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Rex Imperator





THE winter sun poured in through the long french windows of the dining-room. Flames shot up from the burning logs in the hall. In the morning room the coals glowed brightly. But neither sun nor burning wood nor glowing coals could make the house less desolate. Sometimes it seemed that there were too many windows, too much bleak light; at others the house seemed perpetually sombre and dark. But always it was desolate and, above all, expectant. For years now there had been this sense of impending tragedy; the occupants were like passengers in a Railway Waiting Room, idly chattering and frittering away the time. How could they do or say anything positive, for though the crash might be delayed, it would inevitably arrive. To Rex Palmer and his wife, the house was their beloved home and what they feared was disaster, bankruptcy, ruin; but to the family dependants it was a prison against which they chafed, and to which they yet clung for fear of being turned adrift, of having to fend for themselves. They were like parasites washed up by the tide, hanging like limpets to the rock, hating and loathing it, yet waxing fat upon it, devitalizing the air they breathed.


It should have been a prosperous household, for Rex was partner in a well-established firm. To his wife Brenda it was still a source of pride and happiness; though of late even she had begun to feel a strange hopelessness, a fear that Rex could not contrive to pay out for ever to people who would not help themselves. On a morning like this when the boys had only just returned to school, she had to double the energy she put into her housework in order to avoid depression. To their family dependants the situation was becoming hateful; they had all three been there some months now – a longer period than they had ever known without Rex fulfilling their demands for money – money which they had almost persuaded themselves was their rightful due, money which would allow them to return for a space to London and reign supreme in their own small worlds. They had eaten away at the foundations until the crumbling edifice shook so that even they were afraid – supposing Rex were to get into Queer Street, what would become of them? Yet they were all agreed that it was only his absurd obstinacy that was at fault – this refusal to sell land because of some promise to his sons – things were far too immediate for that sort of sentimental consideration. They had begun to hate the hand that fed them, the more so that they could not afford to bite it too hard. Rex they could despise; after all he chose to run the family finances, it was his fault if there were deficits, besides his temper and domineering ways cancelled all need for gratitude. But for Brenda there was nothing left but hatred, she ignored them so completely, made it so clear that they were there by Rex’s grace not hers. Her courtesy was impassive, withdrawn, it was quite intolerable, it almost made them feel guilty.


In so uncongenial an atmosphere it was not surprising that they clung tenaciously to the outside world, awaited the morning postal delivery with such eagerness, though letters came less frequently as the months passed by. But this morning each of them expected not just ‘letters’, but a letter. Brenda’s father, Mr Nicholson, like the brave old sportsman he was, had risked on a horse what little cash he still had from Rex’s last loan and had won. It looked as though his luck had changed at last, and he thought lovingly of the thirty quid that was coming, to have a few crisp fivers in his pocket would make him feel a man again. Gwen Rutherford, Rex’s sister, was awaiting her alimony. But it was not only the money she expected; after seven years’ separation she still believed in that letter from Hugh, that humble, apologetic letter asking her to return; and, now that rumour declared him to have left that common little woman she felt sure that it would come. Rex’s brother Basil could hardly expect any actual cash by post, he had long since dried up all sources of financial aid. His sharp eyes however had seen that Rex was wavering over the land sale, soon he would get his money and be free to leave. He had written to a girl in town to put him up – no use in wasting good money on rooms; besides he was sick and tired of the local women, it would be nice to have someone a bit more sophisticated. And now the post was late. They all felt it was really trying them a little too high.


If I have to stay in this blasted country many days more I shall scream, thought Gwen, as the cawing of the rooks circling over the nearby copse reminded her of her remoteness from town. She found Brenda’s busy attention to housework more than usually irritating this morning. Not that she was troubled by any conscientious feeling that she should lend assistance; but years of hotel life had allowed her to regard her futile inactivity as a normal pattern of behaviour, and she had a vague resentment against her sister-in-law for underlining her superfluous position in the household. ‘I have never known any house’ she used to say ‘and I’ve lived in a good many’ – it was true that there were few boarding houses or private hotels that had not at one time received her – ‘where there’s so much fuss as this one. Of course, the trouble is Brenda has no method.’ She was about to make some criticism of this kind as she passed through the hall where Brenda was busily buffeting cushions into shape, but she contented herself with a snort. ‘The postal delivery is late again’ she barked. ‘Yes it is, isn’t it?’ replied Brenda vaguely, and as Gwen’s broad behind in its tight black cloth skirt disappeared upstairs, she called ‘You’ll find a fire in the morning room, dear.’


Upstairs in the drawing room rebellion was in full swing. Old Mr Nicholson moved aside the screen with its lotus flowers of beaten copper and put a match to the fire. ‘All the damned fires in this house smoke’ he said ‘I told old Rex at the time that the architect didn’t know his business.’ Gwen Rutherford did not reply, she was too busy settling herself on the sofa. It was a process acquired through years of competition for the best chairs in private hotel lounges and it took time. First a place had to be found for Boy, her white West Highland terrier, then there was her own ample body to be spread, next she had to put out on the seat beside her a jade cigarette holder, a shagreen cigarette case, her knitting and her Boots’ library book; she would also have liked the newspaper, but Mr Nicholson had taken that. She sat bolt upright with her large bust and her short thick arms held defiantly forward. Her fat face with its bulging eyes was blotched from an over-hasty make-up, the lines of her plump cheeks ran in a deep sulk at each side of her small pouting mouth. She looked like the British Bulldog at bay rather than a once beautiful woman soured by seven years of legal separation. Long after most women had grown their hair again, Gwen had retained her peroxide shingle and the rolls of blue stubbled fat at the back of her neck added to the bulldog illusion.


‘I know Brenda won’t like us using the drawing room in the morning, but I really cannot sit in that depressing morning room,’ said Gwen. She enumerated each syllable very distinctly in a hard clear voice as though she was being put through a vowel test, though her sentences ended in a whine of self-pity. ‘Why Rex should have chosen the only room that gets no sun for the morning room I do not understand.’


‘The room would be all right if it had anything like a comfortable seat in it,’ said Mr Nicholson as he sank into a deep armchair, dropping cigar ash on one side of him, allowing the newspaper to disintegrate on the other, ‘Poor old Rex, he’s got no sense of comfort, and Brenda’s the same, she gets it from her mother, certainly not from me’ he chuckled and his small black eyes twinkled with the schoolboy dishonesty that at seventy still disarmed so many hearts and secured so many loans.


Gwen only made a grimacing smile. She disliked and distrusted Mr Nicholson, and though immediate interests placed them in alliance, she was not prepared to commit herself too far.


Her younger brother Basil stretched out his legs and rested his muddy shoes on the mauve shot-silk cover of another chair. It gave him great pleasure to violate Brenda’s beloved drawing room, it was, he felt, almost an aesthetic duty. The winter sun showed up its faded, pastel shabbiness, but its pristine glory must have been almost worse. As a man with an alpha brain and a hard head into the bargain he was able to savour to the full its third-rate pretension. His bloodshot blue eyes and his india-rubber features were blurred with amused contempt – the Medici prints, the little silver bowls, the mauve net curtains, the shot-silk covers, the beaten copperware, the Chinese lanterns and honesty in pewter mugs – it was all so pathetically genteel and arty. He did not stare long at the room, the light hurt his eyes. He always had a hangover in the mornings now, was always a bit beer-sozzled. He would not have got up so early if he hadn’t expected that bloody letter, and now the ruddy post was late. Shutting his eyes, he said ‘Up the rebels. Workers arise. We are in revolution this morning aren’t we?’ Gwen did not reply. She was always at sea with her brother’s open cynicism, though she still believed, or liked to believe, that at thirty-three he would yet startle the world with his brilliance.


Mr Nicholson did not favour cynicism, indeed sentimental worldliness was his strong suit, but he staked his all on possessing a sense of humour and if an honest Dick Turpin line was called for, he would not refuse it.


‘The trouble with us dishonest people, Palmer’ he said, ‘is that we don’t know how to be close. Now old Rex is successful because, breathe it not in Gath, he’s mean with the shekels. Brenda’s the same. That’s why they’ve got money, of course. It always amuses me when old Rex complains of being hard up. Why! they must have a mint of money saved the way they live.’ It was an unwritten law of the vultures that none of them should ever openly admit to knowing where their victims’ money went. ‘It’s beyond me, of course,’ he went on, ‘why the hell people should want to save their money up for other people to spend when they’re growing daisies. Solomon was a very wise old bird when he said “A short life and a merry one” or words to that effect. With all my vices I can safely say I’ve never been mean. My trouble was to stop myself giving it away when I had it. Funny thing I was only thinking this morning of a little Scots girl I lived with – oh way back before you were thought of, in the nineties,’ he bowed old world apology to Gwen for his reference to his mistress, and she smiled back her broad-minded permission, ‘pretty little kid she was, but tough like all Glaswegians. “Put your money away, Jim,” she said, “and don’t go giving it to Tom, Dick, and Harry. They’ll no thank ye for it, when ye ha’e none” and she was perfectly right. The only chap who helped me when I was down was poor little Billie Dean, the best lightweight England ever had, and he didn’t owe me a sausage. “Here’s a fiver for you, Jimmie, don’t say no,” he said. “You were the only gent of them all who was willing to know me after I got too old for the ring.” Poor little blighter, I was always glad I took it, he died a week later with cancer of the throat.’ Mr Nicholson’s voice boomed on in sentimental reminiscence. Mrs Rutherford talked in an undertone to Boy, ‘He likes to sit on the sofa doesn’t he?’ she said, ‘even if his Auntie Brenda is nasty and fussy about it.’ Basil dozed off in a half sleep, his mouth slightly open, he finished an obscene limerick in Ausonian Latin and thought should he make the dancing instructress at the Tivoli before he borrowed a fiver from her or should he borrow the fiver first and then take her out with it and make her afterwards.


When Mr Nicholson came to a long pause in his reminiscence, Gwen seized her opportunity to talk. The last six or seven years of her life had been so completely blank that she had nothing really to say, so she always talked of her own immediate movements, making up by clarity of diction for the lack of content.


‘At a quarter past eleven’ she said, ‘I shall go down to the town for coffee. If you want to come with me, Basil, I shall be ready at a quarter past eleven. I shall have to change my library book, this last novel they gave me is really very dull, so that I shall want to look in at Boots’. If Brenda wants me to do any shopping I think I shall do it after coffee, because the Jonquil gets so crowded. In any case, I shall look in at the Post Office to complain about the lateness of the post. If Brenda and Rex won’t say anything, I shall have to. But I shall use their name. “If it goes on,” I shall say, “Mr and Mrs Palmer will take it up with the Post Office Headquarters.” It’s only really a question of frightening them….’ While his sister was talking, Basil went to sleep, and before she had finished, Mr Nicholson was openly reading the newspaper. ‘I hope we shan’t sit up late, because I expect I shall be vary tired tonight, I did not sleep well last night.’ Gwen’s mouth snapped tight as she came to the end of her prospectus of the day, then she threw away her cigarette, gathered up her belongings, and followed by Boy she left the room.


Brenda was bending over the sofa in the hall straightening the cushions, so that she almost fell over Gwen’s little dog when it ran straight between her feet. Recovering her balance, she trod on its tail. It let out a yell of pain and began to emit high, staccato barks.


‘Poor Boy’ said Gwen, ‘your Auntie Brenda’s so busy she never saw a poor little dog,’ and she kissed its black nose, but Boy refused to be soothed. ‘I’m so sorry,’ mumbled Brenda, but she looked at the trail of paw marks on the carefully polished parquet floor. Gwen followed her gaze, ‘You really ought not to use such slippery floor polish, Brenda,’ she remarked, ‘someone will break their neck one of these days.’ Brenda thought of so much she would like to say, but she only replied, ‘I don’t think you’d like to see the floor if it wasn’t polished, Gwen.’ ‘Of course not,’ said Gwen, speaking even more loudly and distinctly, as though addressing a child, ‘It’s just a question of the polish you use, dear. It’s worth taking trouble to get the right kind. It really is annoying about the post.’ ‘Perhaps there isn’t any post for us today,’ suggested Brenda. Gwen’s mouth went down in an injured pout. ‘Of course there is,’ she snapped, ‘it’s the tenth of the month.’ Brenda blushed scarlet, she always forgot that wretched alimony. She wished the whole subject didn’t embarrass her so, but Gwen seemed to be so proud of being a separated woman, any nice person would have wished to hide it. ‘I’m so sorry, I quite forgot,’ but the big orange-flecked face of her sister-in-law seemed to be swelling. Oh dear! thought Brenda, she’s going to cry. She tried hard to imagine how awful it must be to have married Hugh Rutherford so that she could sympathize, but she knew very well she would never have married such a man, and if she had, she felt sure she would have held him. She could never get used to tears from so big a woman and in the morning too, when there was so much to do. But Gwen’s tears were deflected by a sudden, trickling noise. The sisters-in-law looked down to see Boy’s leg lifted high against the sofa. ‘Oh, you wretched dog,’ Brenda was really dismayed. Gwen picked up the little white-haired squirming animal, ‘Naughty boy’ she said, ‘where are your manners?’ and she tapped him on the nose. ‘I didn’t mean to do it, Auntie Brenda,’ she added in a baby lisp and then in her own clear enunciation, ‘Anyhow there’s nothing that can’t be cleared up in a minute. Come along, Boy, we’re in disgrace, we’ll go and powder our noses.’


Brenda tried to dissipate her anger by dusting Rex’s cups that he had won at school. He had been such a wonderful athlete, it had always made her proud to touch them, they looked so fine shining against the mahogany sideboard.


‘Careful with the Lares, Brenda dear,’ said Basil, as he made his way upstairs. That damned bitch hadn’t written and the pubs weren’t open until twelve. He would go to his room and get on with that translation of The Frogs. Bloody hell! he was a first-rate scholar and he’d knocked about a bit, just the man for Aristophanes. He’d astonish them with the finished article. ‘Mr Palmer has given us a translation as accurate as any University don can demand and as witty as a West End revue.’ But Basil knew that the tooth glass would be there and the remains of a bottle of whisky, the morning was a bloody awful time to be up, best to lie down and then if he could get that girl at the dance hall a bit canned, well he might … yes, there was always something to think about.


‘I don’t think Elsie’s done your room yet, Basil!’ Brenda called after him, but he affected not to hear. He’d lie in his shoes on the unmade bed, it was almost more than she could bear. She had tried so hard to share Rex’s admiration for his brother, but if he was so clever why didn’t he do something instead of sponging on Rex and being beastly and sarcastic all the time. Rex said Basil had been embittered by the way the college had treated him in taking away that lectureship, but people had no right to go on sulking like that. It had been so lovely going up to Cambridge with Rex to his old college, he had seemed so popular with the dons – the best athlete the college had known, the master had said. She felt again the shape of that long muslin dress she had worn, shell pink it had been with a white satin princess petticoat. Rex had looked so handsome in his morning coat. He had shown her the Judas Tree in King’s College garden, and she had won his praise when she had pointed out the thick cream colour of the magnolia flowers. ‘I never knew how beautiful Cambridge was until I saw it through my wife’s eyes,’ he had said to his tutor. Now they could go there no more, because Rex had written so sharply after Basil’s dismissal.


Dog hair on the sofa, bootmarks on the chair covers, cigar smoke pervading the air, ash and newspapers all over the floor. This is my drawing room, thought Brenda, as she came in from the hall, and she straightened her back to control her rising hysteria. Suddenly she detected a smell of burning. Her father had gone to sleep and his cigar stump had set light to the little marqueterie table. ‘Oh father really’ was all she said, as she put out the smouldering wood. Mr Nicholson awoke with a start, ‘Sorry, girlie,’ he said, ‘I must have dropped off. Has the post come yet?’ he asked, and a wave of self-pity came over him as he thought of himself, a lonely old man who’d lived like a prince, reduced to worrying whether some twopenny-half-penny bookie had sent a paltry tenner. ‘There doesn’t seem to be any post,’ said Brenda in a flat voice. Mr Nicholson looked up. ‘You sound tired, girlie. I don’t know what old Rex is about letting you do all this housework.’ Brenda never attended to what her father said; after so many years of trying not to dislike and despise, she found it easier to forget him. ‘I’m all right, thank you,’ she replied. ‘If it’s cash young master Rex is keeping you short of, I hope I’ll be able to help you in a few days. I’m expecting a fairly large cheque, but at the moment I’m stony broke.’ Brenda never bothered to consider her father’s words in relation to their truth, but she knew very well the pattern of his mind. ‘I think I can spare you some money, only you are not to worry Rex.’ ‘That’s very good of you, girlie, I don’t like to take it.’ ‘It’s quite all right. I’d rather do anything than have you worry Rex.’ Brenda’s honesty did not allow her to be gracious in making loans, her father knew why she was giving him the money, so that she saw no sense in pretending to motives of filial affection. ‘Will ten pounds be enough?’ she asked. Cheated of his sentimental scene, Mr Nicholson was not prepared to be accommodating. ‘Better make it twenty,’ he said. ‘Very well,’ said Brenda, ‘I’ll give you a cheque.’


Neither porridge nor tea seemed to take the bitterness from Rex’s mouth, and his head ached more painfully than it had before he got up. He swallowed two aspirins and decided to go out into the grounds. He walked down the side of the house past the rock garden. It looked so bare and pathetic in winter, but he anticipated with pleasure the masses of aubretia, crimson, lavender, blue that would blaze there in May. The lily pond, too, looked dismal with the pale reflection of the winter sun, only three goldfish had survived last month’s ice. He felt happy, however, just to be alive here in the garden that was his own and then – suddenly he stepped out through the path in the wood on to the paddock and he felt quite sick. This was the beginning of the land he had bought for his sons, and there, at the far end, tossing their manes, as they ambled after one another, were Polly and Ginger. There would be no riding next holidays, he did not know how he would be able to tell the boys. In the foreground the cumbrous, grey sheep moved slowly, cropping the grass. He had been so pleased to allow Duckett the use of the pasture— ‘doing the squire’ Basil would have called it – and now he must tell him to find some other field. ‘Tomorrow to fresh woods and pastures new’. ‘The swollen sheep look up and are not fed’. Well his family could never say that; if they were swollen, he thought savagely, it was because they fed so well at his expense. He definitely would not sell, he would tell them today. ‘They must look after themselves,’ he said aloud, but as he spoke the words he knew that the fate of his sons’ land was sealed.


Gwen and Mr Nicholson were regretting the passing of the old West End when Rex came into the room. He had never cared for London, and since his family had wasted their money there, his hostility to the metropolis was almost pathological. He knew the pattern of this conversation so well, Gwen describing the gaiety of the twenties, Mr Nicholson countering with the stories of nineties night life, each outboasting the other, each hoping that he would be duly abashed at being so provincial. In his present frame of mind it made him feel almost murderous.


‘My dear young woman,’ Mr Nicholson was saying, ‘There were no music hall artists after Marie Lloyd. I’ll never forget going with her to see one of these damned revues just before she died. “Take me out, Jimmie”, she said, “This is way above my station”. Poor old Marie, she never pretended to be anything but what she was, but I don’t suppose there was a bigger-hearted woman living….’ But here Gwen saw her chance. ‘Well, of course,’ she said, ‘I’m not old enough to remember much about Marie Lloyd, but I’m sure no actress can have been more generous than Florence Mills. What a wonderful show that was! Of course, there’s no doubt that the coloured people have us completely beaten where dancing is in question. You remember Blackbirds, Rex,’ she said, turning to her brother ‘or you ought to, we all went together that evening Hugh was so squiffy.’


‘There were so many evenings when Hugh was squiffy,’ said Rex savagely. ‘At the moment, Gwen, I’m not very good at remembering.’ He squared his shoulders and with a certain air of drama, ‘I imagine you’ll be interested to hear I’ve decided to sell the land’ he announced.


Mr Nicholson was not apparently very interested, as soon as he felt sure that he would get the money, he preferred to regard the whole transaction as not affecting him. ‘You’ve done quite right, Rex, old boy, I’m sure,’ he said in an offhand manner, and was about to resume his discussion, but Gwen was less subtle. ‘Thank goodness you’ve thought of your family at last,’ she said firmly, and she was about to release her feelings of the last few weeks when a certain flush in her brother’s features made her pause. There were very few things that made Gwen Rutherford think twice, indeed thinking at all was by now an artificial process to her, and in general she believed in treating her brother’s bad temper with sledgehammer firmness. Suddenly, however, as she looked now, she saw a little boy in Etons, his face flushed purple, driving the point of a pair of scissors into his nurse’s hand, and again she remembered an older boy, almost sixteen, pounding and hitting at Basil’s face on the green turf of the Downs, by the cliff edge where, far below, the Channel tossed grey and green. Such visual memories were so rare to Gwen that she stifled her words and sat back, her fat face puffed and trembling with the pent-up indignation she had so nearly released.


When Basil came into the room they were all silent, almost brooding, ‘Good God!’ he said, ‘the last day in the old home, eh?’ ‘You’re nearer than you think,’ replied Rex, ‘I’ve decided to sell the land.’ Basil’s heart pounded with pleasure at his brother’s humiliation, but now was not the moment to rub salt into the wound, so he changed the subject. ‘Seen anything of the post, Rex?’ he said. ‘Yes.’ Gwen took up the tale. ‘I’ve been asking Brenda all the morning. It’s most inconvenient.’ ‘I suppose it’s never occurred to you that Brenda might find your continuous grumbling inconvenient,’ said Rex, his neck swelling over his collar. ‘No,’ said Gwen, her mouth snapping in fury, ‘it hasn’t.’ ‘Well, it’s time it did,’ said Rex, his voice high with hysteria. Basil cupped his hands behind his head and leant back in the armchair. He gazed at his brother fixedly, ‘Poor Rex, you don’t like not being lord of the manor any more one bit, do you?’ Rex strode across and stood over Basil, ‘You’ll bloody well leave first thing tomorrow,’ he said. ‘You produce the money,’ laughed Basil, ‘and you won’t see me for dust.’ Rex’s clenched hands came up above his brother’s face, Gwen gave a little scream. But any violence was avoided by Brenda’s entrance. ‘Here’s the post at last,’ she said, and, going to her husband, she handed him a packet of letters. Rex’s quick gaze caught sight of envelopes addressed to Basil, Gwen, Mr Nicholson – and for himself, bills, bills. ‘Can you see my letter from the solicitors?’ said Gwen quickly. ‘I think there ought to be one for me, Rex old boy,’ said Mr Nicholson. They both spoke at once. ‘Yes,’ replied Rex in scarcely audible tones, ‘your letters are here,’ then suddenly his voice rose as it trembled with rage, ‘Whether you’ll get them is another question. I decide what happens to letters that come into this house.’ ‘My God, you bloody, spoilt, little fool,’ shouted Basil, but he had allowed his genuine contempt to show at an unfortunate moment. Rex’s colour flushed to scarlet, and his face fell on one side as though with a paralytic stroke, a fallen lump of twitching, scarlet flesh from which a dark eye stared wildly like a runaway horse’s. He began to tear the letters into small pieces. Brenda’s face was sorrowful, yet triumphant for her poor, unhappy, violent boy who was master of them all. Mr Nicholson found no means to move, his age told against him when force was needed, and he fell back on internal self-pity. Gwen’s heavy mass melted into tears. Basil alone, his jealousy and hatred of his brother bursting through his decayed faculties, took action. He seized Rex’s hands, trying to prise the fragments of paper from the hysterically clenched fingers, but Rex’s superior strength soon told, and pushing Basil to one side he sent him sprawling across the floor, scattering and breaking Brenda’s little black bowl of roses, with its kingfisher centre-piece. Turning sharply round, Rex flung the pieces of the letters into the fire. ‘That’s where you can get your letters from, if you’ve got the nerve,’ he screamed, ‘I’ll teach you to write whining to people outside. I provide for the family and in future you’ll please remember that.’ Burying his head in his arms, he leant on the mantelpiece and began to sob.


The noise of her beloved objects breaking and the realization that Rex’s triumph had turned to tears roused Brenda into action. ‘You’ll be late for coffee, if you don’t go soon,’ she said, in her flat voice, ‘would you remember to get some cakes in the town, Gwen, please. You’d better go too, father, you know you don’t like to trust anyone else to change your library book.’ She ignored Basil as he rose from the floor, but she put her arm around her husband’s waist. ‘Can you spare a minute, Rex darling,’ she said, ‘to look at the cistern. Cook and I have been doing our best with it, but it needs a man’s hand.’



















A Little Companion





THEY say in the village that Miss Arkwright has never been the same since the war broke out, but she knows that it all began a long time before that – on 24th July, 1936, to be exact, the day of her forty-seventh birthday.


She was in no way a remarkable person. Her appearance was not particularly distinguished and yet she was without any feature that could actively displease. She had enough personal eccentricities to fit into the pattern of English village life, but none so absurd or anti-social that they could embarrass or even arouse gossip beyond what was pleasant to her neighbours. She accepted her position as an old maid with that cheerful good humour and occasional irony which are essential to English spinsters since the deification of Jane Austen, or more sacredly Miss Austen, by the upper middle classes, and she attempted to counteract the inadequacy of the unmarried state by quiet, sensible and tolerant social work in the local community. She was liked by nearly everyone, though she was not afraid of making enemies where she knew that her broad but deeply felt religious principles were being opposed. Any socially pretentious or undesirably extravagant conduct, too, was liable to call forth from her an unexpectedly caustic and well-aimed snub. She was invited everywhere and always accepted the invitations. You could see her at every tea or cocktail party, occasionally drinking a third gin, but never more. Quietly but well dressed, with one or two very fine old pieces of jewellery that had come down to her from her grandmother, she would pass from one group to another, laughing or serious as the occasion demanded. She smoked continuously her own rather expensive brand of cigarettes – ‘My one vice’ she used to say ‘the only thing that stands between me and secret drinking.’ She listened with patience, but with a slight twinkle in her eye, to Mr Hodgson’s endless stories of life in Dar-Es-Salaam or Myra Hope’s breathless accounts of her latest system of diet. John Hobday in his somewhat ostentatiously gentleman-farmer attire would describe his next novel about East Anglian life to her before even his beloved daughter had heard of it. Richard Trelawney, just down from Oxford, found that she had read and really knew Donne’s sermons, yet she could swop detective stories with Colonel Wright by the hour, and was his main source for quotations when The Times crossword was in question. She it was who incorporated little Mrs Grantham into village life, when that rather underbred, suburban woman came there as Colonel Grantham’s second wife, checking her vulgar remarks about ‘the lower classes’ with kindly humour, but defending her against the formidable battery of Lady Vernon’s antagonism. Yet she it was also who was first at Lady Vernon’s when Sir Robert had his stroke and her unobtrusive kindliness and real services gained her a singular position behind the grim reserve of the Vernon family. She could always banter the vicar away from his hobby horse of the Greek rite when at parish meetings the agenda seemed to have been buried for ever beneath a welter of Euchologia and Menaia. She checked Sir Robert’s anti-bolshevik phobia from victimizing the County Librarian for her Fabianism, but was fierce in her attack on the local council when she thought that class prejudice had prevented Commander Osborne’s widow from getting a council house. She led in fact an active and useful existence, yet when anyone praised her she would only laugh – ‘My dear,’ she would say ‘hard work’s the only excuse old maids like me have got for existing at all, and even then I don’t know that they oughtn’t to lethalize the lot of us.’ As the danger of war grew nearer in the thirties her favourite remark was ‘Well, if they’ve got any sense this time they’ll keep the young fellows at home and put us useless old maids in the trenches,’ and she said it with real conviction.


With her good carriage, ample figure, and large, deep blue eyes, she even began to acquire a certain beauty as middle age approached. People speculated as to why she had never married. She had in fact refused a number of quite personable suitors. The truth was that from girlhood she had always felt a certain repulsion from physical contact. Not that she was in any way prudish, she was remarkable for a rather eighteenth-century turn of coarse phrase, indeed verbal freedom was the easier for her in that sexual activity was the more remote. Nor would psychoanalysts have found anything of particular interest in her; she had no abnormal desires, as a child she had never felt any wish to change her sex or observed any peculiarly violent or crude incident that could have resulted in what is called a psychic trauma. She just wasn’t interested, and was perhaps as a result a little over-given to talking of ‘all this fuss and nonsense that’s made over sex’. She would however have liked to have had a child. She recognized this as a common phenomenon among childless women and accepted it, though she could never bring herself to admit it openly or laugh about it in the common-sensical way in which she treated her position as an old maid. As the middle years approached she found a sudden interest and even sometimes a sudden jealousy over other people’s babies and children growing upon her, attacking her unexpectedly and with apparent irrelevancy to time or place. She was equally wide-awake to the dangers of the late forties and resolutely resisted such foolish fancies, though she became as a result a little snappish and over-gruff with the very young. ‘Now, my dear,’ she told herself ‘you must deal with this nonsense or you’ll start getting odd.’ How very odd she could not guess.
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