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         ‘No, he died two months ago,’ she said; ‘I’m a widow,’ and she waited for the tiny recoil behind his eyes, the twitch of unease, as he adjusted himself to the embarrassment of it. What do you say to middle-aged widows who turn up at parties so indecently soon? What do you talk to them about? Is the weather a safe topic? Or the state of the country?

         I don’t know either, Imogen wanted to scream at him. I don’t know what you’re supposed to say to me, or what I’m supposed to answer—or anything. This is the first time I’ve been anywhere since Ivor died, and I wish I’d never come, I wish I was safe at home being miserable. What a fool I was to let Myrtle persuade me, I might have known it would be like this ….

         Myrtle wasn’t really to blame, of course. Her intentions had been of the kindliest.

         ‘It’ll take you out of yourself, darling,’ she’d insisted. ‘After all, Ivor wouldn’t have wanted you to go on grieving for ever ….’

         
            *

         

         Like hell he wouldn’t! To Ivor’s vast, irrepressible ego, for ever would have been all too short a tribute. He’d have loved to imagine that Imogen would grieve for him for ever, miss him for ever—indeed, that everyone else would, too: pupils, colleagues, neighbours; even his former wives and mistresses. All of them, all tearing their hair, rending their garments, flinging themselves on his pyre in an abandonment of grief. That’s what Ivor would have liked, and Myrtle, of all people, must know it.

         But of course, you couldn’t expect her to mention it, any more than Imogen herself was mentioning it: and so, ‘No, I suppose he wouldn’t,’ she’d lied, and had begun worrying about what to wear.

         After all, it might be fun. It might, for a few hours, make her feel like a whole person again instead of the broken half of a couple.

         It didn’t, though; and it wasn’t fun. By now, after nearly two hours of it, she felt not merely like a half person, but a half person who has been bisected vertically for an anatomical demonstration … all the raw, bleeding ends on display as the audience files past, each in turn peering with fascinated horror.

         Over the rim of her glass, Imogen stole a look at her companion. Short, bearded, ten years younger than herself (as most men seemed to be these days)—already she could see the ‘Let-me-out-of-this’ signals flashing behind his horn-rimmed glasses. Any minute now. Myrtle (attentive hostess that she was) would be undulating along, all smiles, to mount yet another rescue operation. The fourth.

         
            *

         

         How long would it go on being like this? How long would the people she was introduced to stand in twitching silence, gulping back their opening gambits, washing their minds clear of funny stories? How long would she go on being an embarrassment and an obscenity wherever she went?

         Embarrassment. Looking back over these past awful weeks, Imogen sometimes felt that the embarrassment had been worse than the grief: and there was no outlet for it in tears.

         The hushed voices. The laughter that died as you drew near. The careful topics of conversation, picked clean of all reference to husbands, funerals, car accidents, professorships, love, happiness, unhappiness, men, women, life …. It didn’t leave much.

         
            *

         

         Worst of all, perhaps, was the apparently unending procession of people who, incredibly, still hadn’t heard, and had to be clobbered with the news in the first moment of meeting. Had to have the smiles slashed from their faces, the cheery words of greeting rammed back down their gullets as if by a gratuitous blow across the mouth. There they would be, waving from across the road, calling ‘Hi!’ from their garden gates, phoning by chance from Los Angeles, from Aberdeen, from Beckenham …. One and all to have their friendly overtures slammed into silence, their kindly voices choked with shock. One after another, day after day, over and over again: sometimes Imogen felt like the Black Death stalking the earth, destroying everything in her path.

         Just as, in a small way, she was destroying Myrtle’s party right now, standing here in her bubble of darkness, grinning her death’s-head grin, reaching out with black fingers to everyone who came near ….

         Stop it, you fool! Stop it! Smile at him. Say something. As if he cares. You came, didn’t you? You’re Myrtle’s guest, aren’t you? Then do your bit …. Pull your weight ….

         
            *

         

         A heavier weight, of course, than heretofore. She was that hostess’s nightmare now, an Extra Woman: and tonight, on top of being Extra, she wasn’t even enjoying herself. Extra Women should enjoy themselves like mad, it’s the least they can do.

         ‘Lovely party, isn’t it?’ she yelled above the noise—and then checked herself. Maybe widows shouldn’t be finding parties ‘lovely’? Would this bearded person disapprove, think her heartless …?

         He was merely looking more frightened than ever: and, humiliating though it was, Imogen could not help being relieved to see Myrtle bearing down upon them, diamond earrings a-quiver, smile still in place.

         ‘Darling, you must meet Terry,’ she urged, steering Imogen with a light, steely hand away from her current victim and towards her new one. ‘Terry’s mad about Dutch Elm Disease, you know …. Terry, I want you to meet my great friend Imogen. She … she ….’ 

         
            *

         

         She’s a widow, that’s what she is. With wooden detachment, Imogen watched Myrtle’s social aplomb faltering before the task of finding something intriguing to say about Imogen: something at least as amusing as Dutch Elm Disease.

         She gave it up.

         ‘Terry—Imogen. Imogen—Terry,’ was finally the best she could do; and then retreated as if from the scene of the crime.

         
            *

         

         It was careers this time—Does your husband work at the University?—but it could just as easily have been holidays, or football, or Cordon Bleu cookery. There seemed to be no subject in the world, however seemingly innocuous, that didn’t fetch up against your bereavement with a sickening thud in about two minutes flat. And it was worse than ever this time, for this Terry person was even younger than the others had been—a Ph.D. student, Imogen guessed, at the beginning of his first year—and correspondingly shy. So shy, indeed, and so socially inept, that he didn’t merely twitch when he learned of Imogen’s recent widowhood, he nearly jumped out of his skin. His head jerked backwards on his long, crimsoning neck, his wine slopped from his glass on to his trousers; bending to scrub them, he couldn’t find his handkerchief; and Imogen, trying to come to the rescue, couldn’t find hers either.

         I must go, she thought, fumbling, with face averted, in her handbag, pretending to be still searching. I must go, I can’t bear it here, I can’t bear all these people. Ivor will be furious, he hates to leave parties early, but …

         But Ivor is dead. Ivor neither knows nor cares what time you leave the party. He will never care again. You can leave exactly when you please.

         Go on, then. Go right now, without even saying goodbye, and see who cares.

         
            *

         

         The quiet tree-lined roads that lay between Myrtle’s home and Imogen’s were almost deserted even at this comparatively early hour. It was a moonless night, heavy with moisture, and very still. Her feet, in their thin shoes, slithered among the drenched November leaves—slithered and skidded in the wet roadway just as Ivor’s car must have done, on just such a night as this, as he drove—too fast, probably, and showing off for the benefit of any anonymous passer-by who might chance to be on the motorway at half past one in the morning. Showing off what his new car could do—what he, at nearly sixty, could still do. He, the ton-up Professor; immortal whizz-kid, beloved of Zeus, thus had he met his end.

         It was barely ten o’clock when Imogen reached home, but the house, looming against the starless sky, was in darkness.

         Well, of course it was. If you don’t switch the lights on when you leave home in the bright afternoon, then they won’t be on when you get back at night, will they?

         But it hadn’t always been like that. Not so long ago, lights had gone on as effortlessly in this house as the grass grows. Ivor never switched lights off, he hated that kind of cheeseparing frugality, and so by now, by ten o’clock, there would once have been a blaze of light from every window, the tall house lit like an ocean liner ploughing through the night sky, with Ivor on board.

         Imogen shivered. As she pushed open the garden gate, a little scutter of drops from the overhanging bushes flicked over her hair and shoulders. In the darkness under the porch, she fumbled for her key, found it, fitted it into the front door. Then, with a tiny bracing of the nerves, like a bather stepping down into icy water, she pushed open the door and went inside.

         
            *

         

         They had all gone now: the relations, the lawyers, the neighbours, the family friends. Even her stepdaughter Dot, child of Ivor’s first marriage, had gone; she had left this morning. Left properly, that is, after eight weeks of commuting back and forth between her own home and Imogen’s in a delightful whirl of conflicting duties. Dot liked duties, they made her feel secure and indispensable; and conflicting duties were the best of all, putting her straight into the spiritually-propertied classes, a sort of emotional tycoon, needed and wanted everywhere. Even Herbert, her husband, started wanting her when she’d been away long enough for the house to get in a real mess and for the little boys, Vernon and Timmie, to have no clean clothes to go to school in. ‘When are you coming back, Dot?’ he’d say, reluctantly pleading: and then, no sooner had she been home for a day or two, and the family beginning to take her for granted again, than she remembered how much her stepmother still needed her, how indispensable she was for sorting her father’s things.

         ‘I remember that: that’s Mother’s,’ she’d say, in hushed, almost religious tones, scooping up this or that as she stalked eagle-eyed round the house. Or, ‘Aunt Bertha gave him those; I feel sure she’d have wished them to stay on our side of the family.’

         ‘Shouldn’t Robin be getting some of them?’ was the only objection Imogen had raised to Dot’s simple system of allocation; and Dot had replied, with some asperity, that if her young brother wanted a finger in the pie, then he should turn up occasionally and help with things, instead of disappearing straight after the funeral and not even bothering to write.

         Fair enough. But Robin was like that, she hadn’t expected to see much of him. From now on, she wouldn’t be seeing much of Dot, either; the sixty-odd miles to and fro to London from here were a lot, now that the main crisis was over. The neighbours were thinning out, too; they had been wonderful, all of them, at the beginning, telephoning and calling at the house to ask if there was anything they could do. During those first days, kindness had hit the house like a tornado, but now, at last, the flood was receding: the storm-centre of benevolence had moved on, away from this house, somewhere else. Even Edith Hartman from next door had at last stopped popping in with cups of tepid Oxo and soothing stories about people who had died of cancer recently.

         Tonight, for the first time, Imogen was going to be absolutely alone. For nearly a minute, after closing the front door behind her, she stood quite still in the pitch dark and the silence, waiting for loneliness to strike. It was like waiting, when you have stubbed your toe against a rock, for the pain to begin.

         
            *

         

         She felt nothing but an overpowering thankfulness. Peace at last! The voices, the luggage, the bedlam of comings and goings; the tears, the mealtimes, the arguments—they were all over. Silence, solitude and peace were at last to be hers.

         And Ivor. There was room for Ivor again, now that everyone was gone. When she had taken off her coat, and changed from her teetering party shoes into soft slippers, she set off on a tour of the house, trying to recapture him. Room by room she wandered through her empty home looking at things: touching his books, his desk, his great leather armchair, and sniffing at the heavy bronze ash-tray where the ash from his pipe still lingered: cold as his own ashes, and almost exactly the same age. And as she padded across the carpets, and over the rich, exotic rugs that he had brought home like the spoils of war from all over the world, she felt as if it was she who was the one who was dead; the ghost returning to its old haunts. Her feet, as she moved, made scarcely as much noise as the autumn leaves outside.

         The kitchen, clean and gleaming, as Dot had left it this morning. The drawing-room, already like a museum with disuse and with the weeks of hushed voices and solemn deliberations. The dining-room, no longer the scene of candle-lit dinner parties for Ivor’s important friends, but become a sort of office, the headquarters for the business side of grief. The long refectory table was piled high with the letters of sympathy, condolence and eulogy that had come in from all over the world.

         
            *

         

         How Ivor would have loved being dead! It was a shame that he was missing it all. How he would have loved to watch the letters pouring in, day after day, by every post, in their tens and in their dozens, each one a tribute to himself. Imogen pictured him gathering them up in handfuls off the mat, pretending indifference. ‘I’ll have a look at this stuff later,’ he’d have said, elaborately off-hand; and then, secretive as an alcoholic, he’d have slipped off with them into his study. And once inside, with the door closed, how he would have fastened on them, face alight, unable to tear them open fast enough ….

         ‘… Such a friend as I know I shall never find again …’

         ‘… a great scholar, and yet deeply humble …’

         ‘… It is his courage that I shall always remember, his courage and high spirits. I’ll never forget that evening, with darkness already falling, and the camels still hadn’t arrived …’

         ‘The best lecturer we have ever had, and the most kindly of men. His concern for his students was unfailing … an inspiration to the brilliant … a pillar of strength to the weak … a great scholar and a great teacher … a loyal and much-loved colleague …’

         ‘… I’ll never forget his kindness to me that day … I a shy, insignificant first-year student, and he already world-famous in his field …. He didn’t say much, just sat there, smoking his pipe, letting me talk … but it was exactly what I needed …’

         Slowly, Imogen folded the last letter, laid it back on the pile with the rest. These, then, were Ivor’s memorials: golden memories engraved upon a thousand hearts: outpourings of admiration and of love from all over the world. This was what was left of him.

         And somewhere beneath it all, buried deeper than in the deepest grave, lay the real man.

         A sense of loss, total and irretrievable, overwhelmed her, and laying her head down among the scattered papers, she felt her cheeks soaked in tears.

         ‘Oh, God,’ she murmured—and this was the nearest thing to prayer that Imogen had ever uttered—‘Please God, don’t let me ever forget what a bastard he could be.’
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         It was the grandfather clock striking midnight that roused her.

         She should be writing answers to these letters, not crying over them. In two whole months, she and Dot between them had answered barely a third; and they were still coming in.

         ‘Ten a day,’ Dot had proposed, in the heavy-handed, no-nonsense style that had kept her husband working late for years. ‘If we each answer ten a day, Imogen, then they’ll be done in—let’s see. Twenty a day is a hundred and forty a week … that’s a month, then. Just over a month ….’

         Soon, though, it began to appear that five a day might have been a more realistic target … then three … and then two; and at this point the actuarial calculations became so depressing—the whole thing extending, it seemed, over the best part of both their lifetimes—that Dot decided that what was needed was a System. Hence the in-trays, and the cardboard boxes, and the slips of paper saying things like ‘To be answered before Dec. 7th’; or ‘Friends, current’; ‘Friends, Miscellaneous’; ‘Publishers etc., except for Charlie’; and ‘The Australian Lot’. Imogen found the principle of classification beyond her; but she could see that it was easier than actually writing the letters.

         In the last resort, there is only one way of getting something done, and that is to do it. This was something you couldn’t really explain to Dot. She took after her mother, Ivor always used to say; which may or may not have been true. In all these years, Imogen had never actually met this earliest one of her predecessors, and so these paternal accusations were hard to assess.

         Rubbing her eyes, still stiff and sore with crying, Imogen reached out blindly for the topmost letter of the nearest pile. ‘Take the one nearest you’, they always used to say when you were a child at the tea-table; and really it was good advice. Whatever this topmost letter was, important or unimportant, easy or difficult, urgent or otherwise, she would answer it—just simply answer it—here and now. Thus would be removed the awful burden of deciding where to start.

         
            *

         

         It would be this one! Well, wouldn’t it?—and no more than you deserve, my girl, leaving the thing to Fate like that. And you the wife of a Classics Professor, too—all those Greek plays. You, of all women, should know the kind of thing Fate gets up to when the Gods are no longer on your side ….

         The widow of a Classics Professor, she corrected herself; and began to read. Twice, and then a third time, she read through the five closely-written pages; and then stared, for nearly a minute, at the heavy velvet curtains that shut out the night beyond the big windows.

         At last, drawing the writing-pad towards her, she picked up her pen. 

         
            *

         

         ‘Dear Cynthia,’ should she say, or ‘Dear Mrs Barnicott’? What do you call your husband’s ex-wife—the second one—who in thirteen years has scarcely exchanged a word with you? Riffling back through the blue airmail pages, Imogen sought some clue to the etiquette of the thing, but there was none.

         ‘My dear—’ the letter had started; ‘My dear, words cannot express …’

         A good reason, one might have thought, for using fewer of them. Five pages!

         Still, here goes ….

         She had intended it to be a short letter: short and dignified, and in as marked a contrast as possible to Cynthia’s own maundering hyperbole. But now here she was, herself, already on her third page, and still with almost everything to explain—or to avoid explaining.

         ‘No, of course I don’t find it strange that you should still love him,’ she wrote, ‘and I’m sure that in his heart of hearts he knew you did ….’

         Of course he knew, the old so-and-so. Knew it, and gloried in it, as he gloried in anybody’s love, any time. He just didn’t want to have to bother about it, that was all; and of course, with ex-wives there was the money thing, too, complicating the nostalgic glow he’d have liked to have felt about them.

         ‘… As you say, some decision will have to be reached about the continuance of your alimony,’ wrote Imogen rapidly, as if the issue would dissipate itself into thin air if only she set it  down fast enough: ‘… I am sure the Executors have the matter in hand, and you will be hearing from them shortly ….’

         You should be so lucky! ‘Shortly’, indeed. It’ll take months and months, money things always do, as you, dear, should know better than anyone. How many years was it before you finally got Ivor pinned down over the maintenance?—Five years?—Seven? Nearly half of my married life with him, anyway. If you knew what he used to say about you, dear, at breakfast time, which was when your nagging letters mostly arrived. I used to watch the nice crisp bacon I’d cooked congealing on his plate, and the perfectly-fried egg chilling to leather …. And now you have the cheek to write me a letter of condolence.

         Oh, well. On we go.

         ‘… While I do understand how you feel, I don’t really think that any purpose would be served by your coming to England just now (My God, I’ll kill her!), and although I appreciate, and am moved by, your suggestion that Ivor would have liked us to mourn his loss together …’

         Yes. It would have been rather Ivor’s thing: his wife and his ex-wife sobbing broken-heartedly together over his demise. Maybe Number One would like to come along, too, from her Home for Inebriates or whatever, and make up a threesome?

         O.K., so Ivor would have liked it. But then he won’t be here, will he, dear? It’s whether I like it that counts now, I’m the one who’ll have to meet you at the airport, put clean sheets on your bed, ask you if you’d like hot-water-bottles, cocoa, cornflakes …. And then there you’ll still be, next day, and I’ll have to talk to you, pass you the marmalade, think what the hell to do with you. And you’re bound to want to stay for weeks and weeks, coming all the way from Bermuda, £400 return, isn’t it?

         It isn’t that I hate you, dear, it’s just that I don’t want to have to bother about you. Just like Ivor ….

         
            *

         

         Just like Ivor. How Ivor would have laughed if he could have known of the wicked asides that kept coming into her head while she wrote her correct and decorous letter. She imagined the low rumble of laughter as he leaned over her shoulder, reading what she had written. She seemed to hear his rich, mocking voice suggesting outrageous postscripts and addenda:

         ‘Send her a row of kisses from me,’ he’d have said, in the special jeering voice that he reserved for making reference to his former wives. ‘She won’t know, will she, that “X” is the ideogram for “Get lost” in Old Akkadian. Look—like this—it represents a falling man being thrust away over the threshold ….’

         How they’d have laughed over it together, she and Ivor—might, indeed, have actually put the row of X’s, giggling like schoolchildren as he egged her on. Jeering at his ex-wives was something that Ivor and Imogen loved to do together, they were so good at it: it was like one of those brilliant ballroom-dancing partnerships. Somehow, it brought them very close.

         Never again. She could never be funny and wicked like this with anyone but Ivor. Funny, outrageous, in fits of heartless laughter, ruthless with love ….

         Hell, she was crying again! She was sick to death of crying, and here it was starting all over again, the tears dripping soppily down on to the letter making it look all blotched and pathetic.

         Stop it, you fool, stop it!

         Pathetic. A pity Cynthia couldn’t be here watching, it would have warmed the cockles of her cliché-ridden little heart. The poor lonely widow, sitting in her empty home long after midnight, sobbing her heart out over stupid jokes that nobody would ever find funny again.

         
            *

         

         It was perhaps half an hour later—somewhere between one and two o’clock in the morning—when the telephone began to ring: and at first Imogen, in a stupor that was half misery and half sleep, fancied that it was morning: that she had overslept, allowing the bustle and clamour of the day to get ahead of her—doorbells, telephones, laundry-men, neighbours. She made as if to leap out of bed—and only then discovered that she wasn’t in bed. Had, in fact, never gone to bed at all last night … Lord, it still was last night …!

         Sitting up writing letters …. Yes, that was it. The unfinished letter to Cynthia still lay in front of her on the table ….

         Ring-ring … Ring-ring … on and on. Who could it be, ringing at such an hour? And with what sort of news to impart? Imogen wasn’t afraid of bad news as a normal person is afraid. She felt immunised by grief from any further grief, and so she picked up the receiver without a tremor—with scarcely a twinge of curiosity, even. If they had said, ‘Your sister in Australia is dead’, or ‘Your stepdaughter Dot is dead’, or ‘Your stepson Robin’, or one of the grandchildren—she would just have said ‘Yes, I know’.

         It was something of a shock, though, when they didn’t say any of these things. It made it hard to concentrate. ‘Mrs Barnicott?’ the voice kept saying, ‘That is Mrs Barnicott, isn’t it?’

         A man’s voice. A young man—no, a boy, really … and as he went on talking, Imogen’s mind gradually began to clear.

         ‘At the party …?’ Of course. Myrtle’s party. That dreadful party last night—tonight—this evening—whenever it was. Who, though …?

         ‘Yes … of course I remember …’ she hazarded, playing for time: and then, suddenly, she did remember, and her voice stiffened with embarrassment as it all came back to her.

         ‘You’re—we were talking about Dutch Elm Disease?’ she ventured, guardedly.

         ‘No, actually.’

         Unhelpful, but factually correct. It was Myrtle, not he, who had said that he was interested in Dutch Elm Disease. Mad about it, she’d said.

         Imogen tried again.

         ‘You’re—you’re Terry, aren’t you?’ she said, pulling the name out of the medley of her recollections. ‘You’re—’

         ‘No, actually,’ he said again, and this time even more unhelpfully. ‘The name is “Ten”, T-E-R-I …’

         ‘Oh.’ The amendment, it seemed to Imogen, provided singularly little opening for further conversation. ‘I hope your trousers were all right?’ she floundered on, inanely—but the whole thing seemed so insane, and especially at this time of night—‘The wine, I mean …’ 

         What an idiotic conversation! People had no right to make you behave so idiotically.

         ‘Yes. They’re O.K.’

         Deadlock once more. Imogen could hear his breath gathering itself together as whatever it was he’d really rung up about came thrusting upwards towards his vocal chords.

         ‘Look, Mrs Barnicott, what I wanted to tell you … That is, I wanted to apologise, actually. I mean, the way I freaked … the wine and that. I’m sorry …’

         ‘That’s all right,’ said Imogen, a trifle frostily. Why couldn’t he leave the unfortunate incident alone?

         ‘You see,’ he was continuing—making matters worse with every syllable—‘it was a shock, you see, when you told me that your husband was—that is, when I realised you were—’

         A widow. O.K., O.K. Did the young fool imagine that she didn’t know which was the word that had thrown him? Of course he’d been shocked, everyone was. But did he need to ring up at two in the morning to say so?

         She braced herself against his pity as against the recoil of a swing-door. The pity of the unscathed young is the worst of all.

         ‘Yes, I’m afraid—’ she was beginning, cold and retaliatory—and then, suddenly, she realised that her caller was still speaking.

         ‘You see,’ he was saying, ‘I hadn’t realised who you were at first—Myrtle introduced us by our Christian names only, if you remember, and of course it didn’t convey anything to me. It was when you told me your other name, and who your husband was—that’s what threw me. You see, Mrs Barnicott, it just happens that I know rather a lot about your husband, and about the circumstances of his death. And one of the things I know is that his death wasn’t an accident. And you know it too, Mrs Barnicott: you know it better than anyone, because you killed him.’
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         A nut, of course. With shaking hands, Imogen listened in horror. The sort of nut who gets his pleasure from kicking those who are down: who thinks it is fun to make an already despairing widow feel even worse.

         Only as it happened he hadn’t made her feel worse. He had made her feel much, much better. At the words ‘You killed him!’ a shaft of incredible, singing happiness had gone through her—a sensation more shocking and more inexplicable even than the accusation itself. For one dazzling, lurid second she was no longer a dreary, pitiable widow, but a glittering monster of wickedness. Come along, dear, I’d like you to meet my friend the murderess. Let them gape and stutter over that for a change. Let them gasp, and spill red wine down themselves, out of fear instead of pity. ‘Widow’, indeed.

         Clutching the telephone to her ear, the crazy accusation still ringing inside her skull, Imogen was filled with a dizzying sense of change, of hope, of the Outside. There it still was, the crazy, hazardous, unpredictable Outside, just as it used to be, with its nut-cases, its enormities, its random bolts from the blue. This grey capsule of bereavement, in which she had been existing all these weeks as in a padded cell, was not all that was left upon the earth after all. Somewhere beyond its walls the silly old real world was still spinning. For one brief moment, it had been vouchsafed to her to hear again the whistle of its slings and arrows, to feel again the thrust and knobbiness of its muddled burdens.

         The moment was gone almost before she knew it. She was back in the capsule again: crying again.

         ‘A nut-case,’ she sobbed angrily, slamming down the receiver. ‘As if everything wasn’t bloody enough—a bloody nut-case!’

         
            *

         

         ‘A nut-case,’ Edith-next-door confirmed, pursing her lips over sweet, strong coffee the next morning, and nodding darkly at her neighbour who was now sitting, meek and bereaved, across the hearth from her—across what would have been the hearth, that is to say, if Edith’s home hadn’t been central heated throughout, with plastic daffodils and mummified grasses where flames had once leaped and flickered. It was ridiculously early for coffee really, only just after breakfast, but Edith liked her troubles fresh, and so the moment she realised that something new was amiss in the House of Mourning (which was how she currently described her next-door-neighbour’s home), she had raced for phone, coffee-pot and kettle in almost a single practised movement.

         ‘You want to watch out for this sort of thing,’ she was now advising Imogen, scooping sugar from the bottom of her cup with a sort of ladylike intensity of greed, and conveying, somehow, the impression that she had just been proved right about something. ‘You can’t be too careful, my dear … a woman on her own … lonely … unprotected. I should know. Do you realise, Imogen, that it’s been four years—four whole years!—since my dear Desmond passed on? Four years next Thursday …?’

         This four years’ seniority in widowhood was something that Edith rather harped on, it seemed to Imogen. She brought it into almost every conversation, sometimes to comfort, sometimes to warn, and sometimes to hint, very gently, that Imogen herself wasn’t grieving quite enough.

         ‘You’re so brave,’ she would say, ‘and after only two months, too. Why, after two months I could do nothing but cry and cry. But you know, dear’—here she would start dabbing at her own eyes, peering sharply past the handkerchief to see if Imogen was dabbing too—‘you know, don’t you, that there’s no need to keep a stiff-upper-lip with me. Go on—don’t bottle it up—have a good cry. Remember, I’ve been through it myself, I know just what you’re feeling.’

         You don’t, though, Imogen would think sullenly. If you did you’d shut up, shut up, shut up, shut up! While aloud, ‘Yes, Edith, I know,’ she’d prevaricate, docile, and dimly guilty, and unable to summon up a single tear. And the funny thing is, she sometimes mused, your upper lip really does feel stiff.

         But this morning, Edith was too much interested in the story she had just heard to bother with the etiquette of sorrow. She was full of advice and timely warnings.

         ‘… Can’t be too careful,’ she was repeating, knowledgeable and slightly competitive. ‘I used to get calls like that all the time. Every night for months: and sometimes in the day as well. Oh, it was terrible!’

         Naturally. Everything—every goddam bloody thing—had been just that little bit more terrible for Edith than it now was for Imogen. Aware of inferior status in the complex hierarchy of bereavement, Imogen bowed her head over her coffee. Whatever it took to get calls ‘like that’ every night and sometimes in the day as well, she, Imogen, clearly hadn’t got it. She had had only one call ‘like that’ in eight weeks.

         Like what, anyway? A spark of fight stirred in her, and she raised her head.

         ‘They accused you of murdering Desmond? Every night?’ she inquired innocently—and as she spoke, the sense of Ivor not being there—not listening, not knowing, not being amused—went through her like a sword-thrust. He’d always loved to take the mickey out of Edith-next-door, or to hear that Imogen had done so. Telling him about it afterwards had been part of the fun. From now on, if she cared to score off Edith, she’d be scoring alone.

         ‘Imogen! What a terrible thing to say! Of course no one ever accused me of … of … What an idea! My own darling husband … so close we were … such companions … never a cross word …’

         Ivor’s assorted cross words lashed across the conversation like the crack of a whip, and both women were struck silent for a moment, listening to them over the years. Booming across summer lawns … resounding from the frozen garage … reverberating loud and clear from landing windows. Where the hell’s my this? Who’s been using my that? Why the hell can’t you ever …? For four years, ever since she moved in next door, Edith must have been listening to this sort of thing over the hedge, storing it up.

         It wasn’t fair. Ivor had been alive, dammit, all those years, whereas Darling Desmond had been safely dead. How can a live man possibly compete in patience and long-suffering with a dead one? Darling Desmond held all the aces, there under the green grass of the churchyard, smooth and lush by now, four years established, and perhaps with daisies growing. His cross words, whatever they may have been, were buried with him, and there would be no resurrection.

         Hell and damnation! The half-suppressed sniffs, the gulping sounds from behind Edith’s poised handkerchief, warned Imogen that she’d done it again. She’d allowed the conversation to work round to Darling Desmond, and now here was Edith crying about him all over again.

         Most crying is not only about someone, it is also at someone; and Edith’s was no exception. She was crying at Imogen, right on target. Look, the sobs and sniffles were saying, as plain as you please, look how I’m weeping for my dear husband after four whole years! Whereas you, after only two months … Parties … Hair-dos … Look at me, Imogen! Look! Real tears!

         But Imogen wouldn’t look.

         I won’t play, she was saying to herself, I’m keeping out of the game, I’m not competing. Let her win.

         But was it a game? For one sick, terrible moment there flashed across Imogen’s mind the awful possibility that Edith’s ostentatious tears might, after all, be genuine? She might, after all this time, be truly still grieving? Look, ran this new and terrifying message, look, after four whole years you still do feel like this. You really do.

         I won’t, said Imogen to herself, squeezing her eyes tight shut and clenching her fists in a strange, savage kind of prayer. I won’t, I won’t, I won’t. Not for four years!

         
            *

         

         ‘And this is why I understand so well how you are feeling, dear,’ Edith was concluding, blowing her nose and scrubbing at her red eyes. ‘You might think, perhaps, that by now I’d have begun to get over it … to forget. But believe me, dear, it isn’t so. The grief is as vivid to me now as on the day he died ….’

         Vivider, probably. You don’t really remember much of that first day, and what you do remember has very little to do with grief. A tap dripping. A porridge-saucepan soaking in the sink—for the last time, as it happens, because he was the only one who liked porridge; but this hasn’t occurred to you yet. The dawn lightens beyond the windows; it is morning, full day. There seems to be nothing to do, and so naturally you don’t do anything. The biggest non-event of a lifetime.

         Had it been different for Edith, that first day of hers without Darling Desmond? Or is it, perhaps, the case that the weeks, and the months, and the years are all the time adding, by stealth, and little by little, every bit as much to a memory as they take away? Until, at last, the things that didn’t happen have grown like moss over the things that did; a soft green cushion on which the mind can rest at last?

         What sort of things would she, herself, be remembering about Ivor, and her grief for him, after four long years? What kind of a man would he appear to her to have been, once four summers lay between them, four grey and harassing winters; four holidays, perhaps? And all the new people—new friends, new neighbours, new window-cleaners, who had never known him? Beyond the lengthening barrier of the years, ever smaller, ever further away, what would Ivor’s tiny, wildly-gesticulating figure look like when she tried to hold it in her fast-receding gaze?

         Not like Darling Desmond, anyway. On this, at least, she was resolved.

         ‘He used to get into the most awful tempers,’ she said to Edith, loudly and suddenly, and apropos of nothing. ‘The tiniest thing—one of the ivory chess-pieces out of its box—or if I forgot to order the peat for the roses ….’

         Edith stared, her mouth opening and shutting silently, while she sought vainly among her habitual repertoire of reactions for something that would do. There was nothing; and so she settled, at last, for being vaguely offended. Not that Imogen’s outburst had been an insult, exactly, but it was—well—ungrateful, in some complicated way. After all, if she, Edith, was prepared to understand so well how Imogen was feeling, then surely Imogen could at least go to the trouble of feeling that way?

         ‘You’re overwrought, dear,’ Edith diagnosed warily. ‘You’ve been doing too much. Why don’t you go and have a nice lie-down?’

         Nice lie-downs were almost everyone’s remedy, when the strain of Imogen’s bereavement became too much for them. She couldn’t really blame them—bereavement is so non-stop, it never lets up; people have to have a bit of time off from it. And let’s face it, if you aren’t lying on your bed, then where are you? Somewhere else, of course; it gets on people’s nerves, after a while.

         
            *

         

         This, really, was the wonderful thing about having the house to herself at last: she was on nobody’s nerves. How wonderful to be able to saunter up the stairs, and down again, in and out of the kitchen, without anyone saying What are you looking for, dear? What do you want, dear? Do you mind getting your feet off my nerves, dear?

         You don’t want anything, that’s the whole trouble. You want to want things again, in fact you wander about trying to find something to want—a newspaper, perhaps; some half-finished knitting; an orange. You don’t really want these things, but all the same there is a faint vestigial stirring of discontent when you find the oranges are all gone. Better than nothing.

         Back into the kitchen again. Open the door of the fridge, and stare in, and wonder, supposing you were hungry, what would you actually want for lunch?

         Not pâté, anyway. Jars and jars of it, all brought by nice people who wanted to give something a little more practical than flowers, and not as heartless as theatre tickets.

         ‘Delicious!’ Dot had said, reprovingly, storing the fourth jar away with the rest at the back of the fridge, ‘and so kind of them.’ But she hadn’t eaten any of it, either.

         Out of the kitchen, then, and up the softly-carpeted stairs. How lovely to steal about like this, without purpose, and with no one demanding your reasons! To drift from room to room: to stand vacantly, for minutes on end, at the bedroom window, staring down at the sodden lawn where Ivor’s barrow of dead leaves still stood, unemptied, just where he had left it that last afternoon. For two months it had waited, silently grinding its wooden feet deeper and deeper into the wet turf as the weeks went by. By spring, there would be neat, dead little rectangles of impacted earth among the new, tender grass, unless someone moved the barrow, and of course no one would.

         How lovely to stare, unperturbed, at the slow decay of things, with no one at your elbow saying don’t brood, dear, don’t worry, dear, everything’ll be all right, dear, just relax, dear, and if you leave it out there much longer, dear, it’ll rot.

         Well, of course it will. Do you think widows don’t know about Entropy? They know better than anyone, actually, even the ones who have never heard of the word.

         How lovely not to be watched and worried over. To be able to sit hunched on the edge of the big double bed, your face empty, your jaw slack, and no one coming in and saying Are you all right, dear? To be able to kick your shoes off, to walk on tiptoe for no particular reason, feeling the thick pile of the carpet Ivor had spent two hundred pounds on between your toes. To make faces at yourself in the long mirror, tongue lolling, nose all scrunched up, eyes pushed up at the corner like a mongol. Yah, you ugly creature! You hideous, miserable creature, Yah!

         ‘Step! I say, Step, whatever are you doing?’

         In utter confusion, her face a kaleidoscope of hastily-reassembled features, Imogen whirled round.

         ‘Robin!’ she cried, half-laughing in her shock and embarrassment, ‘What on earth …? I thought you were in Yorkshire …?’ 

         ‘Do you often practice for beauty-competitions when you’re on your own?’ Robin enquired with interest, moving forward into the room to give his stepmother a perfunctory hug. Then, holding her away from him: ‘What’s the matter. Step? Aren’t you pleased to see me?’

         Imogen looked up at her stepson warily. A six-footer like his father; and broad with it: but there the resemblance ended. Instead of Ivor’s shaggy lion’s mane, Robin’s hair was dark and straight and smooth, and already thinning on top. The heavy shoulders, powerful and bull-like in the father, made the son look merely overweight. Although he was only a year or two past thirty, his body was already running to fat—and at these tiny, preliminary signs of future middle-age, Imogen felt a little twinge of sadness, as at a fresh, tiny bereavement.

         His face, though, was as boyish as ever—rosy, beaming, and imperturbable, just as it had been when Imogen had first met him, nearly twelve years ago: she a nervous, strung-up prospective stepmother, he an amused, unruffled, infinitely tolerant undergraduate in his second year.

         ‘I’m going to call you “Step”,’ he’d informed her, after a careful scrutiny (so it seemed to Imogen) of her every inadequacy, from her flushed face and wilting hair (it had been July, and a heatwave) to her white pointed shoes that hurt, and were already smudged with green from the immemorial lawns across which Ivor was privileged, as a Senior Member, to walk, and to escort her, introducing her to the glories and honours of his status in the University.

         ‘Step’—Robin tried out the word experimentally, and nodded. ‘Is that O.K. with you? This way, you see, we bypass the Mummy-Mother-or-Ma thing. And since I’ve already got a Mummy, a Mother, and a Ma …’

         Imogen saw his point, and smiled; and from that moment a firm friendship sprung up between them which had withstood, somehow, eleven years of almost non-stop family rows.

         For Ivor’s charm, so potent in the world at large, seemed to be brought up short as against a brick wall when it came to dealing with his own son. Impervious to blandishments, unperturbed by rage, Robin had seemed to take a delight, from his earliest years, in annoying his father to the limit, and then getting out from under just before the explosion. Someone else, of course, was left to take the brunt of it—usually Imogen.

         ‘Robin, why do you do it?’ Imogen had once protested—it was when Robin had chucked his Dip. Ed. in the middle of the second term, and had then turned up at home, carefree as springtime, to borrow money.
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