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Celia Fremlin: A Biographical Sketch





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


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


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


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


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


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




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





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


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


*


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


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


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


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


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


 


Chris Simmons


www.crimesquad.com
















Preface: Remembering Celia Fremlin





I first met Celia Fremlin at the end of 1969. I was newly arrived in London, a recent graduate from Swansea University, working for a publisher and aspiring to be a writer. Celia was a leading light in the North West London Writers’ Group and the first meeting I attended was in her house in South Hill Park, Hampstead. (Already I had reason to be grateful to her, because she had judged a Mensa short-story competition and awarded me second prize.)


My first experience of Celia’s writing was, I think, her reading of the first chapter of Appointment with Yesterday, sometime during 1970. I was transfixed: certainly it was the most vivid thing I ever heard in my attendance at the group. Celia was writing about people who seemed completely real, whose experiences could happen to anyone. The shock of recognition was extreme. Here were women in their own homes, with noise and kindness and fear and desperation all astonishingly true to life. And there was wit – we always laughed when Celia read to us.


Four decades would pass before I could understand something of what was really happening in Celia’s life at the time we met. It was an unpublished memoir by her daughter Geraldine that finally enlightened me. But at those meetings there was never any mention – at least in my hearing – of Celia’s daughter Sylvia or her husband Elia, both of whom had died by their own hand the previous year. It was as if these were, understandably, taboo subjects. Celia’s son, Nick, lived in the same house, with his wife Fran and little son. Their second baby, Lancelot, was born during those years when we often met at South Hill Park. (In due course Nick would publish a novel of his own, Tomorrow’s Silence, in 1979.)


I have always resisted attempts to connect a writer’s life directly with his or her work: to do so can often diminish the power and value of the imagination. But in Celia’s case, I have always believed that her novel With No Crying would never have been written if Sylvia hadn’t died. The novel is, essentially, about the deprivation and grief that the wider family experiences when a child is lost. It is very well plotted – perhaps the best of all her work. The ‘message’ at the end is honest and wise and sad. It was not published until 1980, and – I believe – not written until a year or so before that, which was over ten years after the agonising events of 1968.


Celia’s short stories are perhaps more telling in some ways. They are certainly unforgettably good. Those in her first collection, Don’t Go To Sleep in the Dark, are the ones I especially remember. Many of her stories involve sunlit beaches, couples on holiday, people out in the open air. This contrasts with her novels, which are usually set indoors, often in the winter or at night. Darkness and light is a strong theme in all her work.


I was lavishly praised and encouraged by Celia in my early writing endeavours and I’m in no doubt that she was a real influence on me, if mostly subliminally. She was also very affectionate with my two baby boys, when they arrived in the mid-1970s. When we moved out of London, she came to visit us several times with her second husband, Leslie. She read my first published novel and wrote an endorsement for it. I last saw her in 1999, shortly before Leslie died.


I am highly delighted that Celia’s books are being reissued. Her ability to capture the combination of ordinariness and individuality in her characters and their relationships, which readers find so compelling, is something I have tried to emulate. I have no doubt that these books will find a large audience of new readers, who will wonder why they hadn’t heard of her before.


Rebecca Tope


 


Rebecca Tope is a crime novelist and journalist whose novels are published in the UK by Allison & Busby. Her official website is www.rebeccatope.com.



















Chapter 1





Dusk was the best time for Mary; especially the winter dusk, and especially in London. Leaning out from her third-floor window, breathing gratefully the sharp, anonymous air, she felt, for a few minutes, perfectly normal; just an ordinary young girl who has left her home town and come up to the big city in search of a new life, a new job, new friends — new everything.


And she had, indeed, already done a number of the things this ordinary girl would do. She had looked for the cheapest room she could find; with a landlady willing to take her on trust despite her lack of references and her vagueness about her previous address. She had even — though so far unsuccessfully — tried to find a job. Nothing unusual in that, of course, unemployment being the way it was. Though what was unusual, in her case, was that she could not make use of any of her qualifications. Dared not even mention them, not to anybody, let alone to a potential employer. Still, no one knew of this problem. No one could know, so long as she didn’t tell them. From the point of view of her landlady, and of her fellow-lodgers, she was just one more young woman unlucky in her search for work. And it had only been five weeks after all; nothing at all remarkable about it so far.


Still, this was one more reason why she welcomed the coming of twilight, the beginning of darkness. Soon, the world’s workers would be on their way home, and she would no longer be the only one with nothing to do. There they would all be, slacking off after their day’s work, indulging in a bit of leisure, maybe leaning idly out of their windows, just as she was doing, watching the lights coming on here and there in the houses opposite, while beyond the still faintly-gleaming slate roofs the massed clouds, grey on grey, gathered themselves towards the coming of the dark.


Twilight. Bat-light. Though of course there were no bats now, not in December, not in the middle of London: and even if there had been, she could not have borne to watch them; not after what had happened.


With every advance of darkness, Mary felt a little bit safer. If anyone looked up now, all they would see would be the pale blur of a face that might be any face. Besides, no one would look up, why should they? They would be hurrying along, head down, eyes on the pavement, minds focused on getting to wherever they were going, out of the cold and damp. But even as this vaguely reassuring thought crossed her mind, someone did look up. A woman, of indeterminate age, hair and face almost invisible under a plastic rain-hat, was pausing outside this very house, looking it up and down with an air both uncertain and purposeful.


Mary withdrew her head so precipitately that she banged it quite sharply on the raised sash. With violently beating heart she retreated into the recesses of her room, already scolding herself for so ridiculous an over-reaction.


A strange woman happening to glance up at a house — why on earth should it be anything to do with her, Mary? This was a city of six or seven million people — which was precisely why she had come here in the first place — and the chances of any random one of them being one of those she had reason to fear was so remote that …


And at that point, she heard the knock on the front door. Really loud, and once again Mary’s heart was beating wildly, irrationally; and she tiptoed to her door, full of dread, opening it softly, just a crack, to try and make out what was going on.


Her landlady answering the door, of course. Voices. The landlady’s voice buoyantly welcoming — as it always was, to absolutely anyone, in absolutely any situation — and then the other voice, the strange one. Yes, strange. A total stranger.


So that was all right. It was nothing to do with her. All the same, when she heard the double set of footsteps beginning to mount the stairs, she found herself holding her breath again. Softly, she closed her door — it would never do to be caught peeping — and through the crack listened tensely to the approaching sounds. How far up were they coming? There were two sets of tenants on the floors below her; doubtless this was a visitor to one of them. But no … On came the laboured footsteps … past the first floor … past the second … on and on, with agonising slowness.


Outside her door, they paused, and Mary’s heart missed a beat. It was for her, then, a visitor for her! An unwelcome visitor — for all visitors were unwelcome — and there could be no news for her but bad news.


Mary cowered, tensing herself for the knock on her door …


But it was all right! With a rush of utterly disproportionate thankfulness, she heard the footsteps start up again … on past her door … across the landing, and then on up the narrow uncarpeted stairs that led to the topmost part of the tall house, the lumber-room, and the big gurgling water-tank that murmured all night long, the pipes clucking and whispering up and down the old walls. She had found it frightening at first, these unfamiliar intermittent sounds when she was trying to sleep, but she had grown used to them after a while, and they didn’t frighten her any more.


It was everything else that frightened her now.



















Chapter 2





On the third landing, Alice paused to remove her rain-hat and shake loose her damp hair. Ahead of her, the fourth and last flight of stairs was uncarpeted, and already awash with darkness. Through the small, grimy skylight the fading remnants of daylight filtered down to show up the worst of the cobwebs and the peeling wallpaper; and for a moment Alice felt a wild impulse to turn and run, her heels clattering first on these bare wooden treads, and then slithering, stumbling over worn stair-carpet, round and round, down and down, to the narrow entrance-hall with its clutter of bicycles, free newspapers and unclaimed letters, and then out through the front door, back into the rainy December street.


She didn’t, of course. Too many things were against it, some of them harshly practical, others verging on the idiotic; and, as commonly happens at such moments, it was one of the idiotic ones that forced the decision on her.


Simply, she didn’t want to hurt the feelings of this vague and amiable person in orange slacks (if they were orange, it was hard to tell in this light) who was labouring up the stairs ahead of her.


Unlike most landladies, Mrs Harman (“Call me Hetty,” she’d urged, almost before Alice was through the front door) was making not the smallest attempt to minimise the deficiencies of the accommodation she had on offer. On the contrary, she seemed bent on making the worst of it, even, at the beginning, declaring it unfit for human habitation.


“No, I’m awfully sorry, I’ve nothing left at all,” she’d said at first, shaking her mop of rust-coloured hair and blinking sleepily, as if just roused from a belated afternoon nap; and then, perhaps taking pity on Alice’s look of weary disappointment, she amended: “Well … That is … But it’s an awful room, you know, it really is. Right up at the top of the house, no cooking facilities, not even a gas-ring, and the bathroom three flights down. I don’t really have the nerve to let it at all, the rain coming in under the slates like it does in winter-time … Well, it is winter-time, isn’t it, right now? It’ll be at its worst. And it’s not furnished, either, just an old chair or two, and a grotty old divan bed that’s got shoved up there because of no one wanting to sleep on it. It’s probably damp right through by now.


“And then there’s the junk, you wouldn’t believe it, everyone shoves their junk up there, I can’t stop them, you know how it is. I keep meaning to have a good clear out one day, tell them, once and for all, anything that’s not gone by Sunday, it’ll go straight to Oxfam! ‘OK, Hetty,’ they’ll say. ‘We’ll get on to it right away, no problem!’ And of course there is no problem, not for them, because they don’t do anything. And Oxfam would never look at it anyway, a pile of rubbish like that, and half of it too heavy to shift. Believe it or not, my dear, there’s half a motor bike up there. More than half, actually,” (here she glanced a little anxiously at Alice, to see how she was taking it), “two wheels, anyway, as well as no end of bars and bits and bobs of metal. And I can’t tell you how many clapped-out TVs there are up there, I’ve given up counting. And then all the labour-saving stuff, mixers that don’t mix, full of fluff and dried-up bits of food; slicers that don’t slice … Things with their handles missing, or their insides, or something. It’s enough to make you weep!”


Actually, Alice had felt much more like weeping before hearing this tale of woe. A list of disamenities on this scale had a sort of bizarre splendour of its own, and was oddly cheering.


“Well, let me see it, anyway,” she said. “I’m not looking for luxury, you know, and I might be able to stack things up somehow, make a nice little area to live in …”


“Oh, do you think you might?” Hetty’s face lit up. “That’d be a grand thing for me. I’d feel really good if that room could be a room again and not a rubbish-tip. Living under a rubbish-tip, it makes you quite depressed sometimes, when you think about it. Well, here goes; you’re the first person I’ve even dared show it to!”


She made it sound like a singular honour, and Alice felt quite absurdly elated, as if she had at last come top in something. After all the months of coming bottom, in nearly every test that life can set up, it was really quite exhilarating.


Afterwards, looking back, Alice realised that this was the moment when her decision was made; the moment when she suddenly became irrevocably committed to this room, whatever it turned out to be like. At the time, she’d imagined that she was still undecided, still waiting to make a rational choice after having inspected the room.


“I’ll fix a light bulb, of course,” Hetty was saying as they reached the shadowy top landing. “I’ve got one somewhere, isn’t it funny how the bulbs you’ve got are always either fifteens or hundred and fifties, nothing in between. I keep buying sixties and hundreds, but can I ever find one when I want it? I can not! Do you think it’s like that for everyone?” Without waiting for Alice to answer this possibly profound philosophical question, Hetty continued: “Well, here we are now. Just take a look!” Here she flung open a door, or, rather, tried to fling it open, but after the first six inches it stuck groaningly on a bulge of lino swollen up with the damp. She had to go down on her knees, reach through the crack and hammer with her clenched fist at the offending bulge, until at last the door could be edged open.


“You see?” she exclaimed, puffing to her feet and brushing ineffectually at the knees of her orange trousers. “That’s just typical! Nothing works up here! Nothing!” She spoke with gloomy triumph, in the tones of one who has at last won a long and closely-reasoned argument.


“Damn, there isn’t a light here either!” she exclaimed, flipping ineffectually at the switch just inside the door. “What a nuisance! Now you can’t see properly how frightful it is!”


Alice peered into the shadowed spaces ahead. Such light as filtered in from the fast-fading afternoon came through a small dormer window set high in the sloping attic ceiling, and her first impression was of a monstrous army standing to attention, shield-to-shield in silent battle-order. Huge shapes loomed; as her eyes became accustomed to the darkness she could see the floor at her feet awash with old newspapers and cardboard boxes.


Discouraging. But so what? Discouragement is hardly relevant to one whose courage is already just about drained away.


“How much?” Alice found herself asking, and Hetty gave quite a little start of surprise, as if taken unawares.


“How much what?” she began, and then gave an apologetic little laugh. “How much rent, do you mean? Well, it’s a problem, isn’t it? I don’t know how I’ve the nerve to charge anything for such a hell-hole, but on the other hand … Look, what do you think, Alice? What would you charge, if it was yours?”


It was heart-warming to be called ‘Alice’ after such short acquaintance; and the more so after all the weeks of formal letters from lawyers starting ‘Dear Mrs Saunders’, a name which anyway seemed to belong to her less and less as the day of the divorce approached.


By now, she felt that her prospective landlady was almost an old friend, and she tried to answer the question in the simple, unembarrassed way in which it had been asked.


“I do see what you mean about the — well — all that,” she said, gesturing vaguely into the darkness. “But, on the other hand, to have any sort of room in London these days, any sort of a roof over one’s head … Well, it’s quite something, isn’t it, to get anything …?


“What I’d charge? Well, I think I’d see what the person could afford, the kind of person, I mean, who’d be wanting a room like this. I’d try to find out how desperate they were,” she continued, and then wished she hadn’t. It not only sounded rather rude, but it drew quite unnecessary attention to the question of her own desperation, and the reasons for it.


However, Hetty seemed unperturbed, and certainly not offended. A somewhat untypical landlady-tenant argument ensued, with the landlady citing all the manifold disadvantages of the place, and Alice countering these as best she could by extolling the quiet and privacy afforded by an attic and enthusing about the superb view. (Well, this high up you surely could see something?)


“Oh well,” said Hetty finally, “I’ll tell you what. Let’s leave it vague for the moment, shall we, and any time I’m short I’ll ask you for something towards the rates, or something. Or if the electricity bill is too frightful … That sort of thing. How about that?”


For a moment, Alice had an alarming vision of what Rodney would have said to a business arrangement of this nature. But this was followed almost immediately by the realisation that it didn’t matter what Rodney would have said. Not any more. She could say ‘Yes’ to anything she liked now.


So, ‘Yes’ she said, and it was like a signpost pointing to the unknown. It was wild, and terrible, and exhilarating, like being cast adrift in an open boat.


“Yes, that will be just fine,” she said.



















Chapter 3





When she came back about two hours later, with her suitcase and her set of Jane Austens, Alice found that her landlady had added what she could in the way of homely touches by fixing a hundred and fifty watt bulb in the light socket, and throwing a dirty lace bed-cover over the dismembered motor bike. In the relentless glare from the low, sloping ceiling the room looked derelict beyond description. Each broken-down discarded object now obtruded not only itself but also a bizarre and jagged shadow cast by the low-slung naked bulb; the whole presenting a sinister tangle of inter-lacing darkness, black on black, far into the narrowing recesses of the room where the ceiling sloped almost to the floor. It could have been a film set for one of those Sci.Fi. movies about the collapse of technological civilisation: enlarged to monster size on the big screen, it would look like the whole world crumbling to ruin. And there in the middle of it was Alice, the last humanoid left alive after whatever-it-was, inter-planetary war, or something. Only of course in the film she wouldn’t have been a deserted wife, pushing forty, hunched into a winter coat and boots, mouth ugly with anxiety and cold. She would have been a dazzling blonde in a bikini, her lithe body tanned to perfection and impervious to danger, cold and discomfort as it preened and cavorted its way to pre-ordained happiness.


Pre-ordained happiness. Not so long ago, Alice had thought — indeed had taken for granted — that happiness was pre-ordained for her, too; that she had a right to it, somehow, as a consequence of all the pleasant, uneventful years during which disasters had only happened to other people. She had got into the university of her choice; had graduated from it with a first-class degree; had found a satisfying job in a school where they actually wanted a teacher of Classics. She had married the man she loved, and found herself totally happy with him. After such a run of good luck, it was hard not to feel like a fully paid-up member of some mysterious élite to whom Providence had granted special immunity, and to feel correspondingly outraged when Providence suddenly reneges on the bargain.


It’s not fair! Alice found herself silently protesting as she stared at her new home under the cruel light. It’s not fair! This is something that can’t happen to me!


For several seconds, she felt like flinging herself on to the narrow sagging divan that flanked one wall, covering her eyes with both hands against the glare, and screaming aloud until somebody came and did something. But of course no one would. Or, rather, they would come, and would do something, but inevitably it would be something intolerable to her pride.


Pride was the only thing she had left now (apart from the Jane Austens), and having hung on to it so grimly through all the bitter weeks since Rodney’s ultimatum, it would be absurd to squander it now.


Or had it, rather, been absurd to hang on to it in the first place? Why had she not done what the other forty-ish wives of her acquaintance had done, and fought (through solicitors, of course), for every penny she could screw out of her errant husband, for every stick of furniture, and above all for the right to stay in her comfortable, well-equipped home with its fitted carpets, its constant hot water, its books, its pictures, its plump cushions and softly-shaded lighting …?


She could have demanded all these things, quite easily. Rodney would have been reasonable; her own solicitors would have been pleased, and so, she suspected, would Rodney’s, committed though they were to fighting such claims. They would have known where they were then: they could have set in motion the familiar machinery for bargaining with bitter, rapacious wives — the sort of wives they best understood — and after the long, formal wrangling, everyone would have got their rights. Or what they wanted. Or what they ought to want. Or something …


But she hadn’t given them the satisfaction, none of them, neither the friends nor the foes.


“I’m not taking anything!” she had cried. “Not a penny of your money, not a stick of furniture! Nothing!”


And out she had walked. With nothing. Well, nothing that she couldn’t carry to the bus-stop in her own two hands, anyway.


To what purpose? In the interests of whose happiness? Certainly not Rodney’s, who would have vastly preferred a fair — even a generous — settlement. And as to her own happiness? Well, look at her now, spread-eagled on a damp, lumpy mattress in a derelict junk-room, icy cold, trying not to scream.


You’re crazy! You want your head examined! her friends had said when they heard of her plans, or rather, her lack of plans. How do you think you’re going to manage? they’d said. Where can you go, anyway? How do you think you’re going to get another job at your age? And it’s not fair on Rodney, they’d pointed out, when all other arguments had failed. It’s making him feel awful — this last from her sister-in-law.


Well, OK, so it wasn’t fair on Rodney. Why should it be? And of course it made him feel awful. Was this, perhaps, the whole object of the exercise? She had chosen to think of her motive as pride, but was it, rather, revenge? The subtle, sophisticated revenge that a woman like her, an intellectual sort of a woman, was turning out to be rather good at? The woman she had become, that is. The woman she had been only a few months ago was immeasurably nicer in every way, and would never have dreamed of hurting anyone deliberately, let alone her own husband.


It had been a good marriage, despite being childless. Or maybe because of being childless, each of them having no one but the other to please. Over the years, they’d had lots of fun together as well as love; indeed, it was the memory of the fun, and the betrayal of it, that hurt even more than the betrayal of love. She felt that she could perhaps have forgiven Rodney’s loving another woman: it was the drying-up of intimate, long-standing jokes that hurt most; the blank, uncomprehending stare with which he began to greet her amusing little anecdotes which would once have sent them into fits of shared laughter. This was the real betrayal. This was the pain which had lodged in her heart like a fishbone in one’s throat, and would not go away.


The most recent of their shared jokes was the one that hurt most to look back on.


“Watch out!” she remembered calling across the bedroom to Rodney one summer Saturday morning, her voice full of laughter. “Watch out! She’s there again!”


“Oh God, no! Where?” he’d answered, laughing likewise; and together they’d peered from behind the bedroom curtains, giggling like schoolchildren, as they watched the lumpy figure in its too-youthful summer dress sauntering by with would-be nonchalance, looking everywhere except up at the windows of the Saunders’ home.


Ivy Budd. A silly enough name in its own right, and conducive to a certain amount of idle mockery, even if it hadn’t been compounded by a degree of actual silliness almost beyond belief. Since parting from a rather shadowy Mr Budd some two or three years ago — whether by divorce or by some other form of natural wastage was unclear — Ivy had developed a forlorn and hopeless crush on Rodney Saunders, trailing him along the corridors of the polytechnic where they both worked, hanging about in the car-park at the end of the day in the hopes of seeing him come out and get into his car: even — who knows? — cherishing the even fainter hope that he might notice her, and offer her a lift to the station.


Which, in the early days, he had quite often done, as befitted a friendly colleague as yet unaware of his passenger’s girlish and unrequited passion.


It was Alice who had noted the symptoms first. She’d been walking up the road with the weekend shopping one Saturday morning when she’d encountered — slightly to her surprise, for the quiet residential road with its bright front gardens and flowering cherry-trees didn’t really lead to anywhere — this colleague of Rodney’s whom she knew at the time only very slightly.


“Hello,” she’d said, with the small polite smile one gives to near-strangers; and was about to pass on without further exchange, when the woman came to an awkward and jerky halt right in front of her, gulped uncomfortably and burst into rapid speech.


“I … I’m just on my way to post a letter,” she gabbled, displaying the envelope with a flourish as if it was a key exhibit for the Defence. “I only meant … That is, I thought if I could maybe catch the midday post …”


Vaguely puzzled by the gratuitous volley of information, Alice was at a loss for a reply. Why on earth should the woman find it necessary to explain to a near stranger her reason for walking peaceably along a public highway?


Oh, well. No business of mine, Alice had reflected, and passed on with a vague smile. She had thought no more about it until the following Saturday, when, looking out of the bedroom window she noticed once again this same woman, strolling, this time, at a leisurely pace as if waiting for someone to catch her up. But no one did, and not many minutes later, back she came again. Her pace was that of someone out for a stroll in the spring sunshine, and yet there was something intent and purposeful about her, an air of expectancy. The day was warm, and she was wearing a short cotton dress from which her muscular thighs projected like roof-supports, while her arms, scarlet with sunburn, hung from the sleeveless garment heavily, and somehow helplessly, as if they didn’t know what they were supposed to be doing. No handbag. No load of weekend shopping. Just two thick, freckled arms with hands on the end of them.


“That woman from the Fine Arts Department,” she remarked to Rodney at lunch-time, “Ivy somebody — the one you sometimes give lifts to — has she come to live in our road, or something?”


“Ivy Budd? The one with the legs? No, I don’t think so. Not that I know of. Why?”


“Well, I keep seeing her around, that’s all. It seems funny, if she still lives over in Fulham. I saw her last Saturday, she said she’d come to post a letter. Can you credit it, travelling all the way from Fulham to post a letter in our pillar-box instead of in her own!”


Rodney shrugged. He didn’t seem very interested, and merely murmured that there were no zoning regulations about pillar-boxes, were there? Anyone could post anything anywhere they liked, and anyway it takes all sorts, especially in the Fine Arts Department …


The next Saturday, there she was again, hanging about on the other side of the road watching Rodney cut the front hedge; and finally when she crossed the road to ask him, blushing furiously, for a spray of the cut privet to take home with her, at this, even Rodney was a bit taken aback.


“A spray of privet,” he speculated over lunch. “What on earth can she want it for? I started asking her, does she keep stick-insects? — but she seemed terrified. She just gave a great gulp, and ran off down the road. Ran! Did I say something wrong, do you suppose? Is ‘stick-insect’ the latest rude word, or something?”


Alice laughed. “She’s potty about you, darling, that’s all it is,” she explained. “She’s going to press that privet spray between sheets of blotting-paper, and keep it for ever! She’s got a crush on you, like a lovesick teenager.”


“Teenager. She’s fifty if she’s a day,” protested Rodney — though actually she wasn’t, she was only forty-four, as Alice was to discover later. “Are you seriously suggesting that a grown woman …?”


“Yes, I am,” Alice insisted. “It’s not as extraordinary as you seem to think. A crush isn’t peculiar to teenagers, you know. It’s a kind of loving that people go in for when the object of their love is unattainable. It can happen at any age, in fact it’s quite common, to judge by what one hears. Middle-aged women and their doctors. Vicars and devoted female members of their congregations …”


“Well, I’m not a bloody vicar,” Rodney grumbled. “Vicars are paid to be pestered, the topping-up of half-empty souls is their job. But it’s not mine, and I’m damned if I’m going to be press-ganged into it! I’ll take out an injunction against her if she’s not careful!”


But very soon irritation gave way to amusement, and he and Alice spent many an odd minute giggling over the excesses of his undeclared admirer. Indeed, it would have been difficult to be other than amused by some of the antics the love-lorn lady got up to in her attempts to engineer an “accidental” meeting with her beloved. Popping out from the shelter of some doorway as he came by; lurking in the nearby telephone box watching for him to come out into the front garden so that she could happen to walk past and say “Hello”, in the tremulous expectation of hearing him say “Hello” back. Which, of course, he had to do; and though this was usually the extreme limit of the exchange, it seemed to suffice. On such insubstantial nourishment can an insubstantial passion thrive, Alice used to reflect, watching the ungainly figure fairly prancing down the road after one of these encounters, all lit up with unspeakable joy, with the sound of that perfunctory “Hello” still echoing in her ears.


Part of the fun was the way Alice would tease him about his “conquest”, and he in his turn would appeal to Alice, in mock-terror, for her protection.


“Go and have a dekko, darling,” he would urge, with exaggerated wariness. “See if I can mow the front lawn this morning without getting raped!” and Alice, with barely suppressed giggles, would peer up and down the road and report that the coast was clear, or otherwise.


“She’ll be writing you anonymous poems next!” Alice laughingly predicted one Saturday; and lo and behold, that was exactly what happened.


They would arrive by post, and Rodney and Alice would find themselves in fits of laughter, reading out to one another lines about love so true being spurned by you, or about hearts still yearning and passion burning.


“And stomachs turning,” Alice remembered improvising, and together they had leaned back against the cushions and laughed until they cried.


Was this the last time — the very last time — that they had laughed like this? Laughed in such an ecstasy of shared mockery that it was almost like an ecstasy of love?


It was hard to believe now that it was this same Rodney, this same beloved husband who, not many months later, had been leaning back against those same cushions, explaining gravely to Alice that he was in love with Ivy, that she was a very wonderful person, and that he wanted to marry her.
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