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DOROTHY SAYERS (to the Author): You must remember, Anthony Gilbert, that although authors are three-a-penny to us, they are quite exciting to other people.




Introduction by Sophie Hannah


Do most readers read a book’s introduction at the beginning, or at the end and only once they’ve read the book itself? And is that a question that should concern the writers of introductions? Probably not. It’s funny, though – I’ve written many forewords, and I’ve never before felt the urge to say what I’m going to say now: please consider reading this introduction at the end, and only once you’ve read Lucy Malleson’s wonderful and intriguing memoir.


Why? Well, I think this is rather a mysterious book, though I don’t for a moment believe that its author intended it to be. It’s riveting but also puzzling, and, to my mind, the mystery has two layers. The first layer – the uppermost mystery, as it were – is this: is there anything peculiar here at all, or am I imagining it? (You will certainly have a view on this once you’ve read Three-a-Penny, so if you would like to be my sidekick and help me solve this mystery, and the next one that I haven’t told you about yet, then you should definitely read the book first.)


For clarity, then, the first mystery is this: is this book a perfectly straightforward account of Malleson’s life, with nothing remarkable about it apart from the more interesting biographical details, or is there something in it to be puzzled over and wondered about?


As all avid whodunnit and thriller fans know, cliffhangers are essential to the genre, as is an effort to ensure that every aspect of the narrative is absolutely clear unless it is intended to be alluringly suspenseful and part of the mystery. So let me leave you hanging on to the edge of that cliff for a while in order to tell you some known facts about Lucy Malleson.


She was born in Upper Norwood in 1899, the daughter of a stockbroker and cousin of the actor and screen-writer Miles Malleson. She was a pupil at the St Paul’s School for Girls in Hammersmith and remained in London her whole life. Her family found itself in dire financial straits during the First World War when Malleson’s father lost his job, and from that point on, Malleson was acutely aware of the dangers of impending poverty and felt duty-bound to earn as much money as she could to support her family. Much of this memoir is focused on her resolve and determination to succeed in creating a lucrative professional life as a secretary and office worker, working for such organisations as the Red Cross, the Ministry of Food, and the Coal Association.


At the same time, the true love of her life was writing. As a teenager, she wrote regularly for Punch magazine and others, and while working as a secretary she started to write novels and plays and to submit them to the appropriate places in the hope of getting them published and produced. It’s clear from almost every page of this memoir that she always had a rich inner life, an entirely independent mind and a healthy distrust of adults and all forms of authority.


As a writer, Malleson suffered many failures and re-­jections, and one of the most refreshing things about Three-a-Penny is her tangible determination, which remains as strong as ever even in the face of disappointing results. Malleson is no deluded sugar-coater; she’s down to earth, always aware of the harsh realities of life, and often unduly pessimistic (she matter-of-factly says at one point that no one will want to marry her because she’s physically unattractive), and yet she wrote this, one of my favourite passages in any book ever, and one of the best and most inspiring definitions of optimism that I’ve ever read:


So I am still in the ranks of unsuccessful dramatists. Still, I protest that a play that has attracted the attention of one of our leading actor-managers is emphatically not in the same category as a play that has merely gone the rounds and returned with enough rejection slips to paper a cupboard. And I shall go on thinking so until one day Mr. Gielgud or somebody else really puts on a play of mine, after which I can afford to disregard this very minor achievement. The new play, in fact, has just been done and is setting forth on its rounds, and this play may be the turning-point of my career. That’s one of the cheerful things about work like ours. If, like me, you still are incorrigibly optimistic, if you know in your heart of hearts that Providence intended you for a success and your main desire in life is to assist Providence to this end, why then you will never see a book with your name on the spine without the eager thought, ‘This may be it. This probably is.’ And when the book sells no more copies than its predecessor, well, by that time you’re always neck-deep in another one, and this one, without doubt, will bring you that elusive fame and financial security that glimmer like distant stars on the far, far horizon.


Malleson’s first proper taste of success came when she was offered a contract for her first crime novel The Tragedy at Freyne, which she submitted under a male pseudonym: Anthony Gilbert. It was published in 1927, and was only the beginning. As Anthony Gilbert, Malleson published ten novels starring crime-solving politician Scott Egerton, and then in 1936 ‘Gilbert’ published her first crime novel starring her most famous character, Arthur Crook, an unconventional cockney sleuth with a penchant for unethical behaviour in the service of good. She valued her personal privacy and took her Anthony Gilbert identity seriously, at one point even posing for an author photo disguised as a man.


Murder by Experts, Crook’s debut, was a big success, and Scott Egerton was immediately dropped as a character; Malleson concentrated on Crook from then on, writing a further fifty novels in which he featured. In addition to the Gilbert novels, she wrote twenty-one novels under the name Anne Meredith that were not mystery novels, though some of them were ‘inverted crime novels’, revealing who had committed what crime and why right at the start.


This memoir was originally published under the Meredith name. Malleson also published many stories in Ellery Queen magazine and had twenty-five radio plays broadcast. One of her novels inspired the 1945 movie My Name is Julia Ross. She was an early member of the The Detection Club, alongside Agatha Christie and Dorothy L. Sayers, and she was the club’s General Secretary for a period. Interestingly, although one of the recurring themes of Three-a-Penny is the difficulties faced by women in that time who wanted to be taken seriously as professionals and treated as men’s equals, Anthony Gilbert is not a household name in the way that the Golden Age Queens of Crime are: Christie, Sayers, Margery Allingham and Ngaio Marsh. Experts on the detective fiction of the twenties and thirties tend to view Anthony Gilbert as rather underrated.


Malleson herself seems to underrate her own literary achievement. At the end of this book, she says:


I don’t feel guilty that my books don’t sell ten thousand copies, though I should love them to, and so would my publishers. When I was young I confidently thought they would; when they didn’t I was astounded, but it never occurred to me, when my average sales were 1,250 copies, to abandon writing and do something more lucrative. Besides, one day they may.


Here, though, is the mystery that, for me, is one of the most interesting features of this memoir: given that her creative work and the life of her imagination were the most important and most rewarding parts of Malleson’s life, why does she write so little about them in Three-a-Penny? There’s a fascinating passage in which she talks about a transformative experience that inspires her to change her plan to write a disposable thriller with no literary merit and instead try to write the very best thriller she could, but apart from that she gives the reader very little insight into the creative imaginations of Anthony Gilbert and Anne Meredith.


Why not? Wasn’t that creative process what her life was mainly about? Is her reticence on this front an attempt to keep private the thing that mattered most to her, or did she assume that readers would not care about her plots and characters, how they came into being and what they meant to her, given that she was an author with only modest sales?


This mystery, unsolvable, only serves to make me want to read all the Malleson novels I haven’t yet read, and reread the ones I have read. I hope it has the same effect upon all who read it.




Chapter One


The uncle, who was also my godfather, and whose christening present had been a seed-pearl locket on a gold chain, had also at some time or another given me a pair of Indian silver bangles. Sitting on the floor of my mother’s room, I played with these, jangling them like handcuffs, rolling them like hoops. My parents watched me speculatively.


‘She has my father’s forehead,’ observed my mother.


‘She has my family’s mouth,’ my father countered.


‘She has a distinct look of the Woods about her when she laughs,’ insisted my mother.


‘She’s remarkably like my sister, M——, at times,’ said my father firmly.


I put aside my playthings. It had dawned upon me that they were talking about me.


‘I am like myself,’ I announced truculently, ‘and everything I have is all my own.’ Then I went back to my bracelets.


I was at that time about four years old.


God lived in the sky, whence he saw everything. Even if you could conceal your doings from the grown-ups, you could not escape the abiding vigilance of God. Not only could He see but He could hear, even the things you only said in a whisper, such as ‘Nurse is a beast’ or ‘I don’t care’ when they told you you had been rude and had hurt Mother’s feelings. God kept an enormous book, like the one at Cradock, the butcher’s, in which thousands and thousands of entries were made. Cradock made out his bills once a month and Father opened them and said: We shall be ruined. Just look at this. God presented His bill when you died, and if you had done wrong you went to hell for ever. Hell was like a glorified nursery grate on which people lay, always, in imagination’s eye, decorously dressed in outdoor clothes, perpetually burning yet never consumed.


Yet God could be kind. He could listen even to little children, as the grown-ups told you He could. In spite of their perplexing ways, the grown-ups were sometimes right. There was the affair of the nursery tablecloth. Myself and Christopher, aged four and five-and-a-half, had dinner in the nursery sitting one either side of the table. I found, with a quite unaccountable sense of shock, that the tablecloth had a raw edge, a thing I had never seen on a cloth before.


‘Christopher, there isn’t a hem on my cloth.’


‘Isn’t there? Let’s see. No more there is.’


‘I don’t like it,’ I said disapprovingly.


‘We can’t do anything, can we?’


‘We might ask God about it.’


One absorbed God, as one absorbed milk from one’s bottles. There had never been a time when one was so small one hadn’t known about Him, without ever remembering how one knew. Anyway, there it was. One could ask God about it. God could only be addressed with folded hands and shut eyes. For ordinary prayers, of course, one knelt down, but this was dinner, and it was forbidden to leave one’s chair until the meal was over. So – eyes shut, hands folded – ‘Please, God …’


Then Nurse, who had gone downstairs for a minute, came bustling back.


‘All that fat gone?’ said Nurse. ‘Well, you don’t want to have to eat it for tea, do you?’


It was a fine afternoon and the daisies had come out all over the lawn. One of the incredible things about the grown-ups was the way they always wanted to cut the daisies down. And besides the daisies there were some plums in the long grass of the orchard, smooth eau-de-nil plums each with a bright drop of gum on its head, that gave them the appearance of goblins. There was a pear tree, also, with a low branch where two could sit abreast and drive and drive into the world to come. Tablecloths, hemmed or unhemmed, were of small importance. Still, tea-time came; the sun lay in sheets of gold over the lawn, the syringa was out and so were the roses. But the cups of milk and the slices of bread-and-butter waited. Up in the nursery one remembered the cloth, lifted the hem, stared and stared. So it was true about God – He did hear. While you played in the garden, somehow – not for four-year-olds to question how – He had had that cloth hemmed. You could pass your fingers all round the border, you wouldn’t find a raw edge anywhere. And it was the same cloth, too, because the stain where you had, in spite of care, made a splotch of gravy, was under your cup of milk. It would never be difficult now to believe in the miracles – the Feeding of the Five Thousand or the Turning of Water into Wine. God was true. You knew it, not because the grown-ups said so, but because you’d proved it for yourself.


Mother was one of eight sisters, of whom seven were still living. The one who had died had been a little saint from the first, too good for this world; her picture was in Grandfather’s house, a grave little girl, with fair hair drawn off her face and secured in a blue velvet snood. The others were, miraculously, each one quite different. Mother’s special one was Aunt Charlotte. Aunt Charlotte had been the dashing member of the troupe; she had put on a swinging cloak and a cavalier hat with a curling feather and had walked down Bond Street, unaccom­panied, where she had been waylaid by an artist, who wanted to paint her.


‘Your Aunt Charlotte asked for these adventures,’ said Mother. But you could see Aunt Charlotte was really rather proud of the incident.


Then there was Aunt Beryl, who was married and had a little girl called Maud, whom you disliked heartily, because at five years old she did wonderful needlework; her cottons never tangled or became grey with dirt, and the finished needlecase or handkerchief sachet was always good enough to be sent out as a birthday or Christmas present to one of the aunts. Also, when she came to stay, she always piped up, Mummy shall I put on my pinny? the instant she came in from a walk. No self-respecting child could like those pinafores, stiff white piqué garments, with frilled sleeves, tieing round the neck with a tape that always got starched in the wash and rubbed your skin raw. There was another cousin, an older one, who had been born in China, but who was disappointingly like everyone else in spite of that glamorous fact. She was fair and wore blue sailor suits with anchors embroidered on the pockets, and white serge vests edged with blue, just as you did yourself; and she had exquisite manners and played cribbage with her grandmother when she was nine years old. There was a picture of her doing it in the family photograph album.


Christopher was a good subject for the camera, but I usually contrived to look cross, wearing a starched white hat on the top of my round head, mouth set like a vice.


There was another married aunt called Victoria, who was delicate and very elegant, and known to the family as The Princess, and there were two more unmarried ones, Kate, who was religious and my godmother, and Isobel, who was very, very pretty and inclined to be strict. The unmarried ones used to come and stay. On those mornings you were allowed to go down to the dining-room at breakfast, and Aunt Charlotte – it was generally Aunt Charlotte – would cut off the top of her egg and let you eat it out of her silver spoon. There was no nonsense about children having a whole egg apiece for breakfast in those days. The eggs were boiled in a silver egg-boiler, lighted by methylated spirits; the top of this boiler was decorated by a swan, which was queer, if you stopped to think about it, since they were hen’s and not swan’s eggs. The swan fascinated me. It was, in fact, the trade-mark of my beginnings as a writer.


Mother was going to take me out, but she was not quite ready. It might be twenty minutes or half an hour to wait. I must be a good girl and sit quiet and not get in a mess – my capacity for getting into a mess in about thirty seconds was notorious.


‘Very well,’ I agreed. ‘Then I will write a story.’


‘What about?’


‘A silver swan. That’s what it shall be called. The Silver Swan.’


Mother went away; I looked round for paper; I already had a pencil. But the exercise books with mottled covers, ruled in narrow double lines, had been put away; in any case they were intended for pot-hooks and capital letters and the copying of mottoes. A stitch in time saves nine. Look before you leap. Be just before you are generous. The wall-paper offered no assistance. It had a heavy pattern of nursery rhymes from floor to ceiling, not a clear space anywhere on which to write a rhyme of one’s own.


I was a very good girl; I sat where I was and wrote the story in my mind. It was an exciting story about three children, a boy and two girls, who escaped from their parents and set out to have adventures. The children’s names were Christopher, Lucy and Joan. Christopher, the eldest, and Joan, the youngest, followed the lead of their intrepid sister, Lucy. She has a fine horse that she rides bareback, but they are only mounted on cows and hang on to their horns. Lucy shakes a careless rein, rushes down canyons, up mountains, leaps abysses, swims foaming torrents. The Indians who, armed with tomahawks, have been after her scalp and those of Christopher and Joan, have instead themselves been scalped by the cour­ageous white girl’s cunning, and she is riding back with their scalps hanging at her belt, one of those belts you see in shops with a silver buckle and scalloped edges. The village turns out to greet her; she has feathers in her hair. It is a wonderful story, and it is just finished when Mother comes in.


‘Did you write your story, darling?’


‘Yes, Mummy.’


‘Where is it?’


‘I wrote it in my head.’


Mother looks disappointed. ‘I thought you were going to write it down.’


‘Oh no. I shall remember it quite well without that.’


‘But other people might like to read it.’


I am horrified. It’s an odd reflection that grown-up authors always want their stories read by as many people as possible, but before you are old enough to be greedy for fame, and before the thought of money has entered your calculations, you get gooseflesh at the bare thought of anybody else reading what you have written. For these stories are intensely private; they are nobody else’s affairs. The grown-ups govern practically everything; you aren’t supposed to have any secrets from them or even to want to; but they can’t turn out your mind as they turn out your play-cupboard.


‘What was it about?’


Rather reluctantly I outlined the plot.


‘But you can’t ride, darling; and it wasn’t very kind to give the others cows. If there was only one horse Christopher ought to have it.’


I decided that next time it might be better for the Indian Chief, Silver Swan, to scalp Daddy and Mummy at the beginning of the story; then the three of them can go on having adventures for ever.


Joan had arrived some time ago, one couldn’t make out from where.


‘Where did she come from, Mummy?’


‘The doctor brought her.’


‘Where did he find her?’


‘In his home.’


‘I see.’ A long pause. ‘Do doctors always find babies in their homes?’


‘Yes, always. I expect Dr Bunn has found hundreds.’


‘Then, Mummy,’ a wail of real anguish now, ‘how on earth did he know which was the right one for us?’


‘Run away, darling. Nice little girls don’t ask so many questions.’


‘I’m not a nice little girl. You told me so yesterday.’


Presently elucidation came. ‘Do the babies have labels on them, Mummy?’


‘Yes, darling, I expect so.’


‘But you’re not sure?’


Poor harassed Mother! And poor me! Followed days of anxious brooding. Suppose, after all, we HADN’T GOT THE RIGHT BABY? I disliked it, anyhow. It was pink and laughing and had golden hair and everybody loved it. Nurse dressed it in its pelisse and its satin bonnet trimmed with swansdown, and said, ‘Will you give me one of your curls, lovey?’ And Baby, that sickening creature, said: Ah! Goo! And Nanny got a pair of scissors and cut off a curl. Then she turned, saying sharply: ‘Well, Miss Lucy, do you mean to say you haven’t put on your own hat yet? A big girl like you!’


It was winter and the snow fell; bitterly, bitterly cold, but not too cold for walking, said Mother.


‘Wrap them up warm and take them to the Park,’ she told Nurse.


Nurse was small and dark and Welsh, with a hard hand. She grabbed me by the wrist and said: ‘Now hold on to the pram as I told you, or it’ll be the worse for you.’


Outside, the wind was so cold it stung. I wore a white silk mesh veil over my face, that kept getting into my mouth. I had a black astrachan fez with a tarboosh, and a red coat, speckled with white, like the snow. All the way to the Park I cried with the cold, steadily, hopelessly, remorselessly. Ladies in furs said, ‘What a shame! Poor little thing!’ Nurse pushed the pram as though she were a machine. When we reached the Park she anchored it by some railings and went into a little house marked Ladies. She told me to come in, too. My tears momentarily ceased. I had never been inside one of these little houses. But once there Nurse seated herself squarely on the wooden seat, plucked me across her knee, and went through the familiar ritual of lifting clothes and undoing buttons. Smack! Smack! Smack!


‘I’ll give you something to cry for, my lady,’ said Nurse.


I stopped crying in sheer astonishment. I had never realised they built little houses in public parks just for this. I was so much surprised I made the rest of the journey in awed and crestfallen silence.


The God business presented problems. If there was, as a socialist housemaid (she only stayed her month) declared, one law for rich and another for the poor, certainly there was one commandment for the adult and another for the child. Lying was a dreadful crime in the young; but grown-ups lied with impunity. They said ‘Not at home’ when they were sitting in the drawing-room as large as life and twice as brazen; they said a thing happened the other day when it was more than a year ago; they said: If you make any more noise I shall go mad; but when you went on, just to see what madness was like, they merely ‘gave you something to yell for’ and went on as usual.


Then there was the Workhouse Mystery. One day Daddy received a number of envelopes, and when he had opened them he flung them on the table, saying quite definitely: ‘We shall have to go to the Workhouse. There’s no question about it. We may as well get ready.’


Get ready! Ominous phrase. Probably it meant starting in about ten minutes. You were always being told to get ready, and the result invariably was that within ten minutes you went out. It wasn’t much time, for there was a lot to be done. One had one’s own personal packing to attend to. Jumbo, the elephant, for whom Mother had made – oh, how many fresh tails of bits of cloth, which you stuffed with torn-up newspapers – Gerald, the liver-coloured flannel pig on wheels, as big as an Aberdeen terrier, who squeaked instead of grunting when his stomach was prodded; books and chalks and the golliwog with one eye missing; only one doll, and that a minute one called Rossie, with only one leg. Then a frantic hunt for string to tie up one’s pet books – A Peep Behind the Scenes (Aunt Lucy, I think the pasture is very green indeed); The Story of the Robins; The Story of a Rat by A.L.O.E. (A Lady of England) in a bright pink penny edition; two or three cherished fairy tales, also in penny editions; Aesop’s Fables, with the pictures coloured by hand, in chalk; The Wide Wide World, The Diamond Fairy Book, The Story of the Brownies, the Louis Wain Cat Book, the linen book preserved from childhood – Monday’s child is fair of face, Tuesday’s child is full of grace, Wednesday’s child is full of woe … One stopped there. One was a Wednesday’s child oneself, an Ash Wednesday’s child at that. The picture represented three clowns walking uphill and one of them falling down and breaking his nose. Christopher was a Friday’s child – kind and giving. His picture was a little boy in a Lord Fauntleroy suit offering his biscuit to a dog.


Nurse (a different nurse by this time) said: ‘What on earth are you doing, Miss Lucy?’


And me, very important and busy and hot: ‘We’re going to the Workhouse, Nurse, in about ten minutes, and I simply must take Jumbo and Gerald and all the rest.’


Why on earth did Nurse laugh so? She called to Edith, the house parlour-maid, who laughed too.


‘Are you coming to the Workhouse, Nurse?’


‘Me, Miss Lucy? They wouldn’t have me.’


So there was something to be said for Workhouses after all.


And then, when one was ready and eager to start, nothing happened. There were lessons and a walk the same as usual, and when you said in perplexity, ‘But what about the Workhouse?’ Mother said, under her breath, ‘Poor lambs!’ and aloud, ‘Daddy thinks perhaps we needn’t go just yet, after all.’


A year later there was the mysterious affair of the Creepy-Crawlies. At the foot of the garden stood the rubbish-heap, an aggregation of cut grass, twigs, sawn branches, all the flotsam and jetsam of years of enthusi­astic gardening. The Creepy-Crawlies lived in the rubbish-heap, lovely black and red ones, with innumerable legs, and long lithe slippery bodies, moving with a rapid, gliding motion, that made them astoundingly difficult to catch. If you weren’t very quick, they dived head first into the rubbish and were lost. Digging them out was hopeless; they fell through the heap like stones over a cliff. Mummy had people to tea, a lot of uninteresting old ladies; not nonagenarians, precisely, but ladies quite as old as Mummy herself, some of them, perhaps, older still. Certainly one had white hair. Cook had been in one of her approachable moods and had lent a deep enamel dish in which the Creepy-Crawlies could be put, when caught. The hunt went on seriously until the dish was half-full, with a worm or two for good weight. Worms had to be a certain size, a rather majestic kind known as King Worms. Every now and then Christopher would say, ‘That’s not a King,’ and out it would go. Baby didn’t play on the rubbish-heap. Baby didn’t like these messy places where, naturally, you were bound to get dirty. Mother said Baby was going to take after her side of the family. I still had fugitive doubts as to her being in the right house, though Christopher assured her earnestly that he remembered perfectly well the circumstances of her birth.


‘I was sitting in the dining-room,’ he said, ‘and the doctor came in, carrying a black bag. He said: Is Mrs Malleson ready for that baby? and he rushed up the stairs. And a little bit later Nurse came down and said: You’ve got another little sister. I suppose she didn’t know I’d seen it arrive in the bag.’


When the tin was half-full one of us said, ‘Suppose, well, what do you think about letting THEM see the Creepy-Crawlies?’


The suggestion was debated and approved. It must be pretty dull sitting in a stuffy drawing-room on a lovely summer afternoon, with a garden outside, full of living things. We stole softly across the lawn. The french windows of the drawing-room opened on to a conservatory, whose door stood open. We came through the forest of red geraniums under glass, Christopher pushed the window wide and held up the pie-dish like an offering to the gods, while I cried dramatically: ‘Look!’


The effect was electrical. Everybody looked, including one of the red Creepy-Crawlies, who reared himself up and peered over the edge of the tin. There was instant panic. In those days skirts were worn long and full. Ladies leaped up, gathering their bunchy folds about them; they gesticulated and shrieked. Mother said: Take those away – quickly. Christopher looked pained; I simply couldn’t understand what it was all about. The red Creepy-Crawly was so much taken aback that he fell out of the tin on to the carpet and vanished. The tumult increased, led by this time by me, who regardless of the visitors, was down on all fours, crying, ‘We’ll lose him. We’ll lose him,’ and crawling rapidly round the carpet, plump hindquarters in frilled white drawers offering a tempting target to the outraged guests.


The Creepy-Crawly knew what he was about. He had simply vanished. I was red with crawling and disappointment. I wanted to make sure he hadn’t crept up one of the ladies’ dresses. The visitors shrank from the exploring hand as though it were the Creepy-Crawly himself. Somehow Mother got both culprits outside, with the tin of exhibits, and set about calming the drawing-room. Christopher and I moved, amazed and dejected, over the lawn. Things had happened so fast it was necessary to take a moment to adjust one’s mind.


At last Christopher spoke. ‘They didn’t like them,’ he said.


‘They didn’t like the ladies,’ I mourned. ‘We ought to have thought of that. They wouldn’t, of course.’


But consolation awaited us when we returned to the rubbish-heap. Sticking out, about a foot from the top, was an odd scaly protrusion, pointed at the end. We watched; it made a slight movement. I picked up a stick and gave it a sharp rap. Instantly it disappeared. A minute later the other end shoved its way through the top. A snake! A real snake! The tin of Creepy-Crawlies was put on the path, its occupants thankfully making their getaway. The pair of us climbed the pile, but the snake had gone.


‘If we could find it we might show it to THEM,’ I panted. ‘They’d be sure to love THAT.’


‘They might not,’ said sceptical Christopher. ‘With Grown-Ups, You Never Can Tell.’


‘Well, anyhow Daddy’ll like it. He’s not a lady.’


Daddy was due in about half an hour. As he came into the house he was beset by two howling savages.


‘Daddy, there’s a snake in the garden.’


‘It’s a real snake. It hissed at us.’


‘Probably it’s poisonous.’


Daddy reacted magnificently. He snatched up a stick and went into the garden, without even waiting for his tea. Christopher and I followed, praying desperately that the snake would behave like a gentleman. And the snake justified our warmest expectations. He was in the path and when he heard us coming he reared up, and hissed.


Daddy said, in a queer voice I didn’t know, ‘Keep back, you two! Keep back, I say,’ and went for the snake, with stick upraised. The snake must have recognised the voice, for he gave one rapid glide, and was under the fence in to the next-door garden.


‘That was a viper,’ said Daddy, looking a bit white.


‘And you’ve given it to the people next door! Oh, Daddy.’


Daddy said he’d better warn them.


‘You can tell them, if they don’t want it, they can give it back to us,’ I offered, hopefully. But that evening old Mr Parker sent in word that his gardener had killed the snake. Christopher and I were furious. ‘It was our snake,’ we said. After that, we realised it’s never safe to trust Grown-Ups. When we collected slugs we put them where no one would think of looking for them. It was a pity the adults should lose so much fun, but it was their own fault. We loved to watch those slowly swivelling horns, with the eyes at the tip.


‘Do you suppose they can see us? Do they know we like them?’


It was a pity slugs couldn’t talk. A pity, too, that there were no longer any asses like Balaam’s, that spoke to him in the way. Actually, all the best animals were in the Bible – the whale that swallowed Jonah, the fish with the money in its mouth, Bel’s dragon, Elijah’s bears, and David’s lions and tigers. There was practically nothing left for nowadays.


And then the Dancing Bear happened.




Chapter Two


He came out of the blue, walking down the dusty road, with a leather belt round his waist, and attached to the belt a length of steel chain, and holding the other end of the chain a little dark man. Another man, taller, more English, walked on the pavement. The bear came through the gate, round the monkey-puzzler in the central bed, and halted in front of the dining-room windows. There were three of these, reaching almost to the ground. The bear reared himself on his hind-legs; he was a very pale coloured bear, with a patchy hide. At a command from one of the men he began to dance. It was queer dancing, not set steps, just a jigging shifting from one leg to the other.


‘He doesn’t dance very well,’ suggested Christopher.


I rushed to the defence of the miracle. ‘That’s all you know.’


‘How much do you know about dancing?’


‘You only know about boy dancing. This is bear dancing. Of course it’s different.’


The bear was very old, very tired, almost too senile to realise what was expected of him. Moreover, he had trudged several miles under a broiling sun. Jig-jig, jig-jig, he lurched from side to side, his big fore-paws waving aimlessly, his beautiful bear’s head nodding as he moved. He kept it up for a little while, then gratefully sank back to all fours. Daddy gave the men something, and I pleaded, ‘Couldn’t he come in and have tea?’


What an experience and what a thing to boast about!


‘We had a bear to tea on Wednesday!’


But everybody laughed, and the old bear turned and shambled through the gate, the tall man following him, smoking a cigarette, and with his hands in his pockets, as though bears were as common as aunts.


‘Let’s play bears. I’ll be the bear and you can be the man.’


‘No, I’ll be the bear.’


Eventually we took it in turns. The bears showed all manner of enterprise.


Presently I protested. ‘You’re doing boy dancing again.’


‘Pooh! So would the bear, if he knew how.’


The tumult grew. Nurse said: ‘Stop it, for goodness’ sake. My head’s something chronic.’


So presently we played at being dogs, crawling about under the table and sniffing at one another, until Nurse stopped that, too.


I couldn’t get over the bear; it was a better miracle than the tablecloth, the best miracle there had ever been. While Nurse hustled me into bed, I talked incessantly. Was it a father bear? Or a mother bear? Were there any baby bears? How much would Daddy have had to pay for the bear to come to tea? Did it sleep in a bed with one of the men or have a bed all to itself? Would it be possible to follow it up tomorrow and see it dance again?


Nurse said: ‘Give over, do, and let me brush your teeth.’ Then she said: ‘Now then, prayers, and look smart.’ Mother generally heard one’s prayers, but presumably that night Mother was out.


I knelt down. God bless Daddy and Mummy and Christopher and Joan and Nurse and all friends kind and dear and thank You for the bear, and please, please bless the bear, and I’m sorry for being naughty (that was part of the nightly ritual whether one’s conscience were troubled or no) and please take care of the bear, and make me a good girl, and let there be another bear soon, for Jesus Christ’s sake, Amen.


Then I got into bed and Nurse put out the light and I lay and thought about the bear. I sang a sort of paean to it. Oh ravishing, oh exquisite, oh perfect bear. Oh, thrice-blessed men who travelled with it. Why hadn’t Daddy thought of having a bear instead of going every day to the city? But perhaps bears cost too much. That was probably the reason. Some time later Nurse came in to see if I was asleep. Emily, the house parlour-maid, was with her. You shut your eyes and hoped Nurse would be deceived, because it was naughty to be awake when she came in, unless you had a pain.


Nurse was telling Emily about my praying for the bear. ‘Little comic,’ said Nurse. Emily replied, ‘I believe they train them something cruel. Hot plates and nails … Of course they’re not English …’


I heard her and chuckled to myself. They must think me a big silly to believe that sort of story. Grown-Ups were unkind to one another – I had once found Mother crying over a letter – and they could ill-treat children. Only last week Nurse and Emily had told one another juicily about a little boy whose father had beaten him to death in a drunken mood (they had forgotten I was playing behind the chair); but all that was different. No one would be cruel to an animal. It simply wasn’t possible.


I knew better a year later, when the new cook caught a mouse and put it on the kitchen fire. I was nearly hysterical with rage and misery.


‘It was dead, darling,’ Mother promised me.


‘Perhaps it wasn’t really dead,’ I wept. ‘Perhaps it was only pretending to be dead.’ Like oneself pretending to be asleep when Nurse came in.


‘No, it was really and truly dead.’


But I wasn’t to be so easily comforted. I had caught Grown-Ups out before. You couldn’t believe them; they had a different kind of truth from yours. And then I heard of a boy who had stoned a starving cat, and realised that God had been right, after all, in creating hell, because nothing else would be bad enough.


Hell! One thought more about it as one got older, until the time came when it seemed inevitable. There was a hymn you had in church sometimes:


My God, I love Thee, not because
I hope for Heaven thereby,
Nor yet because who love Thee not
Are doomed eternally.


Loving God! The idea was absurd. One’s only hope was to think about the future as little as possible, and remember the ‘objectionable’ answer of Charlotte Brontë’s heroine, ‘I must keep in good health and not die.’


This preoccupation with hell was the more strange because it wasn’t one’s parents who talked about it. Perhaps, years ago, there had been a nurse – and certainly in one of the old illustrated Bibles there had been horrific pictures of demons with tails and horns and smoking tridents tormenting naked and doomed men. It was impossible to remember when this deathly fear began, but for a long time now, when you lay awake in the dark, you wondered desperately whether you could ever get accustomed to the torment and the flame. They said you could get used to anything in time, but if you couldn’t even get accustomed to toothache, but had to have Daddy to come and take you in his arms and tell you how he once put raw whisky on a cut and how frightfully it hurt, so that he washed it off again, until gradually you forgot about the toothache and went to sleep, it wasn’t in the least likely you would ever get used to hell.


Later, much later, an Anglican priest, dilating on the subject, said: Imagine a great ball of iron as large as the world, and suppose that once every thousand (or million) years a dove comes flying past and sweeps away a flake no larger than a feather, think of the billions of years it would take before that ball was dissolved, and at the end of that time eternity would be no shorter.
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