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            ‘Everyone should read Barbara Comyns… There is no one to beat her when it comes to the uncanny.’ Guardian

            ‘You never quite know where you are with Comyns – which is what makes her novels so intriguing.’ Telegraph

            ‘Quite simply, Comyns writes like no one else.’ Maggie O’Farrell

            ‘The unrecognized British Nabokov … I would recommend her to anyone for the quality and magic detail of her prose.’ Camilla Grudova

            ‘Comyns’s own witchy way of looking at the world arises from her resourceful craft – her wordsmithery – which like a spell or a charm gives her fiction a unique flavour.’ Marina Warner

            ‘Strange and unsettling.’ Margaret Drabble
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            INTRODUCTION

         

         I discovered Barbara Comyns a few years back, the result of a chance encounter with an old English teacher of mine. It was Comyns’s 1947 debut Sisters by a River I landed on first and I was drawn in by its sheer oddness. Where I had expected pastoral frolics of limited consequence, I found the shapes of such familiar scenes burdened unexpectedly by menace and decay. While I was beguiled, and found much to admire, I was also jarred by its misspellings and grammatical errors. They were included, I assumed, as a stylistic flourish by Comyns to capture a child’s eye view. ‘Mary was the eldist of the family, Mammy was only eighteen when she had her, and was awful frit of her,’ goes an introduction to one of the book’s five sisters. Such a gimmick seemed to me at odds with the originality and intelligence of the writing as a whole.

         I was interested, then, to learn that some of these mistakes were originally genuine errors, omissions of knowledge which resulted from sporadic education in Comyns’s formative life. The mistakes were not only allowed to remain by the book’s publisher but heightened and multiplied, the better to create a sense of unvarnished ingenuity. Sisters by a River was also serialised in Lilliput magazine before its eventual publication, under the title The Novel Nobody Will Publish. The combination of these two facts came together to impress something on me about the manner in which Comyns’s work had been received. There was appreciation, certainly, for what was undeniably compelling and singular fiction, but there existed an inclination to appreciate it through the prism of an assumed innocence, or even ignorance, on Comyns’s part. Even the most unimpeachably literary praise she has won – Graham Greene was a fan and supporter, and Alan Hollinghurst blurbs a 1985 reprint of The Vet’s Daughter – concentrates on her innocence and childlike naivety.

         This book, A Touch of Mistletoe, is for me the great rejoinder to any idea that the freshness and simplicity of style which characterises Comyns’s work can be attributed to a mere unknowing ingénue. In fact, here is something sophisticated and rare – the ability to contain many moods in a single, matter-of-fact tone. This tone is not glib, nor purely comic and wry in a way which flattens emotion (though there are many very funny moments). It is instead simply accepting of the vagaries of fortune, as our narrator Victoria Green is also.

         
             

         

         A Touch of Mistletoe follows Victoria from the age of almost-eighteen (an important distinction from seventeen) in the 1930s through to the 1960s, taking in a life made up of marriages, poverty, addiction, mental illness, a love of art, children, and war. We meet her sitting with sister Blanche on a June evening after the funeral of their grandfather. The two have been living a strange sort of half-life in his estate, alongside their brother and a mother who is constantly busied with either drinking or feverish domesticity. The lack of social mixing and norms in their youths have made the sisters seem and feel younger than they really are. They are unseasoned and unprepared for what comes next, but no less eager to jump into it for that. Victoria is antsy in her undefined role in the home, wafting about, cleaning up a bit here and there, waiting for something to happen or for a proper and right course of action to be forced upon her. She jealously regards those with more permission than herself to make good and pleasurable use of the world: ‘I tilted my chair back and, frowning, watched a cart pass the window. It rumbled past the house, the young driver standing up in the cart, his cap on the back of his head, laughing to himself. I felt how brave and free he was, while I sat in a room with stuffy red wallpaper eating chocolate cake and being scolded by my mother.’

         She has a great yearning for the unknown something she understands to lie beyond daughterhood. While men may prescribe their own course toward this something, she is lectured by her mother, her brother and the family lawyer about the necessity of choosing a sensible path. Instead, she takes the two hundred pounds her grandfather has left her in his will and uses it to embark on a trip to Holland to work as a family-help. She begins her first foreign voyage with satisfaction and exhilaration but it quickly sours into a comically abject failure. Hungry and forlorn, she lies down in a frozen field with a bag of monkey nuts and ‘slowly munched them as tears of misery and cold ran down my cheeks.’ A bite on her finger from one of the Dutch family’s wretched dogs becomes livid with infection as she traipses the streets, calculating a return to Britain.

         This first, failed attempt at romance and adventure is a key example of what endears me to A Touch of Mistletoe. In the kind of conventional coming-of-age novel one might mistake this for, Victoria would be a pluckier sort of heroine. Her desires would be clearly defined, the path toward them perhaps rough, but reachable with determination and grit. Instead Victoria has a far more touching, true kind of appetite, which is to say the general and clueless and searching kind. She hasn’t any conclusive ambition to find a man, to be a film star, a society girl, a genius, or rich. She doesn’t have a burning wish that fuels her life’s course. She wants everything or at least a thing to happen, she wants action, she hungers in the sincere but aimless way that most of us do in youth.

         The failed European trip accomplishes one thing at least, making her hardy enough that even seedy old London seems comparatively soft. ‘I had now lost my fear of public transport,’ she says, and moves with Blanche to a hostel for young ladies. On Saturday afternoons in Camden Town they buy ‘grim little oranges for two a penny’ and bags of broken biscuits, and after one ill-advised attempt at securing some nutrition, a cabbage which languishes stinking in their cupboard. Their hardship is not drawn as comedy or tragedy but as an ordinary fact of life. Where they can take some small pleasures they do so, and when they cannot they hold towels against their faces to cry into. They do, though, live in a state of perpetual struggle and hunger and their shared experience of poverty will shape them both in very different ways. Blanche lacks the curious hope for adventure that Victoria harbours. She is focused on accruing manners and beautiful clothes and, through those things, a husband who can keep her well. She is burned, traumatised really, by the feeling of always scraping by, the mystery of where next month’s rent will arrive from.

         Victoria has a different relationship to poverty. Rather than being haunted by the feeling of wondering where things come from, she finds at least a little reviving wonder in the fact that they do always seem to come, in the end, in some way. One afternoon, walking around Hyde Park in the throes of hunger: ‘We were nearly crying and I was saying “Fortitude” over and over again. Blanche stopped me with “Damn fortitude! The only thing I want is roast beef with roast potatoes and Yorkshire pudding.”’ Several minutes later, a car pulls up full of inconsequential boys who fancy them and want to take them for lunch. They eat their magical roast beef and never see the boys again, satisfied by the unlikely sleight of hand luck has turned for them.

         I have a distrust of fetishising make-do attitudes when it comes to poverty, and as the novel circles World War Two the potential for this to be romanticised is even greater. But the sanguinity of Victoria’s making do is never laden with forced cheer. Poverty is not ennobling but nor does it rob her of her sense of self or her will to enjoy life. Money behaves as misfortune does in the book, always coming and going, as inevitably variable as the weather, nothing there is any point in despairing over.

         The clear-eyed approach to the world spills over into her artistic ambitions. She sincerely loves art, well enough to recognise that her own talents are too modest to compete with the greats: ‘From studying paintings in galleries I knew I would never be a serious painter myself, though I had a chance as a commercial artist.’ This fact does not cause her any long nights of the soul. She moves along swiftly as ever and finds work in studios and animation. Her frequenting of museums leads her to the great love of her life, her first husband Gene. He is a half-French and entirely passionate young art student who follows Victoria around the Tate one afternoon before taking her for a coffee and beginning a dreamy romance. His profession and lack of solid prospects cause Blanche worry before she meets him, whereby she too is taken by his earnest eccentricity (‘Perhaps he’s a genius or something,’ she wonders).

         Gene is the source of many of the novel’s most memorable comic and tragic moments. He proposes by ranting around their bedroom for half an hour about the petit-bourgeois trappings of marriage, a thing he could never countenance, before collapsing, spent, down on the bed beside his love and saying, ‘All the same I think we had better get married, don’t you?’ His hatred of what he sees as aesthetic excess – anything with bows or frills or prettiness – sends him into spirals of fury: ‘Once a friend took us for a drive in his father’s car and Gene got so worked up about the houses on the Hendon By-pass that we had to return another way at dusk.’

         
             

         

         The generalised desire of Victoria’s earlier youth develops into a realisation of the happiness of homemaking. I mean this in the literal sense – I do not mean that she enjoys practising servitude, but that she comes to value the pleasure of making one’s surroundings comfortable and filled with love. Her illustrations give her pleasure too, but work is not the provider of meaning and substance in her life.

         Nor, really, is Gene specifically, nor even their child Paul when he arrives. They are all crucial parts of a wider picture, that simplest and most difficult of goals; a life lived as well as one’s means and circumstances allow. Perhaps this foundational aspiration is what stops her sinking beneath the misfortunes which would engulf a less industrious, sturdy person. Chief amongst these is the loss of her beloved Gene, with whom she knows her happiest days have now been spent and are gone forever. But she does not go under, does not even falter for very long – she perseveres not through any overtly inspirational triumph of spirit, but with her same old sense that things will continue happening and some will come good and some won’t and one must keep going with a slightly detached curiosity about which one it will be this time. It’s an attitude that can be applied to everything from a disappointingly mediocre lunch to a world war, from the first laugh of your only child to a satisfying amble in an art gallery.

         This equanimity about life’s pleasure and its suffering is the most humbling achievement of A Touch of Mistletoe. Like Comyns herself, Victoria experiences an early life which prepares her for fluctuating fortunes and the bottom dropping out of things, for the optics of success coinciding with the reality of collapse. Blanche, beautiful and beloved and darling as she is, seeks to hammer possibility flat and chase the safest bet. Victoria has chosen to accept the manner of things, and lives accordingly. Neither path is drawn as the objectively more attractive one. At the book’s close, both women see in each other those parts of life they could not have had themselves, the ghost imprints of abandoned options. Two women who could not have it all, looking at each other at times with envy or distrust, but finally with frank curiosity and love. It is one startlingly modern and moving moment of many in this fierce and compelling book, which I hope will have a well-deserved brand-new life of its own now.

         Megan Nolan, 2021  

         PUBLISHERS’ NOTE

         This book was originally published in 1967. It is a historical text and for this reason we have not made any changes to its use of language.

      

   


   
      
         
            ONE

         

         WE SAT IN THE June dusk discussing our brother Edward, and Blanche, my younger sister, took the plait of hair she was chewing from her mouth to say: ‘Did you notice he broke the glasses the undertakers had drunk from – sherry glasses?’

         I moved uneasily on the stone step I was sitting on; it was growing chilly and Marcella said cold stones gave you piles. ‘No, but it’s the kind of thing he does,’ I said gloomily. ‘Do you realise he always puts his feet on the opposite seat when he travels in a train? In case there’s an accident, you know. He worries about his legs getting chopped off. But why break the undertakers’ glasses?’

         Blanche stood up and stared across the darkening garden. ‘Oh, I don’t know,’ she said. ‘Perhaps he thinks death is catching, that undertakers sort of spread it about to get customers. He says he’s the head of the house now Grandfather’s dead and he wants to order us about, although he’s really terrified of everything. Let’s go in; it’s cold and bats are flapping their wings in my face.’ She held out a long hand and tugged me to my feet. We stood for a moment watching the moon rising above the pine trees that grew close to the river, then we crossed the verandah and entered the house through the French windows. We could hear a distant cat-like voice wailing our names: ‘Vicky, Blanche, I want you both.’ It was our mother’s voice and reluctantly we walked towards it.

         Old Mr Green, our grandfather, had been buried that day among the yew trees in the village churchyard, our great-grandparents on one side and the terrible Mrs Willoweed in front of him. If they had had eyes to see with they would have had a clear view of the river and the water meadows where the kingcups grew and just a glimpse of the fine Norman bridge and the Broadway hills in the distance; but they lay and noticed nothing. Grandfather had been a Civil Servant in India and had returned to his family house when he retired on a comfortable pension, and he must have been very contented there surrounded by the things he knew and loved. His wife had been mislaid years earlier. I think she had run away with a young officer and was never mentioned. For years we thought her dead. But Grandfather had his son and when the son became an architect with an office in Cheltenham, he frequently visited his home and after he had married and had us children, we all used to come along too. Then our father was killed during the second year of the 1914–18 war and Mother brought us all to stay with Grandfather. At first this was a temporary arrangement while she looked round, but, as she only had an army pension to look round on, we stayed on and on until Grandfather’s house became our permanent home.

         The house was large and he seemed quite pleased to have us. It was Mother who hated living there. At first she eased her boredom by organising a committee to deal with Belgian refugees, and for several years there were fêtes in the garden in aid of some good cause and a great white bundle called the Maternity Bag which provided linen for the village women’s lying-in. But gradually she became thirsty and almost retired from village life. Grandfather’s dreamy pink face began to wear a bewildered look and he shut himself up in the billiard room as much as possible. ‘I’m afraid my daughter-in-law is poorly’ or ‘Your mother isn’t quite herself today, poorly, you know’ were words that frequently crossed his lips, and when we children heard the word ‘poorly’ applied to anyone who was ill, perhaps an innocent child suffering with measles, we took it for granted that they had been drinking bottles of port or sherry. Our mother rather lost interest in us after the thirst got hold of her and, although our grandfather was vaguely fond of us, he certainly wasn’t interested. Edward was sent to a second- or perhaps third-rate school recommended by the vicar and Blanche and I had to make do with ever-changing governesses who seemed to know they were doomed as soon as they arrived and hardly bothered to unpack their boxes. The last one was a Miss Baggot, who was old and finding it difficult to get work; although she was frequently in tears, she stayed for nearly a year. Mother finally hit her with a parasol and she left after that. The day she departed we explored her room in the hope of finding discarded treasures. We had once found a bundle of love letters. There was not much love in them, mostly regard, but we read them out loud to each other for weeks. This time we discovered a number of cheap novels behind the wardrobe, most likely hidden from servants’ eyes and forgotten in her hurried packing: Ethel M. Dell, Elinor Glyn, the less interesting Ruby M. Ayres and Bertha Ruck. We sat up in trees devouring these books and they kept us so quiet our ageing Grandfather and poorly mother almost forgot we existed and nothing was done about engaging another governess. I was nearly sixteen at the time and Blanche fourteen.

         Although I had been taught to draw single flowers in fish-paste jars, I drew and painted, when I had any paints, everything I saw, even copying the designs on china; the more complicated the design, the better I liked it. On fine days I would take a sketch book into the fields and draw animals as they grazed or make detailed studies of wild flowers. It was my ambition to become an artist, perhaps an illustrator. Blanche could not draw, but she had the very special gift of romantic beauty. She was extremely tall and willowy, with a flowing mass of almost black hair, classical features and a pale moon face, her skin as fine as the skin inside egg shells. Although I was proud of her beauty, I could not help a feeling of jealousy coming to the surface from time to time. I was pretty enough, with firm, red-brown cheeks and bushy black hair that only grew as far as my shoulders. People always said my eyes were my best feature and I felt that there was something slightly damning about the remark. I put castor oil on my eyelashes most nights to make them grow even longer than they were, but found the smell depressing in bed.

         When Grandfather died I was nearly eighteen and Blanche sixteen, but we had mixed so little with other people we appeared to be much younger. Edward was nineteen, good-looking with the same classical features as Blanche. He was vain of his appearance and often spent a quarter of an hour gazing at his reflection, particularly when he had a pipe in his mouth or his overcoat collar turned up. In spite of his good looks he was extraordinarily timid, and terrified of losing people’s regard or appearing unconventional. He must have suffered agonies over the way Mother behaved when she was poorly. He never mentioned that she drank. It was always ‘Pity about Mater’s health’ or ‘The Mater’s not quite the thing’ and there she’d be, glassy-eyed and swaying and saying terrible things. He had left school when he was seventeen and as he had no ideas about a career and no one else had either, he spent a year mooning about at home; and, when the few visitors who came to the house enquired what he intended to do for a living, he would flush and look away as he mumbled ‘It’s not quite settled yet.’ Eventually Grandfather arranged that he was to become a clerk in a Birmingham estate agent’s office. I think Grandfather had to pay a premium which was returned as a very small salary which just covered Edward’s season ticket and lunch. Every day he ate the same lunch in the same restaurant he had been taken to on his first day in the city – sausages and mashed potatoes followed by trifle. One day he heard the waitress say ‘Here comes Sausage and Mashed,’ and, feeling hurt, he daringly ordered mutton chops and as time went on bravely travelled through the menu. Although we did not get on very well with our brother, we loved him and wanted him to love us. Perhaps he did in a way, although he regarded us as potential embarrassments.

         Since Grandfather had been found dead in the billiard room, just sitting at his desk with his pen clutched in his hand, Mother’s thirst had left her as it sometimes did; but this time there was a new purpose in her oyster-like eyes and, instead of wandering unsteadily round the house and garden in her usual listless way, she walked about the house opening and shutting cupboard doors or sat at her writing table answering letters of condolence and making lists. Grandfather had bequeathed her the house and its contents, but his pension had died with him. To each of us children he had left two hundred pounds to be paid on our eighteenth birthdays, which meant that Edward would have his money immediately and that I would only have to wait a few weeks for mine; so, when Hobbs the lawyer’s black back disappeared behind the front door, we immediately started discussing our legacies. Two hundred pounds seemed a very large sum to us and I said I’d spend mine on painting materials and travel. Edward thought it would be nice to open a bank account and take out a pound a week for four years and said rather wistfully, ‘I’ve always wanted to write cheques, but I’m sure Hobbs won’t hand over the money; he’ll say it’s for the Mater; as I’m the head of the house now, I’ll have to look after her.’ I protested that Mother would be a rich woman as she owned a whole house and its contents, but it seemed there was something called a mortgage that would have to be paid off. Edward said, ‘Of course I know all about mortgages, we deal with them every day in the office, but I’m surprised that Grandfather had one. He always seemed so rich.’ I considered this for a moment, then said, ‘Perhaps he was before we all came to live with him.’ Edward polished his pipe against his cheek, smiling vaguely, ‘I wouldn’t say that. Mother has her pension so we didn’t entirely depend on him. Anyway, the old man must have loved having us here brightening his last days.’ Then, nervously, ‘You didn’t mean that about going abroad. People would think it queer when you’re so young. If you do get the money you had better spend it on learning something useful, something a lady could do – office work for one of Grandfather’s friends, for instance. Miss Leake in our office earns two pounds a week and that’s a lot for a woman, but of course she’s been there for years, about twenty, I think.’ He was warming to his subject, but I stopped him impatiently with, ‘How can you suggest such a horrible thing. You do have the most dreary ideas. I’d rather be dead than spend twenty years in an office with a lot of old bores. If I can’t travel, I’ll go to London and study art and I’ll take Blanche with me.’ Edward spluttered, ‘You wouldn’t be allowed to. You don’t know what you are talking about, you silly little fool.’ I laughed, the first time I’d dared to since Grandfather died. The prospect of money and freedom gave me a wonderful feeling of exhilaration and I ran from the house into the dusky garden making swimming movements with my arms. I could smell the tobacco plants that grew in a round bed in the centre of a round lawn and the swallows were swooping above me searching for a last meal of the gnats that danced about in small grey groups. I could see Blanche sitting disconsolately on the verandah steps and guessed that she was disappointed about having to wait two more years before she had her money. I joined her on the steps, one of our favourite talking places, and told her about Edward’s appalling suggestion for me to spend my money and waste my life in some old man’s office. It was while we were sitting there that we heard Mother’s voice wailing and calling.

         We followed this voice to the kitchen where she was pawing over the silver with one of the servants – Marcella Murphy. Marcella stood by the table, her large empty hands hanging down by her side; but her lopsided face wore a smug expression because she was the only servant who had not been dismissed by Mr Hobbs. She worked for very small wages because she had the misfortune of having only one nostril to her nose and found it difficult to obtain work. Mother had been poorly when she engaged her and had not noticed anything particularly odd about her appearance. The table was littered with green baize bags with teapots and jugs protruding from them. Tarnished silver cups stood on black stands, cups that had been won by Grandfather in his youth for jumping and sprinting faster than other young men, and Sheffield plate candlesticks with the copper gleaming through the silver, and an extraordinary contraption for boiling eggs at the breakfast table.

         Mother had called us in to help Marcella polish the silver which was to be sold. ‘I can’t imagine anyone wanting these cups,’ she said as she absent-mindedly tapped one with a fingernail. ‘But Hobbs says I’m to sell everything we don’t use – everything in the billiard room for instance and the spare-room furniture. That great ugly brass bed with the curtains, I shall be glad to see the last of it. The rooms that are emptied are to be locked up and we must try and forget they exist. It’s either that or moving into some frightful little villa he has his eyes on.’ Suddenly her briskness left her and she cried in her floating voice, ‘If only we could have gone to Cheltenham. I hate this wretched village and it’s no place for you girls, who’ll marry you here? Mark my words, you’ll both end up as old maids.’ She glared at us reproachfully as if it was our fault we were going to be old maids. ‘He says there isn’t the money and they know me here. What does he mean by that? They knew me in Cheltenham, many people must remember pretty Ann Fenwick when I was the leader of all the young girls; they copied me, my clothes and so on, and I was the first to marry. Oh, it’s so lonely here and there’ll be all those empty rooms.’ She turned away from us and trailed from the kitchen and Marcella Murphy said, ‘Now, dears, I’ll put on the Goddards and you can do the polishing,’ and she poured methylated spirits into a saucer of pink powder.

         It took us about a month to clear the house of the things that were not needed. Mother stood out about the contents of the cellar being sold. We kept finding more and more things that we didn’t need, like the carriage and pony trap in the coach house and an old bath chair, Grandfather’s guns and fishing rods. His bedroom, where photographs of school groups used to hang, was completely empty, with just marks on the walls where things used to be, and the billiard room was empty too except for a few stuffed fish in glass cases and some animal horns. Mr Hobbs had plans for hiring it out as an assembly room. The thing that saddened us most was the boats going to the Pleasure Boat Inn and they had new names painted on them. There was the summer river flowing past and we couldn’t use it. We had no gardener any more and the lawns were growing long and threatening and you could tell they were planning to take over the entire garden. As the autumn came Blanche and I tried picking the apples from the trees; but it was harder work than we had imagined and impatiently we bashed the fruit with poles and it fell bruised and battered among the twigs and leaves.

         When the surplus servants and furniture left the house Mother developed a terrible passion for cleaning. In spite of the rooms that were locked away there was an enormous amount of space that needed cleaning, two flights of stairs, a great hall, several landings, and long dark passages with stone floors and rows of bells hanging from the walls. Then there were china pantries and butler’s pantries and two kitchens and a scullery, where the water was pumped up from a well under the floor; but worst of all were the carpets from India and Kidderminster – stair carpets, bedroom carpets with roses, dining-room and sitting-room carpets and they all needed sweeping. These carpets were turned over to Blanche and me and we had to sweep them with a long broom with yellow bristles or crawl about on our hands and knees with a dustpan and brush. Either way horrible fluff flew into our faces and down our throats and we felt we were choking with the stuff and begged to be given some other work; but Mother was unrelenting: ‘How would you like to wash the floors?’ she gasped. She had taken to speaking in gasps. ‘Look at my hands, would you like to have hands like these?’ She was grovelling about on the hall floor with her stockings all twisted round her thin legs in front of a bucket of dark water. She held up her sodden hands for our inspection. The nails had become short, the cuticles long, so we agreed we did not want hands like that and returned to our sweeping. Although Marcella was slaving away all day, Mother got up earlier and earlier to attack the housework and expected us to do the same. She wore her hair hanging down in a sad-looking pigtail which hung over her shoulder as she worked and instead of an overall she wore a dreadful brown knitted dress that hugged her figure in an embarrassing way. Wondering where it came from, we hated it, looking on it as a symbol of poverty. Eventually Blanche crept behind her with a pair of scissors in her hand and snipped it in several places so that it slowly unravelled to Mother’s surprise. ‘How strange!’ she said, ‘it must have been eaten by moths.’ Even as she spoke it continued to unravel and she seemed to be wearing a kind of hula skirt.

         On autumn afternoons the old and not so old ladies of the village called and sometimes stayed to tea, munching buttered scones with their large false teeth which had their own pink gums. Their clothes were grey, black or brown and perhaps an occasional purple, and from the back one could see a distinct line where their corsets began and ended. If Mother was expecting them the house was polished and scoured even more ferociously than usual, even the places they would never enter, like the maid’s lavatory and larder. We dreaded these visitors and almost wished the old poorly days would return. Sometimes in the evening Mother’s words would become slurred and she would cry or fall asleep in her chair, but the following morning the frenzy of cleaning would start at the same ghastly hour. The milkman told us our mother was a marvel, working her hands to the bone and the more spiteful village women would ask, ‘How’s your mother, girls, I hear she is in better health, and does not have those giddy turns she used to suffer from. I wonder what caused them?’

         Edward, as the only breadwinner of the family, lay in bed in the mornings oblivious to the sound of buckets and brooms. He arrived downstairs to eat a hurried breakfast, then rode a bicycle to the station, often with a piece of toast in one hand. The firm he worked for had increased his salary by a pound a week, which he gave to Mother and thereby felt he was keeping the whole family from starvation. When he returned home he was given a meal of luncheon leftovers heated up between two plates which he ate without complaint, telling us about his day between mouthfuls. The very fact that he travelled on a train every day seemed wonderful to us.

         The coach house and loft above it were sold to an ironmonger who turned it into a shop by the simple operation of making an opening on the side that backed on to the village street. The sale enabled Mr Hobbs to pay off the mortgage, but poor Edward turned his eyes away every time he passed the shop with its display of buckets, hip baths, coal scuttles and rat traps. He felt it was a terrible disgrace. Worse was to come. The billiard room was hired out to Buffaloes and corsets, Buffaloes at night and Slimu corsets in the afternoon. A woman called Miss Noakes was an agent for these corsets and the billiard room made a good fitting room. Twice a week women walked or rode on bicycles from miles away, all heading for our billiard room. They left their prams and bicycles by the back gates and walked through the yard and up a narrow garden path, discreetly looking away if they saw any of the family. We didn’t really mind them coming but hated the little notice painted on one of our gateposts. It just said, ‘Slimu’. The Ancient Order of Buffaloes usually met on Saturday evening. It was funny to think of them sitting there among the corsets and stuffed pikes and once Blanche and I listened at the door and thought we heard someone say, ‘Pass the weed, Brother,’ but it may have been ‘mead’. Our ex-gardener was one of these Buffaloes and when he walked up the garden path and saw what was happening to his lawn, he said it brought tears to his eyes. It is extraordinary watching a garden do what it wants to do, and the more overgrown it becomes the smaller it looks.

         When all these changes had taken place Mr Hobbs was pleased with what he had done, but no one thanked him. He visited the house quite often and went to considerable trouble to sort out our affairs and make us reasonably comfortable. He called Mother ‘dear lady’ although he did not like her. Perhaps he didn’t care for any of us, but he had been Grandfather’s friend and felt responsible. It was not long before he was worrying about Blanche and me. ‘What do you intend to do with these girls, dear lady?’ he asked. ‘They don’t appear to have had much education and it’s imperative that they should earn their livings. They must be trained to do something useful, teaching or secretarial work, perhaps.’ Mother said she would think about it and, when he had gone, became quite enthusiastic about our careers. I said I’d like to study art, but that was brushed aside with, ‘What about dancing? You could both learn to dance and make your fortunes on the stage, dancing sisters you know, like the Dolly Sisters.’ No one could have looked less like the Dolly Sisters than Blanche and I and we burst out laughing. Slightly hurt, Mother said it was only a suggestion and much better than being a grubby art student. For several days she combed through the personal column in our daily newspaper and eventually came on an advertisement inserted by a ‘Lady of title, who offered to train the daughters of gentlemen as mannequins, fifty pounds for a six-week course and work guaranteed’. Mother knew that mannequins had to be tall and beautiful, so what could be more suitable as a career for Blanche who was five feet ten inches tall and a budding beauty. She looked up from her newspaper to give Blanche a critical glance and had to admit that she needed ‘grooming’. Her long black plaits were bound with elastic bands and her hands were none too clean; her lisle thread stockings twisted round her thin legs and one cheek bulged with a pear drop. She was resentfully laying the table for luncheon and the damask cloth, far too large for the table, hung down to the carpet on one side and the silver looked as if someone had been playing skittles with it. Mother remarked thoughtfully, ‘You don’t appear to be the domestic type, child, but I do wish you would take more care with your appearance. With a little attention I’m sure you would make a most successful mannequin. It would be just the thing for you and it’s quite likely you would end up by marrying a lord; they always marry well, I believe.’

         Blanche swallowed her pear drop at Mother’s suggestion with enthusiasm, declaring a mannequin was what she had always wanted to be. Although the idea had never entered her head before, she was convinced it had always been there. Mr Hobbs was a little dubious about the suggestion although ‘Lady of title’ and ‘gentleman’s daughter’ appealed to him; it was the thought of London that he found disturbing. The remark he had often heard about girls ending up on the streets of London kept coming to his mind and where was the fifty pounds to come from? Nevertheless, the lady of title was written to and a pretty brochure accompanied by a charming letter came by return of post. It was slightly disappointing that the title turned out to be only an Honourable, but she said that many débutantes attended her Mayfair establishment. ‘Think of the friends the child will make,’ Mother pleaded with the lawyer. ‘It is dreadful to think of her buried here, indeed it is dreadful for us all. It would have been different if we’d moved to Cheltenham, but you wouldn’t allow us to do that,’ she reproached him. ‘My dear lady,’ he replied sharply, ‘it wasn’t I that wouldn’t allow you to have your own way about Cheltenham, but lack of funds. Anyway, where’s the fifty pounds to come from, tell me that?’ Eventually he was won over and the money for the fees was advanced from my two hundred pounds which had not been handed over to me, although I had asked for it the first time Mr Hobbs had called after my birthday. Instead of producing two hundred-pound notes, as I had expected, he exclaimed irritably, ‘Surely you don’t think I would give you a sum like that to fritter away on hair ribbons. When you have made up your mind what you want to do, then will be the time to talk about your money.’ Disappointedly I cried, ‘But I have. I want to study art and travel.’ Then, glancing at his disapproving face, I said more calmly, ‘Anyway, I’d like to go to an art school.’ Mr Hobbs looked down at me, jingling the money in his pockets, and said with forced patience, ‘My dear child, art students are notorious for the way they live and you would never make a living from selling paintings, no one does.’ I suggested commercial art, posters and advertisements and working in a studio where they would pay me a salary, but all the satisfaction I got was a promise to look into it some time. ‘Mannequins and artists! What would your Grandfather have said about all this nonsense. Edward is the only member of the family with a grain of sense.’ And he left the house coughing bronchially into the afternoon rain, wishing, no doubt, that his old friend had asked someone else to look after his son’s family.

         A few days later Blanche and I were sitting huddled up over one of the first fires of autumn. It was not cold but rain was running down the windows and we could hear a dismal dripping. Blanche was trying to save the life of a woodlouse that was rushing about on a burning log and I was absent-mindedly reading a column of advertisements for household servants. Suddenly the word ‘Holland’ caught my eye among the wanted cook-housekeepers, cook-generals, parlourmaids and butlers. ‘Young Lady,’ I read, ‘required to help in house and kennel. Live as family,’ and there followed an address in Amsterdam. I showed the advertisement to Blanche, who had returned to the fire after putting the rescued woodlouse out of the window and was muttering something about it going through an ordeal of fire and water. She read the advertisement and said, ‘You wouldn’t like it there. All those fat boys with patches on their trousers and they are supposed to be a dreadfully clean nation. We’ve had enough of cleaning lately.’ ‘Mmm,’ I agreed dreamily, ‘but it would be abroad and I’d be seeing something of the world. Windmills creaking in the wind, canals, foreign food and the chance to learn another language. I think I’ll try it, anyway I’ll write.’

         With the aid of a dictionary we composed a letter by the fire, in fact several letters and the one we considered best was put in an envelope and posted that evening. Even the stamp costing more was exciting. I did not mention what I had done to Mother because it was not one of her good days and she was singing shaky songs to herself in her bedroom.

         The letter to Holland was posted a few days before Blanche was due to leave for London. It had been arranged that she was to stay in the Bayswater house of one of Mr Hobbs’s cousins – ‘a most trustworthy and respectable woman; it is some years since I have seen her, but we have continued to correspond. She is not very well off, poor dear, so she sometimes takes gentlefolk into her house as paying guests. She’s very careful of course, and only has those with first-class references.’ He made her sound like stale, damp bread and Blanche began to dread living in such an atmosphere. ‘If it wasn’t for the chance of escaping to London, I couldn’t face it. My clothes are worrying me too. That tweed coat hanging on the door has a hump on the back from the way it’s been hanging and it’s miles too short and my skirts are all bunchy. I know the débutantes will think me a freak.’ I consoled her with the thought that the clothes only had to last a few weeks, then the money would pour in and she’d be able to buy all the clothes she wanted. ‘Yes,’ she agreed blissfully, ‘a coat with a huge fur collar, high-heeled shoes, a really low-necked evening gown, and perhaps a gold evening bag. A muff would be nice but people don’t use them now. Do you remember when we were little, we used to borrow Mother’s on cold days and take turns to use it. I felt so grand walking through the village with my hands in that huge muff. It had a sort of bitter smell, like chrysanthemums.’

         It was Blanche’s last night at home and we sat humped up in our beds in the candlelight. An open trunk stood between our two beds. It was new and made of brown canvas, cardboard and wood. I had painted a large B.G. on the lid and added three four-leafed clovers for luck. ‘How I envy you,’ I sighed. ‘Think of me left here with no one to talk to, just Edward and Mother and that awful cleaning. Neither of them know a thing about life, the sort of life we want to live. I suppose we don’t know much except from the books we have read, but at least we want to live.’

         We talked through the night, sometimes dozing, but then waking up again and chirping like sparrows. Edward knocked on our wall several times in the hope of silencing us, but we shouted, ‘You are waking us up with your hammering, leave us alone.’ When we were least expecting it, the morning came and the last things were thrown into the new trunk and a clean towel was carefully arranged on top. Breakfast was hurriedly eaten and Edward pedalled away after saying goodbye to Blanche and warning her against strangers and Mormons. We stood in the hall, with Marcella crying in the background, waiting for the hired Ford that was to take us to a station some miles away where an occasional London train stopped. When we reached the station we had to wait for nearly half an hour and spent it alternately in the waiting room, where there was a delightful picture of a Highlander leaping through a window with a bottle of whisky in his hand, and pacing up and down the narrow platform, where we had a good view of Blanche’s trunk on the opposite platform, just her trunk and a little white calf attached to a rope. Blanche and I were silent as we walked up and down; but Mother spoke of London: ‘I haven’t been there since your father’s last leave in 1916, but I don’t expect it will have changed. Of course, London will be empty just now but the little season starts soon and in the spring there will be the boat race to look forward to and I expect you’ll be asked to Aintree for the Grand National. They say the summer season really starts with the private view of the Academy – Burlington House, you know. You mustn’t miss that. I went one year with some cousins – the Scobys – I’ll always remember the women’s dresses and their hats, really lovely. We went to Ascot the same year, but I thought the clothes rather exaggerated. My dear child, you have so much to look forward to.’ Mother spoke so eagerly that I could see how she used to look before she became poorly. I’d forgotten how pretty she had been, and now her poor face had become blurred and her eyes jellied, although sometimes, when she smiled, her real face showed and she still had white, even teeth and a pretty mouth.

         At last Blanche boarded her train and we returned to the back seats of the hired Ford, Mother still talking about the delights of London. She chattered happily as we bumped over the country roads, but as soon as we entered the house, her cleaning mania overcame her. She looked in horror at the dining-room table where the breakfast things still stood on the table, pieces of toast with bites taken from them, teeth marks clear in the butter, and autumn flies buzzing round the uncovered marmalade. ‘What can Marcella be doing? Hurry Vicky and clear the table; I think there’ll be time to give the room a thorough turnout this morning. I’ll run upstairs and change; then we’ll start.’ As she went upstairs, I heard her muttering, ‘Just salad and cold meat for luncheon, or we’ll never get through the work – well, perhaps some bubble and squeak.’

         A letter from Holland arrived by the second post. I retired to the downstairs lavatory to read it and, sitting on the mahogany seat, I read the stilted English over and over again. Am I hygienic in my habits? No, filthy, I read letters in the lav. References. Who would give me a reference? A salary that equalled fifteen shillings a week in guilders. Guilders! How foreign and romantic that sounded. When will I be free? ‘Please, God,’ I prayed, ‘let me be free to travel, don’t let them stop me!’

         I handed the letter to Mother as we sat over the tea table, crumbling a piece of chocolate cake on my plate as I watched her expression, first puzzled, then slightly irritated. Sighing, she laid the letter on the table and said, ‘You can’t possibly go to Holland, who would help me clean the house and “Hounds of Pleasure” sounds so peculiar. I must say, it was most deceitful of you to write without telling me.’

         I tilted my chair back and, frowning, watched a cart pass the window. It rumbled past the house, the young driver standing up in the cart, his cap on the back of his head, laughing to himself. I felt how brave and free he was, while I sat in a room with stuffy red wallpaper eating chocolate cake and being scolded by my mother. I left the table and stood looking down at her with what I hoped was a determined expression on my face. ‘All the same, I think I’ll go,’ I said firmly. ‘They have offered to pay my fare and if I’m unhappy there, I can always return. Holland isn’t very far away and think how clean the house will keep with only you and Edward living in it.’

         Mother shrugged. ‘Oh well, perhaps there is something in what you say, but I don’t wish to discuss it now; I’m feeling done up. Ask Mr Hobbs about it when he comes tomorrow.’ She got up to leave the room and said over her shoulder, ‘I’m going up to my room to lie down a little; it’s been a tiring day.’ She left the door open behind her and I heard the click of her wedding ring as it came in contact with the banisters, then the opening and shutting of her bedroom door, the screech of the wardrobe being opened, then the unmistakable sound of a cork being drawn from a bottle.
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