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Preface to the 2014 Edition





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.


*


Prisoner’s Base (1967) was Celia Fremlin’s sixth novel. Its setting is a house full of women headed by grandmother Margaret, her daughter Claudia, and Claudia’s child Helen. Although the story first seems to centre round Margaret, it is in fact Claudia who is the catalyst for what ultimately happens at the end of the novel.


Fremlin once admitted to a fondness for gossip, and that interest is evident in this tightly told study of how the telling of tales can have rippling effects and consequences. Claudia is seen to love people who are ‘lost causes’, always inviting them in to stay at her house – much to Margaret’s chagrin. Her latest acquisition turns out to be a young poet who tells stories of his seven years in prison. With the intervention of Mavis – Claudia’s prior lost cause, clearly put out by the new arrival – the atmosphere in the house becomes more and more intense as the summer days slip by.


Prisoner’s Base paints a sharp picture of the 1960s and the huge chasm that had opened up between young and old in this decade. Fremlin shows Margaret’s somewhat Victorian values clashing with Claudia’s updated views. The discord is spotlighted in Margaret’s displeasure at taking in an unmarried mother as Claudia’s guest. For her part, Claudia seeks the approval of her own daughter by trying to understand Helen’s sexual needs as a growing woman. However, Helen, a typical teenager, is revolted by her mother’s very evident desire to be an ‘understanding radical mother’.


As in many of Fremlin’s novels, nobody is exactly who they say they are. Was the latest ‘lost cause’, Maurice, really in prison for the crime of robbery? Are the noises in Mavis’s head real or her imagination? Why do people keep lingering about the place after Maurice’s arrival? In Claudia, Celia Fremlin has created a misguided monster of a character, who truly believes she is helping these people for the better. Unfortunately, as often in the Fremlin oeuvre, the belief does not match the reality.


Chris Simmons
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CHAPTER I





IN THESE DAYS there are few sights more terrifying than that of a well-dressed man with a notebook looking at a piece of land.


As Margaret stood watching him from the upstairs landing window, she kept telling herself that it was of no significance; that she was just a suspicious old woman to be giving it a thought. Why shouldn’t he just be a passer-by, happening to pause at the gate to enjoy the sight of a field of buttercups under the morning sun? Admittedly, he didn’t look the sort of man who would enjoy anything, least of all a field of buttercups; but there, you shouldn’t really judge a man by his looks; who knows how many a joyous soul may lurk gleefully behind a lined and miserable face?


But what about that dark, neat suit—a suit of ill-omen, if ever there was one? Why, poor fellow, perhaps he had just escaped from his office for an hour; and the notebook?—why, it might be anything—a diary … a record of the wild flowers of the neighbourhood … and all the while Margaret’s heart was thumping, deep down inside her, the dark, unmistakable rhythm of disaster.


The field was going to be built on. The man had not yet so much as lifted the latch of the gate; he had not yet taken his horrible measuring implements from about his person, but Margaret felt already that the field was doomed. Doomed now, in the glory of the year, with the buttercups just out and the blossom still pink on the two gnarled old apple trees; now, when in their domain of sun and straw Margaret’s Rhode Island Reds were enjoying their first dust-baths of the year; when Claribel had gone properly broody at last and was settling down beautifully on her clutch of eggs after all the trouble and the worry…. It was now … now, in the time sacred to the sunshine and to new life, that this black, starched, polished monster had chosen to come and look at her field with his small, cement-mixer eyes….


Her field! Yes, of course it was hers really … they couldn’t do a thing without consulting her, of course they couldn’t …! In one swift movement, quick as a girl in spite of her sixty-odd years, Margaret drew in from the window and whirled herself across the landing to lean over the banisters.


“Claudia!” she called—annoyed, as she heard the urgent syllables echoing round the draughty passages downstairs, that she had allowed her dismay to sound in her voice. She had meant to sound calm, authoritative, right from the beginning. “Claudia! Are you there?”


Footsteps from the dining-room, brisk and irritable already, clicking with the ostentatious patience of the one who has to humour a sentimental old fool. So she knows, reflected Margaret shrewdly, listening to those footsteps: she knows just what it’s all about; let her not try any wide-eyed surprise on me …!


“What is it, Mother?” Claudia, looking both striking and competent in a pair of dark slacks and a loose, brilliant shirt-blouse, leaned against the mahogany spiral of the banisters, staring upwards. “What’s the matter now?”


The last word, wearily emphasised, suggested that Margaret had already made a dozen unreasonable complaints this morning; Claudia’s whole stance was that of one braced ready for the last straw. Claudia had always been an adept at putting you in the wrong before you had so much as opened your mouth; Margaret had been waiting for her to grow out of this unlovable talent ever since she was thirteen: but she never had. Indeed, she was getting better at it, and now, at nearly forty, she could switch off most family arguments before they began at all; like turning the water off at the main in some depressing outhouse to which she alone had access.


But she wasn’t going to switch off this argument; Margaret swooped to the attack.


“Who’s that man in the field? What’s he supposed to be doing?”


“What man?” But Claudia herself must have felt this to be pointlessly unconvincing—pointlessly, since her mother would certainly have to be told in the end—“Oh—do you mean Mr Marvin?” she amended, with slightly forced guilelessness. “Oh, he’s just the man from Thoroughgoods’. You know, Thoroughgood and Willows. You pass their office every time you go down the High Street! You must know them!”


Of course Margaret knew them; and of course Claudia knew that she knew. The barely veiled suggestion that her mother had grown so forgetful as not to recognise the name of the chief estate agent in the district was a typical Claudia-ism—a calculated manoeuvre to belittle and undermine her opponent on irrelevant issues before the real argument had even begun. This was to be a real fight, then. All right: if Claudia was going to deploy all her best weapons, then Margaret was going to deploy hers too; the chief of them being, of course, the fact that the field was hers.


“And what, may I ask,” she enquired, with as much dignity as was compatible with making sure that Claudia could hear her over the banisters—“What is the man from Thoroughgood and Willows doing in my field? What possible business can he have there? I didn’t ask him to come!”


“Now, don’t panic, Mother. Just relax. Why is it that women of your generation always have to be so tense? Naturally, the field has to be valued; and to be valued it has to be looked at. Doesn’t it? Surely that’s common sense? They have to send a man along. To look at it.” Claudia was emphasising the simplest of the one-syllable words as if she was hoping that these, at least, might come within the range of her mother’s intelligence.


“What do you mean—‘naturally’? There’s no ‘naturally’ about it. I never asked to have it valued. I never for one minute …”


“Oh, Mother, we don’t have to go into all this again, do we?” Claudia’s air of embattled boredom seemed to Margaret overdone in view of the fact that the subject had never previously been mentioned between them. Claudia continued, with exaggerated forebearance: “Surely, Mother, you must remember that piece in the paper about the new road proposed along Haddows Bottom? And how it would add enormously to the value of all the adjoining property? Goodness knows you made enough fuss about it at the time—you can’t have forgotten!”


Claudia shook her head wonderingly, and gave the little laugh with which she was apt to conclude arguments. The little laugh indicated to her opponent that Claudia was not only right, but was magnanimous enough to tolerate good-humouredly the stupidity of the person who was wrong. It wasn’t their fault, said the little laugh; they couldn’t help it: they weren’t wicked at all, just funny. Margaret controlled her momentary desire to take Claudia by the shoulders and shake her till that little smile rattled on her face. Instead, she endeavoured to think, quickly and calmly, what would be her best course now.


For it was clear that something serious was afoot. Underneath Claudia’s familiar ploys, Margaret could detect a defensive wariness: Claudia was bracing herself against an expected explosion. Clearly, she had already taken some step which was going to rouse her mother’s fury. But what, exactly, was it? Had she actually put the field up for sale already? But how could she? It wasn’t hers, it was Margaret’s. Even though they had all lived here together all these years, and naturally Derek and Claudia had always acted as master and mistress of the house, as became the married couple—nevertheless, it was all Margaret’s really; it was in her name, it was hers by law—though naturally you wouldn’t want to bring the law into a family argument. Still, there it was, you didn’t have to forget it entirely. Claudia certainly hadn’t, as you could tell by all this defensive needling and sneering. If Claudia had had a legal right to sell the field, she wouldn’t waste time being nasty to people; she would simply sell it.


“You see,” Claudia was explaining carefully, as if to a child, “when something like this happens, the value of a property changes. It becomes more valuable. I’d have thought that was so obvious—I can’t really see your difficulty?”


“But you can see yours, I hope!” snapped Margaret, her temper and her courage mounting together “Your difficulty is that the field doesn’t belong to you, it belongs to me, and so you can’t do anything with it whatsoever without my approval. It’s my field, and I’m not selling, whatever its value is. So you’re wasting your time finding out about it, you and Derek. I don’t care if it’s worth ten million pounds, I’m not selling it. So go and tell that black creature out there to go and crawl back into his underground office, switch on the strip-lighting, and stop wasting his precious time out here in the sunshine! Tell him you made a stupid mistake, that you had no business to ask him to come, and if he’s still there in five minutes’ time I’ll have him up for trespassing! Tell him that!”


For a few seconds mother and daughter faced each other, measuring one another’s strength. They had done this at intervals, Margaret reflected, ever since Claudia was five months old, and the texture of the feeling hadn’t changed at all. As she looked at her daughter down the length of the stairs, it seemed no time at all since she had looked under the hood of the pram into those same imperious blue eyes; had watched those same lips quiver, poised for action, seeming even then to be assessing the exact moment at which it would be profitable to split open in ear-shattering howls. The fact that the howls had been replaced over the years first by shrill argument and then by caustic innuendo seemed to make absolutely no difference at all.


The fact that she could remember Claudia in her pram whereas Claudia couldn’t gave Margaret a sudden irrational feeling of vast power. Age, for all its weaknesses, did give you the upper hand, somehow. Why, she could remember a world that had kept ticking over perfectly satisfactorily without Claudia in it at all! She almost laughed in her relief.


“Well, that’s all I wanted to say, dear,” Margaret concluded —gently, as becomes the victorious one. “I just thought I should let you know that I’m not selling the field, not at any price at all. So you and Derek can put the whole thing right out of your minds and not worry any more about it!”


She turned to make a fittingly dignified escape back into her bedroom. She was determined, if Claudia’s voice should pursue her, flinging at her some final cutting remark, she would pay no attention; she would not give Claudia the satisfaction of knowing that she had even heard.


But trust Claudia to think of the one thing—the one and only solitary thing—that could make her mother break this dignified resolution.


“I’m glad Helen’s not here,” said Claudia—not loudly, but with a bitterness that carried up the stairs better than any angry shouting. “I’d hate her to know that her grandmother can be like this. I’d hate her to have heard the megalomaniac way you’ve just been talking. I think she’d have been shocked; I really do!”


The words were just missiles, of course, empty of any factual significance; but nevertheless Margaret found herself strangely shaken.


“You’re jealous!” she cried incautiously over the banisters. “You’re just jealous, because you know Helen’s going to take my side!” and so saying she swept back into her bedroom and slammed the door.


That was a mistake, of course, and Margaret realised it at once when she heard how quietly, how composedly, Claudia was shutting the dining-room door downstairs. The one who slammed the door lost a lot of points in this sort of thing; it at once brought their point of view down to the level of a childish tantrum. It had been a mistake, too, to let Helen be brought into the dispute. This was Claudia’s doing, of course, but all the same, Margaret should have simply not answered. In the course of her long life Margaret had learned that by not answering a remark you can make that remark not have been made, practically. It not only takes two to make a quarrel, it takes two to let a communication take place at all.


They ought to be more careful, she and Claudia, not to use Helen like this, as a stick with which to beat each other; the more so because, in a sense, their roles in respect of Helen were reversed. It was Margaret, the grandmother, who had really brought up Helen—or so at least it seemed to her. For surely it is the person who once washed the nappies and sieved the spinach, who later had the toast and tea ready by the fire at the end of a long school day—surely this is the person who can be said to have brought up the child? Not the one who had always been at work all day, pursuing an absorbing career, and whose relationship with her child seemed to Margaret to have consisted largely of flinging theories of child-psychology, like monkey-wrenches, into the otherwise smoothly running household.


This was how it seemed to Margaret when, as now, she was feeling angry with her daughter. But there were other times, friendly, good-humoured times, when Margaret wondered guiltily whether she was, perhaps, deliberately stealing Helen’s affections from where they rightfully belonged—with her own parents. This delicate moral issue was further complicated by the fact that Margaret couldn’t—she simply could not—approve of Claudia’s methods with Helen—particularly now that the girl was growing up, just on fifteen, and surely in need of guidance and gentle discipline as never before? In vain Margaret told herself that this was a typical grandmother’s reaction; that times change, methods change, children themselves probably change, are different in their very souls, ever and anon breathing the air of a new, strange decade. Why, it was almost axiomatic that the grandmother must be wrong; and at spasmodic intervals Margaret made the most conscientious and sustained efforts to consider herself wrong about Helen. It never worked, but the effort in itself did seem to make her feel better in some indefinable sort of way, and more tolerant towards Claudia. After all, Claudia, though irritating, did have a lot of good qualities. Leaning her elbows on the windowsill, and feeling it hot through her cotton blouse with the first real sunshine of the year, Margaret set herself, systematically, to make a list of Claudia’s good qualities. She often did this after a quarrel, as a sort of spiritual exercise.


First and foremost, Claudia was a tower of strength—a virtue more apparent, naturally, to the people whose side she was on than to the others. To the latter, it tended to look like pig-headedness. But whatever you called it, there was no doubt that it made her an excellent wife for the clever and over-anxious Derek; you could almost feel, as a lightness in your own soul, the relief with which he passed over to Claudia his never-ending worries and watched them being made magically light in her hands—watched guilelessly, like a child at a conjuring show, still inexperienced enough to believe that it really is magic, and not just sleight of hand and practice. It made her a staunch friend, too. To her friends Claudia was not only loyal, but imaginatively generous and sympathetic; her sympathy expressed itself not only in words, but in real, practical help. Look at Mavis Andrews, for instance, and her loathsome little boy. Well, her deprived, her unhappy little boy, Margaret hastily revised her thoughts into more charitable form. Look how Claudia, with unqualified kindness, had invited the pair of them for Christmas because they had nowhere else to go, and here they still were. Still. In the middle of May. Margaret realised that the contemplation of her daughter’s kindness to Mavis Andrews was rousing in her feelings less of admiration than of maddened irritation. Hastily recalling that it was Claudia’s good qualities that she was making a list of, she tried to force her mind on to other, less infuriating, generosities; generosities which, above all, had nothing to do with Mavis Andrews. But it was hard. Mavis Andrews, once thought of, clung in the mind, just as she clung in real life … and as if confirming this ubiquity, there was at this moment a knock on Margaret’s door.


But it wasn’t Mavis; it was Claudia. She must be feeling remorseful—apologetic—about her high-handed behaviour over the field? Perhaps she was even going to apologise? Though that wouldn’t be like Claudia at all: when Claudia gave up a fight, for whatever reason, she usually did so without comment, and never referred to it again, as if the whole thing had been of no account.


“Hullo, Mother,” she said, with a sort of cautious breeziness which warned Margaret that something or other was going to be asked of her. After a few softening-up remarks, she would hear what it was. Yes, here they came:


“I just thought I’d better tell you, Mother, that I shan’t be in for lunch after all. Something’s cropped up at the office—it’s maddening how this sort of thing always happens on my day off, isn’t it?—” Margaret waited, grimly. “Is that all right?” Claudia persisted, with unusual solicitude; “You don’t mind? You haven’t begun cooking anything?”


“No, of course I don’t mind, dear,” said Margaret, wondering if after all her suspicions had been over-subtle. “That’s perfectly all right. I wasn’t going to do anything much, anyway, just an omelette. But if you’re not going to be here, I won’t even bother with that. I’ll just have a piece of cake and some coffee.”


“No, well—” the cautious breeziness returned, and Margaret grew tense: “Well, actually, Mother, I hope you don’t mind, but, you see, Mavis will be all on her own. Of course, she can do her own lunch for herself, if you like; but it would be nice, really, if you could have something together. You know how easily she feels rejected.”


Margaret did. She was sick of Mavis’ inferiority complex. It seemed to her that someone who could extend a Christmas visit to halfway through the summer must have a hide like a rhinoceros; if that was what Mavis was like with an inferiority complex, then the mind reeled at the contemplation of what she would have been like without one. But she wasn’t going to spoil Claudia’s newly softened mood by saying any of this. Instead she put a smile on her face, forbore to mention just how often all this had happened before, and agreed with a tolerable show of good humour. Thank goodness, anyway, that the unspeakable Eddie no longer had to be included in the arrangements. Just before Easter Mavis had decided, at long last, and after what seemed to Margaret a ridiculous amount of hesitation and futile deliberations about his ego far into the night, to send Eddie to boarding school; and thither, a fortnight ago, picking his nose to the last, he had gone. For the first few days after his departure Mavis had been in a most pitiable state, both depressed and garrulous, getting up even later than usual and wandering about the house in a dressing-gown and offering to help with things. This was a little bit touching until you discovered that the only things she wanted to help at were the things you liked doing yourself—the things, indeed, that everyone likes doing. She liked peeling rhubarb if someone would bring her basin, knife, and a comfortable chair out on the sunny brick area outside the back door; she liked feeding the chickens if you had their food all ready for her to take straight out, and if it was a bright sunny afternoon and not too muddy underfoot. She liked doing the shopping, too, when it was fine; and when it rained she liked to settle down by the dining-room fire, with the wireless on, and mend not very big holes in Derek’s woollen socks. She didn’t like the big holes; nor putting in zips, nor sewing buckles on sandals; give her too much of that sort of thing and she would begin crying about Eddie’s emotional blocks again, and everything started all over again, right from the beginning.


Claudia was marvellous with Mavis; Margaret had to admit that. She listened endlessly, sympathised, and unobtrusively provided Mavis with pleasant, easy tasks which would enable her to feel useful without ever dirtying her hands or even getting dressed properly. She listened by the hour to all Mavis’ platitudinous worries about her son—mostly, Margaret suspected, culled from magazine articles; and she tirelessly assured Mavis that this particular school couldn’t, not possibly, destroy his ego, certainly not in just one term. Margaret used to feel very inadequate in comparison, just sitting there playing patience and hoping that it could.


Not that Eddie was all that much worse than other little boys of nine, she supposed. Since it wasn’t the fashion to teach them manners nowadays, it was only natural that they should be ill-mannered. And probably he didn’t like living here any more than she liked having him, so why expect him to look as if he did? She probably wouldn’t have disliked him nearly so much, Margaret reflected, if only she was ever allowed to find fault with him; but this was utterly taboo for a very special reason. You couldn’t say anything uncomplimentary about him, even in private with Claudia, since he was illegitimate; and this, in Claudia’s eyes, seemed to render him immune from criticism, a sort of sacred figure, to be handled gingerly and with awe. Something of the same aura, of course, clung around Mavis herself. Her status as an unmarried mother ensured that Claudia would continue to endure indefinitely her slummocky ways, her foolish, stereotyped talk, and, above all, her unending presence. Though of course it was Margaret who suffered most from this, for she was the one who was at home all day. Look at this lunch, for instance, that she’d been landed with yet again, just when she had been planning a peaceful afternoon in the sun. It wasn’t the cooking of it so much—Margaret didn’t particularly grudge doing that for the creature—it was having to eat it with her that was so awful, and not being able to read. Margaret loved to read over meals, and here was this wretched woman taking this harmless pleasure away from her, day after day, without a word of apology or recompense. If she’d stolen ten shillings out of your handbag every day at one o’clock you could have had her put in prison, reflected Margaret sourly; and yet you had to stand by, helpless, while she stole, one by one, far more than ten shillings worth of happy hours of solitude.
















CHAPTER II





“OH, BUT YOU shouldn’t have, Mrs Newman! Oh, how very kind of you! But you mustn’t go to all this trouble just for me, really you mustn’t. Oh, I feel dreadful about it!”


Fixing her eyes on the larger of the two omelettes, Mavis mastered her dreadful feelings sufficiently to squeeze with alacrity into the appropriate place at the little table in the window—a manoeuvre made the more ungainly by the bunchy, floor-length woollen dressing-gown which she clutched around her with an anxious hand. Margaret glared at the garment balefully. Though it was no possible concern of hers, Margaret loathed the way Mavis always seemed to be wearing her dressing-gown—either she had got up late, or was going to bed early, or had just had a bath, or was going to wash her hair—some such untimely nonsense or other, that trailed restlessness and squalor through everybody’s day like a child with a tin can on a piece of string. And it seemed worse than ever just now, with the glory of the summer’s day billowing in softly through the open kitchen window. That this first real hot sunshine of the year should be forced to spend its glory on illuminating that thick brown garment, dusty and bulky, breathing winter at you—it seemed a desecration, an insult to the blue arc of the sky. Why couldn’t the girl get up and get dressed in the morning, like anybody else? Hang it all, Margaret reflected crudely, she must once have smarted herself up enough to get herself a man: why couldn’t she do it again? Even the prospect of another Eddie walking this earth seemed at this moment preferable to that dressing-gown.


“Isn’t it a wonderful day!” prattled Mavis, nervously helping herself to salt; and somehow this innocuous attempt at conversation, harmless to the point of idiocy, roused Margaret’s hostility still further. This woman, who by her garments had so cut herself off from summer, had no right to know that the day was wonderful, certainly not to speak of it. By looking like that, Margaret felt, she had forfeited her right to wonderful days. “I thought,” continued Mavis, “that after lunch I might wash my hair and dry it out in the sun. It’s quite warm enough for that, wouldn’t you think?”


For a second Margaret felt quite sick. ‘You’re not using my sun to dry your beastly hair!’ she nearly exclaimed; but checked herself in time, picturing the scene that would ensue when Mavis described it all to Claudia afterwards. As she would, of course; Mavis was always running with tales to Claudia, and certainly wouldn’t miss this chance of telling Claudia how nasty Margaret had been to her at lunch; how she couldn’t think what she had done to deserve it, and what did Claudia think that she, Mavis, had done amiss? And her eyes would be bright, and her dressing-gown clutched round her tighter than ever in her exultation, as she waited excitedly for Claudia to assure her that she, Mavis, had of course done nothing wrong whatever; it was just Margaret’s old-fashioned prejudice and rigidity; they would just have to be patient about it, and humour the poor old thing as best they could; but it was difficult, of course it was … on and on they would go, about how difficult it was, and how splendidly Claudia was coping with it all; the inter-generation rivalries, all these conflicting personalities under the same roof … Claudia’s voice would be concerned, self-deprecating … Mavis’ would be chirrupping praise and encouragement … Margaret would hear it through the floorboards, chirrup-mumble, chirrup-mumble, chirrup-mumble—a weary price to pay for the satisfaction of a few sharp words. Margaret forced a smile on to her face. She would be polite; she would be pleasant; but she would not have Mavis drying her hair out there in the garden, nor in the field either.


“Oh, I don’t know,” she began, with feigned concern. “It looks bright, but May can be a very tricky month, you know.” The golden day would forgive her for this treachery, she was sure. The wallflowers under the window seemed to be laughing softly with her at Mavis’ expense; the buttercups beyond the low brick wall joined in the conspiracy with silent glee, for it was they, probably, who were to be spared the crushing indignity of Mavis’ striped travelling rug, her folding chair, her wet, sickly sweetish towel, her plastic bag full of rollers, her zip-up cushion, her packet of Polo-mints, and her copy of Wife and Child.


“You don’t want to risk a chill, you know,” continued Margaret, with reckless hypocrisy. “It can really be quite dangerous, going outside with wet hair at this time of year. You can get ear trouble. There’s quite a treacherous little breeze coming up, you know. I felt it when I went out to the chickens.”


The woman must be a lunatic. She believed all this! Margaret stared incredulously at the effect of her shameless lying. For Mavis was glaring suspiciously out at the shimmering noonday heat, obediently peopling its still expanses with the treacherous little breezes of Margaret’s fabrication. Then she turned from the window and patted her lank, shoulder-length hair peevishly.


“Oh, well. It’ll have to wait another day or two, I suppose. I don’t want to dry it in front of the fire again, it’s bad for it, it dries the oils out. I was reading about it yesterday, and I think that’s what’s wrong with my hair, I dry the oils out too much, and that’s what makes it so difficult. Because it is, you know. Look at it! You’d never guess I’d washed it only three days ago, would you?”


Margaret would have guessed it, but that was only because she remembered the occasion so distinctly; Mavis had been dripping and combing and dropping curlers all over the dining-room for the whole of that afternoon when Margaret had been trying to listen to a play on the wireless; but never mind, that afternoon was over now; it was this one that was at stake.


“It looks all right,” she said “It looks very nice, I wouldn’t worry about it if I were you.” There. I’ve been nice to her. Haven’t I? Now she can’t run telling tales to Claudia.


Just as the meal was over, the telephone rang, and Mavis jumped up with unusual alacrity to answer it. Her wooden sandals clop-clopped across the hall—maddening, Margaret thought, why couldn’t the girl wear something that stayed on her feet when she walked? Margaret wondered idly what it was that had galvanised her into this unusual haste. Could there, after all, be some friend in her life other than themselves? And if so, mightn’t this friend be going to invite her to stay, for months and months? Perhaps she would stay there for ever; perhaps it would be in the extreme north of Scotland, or even abroad. By the time Margaret’s rather over-optimistic speculations had married Mavis off to a planter in New Zealand and had anchored her there with eleven very ugly children who all cried for the whole of every night, Mavis was back again, with the unexciting news that it had been Claudia on the phone. “She says to tell you she’ll be home rather early for supper, and will be going out afterwards. To a meeting of the Poetry Group. And she wants me to go with her!”


The last words were spoken rather smugly; evidently Mavis was pleased with herself at being thus effortlessly furnished with intellectual pretensions. But why on earth was Claudia suddenly bothering herself with the Poetry Group? Since when had she been writing poetry? ‘She’s up to something!’ thought Margaret shrewdly—and uneasily, too; though this, of course, was foolish. What possible connection could a meeting of the Poetry Group have with the selling or not selling of the field? All the same, Margaret decided to watch her daughter carefully at supper time this evening; to question her, too, if it could be done tactfully and without putting her on the defensive.


With Derek away and Helen out with a friend, there were only the three of them at supper, and Claudia seemed in high spirits. She had changed into a pair of velvet slacks and a sleeveless jersey of some glittering material and looked rather exotic—very suitable, Margaret supposed, for a gathering of poets. A gathering of real poets, that is to say; but Margaret rather doubted that the West Langley Poetry Group would turn out to be like that. There would be three elderly women there, probably, and the husband of one of them forced thither by the fact that he had a car and no moral courage; and perhaps a couple of young nurses from the local hospital, who would come once and never again. If so, then Claudia’s get-up was going to be rather wasted. Margaret’s curiosity probed cautiously, and with consummate cunning.


“I’m so glad you’re going out with Claudia tonight”, she addressed Mavis in conversational tones. “It’s time you met some new people. Who do you think will be there, Claudia? Anyone we know?”


“Well, there’ll be Daphne, of course,” began Claudia. “She more or less runs it now, you know, since old Mrs Latimer died. And Miss Fergusson, if she can manage to leave her father. She’s one of these neurotically devoted daughters, you know—” Claudia broke off to inform Mavis. “He must be about ninety by now, I should think, because she’s turned sixty-five herself. She’s devoted her whole life to him—can you credit it these days? But she has. She got a job at the local coal office when she left school, so as not to have to leave him alone; and my dear, she’s been in it ever since! She’s retired now, with a pension, and he’s still hanging on!”


“Goodness! Just fancy!” commented Mavis; and Margaret had a swift vision of the earnest, well-meaning little schoolgirl shyly applying for her first job, which would enable her, with such pride, to be a help to Daddy. How could she have guessed then that the job would last for fifty years while her bright face became lined and her soft body shrank and withered, and that Daddy would still be there?


“One of these obsessional attachments,” Claudia was continuing smoothly, “this father-daughter thing; and both of them too neurotic to extricate themselves. They hate each other really. I’m terribly sorry for her, poor thing, and I’ve sometimes wondered if there isn’t something one could do to help, but you know how it is with these neurotic, people. You can’t help them because they won’t let you. They’re their own worst enemies.”


This little monologue had been addressed entirely to Mavis, who was obviously flattered at being the chosen recipient for so much up-to-date perspicacity.


“Oh yes!” she rushed to agree “I know! I know exactly what you mean—!”


“I don’t,” put in Margaret obstructively. “I don’t know what you mean at all. How can you say there isn’t anything you can do to help Miss Fergusson, when you know she’s always grateful for anyone who’ll sit with her father and give her a chance to get out? You could help her every day of the week if you wanted to. What do you mean, she won’t let you?”
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