’ve expected the sack from there and I expect that is why I don’t have much to do with the very imminently Dying and rather more to do with the stacking of the dish-washers. Some of the Dying don’t mind me, though. Barry says, ‘D’you know what you are, Cock, you’re a cure.’ I’d not be surprised if Barry recovered, if you want to know – though it is a secret not usually admitted even to myself,

Joan, I do wonder where you are. I’d say that I wish that you would just walk in and we could talk, but if I’m totally truthful I don’t want you to do that. Writing to you has distanced you from me, and I cannot remember even what you look like now. I dreamed of that Kurd the other night and awoke crying. I wonder just what he meant to you, how many others there have been and how far you went with them? Did you go off simply looking for men? Was it only middle-aged lust? Oh, I don’t believe so. Was your flight menopausal? You always looked so bright and sensible, untroubled by the dark. Joan – instruct me.

It is getting dark in Rathbone Road now. Best thing for me to do is to get off to The Hospice in case Barry’s gone, or something. It would be appropriate for the day. It would fit the Jobian spirit of things. But perhaps enough has happened for one Christmas afternoon.

If you could write – ?

I’ll post this in the letter-box by the Little Greek when I go out with the dogs, though it won’t be collected for days, being Christmas-time. Joan, if you could write now, and tell me this and that. You’ll be in Dacca soon, my own old landscape. Perhaps I could even come out and join you for a bit? I’d be very happy to do that. I don’t feel awfully well these days.

I hope that you are having a happy Christmas.

Your friend, Eliza

[image: image]

January ?

Dear Joan,

The blackness of Christmas Day is now about a month ago and it is a very long space between letters. I have to ask myself, I suppose, just why it is that I continue to write. You were never really a friend. I knew from the moment I met you, and your irreproachable open face became wary, that you wanted to steer clear of my friendship. I sensed that in me you saw all that you must at almost any price avoid.

How I envied you as I stood sometimes – often – at the window. You were always so busy, tearing about in your little car, your front door ever open, your house always full of people. Young, easygoing people. Long lunches. Garden parties for charity. So well-organised, yet so informal. The way you would take the dog for a walk every day at precisely 2.45 and be back at 3.30. Your clothes always so right, your hair like a girl’s. When you began to go grey you still looked young and sexy. And the way you laughed – laughed and called and waved as you jumped in the car six times a day and more. We all could hear your laugh all down Rathbone Road. We listened to your laugh – now it seems to me – uneasily.

Then I suppose I witnessed, one by one, all the stages of your disillusion, though I did not at once recognise that this is what they were. I tried to be friendly but always was met by the bright, over-enthusiastic glance that stands as a rampart. Then a sidelong, resentful and, if you don’t mind my saying so, rather conceited glare. I did not like it, nor the way you began to lift part of your upper lip, so tired, so world-weary you had become. It was on the way to being a sneer. It was a sneer. I pitied the sneer and prayed for you.

I suppose I was only observing in you what was to be seen less dramatically in many women of our age in Rathbone Road: boredom, ennui, knowledge. The rich, middle-class, educated Englishwoman, tired at last by the rigours of mid-stream life, looking in the glass in the morning and seeing the face of a middle-aged woman look back. And unable to greet her.

The only one I can totally exclude from all this is Marjorie Gargery who is so fortunate in her tenacious absorption in her children’s examination results. Having had a ‘long family’ Marjorie is safe for many years. Sam, if you remember, is still only five, and the four girls still at school. Hepzibah, being so clever, will supply Marjorie with interest and anguish through several post- graduate degrees, right up to the excitement of whether or not she will make Professor. Gladiola is a fecund child who will have many clever children and Marjorie can guide their progress with luck until her death. The great mysteries of puberty are to come for these girls yet of course. They may all go off examinations. I thought that Emma was looking distinctly odd the other day. She was mumbling about the National Front. And Grizel is getting very thick with her sports mistress.

There has been a loosening of behaviour in Rathbone Road since you left, Joan. I do not mean an excess of immorality. I mean that we talk to one another rather more. The result of your flight has been a divided Road. There are those who have become more reflective, others more showy. Anne Robin has taken to wearing a huge long rounded garment rather like an aubergine or a Sultana’s maternity dress. It covers her whole body, which is not at all a bad thing. Others have become even more set in their old mould, especially the women over fifty, the Memsahibs, the ‘Senior Wives’. I met two of these last week at an SW sherry party and the talk turned again to you. I said that you were very much missed and Lady Gant said she hoped that you were happy, she was sure, wherever you had gone, but somehow she doubted it and ‘that is all I have to say’. I said to Anne Robin, ‘So they have spoken,’ and Anne said ‘Some of us have shown our teeth.’ She stroked the front of her bell-shaped gown and said, ‘There’s a code we still don’t break here.’
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