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            Foreword

         

         The Hours Before Dawn (1958) was the first of Celia Fremlin’s sixteen novels and the one for which she is best known, although – given her contribution to the crime-fiction genre – she has been, to date, woefully underrated and not remembered nearly so often, nor so vociferously, as she deserves. Fremlin’s métier was psychological suspense in a domestic setting; no grand guignol or melodrama, but something a thousand times creepier and more insidious in its small-scale, suburban gentility.

         In the preface to the 1988 edition of the novel Fremlin wrote that it had been inspired by her experience, with her second baby, of sleepless nights and subsequent exhaustion. The simple plea in the first sentence – ‘I’d give anything – anything – for a night’s sleep,’ – takes us straight to the heart of the sleep deprivation bordering on torture that is often the lot of mothers with young babies. Louise Henderson, harassed parent of two primary-school-age girls as well as screaming infant Michael, struggles to service the needs of her family, keep things on an even keel with husband Mark, keep the noise down for the neighbours and keep up appearances in middle-class London. Written at a time when gender-demarcation was well-nigh absolute and motherhood fetishised as woman’s highest calling, Louise, ears ringing with well-meant advice and other mothers’ war stories, struggles on, uncomplaining, despite her growing depression, anxiety and fatigue.

         Michael’s arrival has necessitated taking in a lodger, the respectable spinster schoolmistress Vera Brandon. Soon after her arrival, Louise begins to wonder if she’s imagining things: is Miss Brandon creeping about the house and spying on them? Is she making a play for Mark? Has she met her somewhere before? With a series of incidents for which there might – or might not – be an innocent explanation, Fremlin expertly ratchets up the tension, notch by notch, as Louise’s imagination becomes ever more febrile … or does it?

         Tightly plotted and admirably concise, Fremlin’s fiction is characterised by precise observation and the inclusion of small, telling details – skills surely honed by her time working for the Mass Observation movement during the Second World War – which ensures that all of her characters, including the children, are fully formed and pitch-perfect.  More surprising, perhaps, as well as wholly delightful, is the wit – effortless, acerbic and just enough of it – that gives her work its distinctive and memorable pungency.

          

         Laura Wilson

      

   


   
      

         
            CHAPTER ONE

         

         ‘I’d give anything – anything  –  for a night’s sleep.’

         For one awful moment Louise thought she had spoken aloud. She jerked up her head and blinked round at the swinging streaks of colour that were rapidly resolving themselves into Mrs Hooper and her baby, Mrs Tomlinson and her baby, and that Mrs What’s-her-name in the smart blue suit whose baby did exactly what the books said, for all the world as if he and his mother studied the Behaviour Charts and Average Weight Tables together.

         Louise fought back her drowsiness and hoisted Michael into a safer position on her lap. It was all right. No one was staring at her; no one was looking shocked, not even Nurse Fordham. Indeed, she could not have been dozing for more than a second or two altogether, for Mrs Hooper still hadn’t finished the sentence she had begun while Louise was properly awake.

         ‘… And so I thought I’d bring Christine to be weighed today after all. Just out of interest, of course – I shan’t worry if she hasn’t gained. In fact, I shan’t worry if she’s lost—’ Here Mrs Hooper leaned further across the placid bulk of Mrs Tomlinson to peer expectantly into Louise’s face. Louise knew that Mrs Hooper wanted to be reproved for this casual attitude – no theory of child-management can thrive if no one disagrees with it – but this afternoon she felt too tired to disagree with anyone.

         ‘Yes, I think you’re quite right,’ she said uncooperatively. Mrs Hooper was only momentarily disconcerted; soon she began again, in the hushed yet piercing tones used habitually by the mothers, who felt that they should not disturb the solemnity of the Infant Welfare Clinic by anything above a whisper, and yet wished to converse continually with neighbours several chairs and several crying babies away.

         ‘I don’t believe in all this worrying,’ continued Mrs Hooper truculently. ‘I think it’s absurd the way most mothers worry about a few ounces this way or that. After all, Nature  doesn’t worry. She doesn’t provide baby-scales for rabbits, does she? Or for cats? They  bring up their babies all right without all this fuss.’

         Mrs Hooper paused, anxious as a child, and watched Louise hopefully for some sign of disapproval. She had an uneasy feeling that people were less shocked at this sort of remark now than they had been nine years ago, when her elder child was a baby.

         ‘Don’t they?’ she prompted, with an oddly touching sort of aggressiveness.

         ‘Don’t who? – Oh – I’m sorry! Yes. Cats and rabbits.’ Louise hastily collected her wits. ‘Yes. Of course. But the trouble is that we  expect our babies to survive. Cats and rabbits are content to bring up about two out of seven, and so—’

         ‘You’re next, ain’t you, duck?’ enquired Mrs Tomlinson, across whose amiable bulk this conversation was taking place. ‘You come in after her with the pink coat, I saw you, and she was two in front of Mrs Rogers, but Mrs Rogers ain’t waiting, see, and so that only leaves her what’s up there now, and then—’

         Louise could not quite follow the intricacies of this calculation, but like most laymen she did not query the methods of the expert. She thankfully accepted the conclusion, and was about to get to her feet when Mrs Hooper intervened.

         ‘No – excuse me – I’m sorry – but I was here first,’ she protested. ‘I’ve been here since half past one. I think it’s scandalous the way they keep us waiting. I came here early on purpose so as to get away early. I’ve got to be at my pottery class by five.’

         ‘Never mind,’ said Louise soothingly – and she would have liked to have added that mother rabbits get on all right without pottery classes; instead, she went on: ‘Don’t worry, you go in front of me if you like – but please  don’t ask her a lot of complicated questions. I’ve got to get away early, too, to fetch the girls from school.’

         ‘Of course I shan’t ask her any questions!’ retorted Mrs Hooper, scandalised. ‘I never  ask advice about my children. I feel that my own mother-instincts …’

         Her sentence remained unfinished, for Nurse Fordham had already called out ‘Next, please’ a second time, and Mrs Hooper’s mother-instincts were proving somewhat inadequate when it came to the task of disentangling her baby’s outdoor garments from the feet and chair legs of her neighbours with one hand, while with the other she clutched a handbag and a weight-card as well as her almost upside-down and loudly-protesting daughter.

         But Nurse Fordham was patient. You could tell that she had schooled herself to be patient with the mothers; and when Louise, a few minutes later, settled herself in the chair facing Nurse Fordham, she felt the patience in that bright smile like the sting of an April wind. Michael, seeming heavier and damper than ever, was wriggling discontentedly in her lap. He was already beginning those uneasy, rasping grunts which meant that soon he would be yelling beyond all hope of control. Louise jigged him gently from side to side in a delaying action, praying that the interview with Nurse Fordham would be over before he really let himself go. When a baby cried, Nurse Fordham’s patience with the mother became so intense that one could no longer meet her eyes nor remember what one was trying to say.

         ‘So you see,’ Louise hastened on, ‘the trouble is that he wakes up and cries every  night. Whether I give him a feed or not, I mean.’ As she spoke, she jigged Michael with mounting violence, feeling through her palms, through her thighs, the tide of boredom rising within him. Harder – harder – it was like baling out a boat when you know without any doubt that the water will win in the end…. And the patience in Nurse Fordham’s voice was like the swell of the sea, in which a thousand boats can sink unnoticed.

         ‘You see, Mrs Henderson,’ she was explaining, choosing her words carefully, as if Louise could understand human speech little better than the writhing baby in her arms – ‘you see, as I’m always telling you mothers, you mustn’t worry.  He’s gaining splendidly – he’s very strong and active for seven months old. There’s nothing to worry about.’

         ‘No – I know–’ said Louise, senselessly apologetic by now. ‘But you see he keeps us awake half the night. My husband can’t stand it either, he—’

         ‘You mustn’t worry,  Mrs Henderson,’ repeated Nurse Fordham, the patience crackling from her starched sleeve like machine-gun fire as she reached for the case-sheets. ‘That’s the mistake all you young mothers make. You worry too much. Your worry communicates itself to the baby, and there you are!’

         Such was the self-confident triumph in Nurse Fordham’s voice that for a moment Louise felt as if Nurse Fordham really did  know where she, Louise, was. Knew what it felt like when you dragged yourself out of bed at two in the morning … and again at quarter past three … and again at five. Knew what you could say to a husband when he shouted at you in the light of the crazy, dying moon: ‘For God’s sake make him shut up! I can’t stand it any longer! Make him SHUT UP!’ Knew, too, how to make yourself cope with the next day – how to remain bright and good-tempered and attractive – to get the children off to school in time – to answer their questions, plan the meals, never letting tiredness get the better of you….

         ‘Just stop worrying,  you see,’ repeated Nurse Fordham (you had to repeat things over and over again to these mothers, they never seemed to take anything in the first time, and really, this woman was still looking quite blank). ‘Just stop worrying, and then your baby will stop worrying, too. Create a calm tranquil atmosphere….’

         Michael’s first real yell filled the clinic from wall to wall, and Louise hastily gathered him up and rose from her chair. Under the scorching beam of Nurse Fordham’s patience she got him to the back of the room, bundled him pell-mell into leggings, coat and bonnet, and fled from the room like an escaping burglar.

         Once outside in the cold spring sunlight, with the cold spring wind flicking across the rows of empty prams, Michael’s yells subsided; and he maintained a guarded silence as Louise settled him in his pram, his breath indrawn ready to scream again at once if she should attempt to lie him down instead of propping him up in a sitting position. Like any general of a defeated army, Louise gladly accepted such moderate terms, and was about to embark on the familiar task of disentangling her pram from the four adjoining ones, when she noticed with surprise that one of these contained a baby. At first she did not recognise the child, as half its face was hidden by the grubby pink bonnet which had slipped down over its eyes, and the other half by a cauliflower, at which it gnawed with absent-minded greed. The pram she could not immediately recognise either, though it undoubtedly must belong to one of the higher-income-group mothers, for it was scratched and muddy, the hood was lurching sideways where a screw was missing, and the end away from the baby was filled with potatoes. The prams from the poorer parts of the neighbourhood were invariably brand-new and shining, with satin eiderdowns and embroidered pillows. A moment later Louise was able to identify the bonnet and the cauliflower as Christine Hooper; for Mrs Hooper herself could now be seen picking her way among the prams towards them, her sturdy legs blue above their unseasonable sandals, and her sparse red hair held back as always by an Alice-in-Wonderland ribbon – a style which was growing yearly more unbecoming as she floundered further and further into the thirties.

         ‘Hullo – I thought you were in such a hurry to get to your pottery class,’ remarked Louise. ‘Look – can you get your pram out first? No – turn it a bit sideways – that’s right.’

         A violent jolt from her mother’s rather heavy-handed manoeuvres sent Christine’s cauliflower bouncing on to the gravel, and her shrill, peevish wail silenced further conversation until the cauliflower, rather battered by now, had been restored.

         ‘I always think that’s such a natural  way for them to get their vitamins,’ beamed Mrs Hooper, as a muddy, mangled bit of stalk dribbled from Christine’s mouth on to her knitted jacket. ‘She got it all by herself, you know, out of the end of the pram. When Tony was a baby, I always used to let him help himself to the shopping on the way home. I remember once he got hold of a mutton chop. Raw. People were terribly shocked,’ she added wistfully, with the far-away look of one recalling past triumphs.

         ‘I’m sure they were,’ said Louise kindly, ‘But listen; why are you coming this way? Surely you have to take Christine home before the class?’

         ‘Oh – yes – well, the thing is, I was going to ask you, actually, if you’d be an absolute angel and have Christine with you for an hour or two? Then I won’t need to go home at all, you see, I can just walk along with you now and leave her at your house and go straight on from there.’

         ‘Oh.’ Louise thought quickly. ‘But what about Tony?’ she suggested hopefully. ‘Don’t you have to go back and give him his tea? Won’t he wonder where you are when he gets in from school?’

         ‘Oh no!’ Mrs Hooper looked horrified. ‘He’s quite  used to it. When he finds I’m not there, he’ll just go in to one of the neighbours for tea. I believe in children learning to be independent, you know.’

         ‘Oh.’ Louise looked gloomily at the dribbling Christine and wished, not for the first time, that Mrs Hooper’s children could be independent in some way that didn’t involve the neighbours’ having to feed them so often. She tried again: ‘I’m not going straight home, you know; I’m going round by the school. I’ve got to meet Margery and Harriet.’

         ‘Meet  them!’ Mrs Hooper’s expression was that of a scandalised Victorian grandparent, ‘Meet them? But my dear, how ridiculous! Margery’s eight now, isn’t she, and Harriet’s nearly seven? Why, Tony was coming home alone long  before that. It never worried him a bit. I remember once when he was barely five he was knocked down by a bicycle crossing the main road. Some kind lady took him home with her and bandaged him up and brought him back in her car as cheerful as a cricket. He didn’t mind in the least. I’d always trained him to be independent, you see.’

         ‘If all children were as independent as that, there mightn’t be enough kind ladies to go round,’ remarked Louise sourly. ‘Anyway, since I am meeting the girls, I’m afraid it means I can’t have Christine. You don’t want to come dragging up to the school with me, I’m sure. Besides,’ she added, with sudden inspiration, ‘I couldn’t have her in any case, not this evening. I’ve got a prospective tenant coming to look at the room.’

         ‘My dear! You’re not  letting that room, are you?’ cried Mrs Hooper, stopping dead with an access of interest which nearly flung Christine through the hood of the pram. ‘But how dreadful! I mean, I should have thought you needed more  space now you’ve got Michael, not less. And then, everyone knows that two women can’t share a kitchen, and—’

         ‘We’ve thought of all that,’ Louise interrupted. ‘But unfortunately another child means you want more money as well as more space. Besides, it isn’t really sharing, you know. She’ll have her own gas ring up there, and that little basin on the landing ought to be enough for washing-up. She can’t have much washing-up, just one person by herself.’

         ‘Don’t you believe it!’ said Mrs Hooper, resuming her rapid stride along the pavement, the pram clearing the way before her with the efficiency of a battering-ram. ‘We were sharing with a girl once, and she had parties every night. Every  night; and never less than fifteen people. She always used our crockery for them, too. At least,’ admitted Mrs Hooper reflectively, ‘she did after we’d got  some crockery of our own.’

         Louise could not help feeling that Mrs Hooper and her fellow tenant must have been well matched. She also noticed that Mrs Hooper was still marching relentlessly at her side in the direction of the school, and had managed deftly to turn the conversation right away from Louise’s objections to looking after Christine for the evening. She hastily interposed:

         ‘Well, I don’t think this woman will be like that. She’s a schoolteacher, and she sounded very respectable on the phone. In fact, I expect the trouble will be that she’ll think we  aren’t quiet enough for her.  I told her we’ve got children – but, well, you do see, don’t you, that I don’t want an extra baby around just when she’s coming to look at the room? I mean, two  prams in the hall – it’ll make the place look like a day-nursery.’

         ‘Let her put up with it,’ advised Mrs Hooper airily. ‘Let her see you as you really are. Why should you be always putting yourself out for other people?’

         Before Louise had thought of a suitable reply to this a screech of ‘Mummy!’ put an end to the discussion. Two little girls had detached themselves from the squealing crowd round the school gates and were running towards her. Margery, the elder, ran clumsily, heavily, a bulging satchel with a broken strap banging her ankle at every step; and even as Louise watched, one of the gym shoes clutched in her other hand skidded to the ground, followed by a crumpled paper bag of crayons, spilling this way and that among the hurrying feet. Harriet, smaller, darker, carrying nothing, free as air, flew past her woebegone sister, skimming like a dryad across the crowded pavement and into Louise’s arms.

      

   


   
      

         
            CHAPTER TWO

         

         It would, of course, happen that the new tenant should arrive at exactly the moment when Mark got back from work, tired and irritable. And it was equally inevitable that this moment should be the very one when Louise had at last decided to bring the howling Christine indoors, and both prams were now wedged across the narrow hall, locked by their mud-guards in a dismal and indissoluble embrace. This was the moment, too, chosen by Margery to sit on the bottom step of the stairs and pick bread and jam off her socks – the result of Harriet’s Teddy bear’s tea having been laid out in its usual place – on the floor just inside the kitchen door. What with one thing and another, Louise could hardly wonder that Mark should give her one hunted glance, and disappear headlong into the kitchen. She had only time for a fleeting, desperate hope that he had not landed, as Margery had done, in the middle of Teddy’s bread and jam, before she had to turn and greet the tall figure silhouetted in the doorway.

         ‘Mrs Henderson?’ the figure was saying, in the clear, decisive tones of one used to commanding attention. ‘I’m Vera Brandon. I telephoned yesterday—’

         ‘Yes. How nice. I mean, do come up. Come and see the room—’ Exerting what felt like a degree of physical strength equal to throwing a sack of coal across the hall, Louise radiated silent will-power in four directions at once: to Margery to get herself and her jammy socks off the stairs without any of that laboured discussion with which Margery always liked to surround herself and her doings: to Harriet to keep her shrill argument with her father well behind the closed kitchen door: to Michael to slobber over his sodden rusk for a few minutes longer before dropping it through the bars of the playpen and screaming: and to Christine to remain in the state of stunned silence to which the appearance of so many strangers at once had fortunately reduced her.

         The will-power worked – as it always does, thought Louise, when you put every ounce of strength you’ve got into it, and leave yourself weak and empty – and she conducted the visitor upstairs to the vacant room – the Rubbish Room as the children still persisted in calling it, in spite of the fact that it had been cleared out some days since and furnished in readiness for its new occupant. And, as it happened, this title turned out to be a good deal more appropriate than Louise could have wished, and she began to apologise to her rather disconcertingly silent visitor:

         ‘I’m sorry we haven’t quite got the shelves cleared yet,’ she explained nervously. ‘Those are my mother-in-law’s books, she’s fetching them at the week-end. And of course the dolls’ pram will be gone, too, and that – that—’ Louise sought for the right word to indicate the swaying structure of cardboard grocery boxes in which Harriet had spent a happy afternoon last week being a Tiger in its Den. Mark had been quite right, of course. He had always said that she shouldn’t let the children come up here and play while there was no tenant. They’d only get into the habit of it, he’d said, and there’d be an awful job keeping them out after the room was  let. But it was such a temptation, especially at week-ends, when Mark himself wanted some peace and quiet in the sitting-room. And she’d been so sure that she would remember to clear everything away before anyone came to look at the room. She would  have remembered, too, if only it hadn’t been for Mark dashing home unexpectedly for lunch, today of all days, just when she had to be at the clinic by half past one. And then Christine this evening…. Oh, well, it couldn’t be helped now; and if this woman didn’t like it, there were plenty of other people looking for rooms nowadays.

         But Miss Brandon didn’t seem to care at all; nor did she show any dismay at learning that there was only a gas ring to cook on, and that she would have to do all her washing-up at the minute hand-basin on the landing. Louise was a little surprised. Miss Brandon, in both voice and appearance, gave the impression of being a successful woman of the world, both critical and self-assured; not at all the sort of person whom one would expect to choose for her home an inconvenient, ill-equipped attic in someone else’s house. Louise felt suddenly ill at ease. She had expected a different kind of applicant altogether – a young art student, perhaps, who would giggle happily about her hardships, and boast to her friends that she was starving in a garret. Or one of those silent young men whom you never see on the stairs, who never have any washing, and who have all their meals out. Or maybe someone elderly – this was what Louise had visualised when this woman had spoken to her on the phone, and told her that she was a schoolteacher. Someone past middle-age, Louise had thought, perhaps on the verge of retiring. Someone who had learned slowly and painfully – or maybe proudly, and with undefeated courage – to accept without complaint all the numerous small discomforts that life brought her way.

         But Miss Brandon did not fit this picture at all. As to her age, it was difficult to tell. She could hardly be much past forty, Louise thought, watching her visitor glancing round the room with an odd sort of impatience; not so much as if she thought the room was inadequate, but rather as if she was completely indifferent to it, and was irritated only by the necessity for making a decision.

         ‘I’ll take it,’ she said brusquely, without either prodding the bed for broken springs or peering under it for spider-webs – actions which Louise had always understood tenants to perform before they rented rooms. ‘When can I come in?’

         ‘Well – that is – of course—’ Louise stammered a little under Miss Brandon’s clear, commanding gaze – ‘just as soon as you like. Except that my mother-in-law won’t be fetching her books till the week-end, and so—’

         ‘Never mind about that,’ said Miss Brandon, still with this air of restrained impatience. ‘I shan’t need those shelves. I haven’t a lot of books of my own just now. Tell your mother-in-law she can fetch them whenever it suits her. I shall have no objection.’

         The remark, still more the manner of it, struck Louise as a trifle arrogant – rather like the mistress of the house giving instructions to her housekeeper. Then she remembered that Miss Brandon was, after all, a schoolteacher, and the giving of instructions probably occupied the greater part of her waking life, and this manner had no doubt become habitual. All the same, it was odd that a woman so self-assured should display so little interest in the amenities (or lack of them) in the place she proposed to make her home. With almost perverse honesty, Louise began pointing out the disadvantages of the room: the low, sloping ceiling; the lack of storage space – the only built-in cupboard being shallow and inconvenient, with a jagged hole in the plaster at the top which the men still hadn’t come to mend.

         But Miss Brandon seemed quite unperturbed – or, rather, uninterested. Indeed, she seemed to find Louise’s frankness merely irritating, and she brushed it aside impatiently, simply repeating that she wished to take the room. Her only concern seemed to be that she should come in soon –  say tomorrow evening?

         This being agreed, the two set off down the stairs again, Louise making rapid calculations about how to fit in the cleaning and preparing of the room tomorrow. Mark would definitely be home for lunch, which meant extra cooking; and the scullery and passage simply must  be scrubbed – they couldn’t go another day….

         At the foot of the stairs, Miss Brandon seemed suddenly to lose her air of restive indifference. ‘Good God!’ she exclaimed.

         Louise really couldn’t feel surprised at the exclamation. Anyone other than a mother must surely be horrified at the sight of a baby in the position in which Christine Hooper had managed to get herself. There she lay, sound asleep, her head hanging over the edge of the pram, and her spine bent backwards at an angle which must surely have resulted in instant death to anyone much over seven months old. Louise, of course, recognised these symptoms as indicating merely that Christine was all set to sleep peacefully for hours; but she appreciated that to a less experienced eye the situation might look alarming.

         ‘It’s all right,’ she began hastily; but Miss Brandon was already bending over the pram, rearranging the outraged Christine into the comfortable position which babies so detest. ‘She’s all right, really,’ repeated Louise, as Miss Brandon, her strong features flushed with stooping, straightened herself, and looked accusingly at Louise.

         ‘This isn’t your  baby, is it?’ she said.

         ‘Why – no,’ answered Louise, rather taken aback. ‘I’m just looking after her for a friend of mine—’ She stopped rather awkwardly, realising that ‘looking after’ must seem to her listener something of an exaggeration. It was true that she had abandoned Christine and her pram rather unceremoniously in the middle of the hall when the visitor arrived; but what else could she do, with the doorbell ringing, and Mark arriving home, and such pandemonium everywhere? And anyway, hadn’t Mrs Hooper assured her that Christine could be left in her pram indefinitely, anywhere, anyhow?

         ‘Don’t worry about her, my dear,’ Mrs Hooper had said. ‘I never do. Just leave her anywhere – out in the front, if you like. I’ll be back in time for her feed.’ And then, as if conferring a great favour, she called over her shoulder: ‘If you like, you can give her a bottle when you give Michael his. Any milk mixture will do.’

         But, of course, Miss Brandon didn’t know Mrs Hooper and her methods. And anyway, it occurred now to Louise that the accusing stare which was fastened on her so uncomfortably probably had no reference to her neglect or otherwise of the superfluous Christine, but simply to the fact of her owning a baby at all. After all, she had only said three children  on the phone, and who would choose to come and live in a house with a baby in it if they could possibly live elsewhere? Apologetically, she plunged into explanations:

         ‘Actually, I have  got a baby about that age. And two older girls. I thought I told you when you rang up. But I don’t think they’ll bother you at all, your room is right up at the top, on a floor by itself—’

         Miss Brandon seemed in some indefinable way to have relaxed, and her voice was noticeably less hostile as she spoke again:

         ‘Yes, yes,’ she reassured Louise. ‘I remember now, you did tell me. Dear little things, I’m sure, I’d love to meet them. And your husband, too, of course,’ she added, as if in afterthought. She hesitated a moment, almost, thought Louise wonderingly, as if she really did  want to meet them all, here and now. Not that Louise had any intention of ushering a stranger in to her family without warning at this hour of the evening. Not one of them would have their shoes on, not even Mark. Harriet would giggle, and bury her head ostentatiously in a cushion, displaying a large expanse of torn knicker which Louise still hadn’t found time to mend. Michael would go red in the face and roar – not, as everyone would fondly suppose, because he was shy of strangers, but because the sight of his mother coming into the room would remind him that she hadn’t been there all this time. Margery would stare in ill-concealed and speechless horror, and so, in all probability, would Mark. Louise firmly escorted her visitor to the front door.

         Mark was still scowling when Louise rejoined her family, and she could guess at the withering comments hovering on the tip of his tongue. It was something of a relief to know that he would have to postpone them while she fed and changed Michael and put him in his cot; while she dished up supper; while she wrestled with the children’s table manners, tooth-brushing, and finally got them to bed; while she washed up supper, finished the ironing, and ran upstairs to see how it could be that Margery’s eiderdown should have slipped off her bed and vanished without trace in the space of half an hour.

         It was nearly half past nine by the time all this had been lived through and Louise could throw herself wearily into the armchair opposite to Mark. For a minute she watched the unresponsive back of the evening paper in silence, wondering dejectedly whether quarrels were improved or worsened by being left to simmer like this for three and a half hours? Did a husband’s anger fritter itself away as one interruption succeeded another and prevented its expression? Or did it gather itself together into one bitter spurt of rage? Or did the delay merely leave him defeated, bewildered, as weary as oneself …?

         Louise woke with a start, and opened her eyes to find that the evening paper had been flung aside, and that Mark was already half way through a sentence:

         ‘… Why, on top of everything, you had to have that wretched Hooper brat here just when you knew someone was coming to look at the room? Why?’

         Louise fought back the drowsiness which always, now, lay in wait for her, ready to pounce; she tried to gather together her rather scattered defences.

         ‘Well, you see,’ she began, ‘I couldn’t really avoid it. I mean, Mrs Hooper simply dumped her on me – you know what she is.’

         ‘Of course I know what she is!’ exploded Mark. ‘And that’s just exactly why I can’t understand why you’re eternally putting yourself out to oblige her. And putting me out, too – that’s the point. Do you know that damn kid was yelling without a break the whole time you were upstairs?’

         ‘No, she wasn’t,’ contradicted Louise, conscious even as she spoke of the childish folly of such an appeal to accuracy in an argument of this nature. ‘She couldn’t have been. She was sound asleep when I came down.’ Fortunately Mark paid no attention to this ill-judged appeal to facts, and went on as if she had not spoken:

         ‘As if it wasn’t bad enough to have to come home to my own kids’ yelling! God, what a shambles! I’m surprised that woman didn’t turn straight round and walk out again!’

         ‘Well, she didn’t,’ retorted Louise; and then, in an attempt to change the subject, she continued: ‘She really seemed to like the room, you know. She wants to come in tomorrow. She doesn’t mind about your mother’s books, or anything.’

         ‘The woman must be mad,’ muttered Mark; but his voice was perceptibly mellowed as he asked: ‘And what did you think of her, Louise? Do you think she’ll do?’

         ‘Yes – oh, yes!’ said Louise, with a misleading enthusiasm which stemmed more from her relief at having successfully changed the subject than from any liking for the new tenant. ‘Yes, I think she’s just what we want. And I think she must be quite fond of children – she simply rushed to pick up Christine when she thought something was wrong. Or’ – Louise’s brief enthusiasm waned – ‘do you think it just means that she’s interfering?’

         ‘More likely it means she was trying to strangle the brat,’ said Mark with gloomy relish. ‘For two pins I’d have done it myself. But listen, Louise, seriously, we must  see that there is less uproar in the house now that someone else is living here. Particularly at night. You’ve got  to see that Michael stops crying at night. You can’t expect anyone else to put up with it. I’ve had just about all I can stand myself.’

         Louise was conscious of an aching, helpless weariness; and as she glanced at her husband’s face, the tired lines more deeply drawn in the lamplight, she felt a tiny stab of fear. For the first time, she wondered: Does it sometimes happen like this? Do men sometimes stand up in the divorce court, tired and bewildered, and say simply ‘Yes, I still love my wife; yes, I still love my children; no, there isn’t another woman; it’s just that I can’t go on any longer without any sleep.’ Do they? And why does it never get into the papers …?

         Scream upon scream from upstairs. Louise was at Margery’s bedside and with her arms round the little girl before her conscious mind had even registered which child it was that called her. And, after all, it was only one of Margery’s dreams.

         ‘The Rubbish Room!’ sobbed Margery, as soon as she could speak. ‘I dreamed I went to the Rubbish Room, and there was a horrid brown lady in it, and she was looking for something, and when she turned round I saw she had enormous hands. Oh, Mummy, they were enormous!  Like – like great flapping cardigans. And I couldn’t move, and she came at me—’

         It was half an hour before Margery was soothed and sleepy again; and by that time Michael was demanding his ten o’clock feed. Another night was beginning.

      

   


   
      

         
            CHAPTER THREE

         

         ‘Oi!’ The syllable used by Mrs Morgan was not exactly ‘Oi.’ It was something so discreet, and at the same time so peremptory, that it defies transcription. But it was sufficient to make Louise set down the basin of steaming nappies on to the grass, and go to the wall over which Mrs Morgan’s small brown eyes glinted excitedly. It was barely eleven o’clock, and so Mrs Morgan had not yet made herself up ready for her daily shopping expedition, and the wisps of untidy grey hair protruding from her hairnet added to the air of illicit conspiracy with which she beckoned Louise to the wall.

         ‘She’s come, then?’ Mrs Morgan spoke in a penetrating undertone, at the same time glancing cautiously to right and left.

         ‘Who’s come?’ asked Louise, who was always rather slow at switching her mind off the problem of what to cook for lunch that would be ready if Mark was early; wouldn’t spoil if he was late; and wouldn’t matter if he didn’t come at all. Besides, conversations with Mrs Morgan nearly always started off at cross-purposes because of Mrs Morgan’s habit of referring to everyone as ‘She’ – with a nervous backward glance as if the subject of her remarks might be lurking unseen among the wisps of London Pride by her back door.

         ‘She.  Her,’ explained Mrs Morgan obligingly. ‘Her that’s took your top room. I saw her come up last night. In a taxi. Not wanting to be nosey, it’s not my business of course, but she didn’t bring much with her, did she? Isn’t she stopping long?’

         ‘Why – yes, I think so,’ said Louise. ‘At least, I suppose she will, if she likes the place. She didn’t say anything about it being temporary.’

         ‘Ah!’ Mrs Morgan allowed the significance of this observation to sink in. Then: ‘Well, it’s none of my business, but you’re only young, dear, and I wouldn’t like to see you took advantage of. Where did you say she come from?’

         ‘Why, I – well, to tell you the truth, Mrs Morgan, I never thought of asking her. I suppose from some other lodgings somewhere.’

         ‘Ah.’ You could tell that the conversation was taking the turn that Mrs Morgan was hoping for. ‘You didn’t have no references, then?’ she proceeded, moving in for the kill.

         ‘No. Why, should I have?’ asked Louise, settling her elbows less painfully on the roughness of the brick wall, ready for the drama that was to follow. By rights, she supposed, she should have felt bored and restive at being thus cornered by such an old gossip. Other intelligent women did. They sighed and fidgeted, and bemoaned the impossibility of getting away without giving offence. But Louise felt as if she was waiting for the curtain to go up at the theatre. All sense of hurry and overwork left her; the wet piles of washing seemed to dwindle, and the bitter spring wind felt suddenly warm on her bare, damp arms as Mrs Morgan began, in hoarse, conspiratorial tones: ‘Well, I don’t want to upset you, dear, but…’

         This time it was even more absorbing than usual. It appeared that Mrs Morgan had a friend, and a very good friend she’d always been, too, who had once let a room without asking for a reference, Two very nice ladies they had seemed, respectable you know, nicely dressed. They had paid a week’s rent right away, and had said they would come back that evening. And back that evening they came, this time carrying between them a very long, heavy-looking parcel, which they had hurried upstairs and into their room without so much as a word. Well, Mrs Morgan’s very good friend hadn’t wanted to be nosey, just like Mrs Morgan herself never wanted to be nosey, but all the same she felt it was her duty to know if anything was going on. So the next morning, when the two ladies had gone out to business – Mrs Morgan’s friend never took in ladies that weren’t business ladies, it was just asking for trouble – well, after they’d gone, she felt it her duty to slip into their room, seeing she happened to have an extra key. Just slip in for a moment, see, just to make sure that everything was as it should be. And when Mrs Morgan’s friend went in the door, what did Louise think she found?

         ‘A corpse,’ said Louise promptly, though a little sorry for thus robbing Mrs Morgan of her climax. But apparently she had robbed Mrs Morgan of nothing of the kind, for the grey head only shook triumphantly.

         ‘No – that’s just where you’re wrong, dear. Of course, that was what my friend – though she was never one for throwing no aspersions at anybody, you understand – that was just what my friend had it in mind that she might see. But she didn’t. She saw worse than that. She saw an imbecile. Lying there on the bed, gibbering and rolling its eyes something horrible, and not even the wits to move hand or foot! That was the parcel what they brought in, their sister, see. They couldn’t get no one to take her in, poor thing, not like she was, so they’d schemed it up like I told you, to bring her into my friend’s house done up like a parcel, and leave her there. It was a great shock to my friend, of course, and after that she always asked for references from her ladies. Because as she said, you never know.’
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