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Celia Fremlin: A Biographical Sketch





Celia Fremlin was born in Kingsbury, Middlesex, on 20 June 1914, to Heaver and Margaret Fremlin. Her father was a doctor, and she spent her childhood in Hertfordshire before going on to study at Oxford. Between 1958 and 1994 she published sixteen novels of suspense and three collections of stories, highly acclaimed in their day. Sadly, Fremlin’s work had largely fallen out of print by the time I discovered her for myself in the mid-1990s. But I was captivated by the elegant, razor-sharp quality of her writing and – as often when one finds an author one is passionate about – keen to learn more about the writer’s life. Then, in early 2005, I had the great good fortune of having several conversations with Celia Fremlin’s elder daughter Geraldine Goller. Geraldine was a charming woman and I found our discussions enlightening, helping me to understand Celia Fremlin better and to appreciate why she wrote the kind of books she did.


One noteworthy thing I gathered from Geraldine was that her mother (highly academic as a young woman, even before she found her vocation in fiction) was invariably to be found immersed in her latest writing project – to the exclusion, at times, of her family. Geraldine also told me that her mother was notorious within the home for embroidering the truth, and was quite often caught out by her family for telling ‘little white lies’. Geraldine, however, read no badness into this trait: she simply put it down to her mother’s creative streak, her ability to fabricate new identities for people – even for herself.


Who, then, was the real Celia Fremlin? The short biographies in her books tended to state that she was born in Ryarsh, Kent. Geraldine, however, informed me that her mother was raised in Hertfordshire, where – we know for a fact – she was admitted to Berkhamsted School for Girls in 1923; she studied there until 1933. Ryarsh, then, was perhaps one of those minor fabrications on Fremlin’s part. As a fan of hers, was I perturbed by the idea that Fremlin may have practised deceit? Not at all – if anything, it made the author and her works appear even more attractive and labyrinthine. Here was a middle-class woman who seemed to delight in re-inventing herself; and while all writers draw upon their own experiences to some extent, ‘reinvention’ is the key to any artist’s longevity. I can imagine it must have been maddening to live with, but it does suggest Fremlin had a mischievous streak, evident too in her writing. And Fremlin is hardly alone in this habit, even among writers: haven’t we all, at one time or another, ‘embellished’ some part of our lives to make us sound more interesting?


Even as a girl, Celia Fremlin wrote keenly: a talent perhaps inherited from her mother, Margaret, who had herself enjoyed writing plays. By the age of thirteen Celia was publishing poems in the Chronicle of the Berkhamsted School for Girls, and in 1930 she was awarded the school’s Lady Cooper Prize for ‘Best Original Poem’, her entry entitled, ‘When the World Has Grown Cold’ (which could easily have served for one of her later short stories). In her final year at Berkhamsted she became President of the school’s inaugural Literary and Debating Society.


She went on to study Classics at Somerville College, Oxford, graduating with a second. Not one to rest on her laurels, she worked concurrently as a charwoman. This youthful experience provided a fascinating lesson for her in studying the class system from different perspectives, and led to her publishing her first non-fiction book, The Seven Chars of Chelsea, in 1940. During the war Fremlin served as an air-raid warden and also became involved in the now celebrated Mass Observation project of popular anthropology, founded in 1937 by Tom Harrisson, Charles Madge and Humphrey Jennings, and committed to the study of the everyday lives of ordinary people. Fremlin collaborated with Tom Harrisson on the book War Factory (1943), recording the experiences and attitudes of women war workers in a factory outside Malmesbury, Wiltshire, which specialised in making radar equipment.


In 1942, Fremlin married Elia Goller: they would have three children, Nicholas, Geraldine and Sylvia. According to Geraldine, the newlyweds moved to Hampstead, into a ‘tall, old house overlooking the Heath itself’, and this was where Geraldine and her siblings grew up. Fremlin was by now developing her fiction writing, and she submitted a number of short stories to the likes of Women’s Own, Punch and the London Mystery Magazine. However she had to endure a fair number of rejections before, finally, her debut novel was accepted. In a preface to a later Pandora edition of said novel Fremlin wrote:




The original inspiration for this book was my second baby. She was one of those babies who, perfectly content and happy all day, simply don’t sleep through the night. Soon after midnight she would wake; and again at half past two; and again at four. As the months went by, I found myself quite distracted by lack of sleep; my eyes would fall shut while I peeled the potatoes or ironed shirts. I remember one night sitting on the bottom step of the stairs, my baby awake and lively in my arms it dawned on me: this is a major human experience, why hasn’t someone written about it? It seemed to me that a serious novel should be written with this experience at its centre. Then it occurred to me – why don’t I write one?





The baby who bore unknowing witness to Fremlin’s epiphany was, of course, Geraldine. It would be some years before Fremlin could actually put pen to paper on this project, but the resulting novel, The Hours Before Dawn (1959), went on to win the Edgar Award for Best Crime Novel from the Mystery Writers of America, and remains Fremlin’s most famous work.


Thereafter Fremlin wrote at a steady pace, publishing Uncle Paul in 1960 and Seven Lean Years in 1961. Those first three novels have been classed as ‘tales of menace’, even ‘domestic suspense’. Fremlin took the everyday as her subject and yet, by introducing an atmosphere of unease, she made it extraordinary, fraught with danger. She succeeded in chilling and thrilling her readers without spilling so much as a drop of blood. However, there is a persistent threat of harm that pervades Fremlin’s writing and she excels at creating a claustrophobic tension in ‘normal’ households. This scenario was her métier and one she revisited in many novels. Fremlin once commented that her favourite pastimes were gossip, ‘talking shop’ and any kind of argument about anything. We might suppose that it was through these enthusiasms that she gleaned the ideas that grew into her books. Reading them it is clear that the mundane minutiae of domesticity fascinated her. Moreover, The Hours Before Dawn and The Trouble-Makers have a special concern with the societal/peer-group systems that adjudge whether or not a woman is rated a ‘good wife’ and ‘good mother.’


*


By 1968 Celia Fremlin had established herself as a published author. But this was to be a year for the Goller family in which tragedy followed hard upon tragedy. Their youngest daughter Sylvia committed suicide, aged nineteen. A month later Fremlin’s husband Elia killed himself. In the wake of these catastrophes Fremlin relocated to Geneva for a year.


In 1969 she published a novel entitled Possession. The manuscript had been delivered to Gollancz before the terrible events of 1968, but knowing of those circumstances in approaching Possession today makes for chilling reading, since incidents in the novel appear to mirror Fremlin’s life at that time. It is one of her most absorbing and terrifying productions. Aside from the short-story collection Don’t Go to Sleep in the Dark (1970) Fremlin did not publish again until Appointment With Yesterday (1972), subsequently a popular title amongst her body of work. The novel deals with a woman who has changed her identity: a recurrent theme, and one with which Fremlin may have identified most acutely in the aftermath of her terrible dual bereavements. The Long Shadow (1975) makes use of the knowledge of the Classics she acquired at Oxford; its main character, Imogen, is newly widowed. Again, we might suppose this was Fremlin’s way of processing, through fictions, the trials she had suffered in her own life.


Fremlin lived on in Hampstead and married her second husband, Leslie Minchin, in 1985. The couple remained together until his death in 1999. She collaborated with Minchin on a book of poetry called Duet in Verse which appeared in 1996. Her last published novel was King of the World (1994). Geraldine believed that her mother’s earlier work was her best, but I feel that this final novel, too, has its merits. Fremlin marvellously describes a woman who has been transformed from a dowdy, put-upon frump to an attractive woman of stature. The reason Fremlin gives for this seems to me revealing: ‘Disaster itself, of course. However much a disaster sweeps away, it also inevitably leaves a slate clean.’


Though Geraldine did not admit as much to me, she did allude to having had a somewhat mixed relationship with her mother. This, in a way, explained to me the recurrence of the theme of mother–daughter relations explored in many of Fremlin’s novels, from Uncle Paul, Prisoner’s Base and Possession right up to her penultimate novel The Echoing Stones (1993). One wonders whether Fremlin hoped that the fictional exploration of this theme might help her to attain a better understanding of it in life. Thankfully, as they got older and Celia moved to Bristol to be nearer Geraldine, both women managed finally to find some common ground and discovered a mutual respect for each other. Celia Fremlin was, in the end, pre-deceased by all three of her children. She died herself in 2009.


To revisit the Celia Fremlin oeuvre now is to see authentic snapshots of how people lived at the time of her writing: how they interacted, what values they held. Note how finely Fremlin denotes the relations between child and adult, husband and wife, woman and woman. Every interaction between her characters has a core of truth and should strike a resonant note in any reader. Look carefully for the minute gestures that can have devastating consequences. Watch as the four walls of your comforting home can be turned into walls of a prison. Above all, enjoy feeling unsettled as Fremlin’s words push down on you, making you feel just as claustrophobic as her characters as they confront their fates. Fremlin was a superb writer who has always enjoyed a core of diehard fans and yet, despite her Edgar Award success, was not to achieve the readership she deserved. As Faber Finds now reissue her complete works, now is the time to correct that.


 


Chris Simmons
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CHAPTER I





“BUT IT’S MERVYN she’s marrying,” I said crossly. “Not his mother!”


“Famous last words,” Peggy observed. Her wry smile flickered in the firelight, and she drew slowly on her cigarette, staring into the heart of the fire like a seer gazing into a crystal ball. “Do you really imagine, Clare,” she went on, “That your Sarah, with all that bounce and vitality, is going to settle down contentedly with a Mother’s Boy? It’d kill her!”


I was annoyed. Peggy is my oldest friend, and of course she can say what she likes to me; but naturally she wouldn’t be my oldest friend if the things she liked saying weren’t, in general, the things that I liked hearing. I felt let-down, almost shocked. It had been with such total and uncomplicated delight that I had been telling her of the exciting news in Sarah’s letter. I had not doubted for a moment that she would take it as a matter for whole-hearted congratulation. What right had she to dampen my pleasure like this? Especially when—


“You don’t even know Mervyn!” I protested, with growing indignation. “How can you possibly say whether he will or won’t make a good husband for Sarah? You’ve never met him, any more than we have!”


“Meeting his mother was quite enough!” Peggy insisted doggedly. “Honestly it was, Clare; and you’d think so too, if you’d been at that party! I noticed her as soon as she came into the room—a tense little thing, wary as a weasel. And I promise you, Clare, I’m not exaggerating” (Peggy always introduces her more far-fetched recitals with these words, and usually they at once give me that sense of cosy expectancy that is the hall-mark of top-quality gossip) “—I promise you, Clare, that she never stopped telephoning home, the whole evening! Every time I looked into the hall, there she was, on the phone again, checking up on whether her precious son had got home safe from some jaunt or other! Honestly, Clare, she was looking absolutely green when he still wasn’t there by the dread hour of ten forty-five! Can you imagine it! A man of thirty-two!”


“Thirty-one,” I corrected her, quick as a lizard at the touch of a moving shadow. The tiny thread of truth there might be in what Peggy was saying was making me extra sensitive about the twelve years difference in age between Mervyn and my daughter; and I wasn’t going to stand by and have a whole year added to it gratuitously just to improve Peggy’s story.


“Mervyn is just thirty-one,” I asserted stiffly. “And if he is unlucky enough to have a very silly mother, I don’t see why we should hold that against him. He didn’t choose his mother—any more than you chose yours!”


“Don’t!” Peggy groaned, and covered her eyes for a moment with her hand. “That was real cruel, Clare, and you know it. You know she’s coming this weekend—again! If only she’d be her normal, bad-tempered self, I wouldn’t mind, but she keeps reading these articles about mothers-in-law and how they shouldn’t interfere, and it makes her so unnatural. You know—grimly approving of the children no matter how frightful they are!”


She laughed, but hollowly, and I pursued my advantage.


“You see? Even you can’t control your mother. No one can. Mothers are like what they are like, and there is not a thing anybody can do about it. So stop crabbing about our Mervyn. Because he is ‘our’ Mervyn now. We’ve got to get used to thinking of him like that—and so have you, if you want to stay on speaking-terms!”


But Peggy didn’t laugh. Her plump, pleasant face was still focussed in the direction of the glowing coals.


“What does Janice think about it?” she asked at last, slowly: and I hesitated, choosing my words.


“Well—naturally—there’s been a bit of a feeling of upset. The feeling—you know—the losing-sister thing. They’ve always been such close companions, she and Sarah. There’s bound to be a bit of that feeling about it, isn’t there?”


I heard my voice repeating the same phrases over and over again, gabbling on, defensively. Even to Peggy I wasn’t going to reveal the utter dismay with which my younger daughter had received the news of her sister’s engagement.


“Oh no!” she had exclaimed, as I handed her Sarah’s letter across the breakfast table. “Not marry him! She can’t!”


Her usual dopey morning pastiness had gone two shades paler; and she repeated, with hoarse emphasis, “She can’t!”


“But darling,” I had protested—just as I was now protesting to Peggy—“You don’t even know him! Wait till you’ve at least seen the poor man—”


And at that Janice burst, idiotically, into tears; and what with this, and with my husband, Ralph, coming in half-shaved to ask what the devil was going on; and what with showing him the letter, and then getting Janice mopped-up and presentable in time for school—where she is, if you please, a prefect, entrusted with the task of instilling rational behaviour into hundreds of small girls as they pour into the cloakrooms between nine and nine-fifteen. As I say, what with all this, I didn’t have any chance to thrash out with her what was really the matter—if, indeed, there was anything the matter other than the shock of unexpected news.


Ralph, thank goodness, took the whole thing much more sanely.


“I suppose the fellow hasn’t a job, or anything?” he enquired resignedly; and I rejoiced at being able to inform him that—in marked contrast to Sarah’s previous boyfriends—Mervyn not only had a job, but a permanent job, in a firm of accountants. Not a firm of psychedelic accountants? enquired my husband unbelievingly. Not a financial rave-in? A fiscal freak-out? No, I assured him, glancing again down the untidy pages: it seemed to be an ordinary firm of real accountants. It seemed too good to be true; and together we pored over our daughter’s letter, looking for the snag.


But, incredibly, there didn’t seem to be one. Mervyn had not only finished his exams without dropping-out at any stage; he actually liked accountancy. As far as we could gather from Sarah’s letter, he wasn’t planning to give it all up to become an abstract painter; it wasn’t destroying his soul or killing his creativity. Perhaps—here Ralph and I looked at each other in wild, incredulous hope—perhaps he hadn’t got any creativity! We could scarcely believe our good fortune. Could it really be that we, alone of all our friends, were to be blessed with a son-in-law who felt no impulse to free the human spirit from its chains? One who simply went out to work and earned money, unhampered by visions of a better world?


Of course, he was thirty-one, not twenty-one. That accounted for a lot of steadiness and sanity. It also presumably meant that he had ditched some other wife somewhere along the line; but who cared? If he had the tact to keep quiet about it, we certainly wouldn’t probe. We would simply sit back rejoicing at the prospect of our wayward Sarah’s reaping the fat benefits that accrue from marrying a man already broken-in to wedlock; a seasoned man, one hammered and tempered into acceptance of the fact that if he doesn’t pay the little woman’s rent, then she will, with all that this entails in terms of male subjection and tuna fish out of tins.


Thus Ralph and I reasoned on that damp, sunny autumn morning when we thought that what had happened to us was a wonderful stroke of luck. We reflected on the long procession of long-haired, despondent art students, big with complexes, who had hitherto sought out our pretty daughter to talk to her about suicide and the cultivation of the Real Self; and as it slowly dawned on us that the whole grisly bunch of them would now be vanishing from our lives for ever, we turned and hugged each other, right there by the abandoned breakfast table with its crumbs, and cornflakes, and smears of marmalade, all golden and glittering in the November sun. At last, we said to one another, Sarah has outgrown her tendency to take on the lame ducks of the world, to lavish on neurotic no-goods the bounteous overflow of her gay normality. At last, we thought, Sarah has found herself a real man, a man she can look up to. It’s all to the good, we said, that he should be twelve years older than she is: this is right for her, we said, it’s what she needs. And all that morning, after Ralph had gone to the office, I went singing about my work, thanking God that my beautiful, vulnerable, kind-hearted Sarah, about whom I had worried intermittently ever since she had left school, was after all to live happily ever after.


And that was why Peggy’s reception of the news was so disconcerting. It had all seemed so perfect, right up to the moment when I had mentioned our prospective son-in-law’s name, and she had said, in that startled, taken-aback sort of voice: “Mervyn Redmayne, did you say? And he lives in Bayswater? But, darling, I know his mother, and she’s frightful! She really is, Clare, I promise you: she’s ghastly! Listen, we must talk about this seriously. Put the kettle on.”


So I did; and we made a pot of tea; and now here we still were, staring unhappily into the fire. All this morning’s joy was draining out of me, and I felt defrauded and dull.


“You’ve spoilt it all for me,” I complained, childishly. “Why did you have to tell me? It’s nothing to do with me. is it, what his mother’s like. And nothing to do with Sarah, either. She doesn’t have to like her mother-in-law, does she? Nobody does! It’s unnatural!”


“O.K., O.K. I’m sorry, Clare.” Peggy saw that I was truly upset, and set herself to make amends. “I could be wrong, of course I could. I only met her the once, and you know what a cat I am. It’s just—I don’t know. She seemed such an odd, tenacious little thing, all eaten up with nerves—it made me feel quite jittery just to watch her. Still, never mind; perhaps it was her bad day. And, as you say, it’s Sarah’s business, and no one else’s. Anyway, Pat will be thrilled; I’ll tell her the minute she comes in from school. I’ll tell her she’s invited to the wedding, shall I?”


“Of course!” I said eagerly, my spirits rising as they always do when someone talks encouragingly to me, even when I know they don’t mean it, as I knew Peggy didn’t mean it now. I could see that her real opinion was still unchanged. “Of course Pat must come to the wedding. She must be a bridesmaid; she and Janice must be the bridesmaids; we must think of a colour that suits them both. Do you think yellow—a rather dull, goldy sort of yellow….?”


Peggy is a kind person. At the base of her gossippy, cheerfully censorious nature there lies a bedrock of solid, unfailing kindness; and when she finds that her incautious tongue has hurt somebody, she spares no pains to repair the damage. So now, when she saw that I was trying to talk my fears to a standstill, she came loyally to my assistance.


“Marvellous!” she agreed, with an enthusiasm disproportionate to the importance of the issue. “Or what about a soft sort of old-rose colour? It would suit Janice splendidly, with all that mass of dark hair, especially if she piles it on top of her head the way she had it for the concert. That sort of colour would be all right for Pat, too; I suppose you’d call her a vague sort of brunette. How lucky you are having two such definite-coloured daughters. It’s always been my ambition to have children who are either definitely dark or definitely fair, and just look what I’ve got! Not that it matters, when one of them never looks in a mirror at all, and the other spends the whole of her ample allowance on making herself look like the cheapest little tart that ever crawled out from under a hairdryer….”


I laughed. I knew that Peggy was only trying to atone for having upset me; to cheer me up by the time-honoured method of praising my children and belittling her own; and it did cheer me up. Not that Sarah is definitely fair; not really. She has grey eyes, and lots of long, straight, beigey-coloured hair, with occasional golden lights in it when she stands in bright sunshine or under a lamp. I suppose the sheer quantity of it might make one inclined to say ‘There goes a blonde’ as she passes; but really and truly it is mouse, and Peggy knows it. Peggy is a true friend.



















CHAPTER II





BY THE TIME Janice came home from school I was feeling positively cheerful again; and Janice, too, seemed to have recovered from the morning’s shock. We began to speculate—cautiously, because the subject was still raw for us both, and fraught with unimagined pitfalls of emotion—about what Mervyn would be like. Sarah was bringing him home with her on Friday night, she’d said, and he was to stay till Sunday teatime. “Sunday teatime”—this in itself was a new note in our hitherto haphazard lives. When had any of the girls’ friends ever proposed themselves for so definite a length of time as this? Usually they came to tea, and either stayed for supper, or for six weeks, or until Ralph kicked them out of the house; or else they walked in and borrowed a record and went away without speaking. There was no telling. But “Sunday teatime”! There was a Victorian touch about it which appealed to both of us.


“Well, he’ll be different, anyway,” Janice conceded warily. “He might have some manners, or something. Just imagine! And at least he won’t be young! That’s something!”


“That’s what I’m looking forward to, too,” I agreed. “A proper grown-up man at last! Why, even Daddy mightn’t hate him!”


“Oh, Mummy! Of course Daddy will hate him! I just can’t imagine Daddy actually talking to one of Sarah’s boy friends, can you? It would be unnatural. Weird. Oh no!”


Janice shook her long dark hair decisively, and reached for another doughnut. Janice is always bringing home bags of doughnuts after school and usually she sits moaning about her weight as she munches her way gloomily through them, but today her mind was on other things. I put the bag surreptitiously out of her reach, because she really is too fat; it’s not just one of those teenage phobias.


“Well, personally, I hope Daddy will like him,” I reproved her gently. “After all, this time it’s not just one more of Sarah’s boy friends, it’s her fiancé; she’s really going to marry him.”


“She’s not!” Janice’s voice was sharp, almost panicky; and as I looked up, startled, her eyes slid away from mine.


“Well, I don’t think she is, anyway,” she muttered, in a light, strained voice. “It’s just my opinion. That’s all.”


“But, Janice—” I was at a loss. She was sitting there, still munching her doughnut, but suddenly remote, in the disconcerting way she sometimes has. I struggled feebly against the intensity and power of her non-communication.


“You shouldn’t talk like that, Janice,” I said ineptly. “It’s not kind to Sarah. This is the happiest thing that’s ever happened to her, and….”


Janice’s dark, cold, calculated look reduced my words to a jumble of phoney platitudes; my voice petered out into twittering silence. Since when has Janice been able to wield this look? Since when has she discovered its power? A year ago? Six months? Does it come from deep within her—the first, terrifying sign of the harder, colder, adult woman who is one day going to oust my warm-hearted, passionate little girl from the body which I have created, fed and reared? Or is it just a trick she has discovered for getting her own way, for putting her mother down a peg or two? There is no way of knowing.


“Have another doughnut?” I said weakly, relinquishing all authority, and fishing the requisitioned bag from under my chair.


“Thank you,” she said with dignity; and together, without further words, we skated away from the dangerous subject. Soon she was spread out full-length on the carpet in her usual working posture, with her homework all around her, spreading like the tide further and further across the carpet. At intervals she sighed, noisily. She always wants her labours to be noticed, but will snap at anyone who seems to notice them. Normality had returned.


I spent the rest of that evening ringing everyone up. Grandma, Cissie, the Hardwicks, and all the mothers of all Sarah’s old school friends. It was rather like telling them about her A-level results two years ago; the same sense of having pulled a bit ahead in that unspoken race that we mothers are all running, all the time. The Cat-Race, Peggy calls it, and it begins with our babies’ births and goes on—as far as I can see—for ever. The biggest birth-weight—the rosiest cheeks—the largest circle of playmates—the highest marks—the lowest rate of pocket money—the most venturesome holidays—we would be hard put to it, most of us, to say exactly what the race is about, whither it is directed, and what the prize. But we all know, instantly and without any doubt, who is winning at any given moment, and we know how the points are allotted. When someone’s children go off youth-hostelling at an earlier age than the rest; when they put on a play all by themselves; when they read old-fashioned children’s books, or come top in Maths, or play games that cover them in mud and tear their jeans—all these are point-scoring phenomena for the mother concerned, though it would be hard indeed to say on what scale these very diverse activities can possibly be measured. But that doesn’t matter. We don’t need to know what the scale is; we merely know that it is, and we can assess our own and each other’s position on it with unerring accuracy. Thus I knew without any doubt that Sarah’s getting engaged at nineteen, before Pat, or Rosemary, or Linda, or any of them—I knew at once that this had pushed me almost to the top. At a single stroke it cancelled out entirely the fact that she hadn’t got into university, enjoyed watching television, and had never hitch-hiked across Europe with insufficient money.


So I was very happy as I sat there dialling numbers, and hearing my triumph played back to me by so many various voices. Everyone was very kind and congratulatory, even Granny, who usually dislikes happenings of any kind. One thing leads to another, she says darkly: and after eighty-one years I suppose she ought to know. Still, on this occasion she declared herself well-pleased, and so did all my friends, with just that proper tinge of envy in their voices which is a congratulation in itself. Only once was a jarring note struck, and that, surprisingly enough, came from my old school friend, Cissie. I say surprisingly, because Cissie adores our family, she thinks we are perfect in every way and that everything that happens to us is marvellous. I have noticed that one’s unmarried contemporaries tend to go to extremes in this respect; either they develop an uncritical worship of family life, and believe that your existence is one of unimaginable fulfilment and success in the company of an ideal husband and perfect children, or else they grow an armour of censorious scorn towards the whole business; they watch you letting yourself go, they remember the career you might have had, and they wait complacently for your husband to leave you and for your children to become drug-addicts. Whichever category they belong to, these unmarried friends give one the slightly uneasy sense of performing before an audience; in the case of the admiring ones you are consumed by anxiety to prove them right; in the case of the censorious, to prove them wrong.


Cissie, bless her, belongs to the first category, and in spite of the strain involved in living up to her vision of us, she is still a great asset. The girls dote on her—with her beautiful clothes, her exciting job, and her aura of jet-planes and up-to-the-minute sophistication, she has always been their favourite visitor, and her reverence for our humdrum household has been highly flattering. So it was all the more dismaying that it should be she, of all people, who should have said, with a note of shocked surprise in her voice: “Do you mean you haven’t even seen him, Clare? Then why are you sounding so pleased? I mean, how do you know you are going to like him?”


“Of course I shall like him—” I began: and it was only as I said the words that I realised how devastatingly true they were. I knew then that I was already determined—utterly and blindly determined—to like Mervyn no matter what he was like. There was something terrifying about such a determination, arrived at with so little data, so little conscious deliberation. But there was no time to analyse it now, for Cissie was speaking again:


“I mean, Clare, don’t think I’m not delighted for you—of course I shall be, if it’s all as nice as you say. It’s just that Sarah is such a lovely girl, I couldn’t bear to think that she was going to get anything but the very, very best.”


There it was again—this putting of my family on a pedestal which they may or may not be able to live up to. Sarah is a lovely girl, certainly, but she has her failings; and plenty of lovely girls have missed out on marriage by being too choosy during the few short years when choice is at its peak. Besides….


“I just know I shall like him,” I said; and proceeded to explain to Cissie the reasons for my confidence. That I could trust Sarah’s judgement; that she was old enough to make her own decisions; that her letter had sounded so happy and confident. How could I not be going to like him?


But what, exactly, did I mean by “like”? Looking back, I have to conclude that it was simple cupboard-love: here was a young man who was going to provide us with an escape from all our current worries about Sarah. At a single blow he was going to rid us of all those long-haired, soul-obsessed students who had hitherto sucked like starving leeches at our daughter’s warm-hearted and generous nature, trying to drain it away into the arid deserts of their threadbare “creativity”, and coming back for more. Who has ever worried about whether she is going to like St George, as he gallops up on his white charger?


And then, too, there was my position in the Cat-Race to be considered. I imagined ringing up all these people, all over again, to tell them that it was all off; and I felt physically sick.


“I can trust Sarah’s judgement absolutely,” was how I summed all this up aloud; and Cissie seemed pacified. She even praised the closeness of the mother-daughter relationship which rendered such certainty possible; and after a few more remarks equally soothing to my maternal spirit she rang off.


I had been aware for some time that Janice was hovering about, listening to it all; now, at the “ping” of the replaced receiver, she hurled herself into the situation.


“I agree with Cissie!” she challenged me. “I think it’s awful, the way you’re telling everyone how marvellous Mervyn is when you’ve never seen him, you don’t know anything about him!”


“I know that Sarah loves him, and that’s enough!” I snapped at her. “And so it should be for you! For Sarah’s sake we ought to be prepared to accept him whatever he’s like!”


“Even if he’s a dwarf?” said Janice viciously. “Or humpbacked? Something you can’t show off to your precious friends?”


“Janice!” I did not attempt to delve into the intensity of pain, or dread, which must lie behind such an outburst. Janice had already annoyed me past endurance by her generally wet-blanketing attitude to her sister’s joyful news. If she was jealous or upset, she would just have to get over it; one can’t be coddling teenage feelings all the time.


“Janice! That’s a horrible thing to say! Your own sister! Why should you suppose….”


I stopped. Ridiculous though Janice’s suggestion had been, it had nevertheless touched into life in me some deep level of superstition which I am not normally aware of. I dared not finish the sentence for fear of tempting Providence. For, truly, it was not impossible to suppose that Sarah might, in a spirit of protective pity, choose a partner with some grave defect. That same quality of unstinted generosity that had drawn towards her all those starveling neurotics, might now be leading her to….


“Ridiculous!” I stormed at Janice. “How can you say such things? If you ever dare speak to me like that again….!”


“Oh, Mummy! Come off it! I didn’t mean it seriously.” Janice seemed half-scared herself by now, anxious to quell the storm she had so deliberately raised. “I’m sorry, Mummy, it’s just that it annoys me so, the way you talk to each other, all you mothers. You sound so childish, all of you….” At the lordly age of seventeen, Janice was very free with such rebukes, and like most mothers of my acquaintance, I usually take them lying down. I don’t know whether this supineness is good or bad for our children; in the hopes that it is good, we call it freedom, and extol the closer, more genuine relationships that such rudeness—free speech to us—is supposed to engender within the family. I’m not sure that it does, really. Personally, I am much more reluctant to confide my real feelings to Janice than I would be if she were conditioned to listening politely; and much less willing to sympathise with hers than I would be if she felt constrained to put them in some non-hurtful form. But there it is. We have sold our authority for this thing called freedom, and we do not know, yet, whether it is a good buy, or even whether the goods are to be delivered at all.


Janice did not interrupt any more, and my remaining few phone calls, all evoking enthusiastic and uncritical congratulations, quite restored my morale. By the end of the evening, my only anxiety stemmed from the realisation that I seemed to have a party on my hands that was going to last from Friday evening till Sunday afternoon, non-stop. You see, without really thinking about it, I had ended each of my phone calls with the words: “And you must come at the weekend and meet him,” and almost everyone, motivated by a natural enough mixture of goodwill and inquisitive glee, had accepted with alacrity. Thus plans about meals, and drinks, and camp beds for the ones who wouldn’t go away, began to supersede all else in my mind; and it wasn’t until the Friday evening, when a motley collection of ill-assorted guests were already beginning to assemble in our front room, that I found myself really getting cold feet about it all. In fifteen minutes, or thereabouts, Sarah would be leading her Mervyn in at the door. Under the eyes of all these people I would have to react, or refrain from reacting, to whatever impression he first made on me. Nervous as any leading lady on a first night, I took a hurried, surreptitious peep at my assembled audience. Peggy was there, of course; dear, inquisitive Peggy, always ready to enjoy a crisis and to give moral support as well. Just behind her cowered Harold, her little, distinguished scientist husband, who had only come, I felt sure, because he was frightened of being left at home with his teenage children without Peggy to protect him. The poor man never knew how much noise Pat and Adrian should be allowed to make, how many long-haired strangers should be allowed to pour into the kitchen, and how much food they should be allowed to fall upon and devour. As a scientist, he had naturally tried to study Peggy’s system, but had found it baffling, and devoid of rules in the scientific sense. Sometimes she shouted at the gang; sometimes she shrugged her shoulders and let things rip; the amazing thing was that she always seemed to know which to do. Harold recognised expertise when he saw it; in this highly specialised field of Pat-and-Adrian-control he accepted Peggy as the expert and himself as a non-starter, and concentrated on personal survival in the form of strategic withdrawal; even when withdrawal involved—as now—going to some ghastly party given by the people next door.


I sympathised with the poor man, but all the same I was glad he had come; his reluctant presence at least constituted no threat to my morale. Nor did that of Trevor, an ex-boy-friend of Sarah’s who, now that he had left university, seemed to spend his days wearily shifting a grand piano from one set of diminutive lodgings to another. He was always to be found drifting about on the fringes of some social gathering or other trying to scrape acquaintance with someone who owned a van, or had two or three muscular unemployed friends, and I guessed that he was here tonight less to yearn over his lost Sarah than to see if her new boy-friend was of tough enough physique and feeble enough moral courage to be enlisted in his reluctant team. The Hardwicks were all right too, though Liz Hardwick had been insufferable once, in the days when her three sons were one after the other sailing through O-levels in ten or more subjects and being accepted by the university of their choice. But now that they have all come down, or dropped out, as the case may be, and the whole thing has subsided into a welter of chucked jobs and sobbing daughters-in-law, Liz has grown more humble, and dares not patronise the rest of us with the old buoyancy.


My anxious gaze roved on past Liz and her husband, past the innocuous and self-absorbed couple from over the road, and came to a horrified stop just by the tray of drinks.


Anna! What had possessed me to invite Anna, on this evening of all evenings? Or had Ralph invited her, in all innocence? After all, she is his sister-in-law—he probably felt that she and Simon ought to be here on such an occasion. What is it about Anna? It’s not exactly that she is censorious, or prying. She doesn’t deliberately drag skeletons out of cupboards—no one more surprised, or more apologetic, than she when the bones fall rattling round her feet. No, it’s just that in her presence you become suddenly much more aware of your shortcomings, of the shortcomings of your house and family, than you ever are normally. It is as if the glitter of her great swinging earrings, the sheen of her raven-black hair, dragged back with dramatic ruthlessness from her big, pale face—it is as if all this added up to a sort of spotlight blazing into the dark corners of your life. She is like one of those magnifying mirrors—secret, devastating things that you peer into in the privacy of your bedroom, confronting realistically at last your giant pores, your monstrous blemishes.


And yet, as I say, you can’t accuse Anna of doing it deliberately, or even of having a superior or patronising manner. This evening, for instance, she was simply standing by the table, drinking gin and talking about Italian taxi-drivers,  making Ralph and her husband laugh. She wasn’t even looking in my direction, and yet at the very sight of her all my secret doubts and anxieties began tingling in the forefront of my mind. Supposing Mervyn was a dwarf! Or—to be more realistic—suppose he was just very small—shorter than Sarah—a little runt of a man? Or suppose, on the other hand, that he was grotesquely tall, with stooped shoulders and fatuous, poking head? As I watched Anna throw back her head and laugh, I felt as if she was already laughing at him. The rich, musical notes of her merriment reminded me that he might be grossly fat, or boorish, or stupid. And now the smile had left her lips, the story of her Italian holiday was evidently over …. I felt that she was standing there, tense and expectant, waiting for Mervyn to be perfectly frightful. And on top of all this, I noticed now, for the first time, that Janice still hadn’t come down. Whether she was crying, or sulking, or fixing her false eyelashes, I had no means of knowing; I only knew that Anna, too, would have noticed her absence; would be assessing it; allotting it to some labelled pigeon-hole in her calculating and retentive mind. At this thought, Janice’s non-appearance began to swell up in my mind, to take on vast and absurd proportions. Supposing she didn’t come down at all—how odd it would look! Or supposing she did come, but—with Anna watching—made her prejudice against her prospective brother-in-law blatantly and disastrously obvious? Or supposing Sarah herself looked less than radiant as she introduced her fiancé? Supposing … supposing … supposing … and at that moment we all heard the front door slam, and then rapid footsteps in the hall.


The moment had come.
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