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Prologue


The Hot Summer of 1911





Everywhere the clayey soil was baked as hard as rock, even in the farmyard and the pigsties where normally the least shower of rain kept the usual thick seas of mud churning. Great cracks had appeared in the flower bed that faced the front door of the farmhouse – an oval filled with bedded-out pansies and small pink begonias. Even the short stretch of gravelled drive that led to the cart track that in turn led to the roadway was fissured as though the many creatures beneath the earth’s surface had at once decided to break their way through to the air above them. The dust pervaded everything: it was scratched up by the speckled and buff hens and raised into clouds as the sows rolled on their backs; it was puffed into brown, gritty smoke plumes as the disconsolate white ducks twisted their beaks in the almost dried-up pool, grubbing for deeply hidden worms; it filled the whole air as Derek Longmore sailed round and round the flower bed, doing bumpy wonders on his new bicycle.


Mrs Longmore, who, on their farm holiday, liked to dress peculiarly sensibly and simply, had nevertheless put on a white net veil to protect her face from the dusty air. In a large white straw cartwheel hat and a white linen dress with only a cluster of large pink roses as ornament (this very summer had at last come that end of the hour-glass waist, an end of the dangerous whalebone tyranny over Woman, that her good sense had so long wished for), she carried a green-lined unbleached linen parasol with a green bone handle curved like a parrot’s head. Skirts were more sensible this year, too, at last, just above the ankles, so that they fell – thank Heaven – short of the dusty ground; yet her equally sensible white shoes, with square toes and a square bone buckle, toppled and corkscrewed in the most precarious fashion, despite their low heels, over the high, hard dried ridges left by the farm carts’ wheels. It was like miniature mountain climbers, she thought imaginatively, and most disagreeable. She hoped that she looked cooler than she felt, for she was a great believer in the influence of Mind. If others thought her looking cool, then she would soon feel cooler.


But what others were there to think? Derek was absorbed in his new bicycle as, boy-like, he should be. Mr Tuffield, who thought no further than his cows and his wheat (or, at any rate, any other thoughts he might have were best not pondered upon), was away with the farm hand among the wheat, whose unseasonable dryness so agitated him. As to Mrs Tuffield, she thought only of doing the house and making tarts – which was a comfort as far as boarding at the farm was concerned (although another gooseberry tart in this hot weather and one might scream), but she provided no interested observer. Indeed Mrs Tuffield’s eyes were at this very moment directed upon and through one, as she leaned out from an upstairs window, competing ineffectually with nature by launching small clouds of dust from mats that she beat against the outer windowsill. Pleased that her thoughts should be ordered with a certain elegance, even on holiday, even in this heat and dust (the thermometer had touched 100 last week), Mrs Longmore yet felt the need of an audience. Her own little Myra at seven years was rather young (or was it inattentive? For really a girl cannot have a dress sense, in proportion of course, too early). As to the Tuffield children, that brood of straying, whining indistinguishables that one met on the stairs like the farm’s many cats and kittens, or at some unexpected corner of the farmyard or the orchard like the innumerable hens or ducks which scattered before one’s coming with the most startling suddenness, if they had some comment to make it would be as incomprehensible as the clucking or quacking of poultry, so broad was their dialect. But they certainly had none, indeed very little speech at all, so cowed were they.


Mrs Longmore very much hoped they were not ruled by fear (her own childhood had been a nightmare for that very reason). But nice though it was to think of country children as rosy cheeked, and skipping and hopping in innocent play, the truth was that the Tuffield brood were pink cheeked, yes, but sad and listless, and neglected. Their mother was too occupied with the house and the chapel, their father too occupied with the farm and Heaven knew what, for his eyes had sometimes a quite horrid look. Ignorant and old-fashioned, in fact; Mrs Longmore could hardly bear to think what horrors of Bible reading and canes those children might be ruled by. She only hoped that it was all right for Myra to play with them all day – but such were the penalties of farm holidays, penalties outbalanced by plenty of fresh air and fresh eggs and pints of healthy milk straight, almost steaming, from the cow. And then there was the eldest little Tuffield girl. In her hands Myra would be all right; old head on young shoulders, poor little thing, everything was left to her. She had to be mother to the whole brood – not more than twelve years old and responsible for heaven knew how many little indistinguishables. She made a very good job of it. And she was surprisingly bright and intelligent; she had a sense of beauty, of wonder, yes, that was it, of wonder; how excited she was when one put on a new shawl or a new hat, or one evening, absurdly, just to feel nice, a crimson watered-silk, Liberty tea gown with a little broderie anglaise coat. Yes, she was a child who noticed. She seemed so pleased to be made a fuss of. She clearly lacked love, as Mrs Longmore could tell, when, once or twice, she had kissed or hugged her and called her, ‘a funny little dumpling’. Mrs Longmore set out to find her.


But seek where she would – and in this intense heat she wouldn’t very widely – the little Tuffield girl was nowhere to be found. Nor indeed was her own Myra. There were little Tuffield indistinguishables all over the place, chewing twigs from the plum trees or sucking stones that had fallen from the dilapidated old flint barn, pressed on the ground on their stomachs, grubby knickers upwards, teasing kittens, or bent over the dried-up water butts pushing snails with stalks of grass backwards into terrible headlong falls. One child had tears running from her eyes down her cheeks, and another mucus running from his nostrils down on to his lips. From none could Mrs Longmore learn the whereabouts of their eldest sister or of her own little girl. Some were too young to use words and those who were old enough spoke words that she could not understand. Exhausted and a little out of temper, she almost called her son Derek to her aid, but boys of thirteen must be left to themselves in the holidays; instead she went into the little parlour that was their rented sitting room, took Maeterlinck’s Life of the Bee from the dresser where it was propped against the cruet, and finally settled herself in a rocking chair, specially put out for her by Mr Tuffield under an old apple tree in the orchard. There she read a few pages of that stimulating book and then fell asleep.


It had taken a lot of persuading on the part of Myra Longmore to get the little Tuffield girl to leave her charges, her brothers and sisters, and to wander away, not only out of the farmyard and the orchard, but right out of the farm into one of Knapp’s meadows – somewhere, indeed, where she had never been, for it lay on quite the other side of the farm to either the village or the church, and neither Mother nor Father were friendly with the Knapps. But Myra was used to getting her own way; with either Mummy or Derek it was only a question of asking for long enough; and so it had proved with the little Tuffield girl. She had gone on repeating, ‘Let’s go away from the others. Let’s play on our own’; and in the end, the little Tuffield girl had given way. For all that Mummy called her little, she seemed really more like a grown-up person, like a nanny only small.


If Myra had but known, it was not only her persistence that had overcome the little Tuffield girl’s sense of duty, her long training in obedience and her fear of the consequences of doing wrong. It was much more something to do with all the Longmores, and especially with Mrs Longmore and the effect she had. They had only been staying at the farm ten days, but from the very first the little girl had felt her influence. Mrs Longmore had somehow singled her out, and, in doing so, had given faint yet definite outlines to her personality for the first time in her ten and a half years. The very fact that the grand and beautiful lady could not tell Bertie from Ted, or Rosie from Violet, made her singling out and talking to the eldest little girl something quite special. It was true that some of the things she said were the usual remarks of visitors, pats on the head that spread a crimson of embarrassment from the little girl’s already rosy cheeks right down her neck – ‘Quite the little mother’, or ‘Such an old head on young shoulders’. This was the stuff that Mr Bentall, the minister, addressed at her, or the governess who came with the Easter lodgers, or Mrs Clark, the rector’s wife from London, who had come with her family each summer until this year and who, indeed, had this year sent instead Mrs Longmore herself. But Mrs Longmore had said a lot more to the girl than these public embarrassments; she had shown books to her and asked her to hook up her dresses at the back; she had given her a cherry silk ribbon for her hair; she had asked her the name of some birds in an apple tree and, when she did not know, they had looked together in a picture book and found that they were warblers; she had told her how to say some words properly like ‘down’ and ‘pot’, and also not to say ‘little old’. Above all, she had asked for her to play in the parlour with Derek and Myra at ‘Happy Families’ or building Meccano; and though Mother hadn’t liked it because six o’clock was Violet and Ted’s bedtime and half past six was bedtime for Bertie and Rosie, she’d had to let her go in there at least on the Wednesday and the Saturday, for Mrs Longmore had said that every good nanny had her evenings off. But it was above all the things Mrs Longmore said in the parlour as they played at their games – ‘Don’t bother with it if you don’t like it’, ‘Take off your shoes and be comfortable’, ‘Never mind if it is marked. We can always get another table, but you’ll never be ten years old again in a cool room in the hottest summer England’s known for half a century’, and especially, ‘Of course you must have it, it suits you. It makes you look quite beautiful.’ And Mrs Longmore had said, ‘Doing something different is the thing. Not all the time, of course, because then it wouldn’t really be different. But every now and again, when people least expect it.’


It couldn’t be said that Mother and Father would have least expected her to leave the others and go off with Myra right out of the farm on this morning more than any other; they just wouldn’t expect such a thing at all. But perhaps it could be said that leaving the others to play and wander at will, and leaving the washing in a pile on the dairy floor instead of hanging it on the clothes lines, was a double negligence that her Mother in her wildest nightmare would hardly have dreamt of. The little girl had thought of all this; and yet, from the moment she and Myra had slid down the dusty bank of the ditch that divided the farm from Knapp’s meadow and, grasping each in turn an old oak tree root, had hauled themselves up on to the other side, she had ceased to give any thought to her wickedness or its consequences. She began to do all the things that she had wanted to do for years – things for which there was never time because there were so many duties in the day, or things she could never do for herself alone but had always to do to amuse and quieten her brothers and sisters. And she did them straightaway as though they had all been waiting in a line ready to be done for years – things, many of them, that yet seemed to occur to her for the first time.


In the meadow she didn’t have to pick any buttercups or daisies just to split their stalks with her nails and thread them together as a necklace for Violet; she didn’t have to hold the golden flowerheads under Bertie’s chin to see if he liked butter; she didn’t have to watch for fear that Rosie might eat the minute toadstools that sprouted here and there in the grass; she didn’t have to stop Ted from making mud pies with the huge dried cowpats. She lay flat on her back and stared at the cloudless, harshly blue sky; and, when the sun’s glare became too blinding, she turned over and lay on her stomach, pressing her face close among the daisies so that her eyes could follow almost at its own level a reddish ant that seemed to her as it hurried through the grass to trot like the pony in Doctor Osborne’s children’s cart.


Myra was busy picking daisies.


‘I shall only pick the ones with lots of red on the petals,’ she announced. She always spoke like that. When they played games in the parlour, at halma, she said, ‘I’ll have the yellow men’, and, at ‘Happy Families’, ‘I shan’t collect the Bungs or the Bones. You can have them.’ Sometimes Derek would complain,


‘Myra’s getting too uppish, Mater. She’ll jolly well have to be squashed,’ and then Mrs Longmore would say, ‘Glorious Myra! She knows her own mind.’


Now Myra said, ‘You can collect all the white daisies. And the buttercups too. Yellow wouldn’t match at all with the reddy coloured daisies I’m collecting.’


Usually in the parlour, Myra’s tones, backed by Mrs Longmore’s approval, impressed the little Tuffield girl greatly, but now she felt Myra’s presence only as a bother. But not a serious bother, for Myra, after all, was no part of her duties. She got up from the ground very slowly and then deliberately began to pick not daisies or buttercups but minute pieces of snail shell that lay scattered on the hard earth beneath the tufted grass. She sorted them very carefully into greyish-coloured pieces and brownish-coloured pieces and put each separately into the two pockets of her pinafore. As she did so, she knew that when she searched in her pockets at the end of the day and found them, she would perhaps be surprised, but certainly she would throw them away, scatter them in the farmyard. Yet that didn’t seem to matter; for the moment she was collecting some things that she had never noticed before, that probably nobody would have noticed, some things that were almost part of this meadow where she felt so free. So free that suddenly she began to dance, although she had no very clear idea of dancing, having only read of it and heard Auntie Beatie, who had been in service, describe a ball. She held up the sides of the skirt of her washed-out blue cotton dress so that the black cotton stockings showed to above her knees. Her dance was a sort of glide followed by a hop. Myra paused in her daisy search.


‘Oh, that’s not how to do it!’ she cried, ‘Look. First position, heel to toe.’ And she demonstrated her dancing class exercises. ‘And you must smile when you’re dancing,’ she added, showing her even little white teeth. (Mrs Longmore believed that teeth and bowels and fresh air and self-expression were the four primary considerations with children.) The little Tuffield girl’s square-jawed, rather heavy-cheeked face remained set and solemn. She stopped her dance as soon as Myra spoke; she walked on across the meadow towards the ditch and the beech hedge that separated them from another meadow where she could see that cows had collected around what the summer’s constant sun had left of a stagnant pool.


Ordinarily she hated the sight of cows, those lumbering, barrel-shaped, ill-smelling causes, with their erratic milk yield, of some of her father’s worst rages, the objects of some of her own most frost-nipped, numbed early morning winter chores. With their dismal liquid eyes and henna-coloured dung-caked flanks, the cows before her now exactly recalled her Father’s, as they flipped their great heads to ward off the tormenting flies. But they were not Father’s cows, they were part of a whole new adventure; and at once she wanted to explore the plashy meadow and even beyond. She could hear Myra behind her, out of breath, out of patience now with her unwanted dance, cry.


‘Stop! Stop! Oh, why don’t you watch me? Don’t you want to learn?’


The little girl knew that she was learning without Myra’s help. Once more she scrambled across another dusty ditch and through the tight beech hedge without a scratch or tear. Although neat, she was a stocky little girl and not usually lissome or agile, but her mood seemed to lighten her small, heavy body. Arrived in the meadow, she sat down in a flat, clay-chalked hollow that had until this summer, perhaps, been a never empty puddle. The grass around was coarse and there were clumps of spiky miniature bullrushes, but to the small girl, as she lay on her back, the harsher feel seemed no less delightful than the softer buttercup meadow – just a new and delightful delight.


But the exploration was proving no delight for poor Myra. Getting no answer to her cries, she had ceased her little dainty pirouettes and followed carefully her companion’s path. Too carefully, for the slope where the little Tuffield girl had slid across the ditch was now cleared of dust to expose a slippery tree root. Myra fell heavily on her bottom, tearing a long strip of the lace hem away from the skirt of her dress and laddering one of her white cotton stockings. She was near to tears when she reached her friend. For a moment the little Tuffield girl was recalled from her new happiness; but then she thought of what Mrs Longmore would have said. The day was more important than a skirt.


‘That’d be best to take off th’ dress,’ she said, and to encourage Myra, she took off her own cotton sunbonnet and pulled her blue cotton dress with its pinafore over her head. Folding it, she carried it under her arm. Some of the authority she normally exercised over the indistinguishables must have been communicated to Myra, for after a moment’s hesitation she, too, took off her fine blue-ribboned straw hat and her lace-trimmed dress.


Myra was secretly afraid of cows, but she did not like to say so to anyone on the farm (or indeed to her mother, for Mrs Longmore, in her abhorrence of fear in children’s lives, did not like her own to mention that emotion). Now, to keep up her spirits, Myra showed off her petticoat, explaining how it was made of handmade lawn, and how the insertions and the top were of handmade Brussels lace passed down from her Cartier grandmother. The little farm girl listened and even felt the material with a look of interest, but not with what Mrs Longmore would have called ‘wonder’. Or certainly no wonder for Myra’s having such a fine petticoat, for her attention had been suddenly and entirely caught by the real likeness between the Brussels lace and the flowers so long familiar to her that Mrs Longmore had told her were called Queen Anne’s Lace. She had brushed her way through high-standing clumps of these as she came from the beech hedge into the meadow. Now she ran back and fingered the creamy flowerheads.


‘Look, that crumbles,’ she called. With difficulty she broke one of the tough stems and held the flower out towards Myra; as she did so, clouds of pollen flew up from the mass of little florets.


‘Stardust,’ cried Myra, and then, because she longed to attract the Tuffield girl back into her own orbit, she started to pirouette again, ‘I’m the Princess of the Stardust,’ she sang. She whirled round and round, moving towards the farm girl – she did not want to be separated from her in a field where there were cows, yet she did not want to seem to be at her call. ‘Scatter the stardust for the Stardust Princess,’ she cried.


The Tuffield girl threw the flower away into the hedge. She wanted to tell Myra not to be a softy, but it seemed better to say nothing.


In any case the Stardust Princess was soon in grief. Absorbed in her pirouettes, less sure-footed than the farm girl, she swung round into one of the few plashy, muddy patches in the field, where beneath the coarse grass an underground spring defied the months of sunshine. Brown-yellow clay mud spattered both her white stockings to above the ankle, splashed her snowy petticoat; the mud seeped, squelching, from her shoes. Discomfort and fright made her cry. The little Tuffield girl was always prepared for tears, they were so much part of her daily chores. If they were ‘temper tears’, she tried to copy her mother’s roughness with shakes and slaps; if, like Myra’s, they seemed ‘real’, she could express her own nature, one at once practical and tender. She wiped Myra’s face with her handkerchief; she cleaned the mud from the stockings with handfuls of long grass, and, when this only smeared the dirt, she tried to scrub it off with an end of her own pinafore soaked in spittle. The sunshine, a slight soft south-westerly breeze, freedom, a sense of happiness not to be lost, loosened her imagination. She said,


‘Stocken and shoe ’d best be taken off.’


Before Myra knew where she was, she had been seated on a molehill, long since dried into a hummock, and before her was the small Tuffield girl on her knees removing the muddy white shoes, lifting up the petticoat to unloose the suspenders, peeling off the long white stockings. The sense of being served quietened Myra; she felt herself once again a princess, although she voiced no more royal commands. The farm girl hitched up her own faded and patched white cotton petticoat and, unclipping her suspenders, slipped down her black cotton stockings, and removed them with her shoes all in one movement. Barefoot, gingerly, the two girls stepped out across the field.


Myra, remembering her mother’s actions, slipped her arm round her companion’s waist, and, raising her lips to the other girl’s cheek, kissed her. The Tuffield girl seemed surprised, hesitated, then returned the kiss. Taking Myra by the hand, she ran across the meadow. Past the cows they went (whatever other result, Myra Longmore never feared cows again in her life, so reassuring was the hand that led her on), down to where the spikes of yellow flags shone in the sun.


‘There’s water runnin’. There’s water runnin’,’ the Tuffield girl sang out to a tune that came suddenly into her head. Myra joined in, and, dancing and singing, they came to a small brook. It was the Tuffield girl that led the way in, but both girls were soon paddling and splashing in the pebbly clear water. The cold was delicious to Myra after days of sweating heat, with (unlike home in Chelsea) no more than basins or hip baths to wash away the stickiness; to the Tuffield girl it was like discovering the Pole. But after five minutes or so, the intense cold of the water contrasted disagreeably with the intense heat of the sun; the pressure of the pebbles began to hurt their feet. They jumped from the brook and started to pick the long yellow-headed flags. Then Myra, leaning too precariously to break a sharp sheath, dropped her straw hat into the stream. At first, she was as delighted as her companion, to see how quickly the brook carried it away from them. Then she became scared as she saw it bobbing off, crown downwards, like some worn-out old shopping basket, its ribbons all soaked and bedraggled. The little Tuffield girl was clapping her hands with joy when she was brought back to reality by Myra’s slapping her hand and crying,


‘You’ve lost my hat. Mummy says the blue ribbons are adorable. It’ll be spoilt now.’


Partly to astonish Myra into silence or perhaps to comfort her by sharing her loss, partly from delight at this reversal of all seemliness, the farm girl took off her sunbonnet and threw it into the stream. Made of cotton, it sank immediately. But, of course, Myra’s hat was not lost. It had come to rest in a shallow among some wild musk. At first, they were delighted with the newly-scented hat, but, then, when Myra put it on, water trickled all around her face and neck from its wide brim. The Tuffield girl ran back and fished her own bonnet out to share disaster once again. The results were unequal, for the cotton bonnet could be wrung almost dry, and, though unsightly, was wearable; nothing but misery could come from the watery straw, and the dye of its adorable blue ribbons had started to run down the lace top of Myra’s petticoat.


It was the farm girl’s idea that they should leave their hats to their watery fate, but Myra was delighted with the notion: for as hats, hers was clearly the greater disaster, but as boats, hers was a stately schooner and the sunbonnet a shabby wreck. She began a long story of the straw hat’s future adventures, in which the blue ribbons had become adorable princesses. ‘And they sailed on and on and on until they came to a wonderful smiling lake where everything was still and beautiful …’ For a little while the Tuffield girl stayed and listened to this story, because Myra’s voice had become so strangely like Mrs Longmore’s as she told it; but soon she tired of such tinkling – ‘the princesses were so, so, so happy’, and ‘there swimming on the lake was a beautiful white, white swan’ – when there was better noise to make for oneself as much as one liked and anything, even swans perhaps, to find. So she walked off on her own across the most soggy part of the meadow where the shade of overhanging elms allowed only zebra stripes of sunlight to pierce through.


Behind these elms stretched woodland as far as she could see. Here and there, where the earth was covered with low-growing ground elder, she could in fact see quite a long way down irregular avenues of even darker green splashed with sunlight; but in most directions her view was blocked by hazel nut bushes and tangles of wild rose and bramble. She thought it must be Paddock Wood, a huge wood of which she had often heard her mother give warning, for somewhere in a clearing of its trees there were sometimes to be found encamped gipsies. Gipsies were her mother’s supreme example of idleness and wickedness; they were not only a bogey for the children but they offered Mrs Tuffield her chance, by ordering them off the farm premises or reporting them to the village policeman, of fighting the Devil made Flesh. But somehow the realization that she was so close to this famous occasional encampment of the Evil One neither drew the Tuffield girl towards the sinister wood nor sent her in panic running away from it. She merely turned her back to the trees and sat down propped against a huge knobbly hole of one of the elms. Above her she could see the smooth flat underside of a giant yellow fungus that protruded from the tree trunk. She gazed up at this for a while, and then turned her attention to the ground, to some woodlice that in idly scratching away a piece of bark she had set in busy motion. But she was absorbed in neither the still fatness of the fungus nor the scaled scurry of the woodlice, they seemed merely objects helpful in crowding out thought or fancy. She was content, lying back in the warmth of the leaf-dappled sunshine, just to be; she could not remember such a thing before, she could only recall doing things or thinking about things to be done.


Myra was doing a great deal. Without any listeners, the story of the princesses and the swans soon began to sound empty, even though she tried to alarm herself by inventing a lake witch whose evil powers were unlimited; but she could think of no frightening thing for the witch to do that she had not thought of before. So she decided to make a princess’s crown of wild flowers; it could serve by crowning her own head to compensate for lack of an audience and perhaps it would compensate her mother too for the loss of the straw hat (for she had already begun to long for and dread homecoming). Mummy was always pleased when she made beautiful things and showed imagination. She was, in fact, very skilled with her fingers and had soon threaded a chaplet of buttercups, daisies, vetch, and lady’s slipper that would have satisfied most girls of her age. But her skill and the thought of Mummy’s needed praise made her ambitious. She decided to weave not just a chaplet but a full crown of braided flowers two or three inches deep. Across and round the meadow she ran, now bending low for many minutes picking bare a whole patch of tough-stemmed marguerites, now dashing off to the far edge where the grass ran into a wheatfield and poppies grew in profusion and among them a few cornflowers. With all her blooms selected she sat herself on a dry bare patch in the middle of the field, emphasizing by her eminent isolation her independence of the farm girl, who was so unconscious of her. She was quite intent for half an hour before, with the sun beating down on her unfamiliarly bare head and arms and legs, she began to feel first flushed, then sore, and, at last, sick.


When she stood up, she became giddy. She began to cry, as she ran towards the other girl, ‘I want to go to my Mummy. I want to go home.’ In her distress, she dropped her clothes and shoes and the crown of flowers. The Tuffield girl picked them up and added the garments to her own bundle, but the crown of flowers had fallen in pieces. She would have left them on the ground, but, to distract Myra’s fears, she gathered them up and handed them to her.


‘That was a rare little old crown,’ she said, then, remembering Mrs Longmore, corrected herself, ‘That’s proper beautiful, Myra. We’d best go into the wood. That’ll be cool there for you to mend it.’


Myra was afraid to go into the wood; after the strong sunlight she seemed to be entering night’s blackness; she blinked and stumbled. The elder girl took her arm to guide her away from the bramble thickets; but her firm grasp was painful to Myra’s burnt skin. She broke from her crying, ‘You hurt me. You hurt me.’ For a moment a vision of Mrs Longmore’s beautiful eyes distressed at the sight of her adorable Myra burned, and behind her the harsh condemning lines of her own mother’s waxy face and, worse, the flashing black anger of her father’s eyes, filled the Tuffield girl with sick panic, but her sense of well-being was strong enough to flood through her, washing all other thoughts away.


Myra meanwhile was almost hysterical; rage and fright and discomfort pressed on her so; she ran among the brambles and the briars, half hoping for disaster, half terrified at her own panic. Her ankles and feet were scratched, the precious lace of her petticoat hem was sharply torn. At first the little farm girl called after her by her name, but when she received no response, she changed to a soothing, clucking sound much like that she used when feeding the hens. Violet sometimes got out of control and then only such a sound could hush her. It worked now with Myra, too, for she came limping back to the pathway that the older girl had trampled out among the ground elder, and lay there, curled up, whimpering and muttering so that it was hard to hear her voice. It was still the sunburn and the heat she complained of, though she seemed quietened a little by the cool of the undergrowth. Most of her wounds were only grazes, but above her right ankle a thorn branch had cut sharply into the flesh. It was Mrs Tuffield’s first aid method to ignore ‘as fussing’ all injuries unless they bled; but bleeding wounds she instantly bandaged, not with any aim to heal, for she never cleaned any wound, but rather to hide any tiresome evidence that her children were really in pain. Her eldest child had learnt these methods exactly. Her own rag of handkerchief she had discarded in favour of the snail shells; nor could she find any in the pockets of Myra’s dress. Then a wonderful idea came to her. In her life of minding and doing she did not have much on which to sharpen her intelligence except the organization, the better ordering of her daily chores; all this last year she had been seized with a new pleasure – that of finding ways and means that served two purposes at once. It was this new thrill of killing two birds with one stone to which she had attached Mrs Longmore’s frequent phrase ‘a wonderful idea’. So now she took off her petticoat – it was an old one of her mother’s cut down but not cut down enough, and, in any case, to bandage a wound was surely so important that her mother must forgive her – and unpicking the hem she tore it away in one long strip. With this she bound Myra’s ankle. But that was only half the deed done; more important was to persuade Myra to follow her own example and take off her petticoat. In that way she would be cooler and what was more the Brussels lace would be safe from the thorns and spikes – oh, it was ‘a wonderful idea’, a kind of three in oner!


‘Look,’ she cried, and she stood up in her camisole and drawers and twirled round, ‘Look! I’m cool, I’m cool!’ and, indeed, she felt cool and free and happy as she had never felt before. Myra was horrified.


‘Oh, you shouldn’t, you shouldn’t. Someone might see.’


‘There’s no one and if there was your mother said we was to “feel free”.’ (The phrase came from one of Mrs Longmore’s defences of Liberty gowns, one of her diatribes against the deforming tyranny of the corset, but how was a farm girl of twelve to know the proper limits of Kleidreform?)


Myra felt the force of the other girl’s joy, was drawn into imitation of the freedom of her movements. Soon the two little girls each in camisole and drawers, the smaller the proud wearer also of a liberty bodice, were seated among some cool-leaved clumps of wild arums mending the crown of flowers. When it was done and Myra acknowledged as Queen, both girls felt contented and friendly to each other as they had not done before on that afternoon. Not even Myra’s highly-coloured, dramatic and menacing version of The Babes in the Wood, literally learnt at her mother’s knee, with which she now appropriately entertained the elder girl, diminished in any degree their enjoyment of the dark wood’s sun-splashed coolness; nothing seemed alarming there – neither the sudden clacking of pigeons in the treetops, nor the scuttling flight of rabbits in the undergrowth, nor the untimely nearby hoot of a barn owl disturbed in its rest. They kept along the winding path of low undergrowth with the high elms and oaks and hornbeams protective above them. The Tuffield girl led the way, treading down the elder and garlic and loosestrife, bending back the fretful arms of bramble that barred their way. All thought of gipsies had gone from her mind, though she remembered with content that Paddock Wood was said to be so big, she hoped that it might stretch on for ever.


And then suddenly the dim light ahead of them grew brighter, until wish how she might, there could be no doubt that the trees were growing sparser, the undergrowth changing to scrub, the wood coming to its end. Soon they were making their way among saplings of hazel and blackthorn and at last on to a patch of rank grass that sloped down into what seemed a gulf across which they could see another grass bank. But the opposite bank was carefully fenced and mown; along its crest stretched a neat laurel hedge through whose yellow-spotted leaves she could glimpse a garden and the wistaria-clad ironwork of a verandah. For a moment the little Tuffield girl stood stock still as though she had walked into a dream, for here where Paddock Wood should have stretched on forever was a place familiar to her if not on every day, at least in every week. Then she knew – the unknown wood they had come so enchantedly through was not Paddock Wood at all, but a small copse very well known to her from the other side – the very side on which they were now standing. The verandah and garden belonged to the rectory, which she passed every Sunday on her way to church, the rectory where she was to go into service whenever (or if ever) Rosie grew old enough to look after the others. And the gulf between them was the Church Lane; from the back of the farm they had come by a way unknown to her to a place only a few minutes from their own front gate. She was about to turn as quickly as possible back into the copse, back to the happy land where her stay had been so short, but Myra had seen further down on the rough bank’s slope the mauve of a rare patch of scabious and the Queen must have them for her Crown. Already in hasty descent to get what she wanted she had slipped on the bank’s surface and was sliding contentedly down the slippery outcrop of chalk. The eldest Tuffield resigned herself to following. But now Myra sent up a wail of distress, for the sharp descent of the bank carried her on relentlessly past the scabious, on to bump painfully on the dusty road below. The Tuffield girl, doggedly setting her heels in one after another of the bank’s many rabbit holes, managed to avoid such a precipitate slide, stopped herself by the clump of flowers and picked a handful as an offering to allay Myra’s misery. And so they did. The mauve pincushion heads were worked into the front of the crown like some semi-precious stones. And then, since they had arrived at the road, and the shortest way back was so directly before them, Queen and lady in waiting must set off for home. But even into Myra’s royal fantasy and the farm girl’s sudden Grace there crept some prudential sense of their daily world, of policy and pleasing and deportment. Even royalty must be robed to walk down Church Lane, however spattered and tattered the robes might be – as to the hat, the floral crown would surely in its beauty compensate Mrs Longmore for its loss (Myra was sure it would), and the Tuffield girl counted on Mrs Longmore’s powerful intercession before the doom seat to save her. But they must be decent for fear Father or Mother should chance to see them before they found Mrs Longmore to present her with the crown.


As though to warn them to hurry, there came the sound of a lumbering cart echoing down Church Lane. The Tuffield girl moved speedily to divide the articles in her bundles – first Myra’s clothes, then her own. Her alarm passed to Myra, who began to jump from one leg to another.


‘Quick, quick,’ she begged, ‘Oh, it would be awful if anyone saw us. Awful, awful.’ She echoed her mother’s horror at all things mal élevées. She tried so hard, Myra, even at the age of seven to capture grown-up emotions, her mother’s, that the parodies came out disjunctive, chaotic, creating havoc with her body, her movements. Now in caricature of distress, she snatched her clothes so quickly from the farm girl that all were tumbled in the dust of the road. ‘Oh, heavens,’ she cried, ‘oh dear, what a fiasco.’ It was a triumph of unconscious mimetic art and brought to the Tuffield girl a first intimation of the possibility of Mrs Longmore thrown from her usual poise. She picked up the clothes and began to beat the dust out of them.


‘Your mother wouldn’t be angry, surely,’ she said, ‘Why, she told us Wednesday she didn’t mind along there were no fuss. We mun not fuss.’


‘Oh, darling mummy, she’s always kind,’ Myra cried. She was Mrs Longmore now at histrionic heights the Tuffield girl had seen nothing of.


But Mrs Longmore kind or no, here was Snushall’s cart bringing muck down to his field along the churchyard side. Luckily Mr Snushall with his occasional penny gifts after chapel was, though so different from Mrs Longmore, kindness itself. The girl could see his happy absent smile as he sat there holding the reins of the cart horse, and his young Albert standing up among the muck leaning with both arms on the handle of a great rake. The farm girl quickly held her dress up in front of herself, and she tried, too, to cover Myra, but the young queen was now in too wild a pantomime of distress. She jumped on the roadway from one knickered leg to the other.


‘Oh dear. Oh dear. This is quite terrible.’


Albert Snushall saw them first. He burst out with a guffaw; then uncertain, blushed scarlet and looked solemn. His laughter had roused his abstracted father. Snushall’s round surprised eyes stared out of his clownish, seal-like countenance. At first he just looked, then he too burst into laughter, and soon Albert had joined in, freed from all restraint.


All Myra’s grandeur was outraged at this reception. ‘I’m the Queen,’ she shouted pointing to her crown, but they only laughed the more. The Tuffield girl, too, did not quite like this reaction to a freedom of behaviour that should either have shocked or pleased; however, her good sense told her to be happy that the first adult reaction had not been anger. She was about to explain their predicament to Mr Snushall before the cart had passed out of earshot when, suddenly, around the corner from the direction of home came Derek Longmore weaving brilliant circles on his bicycle from side to side of the bumpy, rutted road, increasing twofold the dust already raised by Mr Snushall’s cart. When he saw the girls he stood up so high on the pedals that the Tuffield girl thought he would fall over the handlebars.


‘Myra,’ he shouted ‘Oh, you absolute little beast,’ and he swung his bicycle across the road and whizzed back homeward again, calling ‘Mater! Mater!’


It seemed only a second before Mrs Longmore herself appeared from around the corner, still strolling gracefully as she had intended when she set out to follow Derek on his bicycle for a little walk before luncheon. She was there before Snushall’s cart had moved on. At the sight of this gracious lady in white with her elegant parasol, Mr Snushall’s laughter died away; he even turned and gave his young son a cuff, telling him to stop his ‘gibble gabble’. Mrs Longmore’s reactions to the unexpected sight were also affected by the presence of a man. For a moment, however, she could not see the two girls clearly through the shade cast by her parasol.


‘What are you two doing out here?’ she called.


‘But Mater,’ shouted Derek, ‘they’re being beastly.’


‘Oh, do stop shouting, Derek. What are you doing here, Myra?’


‘I’m the Flower Queen,’ Myra began. Then something told her that her mother’s reaction would not be as gentle as they had expected. Immediately she began to cry. ‘She made me do it, Mummy, she made me do it,’ she said, pointing at the farm girl.


Now Mrs Longmore could see clearly. ‘Good heavens!’ she cried. ‘You little horrors! Put your clothes on at once. What do you mean by taking Myra’s clothes from her like that? And she’s hurt her leg! Put your clothes on, both of you.’


‘Oh please, Mrs Longmore, ma’am,’ the eldest Tuffield began, ‘we din’t feel free in them.’


‘Didn’t feel free in them! Didn’t feel free in your clothes!’ Mrs Longmore was indignant at the position she had been put into – alone in a farm lane with two small girls in their drawers and a yokellish sniggering farm labourer looking on. ‘Well, don’t hang about, Derek,’ she cried. ‘You don’t need to let these little sillies spoil your ride!’ Derek’s whizzing on up the lane was, as she had hoped, a signal to Mr Snushall, who drove the cart off as briskly as his old horse could trot. Mrs Longmore herself now felt a little more free; she began to remember many humorous principles of child management, she recalled the little Tuffield girl’s admiration and wonder. She said, leaning down towards the little girls, and speaking in a very soft voice, ‘Now, whatever have you been up to?’ She meant to inject into her serious tones a touch of mockery to which, if the little Tuffield girl had any sense of humour, she would respond, but somehow she could find no mockery to allay her seriousness. Responding to this severity of her mother’s, Myra now passed from tears to desperate sobbing.


‘She made me do it, Mummy. She made me take them off. She wanted me to take everything off.’


Now the mother in her turn responded to her small daughter’s histrionics. She drew Myra to her. ‘My poor, poor little Myra,’ she cried, ‘you’re not to think of it ever again.’


The farm girl’s bewilderment between the two of them was complete.


‘If you please, ma’am,’ she cried, ‘Myra got herself proper hotted and I thought it best’ – she sought desperately for the right words – ‘to give her a change. Something as she’d never done before. Like you said.’


Mrs Longmore’s clumsy efforts to pull Myra’s clothes on quickly were chafing the girl’s sunburnt flesh. Anxious not to cry out and upset her mother further, she chose instead to bawl more loudly against the farm girl. ‘She’s a horrid girl, Mummy. She’s nasty.’ The little Tuffield girl attempted to aid Mrs Longmore in dressing Myra, indeed so quick and neat were her efforts that, despite Myra’s screams, she had her stockings and shoes and her petticoat on before Mrs Longmore pulled her away fiercely by the arm.


‘Leave Myra alone,’ she cried. Attracted by the noise, Violet and Rosie, Ted and Bertie arrived on the scene and were standing in a knot. ‘They’re rude,’ they cried, ‘they’re rude. Ooh! They’re rude.’


The uncomprehending prurience that underlay Myra’s complaints and the small children’s taunts touched something in Mrs Longmore. For her a bad old world was being replaced by hygiene and fresh milk and elastic belts and continental breakfasts and Mind; the enemy was ignorance and brutality and fustiness and gross, heavy meals and narrow-minded Sundays and dirt – not so much clean dirt, as the sort of dirt that she feared to see in Mr Tuffield’s eyes. She had suspected that she was paying too high a price for the farm eggs and milk, too high a price in Tuffield fustiness and ignorance, and, despite all Mrs Tuffield’s cleaning, in Tuffield squalor. Now she knew it. At the base of all the sensible, up-to-date teaching that she professed for the bringing up of her children there lay one principal tenet – let there be beauty, especially beauty of mind. And now from this Tuffield squalor, from the least suspected member of the family – but corruption like fever is inescapable – something nasty, something beastly had come out to touch her children. She gathered Myra up in her arms, ‘It’s all right, darling,’ she said, ‘Mummy’s going to take you away from here.’ And she walked off down the lane towards the farm.


After a few steps she turned and said coldly, ‘I shall have to tell your mother, you realize that. What she does about it, of course, is her affair. But it is only fair to her as a mother to know what has been going on.’ As she looked at the grave, square face in front of her, it did, indeed, seem difficult to think that anything terrible had been going on; but, then, what could not ignorance and poverty (Mr Tuffield was a very unsuccessful farmer, otherwise they would not take summer boarders) do in the way of corruption? If only the girl were to make one little graceful gesture of appeal, to recall for one moment that sense of wonder she had seemed to show in Mrs Longmore’s presence, it might have been possible to relent (and Mrs Longmore ached to relent, for somehow she felt that she was heading for all sorts of ridiculous, even incommoding behaviour), but the stocky little figure stood quite stiff and stubborn – how easily the wrong sort of environment could harden even children! Mrs Longmore turned away in anger at such stubbornness, such refusal to help herself, or indeed, oneself in a dilemma that threatened absurdity. She set off with Myra to announce to Mrs Tuffield their intention of leaving: she would go to nearby Felixstowe, they knew her there at the Grand; it was hardly exciting, but the children enjoyed the beach, and she could wear something a little bit frivolous in the evening now and again which would be amusing. But, before she left, it would give her a real satisfaction to bring home to Mrs Tuffield how little, for all her chapel going and her cleaning of the house, she had kept clean her children’s minds.


The indistinguishables ran before Mrs Longmore in a chirping, clucking, grunting quartet; out of their general noise, their mother, who understood them very well, learned that the eldest had deserted her charges, had done something ‘rude’, and above all, involved ‘the lady’. Mrs Tuffield was on the scene before Mrs Longmore had turned the corner out of sight of the corruption, indeed before the corrupt girl had been able to do more than put on her petticoat. Mrs Tuffield walked straight past the elegant though anxious figure of Mrs Longmore, and hit her little daughter twice very hard across the head. The girl cowered down into the ditch by the bank. ‘That’s no good cruddlin’ down there,’ her mother said. ‘You’ve got a proper good few things to hear, you bad, gatless little girl. Leaving Violet and them to play around and leaving the linen when I’m everlastin’ working to keep things together.’


Mrs Longmore said, ‘I’m afraid it’s not just that, Mrs Tuffield. If only it were just that. After all, all work and no play …’ She left Mrs Tuffield to finish the proverb, which she had only produced as a means of communicating with the semi-literate.


‘I’m afraid that’s just what it is for her, ma’am. All work. That’s what the Almighty made for her. That’s been the trouble, as I doubted it would – all that crubble and playin’ ’em air games. That’s all right for the gentry, but that’s not for ’er.’ She roughly pulled her daughter up from the ditch and hit her again. ‘Wicked little thing,’ she said, ‘that’ll be lucky if the Devil don’t take you.’


‘Oh, don’t!’ Mrs Longmore cried. ‘What she did was bad. But she wants talking to, not hitting.’


‘Ah, talking, she’ll get a mobbin’ all right. And more ’an that. She’ll get a bastin’. A real bum bastin’ from her father. That’s what you’ll get, my girl. ’Es angry enough, the wheat being crackly and that.’


Satisfied with having contradicted Mrs Longmore and sufficiently frightened her daughter, she now felt ready to ask what had happened. ‘What’s she done then, ma’am?’


‘She took Myra’s clothes off.’


‘What she want to do that for?’


Mrs Longmore, faced by the question, felt more sure of her sophisticated, sinister fears, yet quite unable to put them into clear words. Woman to woman, it should have been so easy, but there were certain crudities…. Mrs Tuffield grew impatient with waiting for an explanation, she turned to her daughter. ‘What you want to do that for? Muckin’ them up! and where’s your bonnet?’ Myra immediately began to cry loudly for her adorable ribbons, but Mrs Longmore appeased her growing guilt by a certain stylish lavishness about straw hats.


‘My dear Myra! You’re not too young to acquire some sense of proportion. Never fuss about lost possessions. It has a mean look.’


‘Well, you’ll not get another bonnet,’ Mrs Tuffield was saying to her daughter. She felt no such sense of lavishness. ‘That went in the water to keep company with ’ers,’ the girl explained.


‘Water, what water?’


‘In Knapp’s meadow hinder.’


‘What you go there for? What you done all this for?’


‘I wanted to do something different.’ The girl looked towards Mrs Longmore in hope. But Mrs Tuffield was in full spate before anyone could intervene.


‘Different! You’ll be different along of when your father’s finished with you. You’ll be as God made you, you scringin’ little thing.’


‘Oh, don’t talk to her like that, Mrs Tuffield,’ Mrs Longmore cried. ‘I know she’s done wrong. But she can be good. She can be quite a special little thing when she likes.’


‘Special! There’s nothing special about ’er! Nor about none of us, ma’am. God put ’er here to work for others. That’s what’s she’s to do. Special!’ Such a rage against Mrs Longmore and her foolish wicked ways seized Mrs Tuffield that she turned away from her for fear she should lose control and strike her. She concentrated on her daughter. ‘You wanted to be different! Well, you’re nothin’. And you always will be.’ With each word she pulled the girl roughly by the arm.


‘Poor little thing! You’ll dislocate her shoulder or something. Let her put her dress on at least.’


‘She won’t need no dress where she’s going, and that’s bed. And if I were you, ma’am, I’d send that one to the same place. She’s old enough to know better than what she’s done.’


‘Well, you’re not …’ Mrs Longmore began when she detected a shockingly shrill note in her own voice. She started again in her quietest, most reasonable tones. ‘I’ve no wish to quarrel, Mrs Tuffield. How you manage your children is your affair. But it is evident that I can’t have my children here when things like this can happen. We shall leave tomorrow. I know that we spoke of a four-week stay, and, of course, you’ll receive the full four weeks’ money.’ If Mrs Longmore’s ‘of course’ had expected any disclaimer from the farmer’s wife, it misfired, for she made no reply at all, but dragging the eldest girl by the arm and driving the rest of her brood before her with her apron, she made off back to the farm. The eldest Tuffield girl looked back once; she had shed no tears, only she was shivering a little; Mrs Longmore began to smile a little smile of comfort, but something in the girl’s eyes froze the smile and she turned instead to call to Derek, who had had a spiffing ride.


It was late – about nine – when Mrs Longmore heard Mr Tuffield come in. There was something in his step that suggested that he was what Mrs Tuffield had apologized for on their first evening as ‘a bit foggy’. At the time she had wondered whether it was his ‘fogginess’ that drove Mrs Tuffield to the chapel or Mrs Tuffield’s grimness that drove him to the local inn. But the rector and his wife, whom she had visited that afternoon to telephone to the Grand Hotel at Felixstowe and to order a taxicab to take them to Woodbridge Station, had said that it was six of one and half a dozen of the other. Such charming people – the rector and his wife – not at all old-fashioned; she had the prettiest collection of Hokusais and he was most interested in Maeterlinck. They had been always shocked, it appeared, that Hypatia Clark (a Church of England clergyman’s wife) should have boarded at the Tuffields’ at all – the Tuffield reputation in the village was a terrible one. It was just as well that it had all come to a head and that they were leaving. But the whole incident had completely exhausted Mrs Longmore – in this heat! She was only so happy, having got Myra and Derek to bed, to relax on the little plush sofa in the parlour.


But her relaxation was not to be complete. For, first, Mr Tuffield was shouting and lurching up the stairs; and then, suddenly, there were screams so loud and terrible that Mrs Longmore thought that all she had imagined about fear (that emotion which had ruined her childhood) had indeed been but a child’s imagining, and that only now did she know what real terror might be. She walked up and down the stuffy little parlour in an agony of hatred and disgust – for the wicked man, for the vile cruelty of an ignorant, squalid world, for herself. She went to the door once or twice with the intention of intervening, but physical fear drove her back to the sofa each time. Finally she sat there, rigid, her forefingers pressed into her ears, feeling disgusted and infinitely ridiculous. But she could still hear the screams. At last they died away.


It was about ten minutes later that someone knocked on the parlour door. She could not find any words in her alarm; but the door opened all the same, and there stood Mr Tuffield. Mrs Longmore thought if he were more like a gipsy now, a Heathcliff of a man, one could perhaps find some meaning in his violence, but as it was his flashing black eyes were set in a little dried-up, pursed-mouthed  toad’s face. She looked away from him in disgust.


‘Mrs Tuffield says you’re leavin’, ma’am. I’m sorry for that, I’m sure.’


‘There’s nothing to discuss about it, thank you, Mr Tuffield.’


‘Ah, but there is ma’am. If it’s that girl that’s been botherin’ you, that won’t bother you no more. That weren’t only you that complained, I ’ad my neighbour Snushall laughin’ at me on account of ’er. I’ve bum basted ’er proper.’


‘Please, Mr Tuffield, I don’t want to hear about it. It’s all wrong to beat a child like that. Unfortunately she’s your child and I can do nothing about it.’


He seemed to her to grin. ‘That’s right, ma’am,’ he said.


‘But I can and do tell you to get out of this room.’


Something malicious came into his eyes as he looked at the lady. ‘Till the blood run,’ he said, and went out of the parlour, closing the door quietly behind him.


All that evening Mrs Longmore debated what she could do. She heard Mr and Mrs Tuffield go up to their room. She heard their snoring. Finally, exhausted, she went upstairs herself. Derek in his little cupboard of a room was fast asleep. In the room they shared, Myra in a cot, was turning fretfully. Mrs Longmore put on her white silk nightgown, unloosed her long black hair and sat brushing it before the little stained dressing-table mirror. Then suddenly she thought of something. She opened one of the trunks she had so painfully packed in the afternoon, and rummaging at the side, pulled out a long lemon-coloured piece of tulle. She had worn it one evening round her head, to the little Tuffield girl’s great wonder. Now, tiptoeing across the corridor, she entered the Tuffield children’s bedroom. She had not somehow expected to find them all sleeping in one large bed with the eldest girl lying on her stomach in the middle. She was moaning still, but it seemed, in her sleep. Mrs Longmore bent down and placed the chiffon scarf on the hump which she guessed to be the little girl’s feet. She was glad to get out of the stuffy, ill-smelling room. It was little enough she had done, God knew, but it was something.



















1. Leavetaking





Sylvia Calvert hated being the centre of any public show; it made her face hot with blushing and she always felt she wanted to go somewhere. But on an occasion like this when she knew everybody, there was no reason to feel shy. So she had made up her mind to be made a fuss of for once in her life. She had sent Arthur down to his club so that he shouldn’t spoil things for her by monopolizing the occasion or giving way to a lot of false sentiment. It’s only the fakes that carry on in public. Not that Sylvia had to restrain any strong emotions herself at leaving Palmeira Court or parting from its residents. She’d left so many other hotels, known too many people in her life to get upset by such things now. Keep your feelings for your own flesh and blood was what she had come more and more to think. And even then the Calverts were not a sloppy family – Arthur’s nonsense these days was just old age. When the boys were going back from leave in the war, she’d never done more than chaff them a bit. She’d say, ‘Remember me to Hitler when you put him up against the wall.’ To Harold who spent his war at a desk! Or, ‘Think of my pillow slips next time, Len, with that fancy hair cream of yours.’ Len was quite struck on his own good looks. And Harold would reply, ‘A fond farewell, people all,’ and Len, ‘I’ll be back again like a bad penny, Mum.’ Only he didn’t come back. So there was more to fuss about in life than leaving the place you’ve worked at.


Yet this evening was an occasion; and she hadn’t had so many of those in her life. She had put on her black velvet dress and her long ear-rings, and the day before she’d had a perm and a blue rinse. She had thought to sit back and enjoy being the centre of attention for one evening. And now they had chosen old Miss Hutton of all people to deliver the farewell speech. And not only did Miss Hutton spit when she spoke so that little beads of moisture settled on Sylvia’s dress, but she had a marked hump. A hump that thrust whiffs of camphor at Sylvia each time the old girl jerked nervously forward into a new sentence of her speech. Sylvia hadn’t let other people touch her except to shake hands for years – oh, of course, she’d kissed the children and grandchildren when they were kids, but Judy, her youngest grandchild, was already seventeen – yet who knew with these humps whether you could always avoid touch? That and the spit. There was no sense in getting steamed up about it. That was the first rule the doctor had given her – avoid all fuss, relax. So, surprising herself by admiring her own plump white arm as it showed through the slashed black velvet sleeve, she took a sip of gin and it, and then relaxed with a puff of her cigarette. And the doctor’s orders worked too: for exhaling slowly, she so put Miss Hutton off the end of her speech with a cloud of tobacco smoke that she had to smile to herself at the old girl’s startled expression. The smile turned to suppressed laughter and that, giving rise in turn to a rumble in her tummy, made her by association feel comfy and contented as though she had had a rich meal.


‘I know you’ll forgive me,’ Miss Hutton was saying, ‘if I recall my own retirement. We old people become very egotistical. But on that occasion I said to my girls “Always make time your slave, never let it be your master”. And so, dear Mrs Calvert,’ Miss Hutton was ending, ‘just in case it may seem to you that Time has caught up with you now that you’re retiring, we’ve decided to give you an electric clock. You won’t have to be an early riser any longer for the rest of your life, you’ll be able to ask for a late call. And we shall picture you, defying Time, lying snugly in bed when this clock strikes seven; just turning over and going to sleep again, knowing that you haven’t got to worry about all the troublesome residents of Palmeira Court to whom you’ve been so very kind for so many years. And if when the clock strikes, you do think of us, don’t remember all our little grumbles and grouses; just remember that you brought a lot of comfort to people, many of whom were old and most of whom were lonely.’


Crooked, grey and forbidding, she sat down, her hands trembling a little from the strain of the forgotten pleasure of public address. Oh Lord! Sylvia thought, that’s put the fat in the fire. She could see Mrs Streeter stiffen, and Charlie Webster, they were both under sixty and didn’t think of themselves as lonely at all; Commander Anderson was sunk in gloom so that when he gave one of those involuntary groans that his arthritic pains forced from him he seemed to be protesting at Miss Hutton’s exposure of his loneliness; and little Mrs Tyler, who might soon have to go to an old people’s home because she could no longer care for herself, had shrunk down behind one of the vast leather armchairs as though Miss Hutton’s words might summon the dreaded uniformed attendants to take her away.


‘Thank you very much indeed,’ Sylvia said loudly. If it hadn’t been for the need to repair Miss Hutton’s gaffe, she wouldn’t have been able to speak above a whisper. She never could in public; at her wedding breakfast she couldn’t even get ‘Cheerio’ out so as anyone could hear. ‘I knew my own dial had got a bit battered,’ she went on, encouraged by the firm tone of her own voice, ‘but I didn’t expect to have it replaced quite so soon.’ Seeing that somewere puzzled by her joke and others disapproved of it, she subsided into a whisper, ‘But thank you very much all the same.’ She buried her nose in her now empty glass.


Miss Hutton began to explain the gift to her for all the world as though electric clocks had only just come on the market. As if Harold’s house would not have all the latest equipment of every kind! But Sylvia listened quietly, for the old girl didn’t have so much opportunity to hand it down nowadays. Then, as one after another the old dears came up to thank her for being ‘so thoughtful’, ‘making just that little difference’, ‘bothering with an old man’, ‘always having a jolly word’, she began to feel increasingly embarrassed, and finally impatient, even annoyed. Of course it was nice to know that she’d done her job properly and made them all comfortable, but this personal note…. She almost felt that she was being mocked. After all she’d never done more than her duty. But that was it, people were so insincere, they exaggerated everything. Well, whatever they felt she knew for certain that she’d have forgotten most of their names and all their faces within a few weeks. Embarrassed by all the fussing, she found herself studying her nails although she’d only just orange-sticked them, or staring over the shoulders of those who came up to her; anything to avoid looking at them. Old and lonely – well, of course, it was true, but so were most people, one or the other or both. It certainly did no good to talk about it. It wasn’t doing her any good either to get all steamed up. Abruptly, so abruptly that she cut Mrs Dyer off in full gush of gratitude, Sylvia got up, mumbled a few inaudible words about tomorrow’s tiring journey and walked out of the lounge. Perhaps it was her paste and emerald ear-rings, her newly blued hair and her black velvet dress, but she felt quite aloof from them all as she left them. She was no longer the manageress.


Upstairs in her small private sitting room in dressing gown and slippers she did not feel aloof at all, just weary and disappointed. She ought, of course, to have shown more pleasure, but she was impatient to begin her new life. She was always one to get on with what must be. Also the scene had somehow disappointed. What was it that she had expected when they first spoke of ‘a presentation’? A picture flashed before her, from long ago – she couldn’t exactly place it. Shy faces, comic ones, well known they were, peering, or rather ‘peeking’ round a door; and one of the figures coming forward very timidly, elbowed on by the others … the present – yes, to present a gift to a tall, fine-looking woman, majestic but not superior. Of course! It was Marie Dressier … and the others peeping timidly round the door were a whole lot of film comics, or rather ‘characters’ – Donald Meek and May Robson and Edna May Oliver and Zasu Pitts. A lot of old actors they’d been in that film honouring a famous star on her retirement. Marie Dressler had played the star. Oh well, she wouldn’t have minded being Marie Dressier with her handsome looks and superb figure, and yet with no airs, just an old trouper as they called them. But that was how it should have been this evening – all the old things peeping round the door too shy to come in. Not that she wanted to queen it. Only that it would have been more of an occasion, more like a real presentation. But there you are, they’ve time and money enough on the films to make things real.
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