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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





LAURA LAY STILL, putting off the lovely moment of waking. She did not need to open her eyes to know that the sun was pouring in through the nursery window, for the feel of summer was everywhere. She could feel it in the air, on her face—even in her very limbs under the sheets and blankets.


And there was going to be something specially lovely about today. Laura struggled for a moment in the effort of remembering, and then it all came back with a rush. Yesterday, Nurse had given her and Bessie a piece of material for their doll. Not an old, faded piece cut from someone’s discarded summer dress, but a whole yard of crisp, brand new muslin scattered with tiny rosebuds and their tiny, intricate leaves. This afternoon it would be too hot for a walk, so she and Bessie would be allowed to sit under the old mulberry tree and make the dress—a dress of glorious and perfect workmanship. Lying with her eyes still closed, Laura seemed to see already the impossibly even gathers; the fascinating little puff sleeves that would, surely, come out right this time. And, to add zest to it all, Dick would be there, just back from boarding school. He would lounge at their feet, teasing, flicking at bits of grass, standing Jemima precariously on her china head, and feigning an impossible degree of male ignorance about the construction of the dress. The long golden day stretched before Laura as far as she could see…. Almost, it seemed, like the length of a whole lifetime….


The energy of anticipation gathered in her muscles like wine, and Laura knew that she could lie still no longer. She must spring out of bed now, at once, and let the splendid day begin.


Spring out of bed? But why was her back so stiff? Why were her limbs so slow? It was almost a minute before she had even managed to hoist herself into a sitting position … and her eyes opened on the clean, cream institutional walls. Nurse was gone; Bessie was gone; the rose-sprigged muslin dress had been stuffed into some rag-bag more than seventy years ago, and she, Laura, was left, finishing her days here in this Home for Aged Gentlewomen.


Laura closed her eyes again for a minute, and felt the imagined energy ebbing from her limbs. She did not feel particularly sad; these sort of awakenings were becoming more and more familiar to her, and she knew that as soon as they had brought her her cup of tea it would be all right. And, after all, there was something pleasant to anticipate today. What was it, now …?


“Good morning, Mrs. Rivers! Ups-a-daisy! Oh, what a be-autiful mo-orning!”


The cheerful, though pasty-faced young woman propped Laura expertly against her pillows, and thrust a cup of tea into her hand. These girls never realised how difficult it was to hold things steady when you had only just woken up. No one’s hand steadier than Laura’s for, say, morning coffee, but just now it was terribly hard….


Never mind. Only a little slopped into the saucer this time, no ugly stains on the sheets; and anyway, the young woman was bustling round the room now, noticing nothing.


“There you are! A lovely sunny day!” she pronounced, flinging open the curtains with a gesture of achievement, like a successful cook opening the oven door on a beautifully risen cake. “We must get you up quickly, my dear, today, there’s a lot to see to. You are a lucky girl, aren’t you, your son coming to fetch you tomorrow! The others will be green with envy!”


So that was it. Of course. Laura took another sip of the good hot tea and remembered it all. Leonard was coming to fetch her away tomorrow, fetch her away for good. Though Leonard wasn’t her son, of course; only her stepson. More and more often of late Laura had found herself forgetting that she had never, after all, had a child of her own. Neither Leonard nor Ellen … neither of them was hers. Sipping greedily at the scalding, revivifying tea, Laura felt blessed clarity of thought returning. Of course: Leonard and Ellen were engaged; that must be why she had the feeling that Ellen was her daughter just as much as Leonard was her son. Really, of course, Ellen was Dick’s daughter—young Dick, who was old Uncle Richard now. Laura found it possible, most of the time, to believe that the years had somehow so swiftly tricked and cheated her into becoming an old woman, but not that they had done the same to Dick. Not to gay, teasing, selfish Dick, who had been like a brother to her at first, and then, afterwards …


But she must not allow herself to slip again into daydreams of the past. It was the present that mattered, even at eighty-five; the exciting, demanding present. For tomorrow—or, at latest, the day after—she would see Dick again. And Ellen. And the old, beloved home where Dick still lived.


Laura sipped again at her tea, and pictured the meeting, knowing all the time that her picture was false; for, try as she would, she could not see Dick as anything but a fair-haired, laughing schoolboy.


*


On that same June morning, Ellen Fortescue woke suddenly, with the old familiar feeling that it must be late; that the alarm must have failed to wake her.


Then she remembered. She was no longer working at the office. It was nearly a year now since she had come home to look after Father, and her life was no longer regulated by alarm clocks, but by the needs and whims of an old man and an old house—and, above all, by the demands of the tenants—the perfectly reasonable demands.


For the tenants were reasonable—Ellen was adamant with herself about this, for it would never do to become one of those landladies who spend their lives immersed in a sense of grievance. She had resolved, right from the start, always to see the tenants’ point of view—but how could she have foreseen that the tenants would have so many different points of view, from all of which she would have to see simultaneously? That it would be like trying to look through the right and wrong end of a telescope at the same moment; like reading two books at once, one with each eye?


After all, it was still early; only five minutes to seven. There were no sounds yet from Melissa and her family above. Ellen listened tensely. If only the silence would go on for another five minutes, then the Butlers in what had once been the drawing-room wouldn’t complain of having been woken before seven by thumps and jars from overhead. Not that Melissa’s children were badly behaved—that would be a very landlady-ish thing to think—but after all there were two of them, and you couldn’t expect children to walk when it was possible to run. Indeed, the same could really be said of their busy, efficient mother, who managed, by spending her life with one eye on the clock, to keep a full-time job as well as running her home smoothly and well. It had seemed very hard to have to complain to Melissa about so admirable a virtue as early rising—Melissa liked to have her family up and dressed by half-past six—but what else could you do when the Butlers were so insistent—so justifiably insistent—on their right to sleep undisturbed till seven o’clock?


Ellen sighed. Did other landladies go through these heart-searchings on behalf of their tenants? Or was it that she was new to the job—and perhaps quite unsuited to it? And yet, when the doctor had said that Father shouldn’t be living alone any more, this had seemed the only sensible course—that Ellen should give up her job and come home, and make up for her lost salary by letting off the house in rooms and flats. For it was such a big old house, and quite apart from the need of money, it had seemed wicked, in these days of housing shortage, that so much space should be occupied just by one old man and his daughter.


So first the Butlers had come, and while it was only them, everything had gone fairly smoothly. They were an ideal couple really, quiet and reliable, both out at work all day and so regular in their habits that you could tell the time by their every movement. They had to share the kitchen with Ellen and her father, but the inconvenience of this was reduced to a minimum by their modest and exact requirements. Mrs Butler wanted to use the stove from seven-fifteen to seven-thirty every morning and from six to six forty-five every evening—no other times whatever. There was really no inconvenience of any sort….


Oh dear! Why didn’t I touch wood while I thought about it? Ellen asked herself, starting up in bed and sniffing the air in growing dismay. There could be no mistake. That hot, rich, spicy smell creeping through the cracks of the door could mean only one thing: Father had begun making the rhubarb and ginger wine! Out of all the hours of all the days when he could have messed about in the kitchen to his heart’s content, he had to choose now, seven-fifteen on a weekday morning. The exact minute when Mrs Butler, neat and brisk in her office dress, would be bustling in to make breakfast for herself and her husband.


Ellen leapt out of bed, and began to dress in a flurry on all too familiar apprehensions. Perhaps, if she was quick enough … and if by any improbable chance Mrs Butler was a few minutes late this morning … matters could still be put right.


As soon as she stepped into the kitchen Ellen found herself in a wilderness of scarlet peel, coiled like springs on every available surface. Father must have been up at five to have picked and peeled all that rhubarb! The touching picture of the old man stooping over the great dewy leaves in the summer dawn was swiftly erased from her mind by annoyance; for there at the gas stove he stood, triumphantly supervising the contents of two mighty saucepans, which between them covered the entire surface of the cooker. Mrs Butler was nowhere to be seen.


“Father!” cried Ellen indignantly. “What on earth do you think you’re doing, so early in the morning? Don’t you know Mrs Butler wants to cook her breakfast now?”


Mr Fortescue did not turn round. He merely bent over to stir more vigorously the smaller of the two saucepans; his very back, it seemed to Ellen, expressing gleeful obstinacy. He knows, she thought furiously. He hasn’t forgotten about the Butlers’ breakfast at all! He’s doing it on purpose!


“Father!” she exclaimed again; and, yet more urgently, “Father!”


This time the old man did turn round, with a smile of such guileless pleasure at the sight of her that Ellen was momentarily disarmed. But only momentarily:


“Father, we must take that stuff off at once,” she exclaimed, pushing sharply past him. “Don’t you know it’s Butler’s time for using the stove?”


“What? No, no, Ellie, leave it alone. You can’t take it off now, it’ll be ruined. It has to get up to 18o° Fahrenheit. That darned thermometer’s gone again, someone’s taken it; it’s a lucky thing I can tell temperatures to within half a degree just by—”


“But Father! I must take it off! It’s the Butlers’ time, don’t you see? We promised them. It’s nearly half-past already—hasn’t Mrs Butler been in?”


“Who’s Mrs Butler?” enquired Father truculently—always, his trump card against the tenants was to pretend that he didn’t know they existed at all, let alone what their names were.


“Oh, Father! Mrs Butler! The one who lives in the old drawing-room and dining-room. And shares our kitchen. And pays us the two pounds a week that means you can still have your midday glass of port!” she concluded triumphantly.


“Pshaw! I was having my midday glass of port before she was born! And I’ll still be having it after she’s dead, too. That type dies young—too much rushing about.” Then, hastily recollecting that he didn’t know who Mrs Butler was—he finished belligerently: “Women are all like that nowadays!”


Ellen almost shook him.


“Has Mrs Butler been in the kitchen this morning? Has a woman been in?”


“Oh. A woman.” Mr Fortescue seemed prepared to consider this. His great wooden spoon dripped stickily on to the edge of the stove while he pondered.


“Oh, yes,” he conceded at last. “I believe there was some sort of a woman, earlier on. Screeching about something—I couldn’t understand a word she said. At first I thought it was that woman who screeches on the wireless about this time. I’m a bit deaf in the mornings, you know, Ellie,” he concluded with gentle triumph, plunging his spoon into the pan once more.


Ellen gave it up. She hurried along what had once been the servants’ passage and came out into the wide high hall, where the parquet floor was now scratched and dented beyond repair, and the plaster bulged with damp beneath the chipped and blackened cornice.


Outside the old dining-room—now the Butlers’ sitting-room—she stopped. What could she say? Since Father was still refusing to remove his saucepans, any apology must be a hollow one, offering no hope of breakfast for the Butlers yet, even if they still had time for it. Probably they hadn’t, since they always left the house at exactly five minutes past eight.


This morning they must have left even earlier, for there was no answer to Ellen’s knock. Perhaps they had gone out to a café for breakfast? Ellen knocked again—futilely, for has it every been known for a door to open to a second knock when it didn’t to the first?—and then turned away, with no feeling of relief at this respite. For now it would hang over her all day, and there was no reason at all to suppose that Mrs Butler’s annoyance would have cooled at all by the evening; that was not her way. Mrs Butler was not a quick-tempered woman—Father’s reference to “screeching” must be deemed poetic licence. At the most, a certain shrillness might have crept into her voice as she found that icy politeness availed nothing against Father’s gleeful and unresponsive back. Mrs Butler’s anger was of the calm, rational variety—and correspondingly long-lived. Anything that warranted complaint at half-past seven in the morning would still warrant it at quarter-past six in the evening—of that Ellen felt sure.


That was the trouble with these reasonable people: you couldn’t hope for any lightening of mood. Yet were unreasonable people any better, Ellen wondered aggrievedly. People like Father, who had caused all the trouble this morning; if it wasn’t for Father, letting rooms would have been quite a simple business….


Or would it? Perhaps Leonard had been right when he’d said that she was temperamentally unfitted to be a landlady. But then, it was Leonard also who had himself urged her to become one, pointing out how wrong it was that the big house should be occupied by only two people. If people with varying moods were what she liked, Ellen reflected ruefully, then she had picked a winner in Leonard!


No, I’m not being fair to him, Ellen reproached herself as she moved slowly back across the hall; I expect I have awful moods too. An engagement that has gone on for seven years is a strain on both of us.


At least, I suppose it’s a strain? For a sickening second, Ellen’s mind hovered on the sudden thought that perhaps the delay, far from being a strain, was an unmitigated relief. She still didn’t have to marry Leonard. And he didn’t have to marry her. Did he, too, experience these horrid moments of relief at the thought? Did this feeling form a secret, never-to-be-mentioned link between them?


“Oh—Ellen——Hullo! I was just coming to look for you——”


Melissa, dressed ready for work, appeared at the head of the stairs. Neat—hurried—assured—both she and Mrs. Butler put Ellen to shame by the amount they fitted into their busy lives. At this bustling morning hour Ellen always felt particularly useless and drone-like as she pictured the quiet day ahead of her—quiet, and yet somehow devoid of leisure; ceaselessly occupied, and yet with nothing to show for it—unless you counted Father’s continued survival in the teeth of flat disobedience to everything his doctor had ever ordered….


“Ellen,” Melissa was saying, “I suppose you’re going to be in all day?” (Was Ellen imagining a touch of pitying scorn in the assumption?) “If you are, I wonder if you’d mind giving the man my laundry when he comes? It’s up on our landing, I’d have brought it down, only I know your Butlers don’t like seeing it in the hall.” (Why my Butlers? To make me feel that I am responsible for their pernicketiness?) “Oh, and Ellen, do you think you could ask the milkman not to leave my milk on the sunny side of the step? He could just as easily put it right under the laurels on the other side, where it’s really cool, could you speak to him about it?”


“Yes, all right,” said Ellen, musing resignedly on the cheery way the milkman would say “O.K., Miss,” and continue to leave the milk exactly where it suited him.


“And what about Jeremy,” she added, as a sort of compensation for milkman’s prospective failings: “Do you want me to run up and look at him now and then? Or is he all right for school today?”


“Oh—well—no, I’m not sending him today, his throat’s still sore. Funny at his time of year. But you needn’t worry about him, he’ll be all right, and I’ll manage somehow to pop in at lunch-time.”


She would, too. Melissa was wonderful, the way she managed never to let her children down, or her employer either.


“Well, thanks, Ellen,” Melissa was saying, half-way through the front door. “I’m sorry I’ve got to dash off without saying hello to Uncle, but my mornings are rather a rush now that we can’t get up till seven. Cheerio!”


Her smile and wave softened this parting shot, and Ellen closed the door, wondering yet again whether it had been such a good idea to have relations for tenants. She and Melissa were cousins, had been at school together, and had often spent Christmas holidays together, too; had, in fact, always been the best of friends. But could you expect a friendship to survive unchanged if you suddenly superimposed a landlady-tenant relationship on top of it? And yet it had seemed, at the time, such a natural and obvious arrangement; Melissa had written last winter in great distress to say that her home was being requisitioned; and Ellen had at once written back to offer her a flat in this big house. Well, some rooms, anyway—you could hardly call it a flat, with all the muddle about shared kitchens and bathrooms, and with Mrs Hammond’s big room wedged awkwardly in between Melissa’s two bedrooms. However, Melissa had come, filled with gratitude, and insisting on paying a fair rent such as Ellen could reasonably have asked from a stranger.


Was it, perhaps, the fair rent that was the trouble? Or would it have been even worse if there had been an uneasy sense of obligation on Melissa’s side? Leonard said it would have been worse—he had argued, most emphatically, that a sense of obligation is the most destructive of all human emotions; that if Ellen charged Melissa anything less than the full rent, she would be doing it not out of kindness to Melissa, but simply to give herself a feeling of moral superiority.


Leonard was good at this sort of thing; Ellen easily convinced by it; and if, later on, in a different mood, he had accused her, jokingly, of becoming a tight-fisted landlady, squeezing the last halfpenny even out of her own cousin—well, it was jokingly, and it would have been absurd to take offence—especially as he had called her “darling”, and kept stroking her hair all the time he was speaking. As he said, she must learn to take a joke against herself. Not to be able to do so, she felt sure, was one of the first signs of becoming an old maid; at thirty-four, you couldn’t afford such a symptom.



















CHAPTER II





THE MORNING SUN streamed in across the rhubarb peel that still littered the old stone floor of the kitchen, and Ellen stood assessing the scene. It wasn’t really much use trying to clear up yet unless Father had finished, at least for today. What stage had the stuff reached, she wondered.


The pans of rhubarb were still hot, but they were no longer on the stove. Instead they now stood, steaming lazily, among the debris on the table, countless coils of peel flattened stickily beneath them. Really, Father was naughty! He must have carried those pans from the stove himself, in spite of all the doctor had said about not lifting weights. Not bad, though, for eighty-seven! As always, Ellen’s impatience with the old man was tinged with pride, and she smiled as she equipped herself with damp rags and a broom, and set about clearing up.


Father’s rhubarb and ginger wine! Ever since Ellen could remember, this had marked the beginning of summer; the beginning of the long, golden fruit season. Even now, when only a miserable quarter of an acre remained of the old rambling estate, the successive ripening of the soft fruit seemed still to dominate the year. The gooseberries would be next; then the raspberries, and the red currants; then the black currants, and the blue plums; then the Victorias…. Amazing how the old fruit bushes and trees went on bearing, year after year, seeming to thrive on utter neglect, producing their juicy, succulent crops more from old habit, one must imagine, than from any nourishment they could have extracted from the starved, weedy soil. The garden, shrunken though it now was, was too much for Father, far too much; and of course he wouldn’t let anyone help with it….


“My dear Ellen! What squalor is this?”


Ellen turned with a start to see Leonard smiling at her from the doorway, his fair hair looking almost golden in the steamy sunlight, his blue eyes narrowed in its brightness.


“Why—Leonard! What a start you gave me! Fancy seeing you here so early! Have you got the morning off?”


“Bit of outside work today,” said Leonard briefly. “Thought I’d drop in for a minute. I wanted to see you. I’m having a very worrying time just now, you know, Ellen.”


“Your mother?” asked Ellen quickly; and then: “Wait a second while I wash the rhubarb off my hands, and then we’ll go and sit down somewhere a bit tidier!” She gestured ruefully towards the littered floor.


“Good idea,” commented Leonard; and then, following her glance: “Don’t you find it depressing, living in a mess like this?”


While he spoke, he was still balancing fastidiously in the doorway, as if on the edge of a dangerous swamp.


“I don’t live in it!” retorted Ellen. “In fact, I was just beginning to clear up when you came. It’s Father’s rhubarb wine. You know. It’ll go on for two weeks. It has to soak, and steep, and stand, and all sorts of things.”


Leonard was smiling a little now, and he ventured a couple of steps into the room.


“He’s doing it all wrong, you know, Ellen,” he observed, peering into the cooling pans. “In the first place, he shouldn’t have heated it at all. How does he expect it to ferment properly if he starts off by heating it?”


“I don’t know,” confessed Ellen. “I think he adds yeast, or something. He doesn’t tell me, and I don’t interfere. He does so love doing it all by himself, and it always turns out more or less drinkable. And you can’t say much more than that of any home-made wine, made by any method,” she finished, practically.


“I don’t know.” Ellen guessed from Leonard’s tone that he was not referring to anything so innocuous as recipes for home-made wine; and she was right.


“I don’t know; I sometimes think you ought to interfere more than you do, Ellen. For his own sake, I mean. Non-interference—tolerance—they sound very fine, but they can be just other names for laziness!”


Ellen felt irritation stiffening in her diaphragm. Was he being pompous and hectoring—or was she being touchy? Certainly, if she took him up on his words, he would say she was being touchy … that he had meant nothing … was only joking…. Oh, well, better to let it go, then … change the subject.


Not allowing herself fully to recognise the terrible familiarity of this sequence of thought, Ellen finished drying her hands, and smiled up at Leonard brightly.


“Come on; let’s go into the garden. It’s not such a mess out there—at least, it’s a different kind of mess. I’ll go and get the deckchairs.”


But Leonard insisted on fetching the deckchairs himself. He was being very sweet to her now, after all that criticism—and this, too, was part of the pattern. He set the chairs close together in a sunny corner of the lawn, arranged a cushion for her back, and when they had sat down he took her hand.


“I don’t know what I’d do without you, Ellen,” he said softly—and Ellen knew, all over again, why it was that she had put up with his moodiness for seven years and was still putting up with it, now and indefinitely. “I leave home this morning feeling quite raw with worry, and after five minutes with you I am at peace! Even though all my causes for worry still remain”—and he gave her a wry, sideways smile, and dropped her hand. He reached down, and began tugging nervously at long tufts of the ill-cut grass; examining and discarding blade after blade on some principle of selection known only to some uneasy corner of his mind.


“It’s Cousin Laura,” said Ellen with certainty. Not that Leonard’s stepmother was really her cousin; but this was the rather old-world title by which Ellen had been taught as a child to address her; the title which must have seemed to the family to best cover the rather complicated relationship that really existed between them. “It’s Cousin Laura, isn’t it?” she repeated. “Is she worse?”


Leonard shook his head.


“No. Well, that is—of course she can’t ever be better, we know that. She can’t ever be younger either; and it’s not as if she carries her age as your father does. You’re lucky, Ellen. You don’t know what the burden of a dependent parent really is.”


Don’t I though? reflected Ellen. If not of my own parent, then of yours. Isn’t it a burden to me, too, that you can’t marry me while you have her to support? At this moment the thought of the years passing and of Leonard’s still not being able to marry her was inexpressibly sad. That flash of furtive relief earlier this morning was gone, buried—perhaps for ever, perhaps only for a few hours—under this precious sense of being needed.


“You see,” Leonard was saying, “this nursing home in Leeds is folding up. I’ll have to find something else for her. In the same neighbourhood if possible—most of her friends are there since she’s lived there for so long. But it’s a great worry, having to change. It’s been no joke finding fifteen guineas a week out of my income all this time, and it may be even more now. These places go up every year. And she must be somewhere decent. I can’t have her tucked away in some sordid hole on the cheap. I won’t consider it!”


He said these last words quite belligerently, as though Ellen had been urging him to consider it. Her brief feeling of uncomplicated affection towards him stiffened a little; became laced with caution, and with the all-to-familiar anxiety not to say the wrong thing.


“I think you’re awfully good to her,” she said at last, carefully. “Finding her such a comfortable home, I mean, and not even letting her know that you’re having to pay for it yourself. I think it was terribly generous of you, when the crash came, not to let her know about it; to let her think she still had an income of her own, when really you’re paying for everything. And she’s not even your own mother, either….”


This might easily have been a wrong thing to say, and Ellen drew in her breath sharply. But it was all right. Leonard took her hand again, smiling ruefully.


“That, of course, would never weigh with me,” he said, rather ponderously. “If anything, it’s the other way round—I feel more responsibility for her since she’s only my stepmother. I realise, now, that the—well—the ways in which she made me unhappy as a child weren’t exactly her fault. It was something—well—inherent in the situation. Something outside her own control. I see that now, and I don’t bear her any grudge.”


Again blade after blade of grass was subjected to painstaking review. Then, suddenly, he straightened up in his chair, with a brisk, business-like air.


“Well, there you are, Ellen; there’s the problem. What are we going to do?”


What are we going to do? Ellen braced herself. It was fair enough, of course; if you wanted to bask in the pleasant sense of being needed, then you had sometimes to undertake tasks that were needful.


“I could have her here.” Ellen took the plunge. “She doesn’t need actual skilled nursing, does she? She could have my room—that’s on the ground floor—and I could move up to——”


“No!”


Leonard’s voice snapped back at her like a piece of elastic, and Ellen recoiled in astonishment. Surely her offer had been what the whole conversation had been leading up to? But evidently not; Leonard was looking at her quite angrily.


“No, I wouldn’t think of it. Not for a moment. For one thing, she does need skilled nursing, and for another I wouldn’t dream of imposing such a burden on you. This is my problem.”


“But it wouldn’t be a burden …” began Ellen, and then faltered. It would be a burden, of course; a tremendous one; and there was no knowing how Father would take it, either. Leonard seemed to be reading her thoughts, for he went on:


“And if you aren’t worried on your own account, what about your father? And what about her—Mother—if it comes to that? It’d be pretty embarrassing for the poor old things to find themselves under the same roof, don’t you think?”


There was a sort of painstaking lightness about the last sentence; and, forced though it was, Ellen hastened to respond to it. She laughed.


“What, after all these years? But they’ve met each other hundreds of times since the break-up—and stayed under the same roof. What about all the times when Cousin Laura used to come and look after me when I was small? Once the divorce was properly over she and my father became quite good friends again—lots of ex-husbands and wives do. Anyway, it was all so long ago—they must have almost forgotten what they were quarrelling about. Father has, I’m sure.”


“But Mother hasn’t,” said Leonard gravely. “And I don’t see, Ellen, how you, of all people, can expect her to have forgotten. It was you they were quarrelling about. You! Doesn’t it ever worry you at all, knowing that your birth was the cause of so much bitterness?”


He seemed to have discovered the exact blade of grass that suited him now, and he was chewing on its succulent stem with absent-minded gusto. Something in the gesture roused all Ellen’s resentment. She felt herself subtly reproved —and most unfairly, too, seeing that all she had done was to offer, quite heroically, to look after his stepmother for him.


“No, it doesn’t worry me,” she answered sharply—perhaps more sharply than she intended. “Why should it? I couldn’t help my father leaving Cousin Laura in order to marry my mother, now could I? I wasn’t even born at the time! It’s absurd to say that I should worry about it!”


Leonard did not seem angry at her outburst. He was stroking her hair gently, almost pityingly.


“You’re a difficult person to talk to, Ellen,” he said sadly. “You’re so touchy—whatever I say, you take it as some sort of insult. All I’m trying to do is to share my problem with you. However, there is really no need. I can have Mother at my flat for a few days while I look round for somewhere suitable. My landlady’ll look after her—she was a nurse before she married.”


“And I could drop in every day and see her,” added Ellen impulsively. “I’d like to—I’ve quite missed her all these years she’s been living up North.”


No. She had said the wrong thing again. Leonard was looking at her with a curious expression on his face. Pity? Anxiety? Even a sort of fear?


“Ellen,” he said gravely, “can’t you understand at all how my stepmother must feel about you and your father? She is an embittered woman, and you are the very core of her bitterness. Yes, yes—I know she seemed to get over it all—married my father and so on. And I know she seemed fond of you—helped to look after you after your mother died, as you say. And wonderfully noble and self-sacrificing it was of her in the circumstances. But, Ellen, don’t you ever stop to wonder what lies behind that sort of ‘nobleness’? Hasn’t it ever occurred to you that hatred can cover itself with strange disguises? And that the disguises sooner or later may slip—particularly as a person grows older, and less in control of themselves? No, Ellen: you’re a very sweet-natured person, but you’re very naïve. You see the world as a child sees it—peopled with kind characters who always behave kindly, and cruel characters who always behave cruelly. I suppose it’s because you’ve led such a sheltered life compared with most women nowadays. But when you show so little knowledge of the darker side of human nature that you cheerfully suggest that my stepmother should be invited to your father’s house—well, I’m frightened for you, Ellen. Really frightened.”
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