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INTRODUCTION



I must begin with a confession. Although Angelica Deverell is not a real author, I feel as if I have read her books; and indeed, as if I have come dangerously close to writing them.


When I was a schoolchild of seven or eight, half-dead with boredom and frustration, and required to write a ‘composition’ by Sister Marie, I decided to enliven my ink-spattered page by writing not ‘it was a fine day’ or ‘the sky was blue’ but rather, ‘the sky was a perfect azure’. Sister Marie called me out to the front of the class, eyed me suspiciously, read out loud the startling phrase, and slapped me. It was for making blots, she said. But really, I believed, she slapped me because she thought I was getting above myself.


I now think ‘the sky was blue’ would have been better; or no doubt the sky could have been left out of it altogether. But I was right in one respect. Sister Marie was acting as a social commentator, not a literary critic. One day it’s azure sky, the next it’s red revolution. When, as a precocious schoolgirl, Angelica is begged by her mother and aunt to ‘say something in French’ she chooses a stanza of ‘La Marseillaise’. A rebel from a back street – though in search of a revolution in self-esteem, not in society – she is raising the bloody Standard against boredom; against the crushing low expectations of her milieu; against the threat of living an ordinary life.


When I try to work out where I had picked up such an affectation as ‘azure’, I can walk without hesitation up to the attic in my grandmother’s house, where there was a little cache of books – in effect, the only books in the house – which I read at lunch-times when I came home from school. These were precisely the kind of books which made Angelica Deverell rich and famous, but I don’t know who, in fact, their authors were. The covers were greasy and blackened, the stitching frayed, the edges of the pages were mustard in colour, but the content was, as Angelica would say, ‘coruscating’ and possibly ‘iridescent. They were about upper-class gals with soaring spirits and unorthodox beauty – red hair, or ‘auburn locks’ featured. They were pining after some lost or unsuitable man, and on a collision course with their families and convention. Their backdrop was the hunting field, where they were dauntless under an azure sky. At dusk the ballroom awaited; but this was not the ballroom of the whispering virginal debut. They were beyond first-night nerves, beyond condescending to the disapproving rustle of dowagers’ fans. These heroines moved through the scene at midnight, through the melancholy ruins of the buffet, on to the dazzling expanse of moonlit terrace, and stood alone, listening to the cry of ancestral peafowl (if no nightingale was available), while the orchestra played a last poignant waltz. I expect the gals dwindled into matrimony, but I don’t remember the end of these books; I only remember forever beginning them, senses filled with the frou-frou of silk petticoats and the perfume of gardenias. It was all a great change from Enid Blyton.


Angel is a book in which an accomplished, deft and somewhat underrated writer has a great deal of fun at the expense of a crass, graceless and wildy overpaid one. Taylor is a writer of impeccable taste, while Angelica Deverell is a high priestess of schlock. Taylor excelled at the short-story form, where Angel, with her almost demonic energy, seems made for the epic. Taylor is quietly and devastatingly amusing, while her creation never makes a joke, and is upset and suspicious if anyone makes one in her vicinity. Taylor is observant, while Angelica never notices the life that goes on about her; for her, the only true reality is inside her head.


Born in 1912, and producing her stylish books for three decades after the Second World War, Elizabeth Taylor was not the sort of writer who lives so as to excite prospective biographers. A clever, formal restraint is the hallmark of her fiction, and though the compass of her works is restricted she has a formidable technique. All the same, what Taylor knows – and it  is the one odd fact that ties her to her creation, and drives her book – is that good writers and bad writers, when they are talking about their art, sound remarkably the same. Their early struggles are the same. Their inner triumphs feel the same. The only way in which they differ is that the bad writers, once they get the initial breakthrough, usually make more money.


The phenomenon of Angelica Deverell illustrates the axiom that nobody ever went broke underestimating public taste. Nobody told Angel of this fact; she just instinctively knew it. She writes the books she wants to read herself. Her mind is passionate and commonplace, quick and shallow, and so she fulfils a perennial demand that readers make, to be ‘taken out of themselves’, to be ‘transported’. From book to book, Angel does not learn; nor could you learn from her books. She switches her settings when she is jaded, picking up her characters from an Edwardian house party and putting them down in a banqueting hall in ancient Athens, but she doesn’t change her formula. When at last she does – when the demands of her ego override her instinctive knowledge of her market – then her royalties begin to dwindle. For any writer, good, bad or – as we mostly are – an ever-changing mixture of both, Angel provides a series of sharp lessons in humility.


The book begins in the last year of Queen Victoria’s reign, in the red-brick terraces of the drab brewery town of Norley, where Angelica, the shopkeeper’s daughter, having sulked and idled through fifteen years of existence, reveals to those about her that she is writing a book. Anyone who comes from an unbookish family, and who has made the same announcement, will vouch for what comes next. Her widowed mother and her aunt, a lady’s maid, approach her with ‘looks of bright resolve, as if they were visiting some relations in a lunatic asylum.’ They feel amazed, exposed and betrayed: ‘Story-writing!’ her aunt exclaims. ‘Where’s she got that from?’


Angel feels herself the rightful heir of a world from which she is excluded. Her aunt works just outside Norley at Paradise House, and Angel is named after the daughter of the family who employs her. Angel has spent much of her life, in fantasy, strolling the lawns and warming herself before the marble hearths. Yet ‘fantasy’ seems too weak a word for her sense of entitlement, her driven desire to warp reality by visualising it as different. Angel has a tyrannical imagination that excludes experience, even excludes the spirit of enquiry; she has no idea in which direction from Norley the real Paradise House lies, and on the one occasion she is invited to visit she dismisses the idea in a way that seems pettish but which is actually protective of her inner vision. Angel believes she has the right to impose her imagination on others. She tells her teacher that she spends her leisure hours playing the harp: when the woman looks dubious, Angel is angry because her private world has been slighted. But she is grimly accepting of knock-backs because she knows she is only biding her time. Her triumph will be to turn her fantasies loose, in all their devouring power: and make them pay.


Angel spends only one evening scribbling in an exercise book before she decides – in fact, she knows – that she has found her vocation, the only thing that will make her happy, and the only possible route out of Norley. We admire her tenacity, her robust self-starter’s confidence, and we know she has some ability, in her florid way – enough style to make her schoolmistress nervously ‘scan Ruskin and Pater’ before reluctantly concluding that Angel’s homework is not plagiarised. But we fear for her when she bundies up her first torrid effort – The Lady Irania— and sends it to the only publisher she has heard of, the Oxford University Press. But Angel is not cowed by rejection, and a little later she strikes lucky. Her manuscript lands on the desk of Theo Gilbright of Gilbright & Brace. Fascinated and appalled, he asks to meet the author.


Angel, who has never been away from Norley, sets off alone to London, and off goes the reader with her, heart thumping, through the wretchedly hot and dirty streets, to an alien building where she is given a cup of tea in what she hopes is Dresden china. Despite the derision of his partner, Theo is inclined to take a risk on the manuscript. But there must be a few changes, he suggests. Perhaps they might tone down the more risqué passages – Angel, who is as ignorant of convention as she is scornful of it, has made Lady Irania’s virtue the prize in a card game. Perhaps certain domestic details could be refined; for instance, one does not need a corkscrew to open champagne.


“‘So will you take away your manuscript for a while and see what you can do for us?”


“No,” said Angel.’


It is the book’s central moment – perfectly judged, and almost too painful to be funny. Angel marches out into the hostile streets, and weeps in the ladies’ lavatories at Paddington Station. She should have given in, she thinks, compromised, because now she has lost what she most wanted in life. ‘Yet still she felt something obdurate in herself, even in her state of frailty and defeat. It was a hard, physical pain in her breast, which might have been indigestion, but was vanity.’


But even as she is making her way home to Norley, Theo Gilbright is thinking, ‘so are we to risk Irania as it stands, card-scene and all?’


The critics are savage; the public is ecstatic. Angel thinks the public is right and the critics are jealous. One bestseller follows another, and Angel is able to take her bright brave little mother away from the corner grocery – which was her solace as well as her living – and transplant her to an opulent new house in the suburbs. The minor characters are beautifully observed. There is Theo, harassed but unfailingly kind. There is Aunt Lottie, who quarrels in the spitefully genteel language of a lady’s maid, and Lord Norley, the local grandee, who comes calling one day; possessor of a brewery fortune, he has a hazy idea that by taking tea with Angel he is paying his debt to culture. With him is his niece Nora, a ‘poetess,’ who is enraptured by Angel – not just by her fame, but by her dramatic jolie-laide looks, her bony elegant body, the frailty that Angel has managed to conceal from everyone else. Lord Norley also brings his nephew Esme, the pretty, treacherous waster who will become Angel’s husband.


Angel buys him; he agrees to be bought. Esme is Angel’s opposite. He is a painter, his style observant and restrained, his taste advanced and original. But he works only sporadically, lacks tenacity, lacks courage, and be is easily diverted into days out at the racecourse, and expensive sexual adventures. A less subtle writer would have solicited our sympathy for Esme, as altogether more human than the increasingly demanding and eccentric Angel, but Taylor allows us to understand that Esme is not likable and has no friends. We understand that real life, real relationships, will always be second-best to Angel. She cannot engage; she gives too much to fiction and has nothing left over for life. We foresee that when she at last comes to own the ruin that is Paradise House, she will, in restoring it to its old grandeur, build a prison for herself.


The last chapters of the book are melancholy, as Angel’s public deserts her and Paradise House crumbles again. A cussed old lady, she survives to see the Second World War. All her scenes of glory are vanished; the harps as silent as the peafowl, the ball dresses turned back to rags, the lady Irania just a bunch of old bones. But we feel that Elizabeth Taylor has allowed us a glimpse inside a peculiar but by no means unique psyche. Angel is self-deluded, at times almost deranged. She overrides the meek and the timid, she is callous in pursuit of the preservation of her glorified image of herself, and she is no admirer of ‘human nature’. One could argue that the author is showing us Angel as an awful warning; that she is telling us ‘this is how bad art is made.” But I don’t think the book is as simple as that. It seems to me that what Elizabeth Taylor does is to de-romanticise the process of writing and show it to us close up, so that we are aware of that if ten percent of the process is exhilaration, the rest is tedium, backache and the fear of failure; that, whatever the impulse to art, however little or great the gift, a cast-iron vanity and a will to power are needed to sustain it. Writers are monsters, she is telling us; how else would you be reading this book?


Hilary Mantel, 2005




PART 1



i



“‘into the vast vacuity of the empyrean,’” Miss Dawson read. “And can you tell me what ‘empyrean’ means?”


“It means,” Angel said. Her tongue moistened her lips. She glanced out of the classroom window at the sky beyond the bare trees. “It means ‘the highest heavens’.”


“Yes, the sky,” Miss Dawson said suspiciously. She handed the exercise-book to Angel, feeling baffled. The girl had a great reputation as a liar and when this strange essay had been handed in—“A Storm At Sea”—Miss Dawson had gone through it in a state of alarm, fearful lest she had read it before or ought to have read it before. She had spent an agitated evening scanning Pater and Ruskin and others. Though disdaining such ornamental prose, such crescendos and alliterations, before she would say that the piece was vulgarly over-written she hoped to find out who had written it.


She had confided in the headmistress, who also felt the need for caution. She thought it a remarkable piece of writing for a girl of fifteen; if, indeed, it was by a girl of fifteen.


“Has she ever done anything like it before?”


“Nothing. A line or two covered with blots.”


“‘Lightning laced and veined the sky,’” the headmistress read. “Did you look through Oscar Wilde?”


“Yes, and Walter Pater.”


“You will have to question her. If she is making fools of us, it isn’t the first time.”


Angel, when feeling dull, was liable to faint and had once told a story of being followed from school through the gas-lit streets on a winter’s afternoon; though later, to a policeman, she confessed that she might have been mistaken.


She was questioned by Miss Dawson when the other girls had gone home. She doesn’t believe I wrote it, she thought, glancing with contempt at the flustered little woman with the slipping pince-nez and bird’s-nest hair. Who does she think wrote it if I didn’t? Who does she think could? What a way to spend your life—fussing about with school-lessons, getting chalk all over your skirt, going home to lodgings at night to work out the next day’s Shakespeare—cut to page this, line that, so that we don’t have to read the word ‘womb’.


She looked round the dreary, darkening classroom, at the rows of forms and long desks, and all the familiar maps and religious pictures. Once it had been a bedroom in a private house, The Four Cedars, which was now this school, run aimlessly as it was for the daughters of local tradesmen. Angel had often, during dull lessons, tried to imagine it as a bedroom again, with plush curtains drawn, a fire in the grate, a white satin gown over a chair and herself being laced into her stays by a maid.


“Well, I hope you will keep it up,” Miss Dawson said dubiously. She dipped a pen into red ink and wrote ‘Very Fair’ at the end of the essay.


“Do you read a great deal, Angelica?”


“No, I never read.”


“But why not?”


“I don’t think it’s interesting.”


“Such a pity. Then what do you do in your spare time?”


“I play the harp mostly.”


She doesn’t believe that, either, thought Angel, seeing the suspicious look again tightening Miss Dawson’s face. She was as resentful at not being believed about the harp—which was indeed untrue—as about the essay which she had certainly written herself, and with the greatest of ease and speed, just because she had suddenly been in a mind to do so.


When Miss Dawson dismissed her, she gave a little bobbing curtsy as she was expected to and ran downstairs to the cloakroom. The staircase was very dim. A light shone from an open  door across the hall. The conservatory with its palms and eucalyptus trees was grey and ghostly. All of the girls had gone home.


The cloakroom had once been a large scullery. It was fitted with pegs from which only shoe-bags hung now and, in one corner, Angel’s hooded cloak. Black-beetles often ran about the cracked stone floor and the walls were damp. There were bars across the window, and it was a frightening place at this time of day. The girls used the back door, where there were shoe-scrapers among the ferns, a row of dustbins, a heap of coke, and always a great many pale yellow slugs.


The lawns and carriage-drive, lighted windows and the four cedars themselves could be glimpsed from the side path and the tradesmen’s entrance. Here, among the laurels, two girls, younger than Angel, were waiting. It was Angel’s task to see them safely to and from school. Their parents were customers at her mother’s grocery shop.


The two little girls, Gwen and Polly, had been apprehensive, waiting there in the dusk. The lamp-lighter had gone by long ago and the sky was now a deep blue. There was a smell of evening in the air, smoky and disturbing.


“I had to stay behind to hear my praises sung,” said Angel. She was pulling on her woollen gloves as she hastened along the pavement. Gwen and Polly trotted beside her. They descended the hill, past crescents and terraces of Georgian houses and dark gardens full of whispering dead leaves.


“When you are at Paradise House,” Polly asked, “do you ever go into the garden by yourself in the dark?”


“I take my dog with me—Trapper. We go all round the grounds. It’s rather ghostly by the stables—just the sound of the horses blowing and stamping.”


“Are they your very own horses?”


“They will be when I inherit.”


“But who looks after them now?”


“Grooms and stable-boys. It is all kept in order and so is the house. There are dust-sheets over the drawing-room and drugget over the carpets, but the housekeeper sees that everything is polished and shining ready for the day when I can go there myself to live.”


“It seems a pity,” Polly said, “that you have to wait. Why can’t you go there now?”


“My mother lost her inheritance because she married beneath her. She can never go back, so don’t ever mention anything to anybody about Paradise House for that reason.”


“No, of course not,” they whispered quickly, as they always did. “But why mustn’t we?” asked Gwen.


“It breaks my mother’s heart to hear of it. If you breathed a word of it at home and it came back to her, I couldn’t answer for the consequences.”


“We wouldn’t breathe a word,” said Polly. “Will you go on telling us about the white peacocks?”


Every day they listened to the story of Paradise House. It was more vivid to them than the mean streets into which the crescents and terraces dwindled and which lay nearer to their own homes. Naked gas-jets burned in little corner shops, but the rows of yellow brick houses were dark: lights burned in those front parlours, behind the fern-tables and plant-pots, only on Sundays. Coal carts and brewers’ drays clattered by, but there were no carriages. The sickly smell from the nearby brewery the girls had grown up with and did not notice.


“Will you tell us some more tomorrow?” Polly asked, stopping by the railings of their little front garden.


Angel often felt jolted when the girls stopped at their gate; partly, from having forgotten them; partly, from having to transfer herself too suddenly from Paradise House to this mean district with its warehouses and factories and great brooding gas-holder.


“I might,” she said carelessly. They opened the gate and said goodbye to her; but she had gone on her way already, holding her cloak about her and hurrying along, full of her own strange thoughts again.


Halfway down Volunteer Street was a row of shops: a fish-and-chip shop from which children were running with hot, greasy parcels; a newsagent‘s, a chemist’s where light from the interior glowed feebly through three glass bottles of red and green and violet liquid and coloured the bowls of senna pods and sulphur lying in the window. Next to the draper’s and the last in the row was the grocery shop; there, Eddie Gilkes, the delivery boy, was packing up an order on the counter, weighing sugar into pink bags. The wedge of cheese beside him was covered with his dirty finger-prints. The sawdust on the floor was scuffed about now at the end of the day.


Angel ignored Eddie’s greeting and went through the door at the back of the shop. The dark lobby was stacked with boxes. There were jars of pickles and a cask of vinegar at the foot of the stairs. The smell of bacon and soap pervaded the upstairs rooms, Angel’s cold, stuffy little bedroom and the bright living-room where Mrs Deverell was leaning towards the fire making toast.


A crochet-work cloth was spread over the green chenille one and the light shone down on the cups and saucers on the table. The room was overcrowded and it was difficult to push between the table and the other furniture, the horsehair sofa, the chiffonier, the treadle sewing-machine and the harmonium. Photographs covered every surface. The chimney-piece was draped with ball-fringed velvet and a bead fringe hid the incandescent gas-mantle.


Mrs Deverell shielded her face from the fire with one hand, but her cheeks were rosy. The room was very hot. “You’re home late,” she said.


“I wasn’t in any hurry.”


“You missed your Auntie Lottie. You know how she looks to find you here. I reminded you it was her Wednesday.”


Angel parted the curtains and leant her forehead on the steamy window.


“Oh, it’s hot in here. I don’t know how you can bear it.”


She longed to be walking in the country in the cold air and darkness. The reality of this room exasperated her; she turned her back on it and closed her eyes. She did not dare to stuff her fingers in her ears to shut out the sound of her mother’s voice. She had forgotten her aunt’s visit and was glad to find she had escaped it. On such occasions she always felt herself brooded over, her mother’s sister watching her so intently; too intently questioning her, about her friends and the school, particularly about the school, for which the aunt helped to pay the fees. The two sisters were tremendously impressed that Angel had escaped the board-school at the corner of the road. “Say something in French,”they would urge her. Roughly and sulkily, Angel complied. They did not know that her accent was atrocious—as it would remain all her life.




“Allons, enfants de la patrie!


Le jour de gloire est arrivé.


Contre nous de la tyrannie


L’étendard sanglant est levé.”





“It’s amazing, isn’t it?” they would say, marvelling that they had got their money’s worth. Angel wondered why she felt ill-used and humiliated. She tried to ward off her aunt’s curiosity; was vague and evasive; and when at last they left her in peace, she would kneel on the sofa and look down at the street, at children playing hop-scotch, skipping from ropes tied to a lamp-post; the milkman ladling milk into jugs; the organ-grinder with his monkey.


They would forget her at last, the two sisters, and Angel would listen to their conversation, to the stories of Paradise House, where Aunt Lottie was lady’s maid. So often, as this evening, she did not see the street below because the great vision of Paradise House obscured other things. She discovered the rooms and galleries, paced the grassy paths between yew trees and statuary.


“She brought this lardy-cake from the cook,” Mrs Deverell was saying. She took it, glistening and curranty, from the hearth. “It shows how much they think of her.”


Angel let the curtains drop together and went to the table.


Her mother fetched the toast and the teapot. They stood behind their chairs. “For what we are about to receive, may the Lord make us truly thankful,” said Mrs Deverell. “I could do you a boiled egg, if you like. Your Auntie brought me a few new-laids from the gardener.”


“No, thank you, I’m not hungry,” Angel said. She tipped the cat off her chair and sat down.


After tea, Mrs Deverell went down to serve in the shop. It was an unspoken assumption that there would be no advantage gained from sending Angel to a private school if she was to demean herself behind the counter when she returned. So she sat upstairs on her own. Her mother had given her a chemise to scallop, but she got no further with it from one week’s end to another. When she made a stitch or two, she held the cambric up close to her eyes, but only if she were alone in the room. She was short-sighted and determined to hide it. She would be blamed for any mistake rather than give the reason for making it and run the risk of being forced to wear spectacles.


She was vain of her strange appearance, and in fact her colouring, her green eyes, dark hair and white skin, was remarkable and dramatic; but her features were already, at fifteen, forbiddingly aquiline; her teeth were prominent and her astigmatic eyes sometimes unfocused. Her hands she thought exceptionally beautiful and would look at them for minutes together, as she was this evening, spreading them before her, turning them, viewing them from every angle, imagining garnets clasped round her wrists.


“Madam’s garnets would suit Angel,” Aunt Lottie had once said, adding, I‘d rather garnets than rubies any day.”


“I think emeralds are more Angel’s stone,” said Mrs Deverell. Angel went over this argument often afterwards. Some days she chose the emeralds, to match her eyes; this evening the garnets, to illuminate her skin.


At Paradise House there was another Angelica, Madam’s daughter, whose name was never shortened. Aunt Lottie, in admiration of her mistress and all that she did, had had this name waiting for Angel when she was born. A boy’s name was never contemplated, for Madam had no sons. Until Angel went to school and learnt better, they always spelt the name with two ‘l’s.


The Angelica whose name had been copied was a month or two older than Angel; but not so tall, Aunt Lottie said. An opinionated little madam, she was described as plump; and pink-and-white. The garnets would be wasted on her. A string of seed-pearls was what she merited, with her insipid looks and her hands rough as boys’: too much horse-riding and dog-washing, Aunt Lottie thought. Angel, resenting that other girl whom she had never seen, but knew so well, turned her hands complacently, considering their shape, and their pallor.


She could hear the shop door-bell ringing below as customers came and went. So many women saved their shopping for the evening and a gossip while their husbands went to the Garibaldi or the Volunteer. In the cosy shop such confidences went on while Mrs Deverell weighed broken biscuits or drew the wire neatly through the cheese. “Not that I’d like it to go any further.” Mrs Deverell had usually heard before. She had asked for it, she would say, or he had asked for it; who could expect other—in a world where marriages were not made by Mrs Deverell—than that they should turn out as they did, with wives pretending their bruised eyes were got from bumping into the wardrobe, or that they would pay a little off next week, then running to the pawn-shop with the flat-iron every Tuesday and fetching it under their cloaks the following Monday.


Mrs Deverell’s own married life had been short and flawless in retrospect. Her husband had coughed his way through only a year and a half of married bliss. His photograph was all Angel knew of him. The memory of him had faded more than the photograph, which showed a wax-work of a man with a curly beard and ill-fitting clothes. Angel disowned him. Her brisk, brave, vivacious mother had long ago forgotten him. She had her sister and her neighbours and Angel to boast about to them. ‘That Angel’, the girl was called in consequence. She was solitary without knowing.


Lax and torpid, she dreamed through the lonely evenings, closing her eyes to create the darkness where Paradise House could take shape, embellished and enlarged day after day—with colonnades and cupolas, archways and flights of steps—beyond anything her aunt had ever suggested. Acquisitively, from photographs and drawings in history-books, she added one detail after another. That will do for Paradise House, was an obsessive formula which became a daily habit. The white peacocks would do; and there were portraits in the Municipal Art Gallery which would do; as would the cedar trees at school. As the house spread, those in it grew more shadowy. Angel herself took over Madam’s jewel-box and Madam’s bed and husband. Only that other Angelica balked her imagination, a maddening obstacle, with her fair looks and all her dogs and horses. Again and again, as Angel wandered in the galleries and gardens, the vision of that girl, who had no place in her dreams, rose up and impeded her. The dream itself, which was no idle matter, but a severe strain on her powers of concentration, would dissolve. Then she would open her eyes and stare down at her hands, spreading her fingers, turning her wrists.


At other times she was menaced by intimations of the truth. Her heart would be alarmed, as if by a sudden roll of drums, and she would spring to her feet, beset by the reality of the room, her own face—not beautiful, she saw—in the looking-glass and the commonplace sounds in the shop below. She would know then that she was in her own setting and had no reason for ever finding herself elsewhere; know moreover that she was bereft of the power to rescue herself, the brains or the beauty by which other young women made their escape. Her panic-stricken face would be reflected back at her as she struggled to deny her identity, slowly cosseting herself away from the truth. She was learning to triumph over reality, and the truth was beginning to leave her in peace.


This evening passed without any sense of time going by. She was roaming through moonlit rose-gardens when she heard her mother shutting up the shop, rattling the chains across the door, then slowly climbing the stairs.


Angel was like a tableau of a girl fallen gracefully asleep over her sewing, the cat sleeping, too, at her feet. The fire had sunk low, just when Mrs Deverell was ready to hold up her skirts and warm her ankles for a moment or two.


“Oh, I dropped off,” said Angel, yawning languorously.


“You always do. You’d do better to get off to bed.” Mrs Deverell rattled the poker in the bars of the grate and took up the bellows.


“Miss Little came in for some soda. She was telling me that poor old Mrs Turner passed away last night with dropsy.”


“How disgusting!” Angel said, yawning until tears fell. The first yawn had been affected. Now she could not stop.


Her mother put a little saucepan of milk on the hob and some cups and saucers on a tray. It did not occur to Angel to stir herself to help.


The next morning Gwen and Polly were not waiting at the gate as usual, and Angel, hesitating there, saw their mother watching her in the darkness beyond the lace curtains. As Angel looked towards her she stepped back from the window. The dark stuff of her dress merged with the shadowy room: only her colourless face could be discerned.


Angel gave a push to the iron gate. At the sound of it grating on its hinges, the woman came quickly to the window and rapped on it with her knuckles and shook her head. Her face looked pinched with suspicion and disdain, and Angel, going on down the road, wondered why she was feeling that she had been made despicable. She worried a little, hurrying lest she should be late, until she saw other girls dawdling in front of her.


She had never had any especial friends and most people seemed unreal to her. Her aloofness and her reputation for being vain made her unpopular, yet there were times when she longed desperately, because of some uneasiness, to establish herself; to make her mark; to talk, as she thought of it, on equal terms: but since she had never thought of herself as being on equal terms with anyone, she stumbled from condescension to appeasement, making what the other girls called ‘personal remarks’ and offending with off-hand flattery.


Conversation would be dropped when she approached, as it was this morning between Ellie and Beattie, two girls of her own age. When she reached them, she came upon the sort of stubborn silence which meant that they hoped she would hurry on.


“Are we late?” she asked, with an affected breathlessness.


“We didn’t think so,” Ellie said.


“But if you fancy you are, do go on,” said Beattie.


She slowed down to their pace and walked beside them. She began to talk about school, with no response from either of them. It was a less interesting subject than the one they had just dropped.


When Ellie stopped by the railings to tie a bootlace, Angel stood by and praised the smallness of her feet.


“They’re no smaller than yours,” Ellie said roughly.


Angel glanced down at her own, and seemed surprised to find that this was so.


“I suppose you mean you think they’re small for me,” said Ellie, and Beattie laughed suddenly.


After a long silence Beattie remarked thoughtfully: “So she decided on the cream merino, then?”


She implied that Angel’s presence made no difference to the conversation she had interrupted, and they both continued it, with mysterious references, so that Angel could not join in. They had indeed been discussing Ellie’s sister’s wedding, but with more intimate conjectures than those concerned with her trousseau.


“You know I was telling you what Cyril said about the grey pelisse…”


“Yes.”


“Well…” She lowered her voice and both girls laughed. Angel tried to appear unaffected by the conversation. She despised their animation about such a home-made trousseau; could imagine the deplorably coy behaviour of the bride and those around her; the wedding at the hideous Congregational Church, and the little house crowded with boorish relations afterwards. Although Ellie and Beattie were from better-off homes than her own, she had other standards to judge them by.


Ellie and Beattie had drifted pleasurably on to imagining their own wedding-dresses and to wondering whether they should go to Folkestone or to the Lake District for their honeymoons. To be married women as soon as possible seemed the sum of their ambition, to get what they wanted from life very early in it and then to ask nothing more, to remain in that state for the rest of their days.


“So exciting! Don’t you think so, Angel?” Beattie asked slyly.


“What is exciting?”


“Why, getting married, of course.”


“It depends who to,” said Angel.


“You are always in trouble for ending sentences with prepositions,” Beattie said.


“I shall begin and end my sentences as I please.” She had stopped propitiating them. “And how can you or anyone be excited about getting married to someone you can’t even give a name to?”


“Don’t worry!” Ellie said crossly. “I don’t suppose we shall have to wait long.” To separate themselves from Angel, she and Beattie linked arms, which was against the school rules.


“If you fall in love,” said Angel, “what do weddings matter? What have all these clothes and cakes and presents to do with that?”


She had begun this argument to belittle their enthusiasm and to revenge herself, but she was warming to it for its own sake. Until now she had thought of love with bleak distaste. She wanted to dominate the world, not one person.


“Oh, you’re very clever,” said Ellie. She almost gasped the words: her fury made her breathless. She pushed through the school gate in front of Angel. Her head was high and the colour bright in her cheeks. She had the contemptuous look Angel was often to meet in women, who, feeling their calm threatened by the unconventional, from fear of inadequacy fall back on rage; and Ellie’s anger came suddenly in a great gust, so that she longed to spin round and hit Angel’s pale face. “You would,” she cried. “Of course, you would think such things. Who would expect you to believe in Holy Matrimony? Why, it would be very strange if you did.”


She hurried on towards the school building and Beattie, looking rather frightened, hurried after her.


Angel could see Gwen and Polly scurrying ahead, too; like mice they darted into the cloakroom when they noticed her. She remembered the expression on their mother’s face when she had come to the window that morning, and she felt menaced and bewildered. She pondered Ellie’s words, turning them over and over in her mind, walking towards the cloakroom slowly, although the other girls had gone indoors. She was the last, and a bell began to ring for prayers.


The day went sluggishly by. An oil-stove was lit in the classroom, but the girls who sat by the window still shivered, chafing their chilblains. They stayed in their desks as one dull lesson followed another, except that sometimes they were told to stand and do a few feeble exercises, clapping their hands above their heads and swinging their arms. Hour after hour, they were made to learn lessons by heart, French vocabularies, psalms, history dates and the names of rivers, until their heads were so tightly crammed with facts that thoughts had no room to move in them. When the lists were learned they droned them in unison. For their drawing-lesson some tattered prints were handed round for them to copy. There were never any new ones and Angel had drawn the same windmill a dozen times. In needlework, they made chain-stitch patterns on pieces of unbleached linen which smelt of glue.


At midday, some of the girls remained. They stayed in the classroom and unpacked their sandwiches. No one spoke to Angel, who sat at her desk, unwrapped her lunch and ate it hungrily, staring out of the window.


By afternoon, a white fog began to blot out the great layered branches of the cedar trees; then the sky discoloured; by four o’clock it was the colour of snuff. The day had seemed endless.


Angel went dreamily home. Gwen and Polly were not waiting at the gate and she had no one to talk to, no one to take to Paradise House, so the only real part of her day was missing. She walked slowly through the foggy streets and when she reached home went straight upstairs to the living-room. Her mother was sitting by the fire, making toast, as usual, but she did not look round or speak when Angel came in. She waited until the bread was golden, turned it on the fork, and then said smartly, to conceal her trembling: “I want to talk to you, my lady.”


“Well?” said Angel warily. She prepared to insulate herself against some shock. Although she could not guess what was going to happen, all day long she had felt threatened, felt that she was being drawn nearer each moment to some experience which might be utterly disastrous to her. She watched her mother taking the toast off the fork and spreading the butter carefully, frowning as if she were groping for a way to begin her complaint. Finding none, she pitched into the story somewhere past its beginning, so that at first she was unintelligible to Angel.


“You can picture what I felt like… I never had a turn like that since your father died. ‘I just don’t know what to say, Mrs Watts,’ I said. Stuffing her Gwen and Polly’s head with such a conglomeration of lies I couldn’t credit. Saying wicked things of your own mother. Married beneath me, did I? Just let me tell you this, my girl, if your father hadn’t of built up this business like he did, we’d have been in the gutter by this time. So good he was, too, that I’m glad he was spared what I‘ve been through today.”


She began to cry, and by this time Angel had gathered something of what she was saying and was turned to ice. She faced blankness, despair, and longed for death, seeing no other end.


“You wicked, wicked girl!” Her mother cut off her sobbing and began to storm again. She was not nearly done. “To make up all those lies about a place you‘ve never been to, nor ever likely to; but to go on as if you had some right there. And telling those innocent children; day after day, they said. Putting on such airs. Taking it on yourself. Oh, it was a treat for me, I’ll tell you; hearing all about that. She’s been a good customer, too. And friend. And now I just hope I never see her again, not so long as I live. How can I ever hold my head up, knowing all that she’ll have to say among the neighbours? There never was a tongue wagged like hers. I know her. I remember when I was in the Chapel choir with her. I don’t forget what she said about my own sister. But you!” Her grief suddenly gave way to vexation. She leaned towards Angel and hit her face. “I would rather have seen you dead at my feet than let you bring this disgrace on me.” Then she stepped back, feeling ashamed, seeing the mark of her hand across the girl’s cheek.


Angel had said nothing. She turned her back for a moment, waited for some strength to come to her legs, then managed to walk from the room.


Her mother ran after her and when Angel had locked herself in her bedroom, drummed her fists on the door; for she had not had what she wanted, an explanation. “Why did you? Why?” she sobbed.


There was no explanation, and Angel on the other side of the door in the dark cold room was silent. She felt strangely outraged; as if her mother had violated her.


She had no matches to light the gas and she began to undress in the dark, unlacing her boots and pulling off her black woollen stockings, leaving her clothes in a heap on the floor. She thought that her mother had gone downstairs to the shop, but she would not risk opening the door. “How dare she!” she whispered over and over again as she stumbled about the room, braiding her hair.


No light came into the bedroom. There were no streetlamps to shine in, for it was at the back of the building and the window was above a yard stacked with crates. Angel drew down the sash and let in some of the foggy air. Everything in the room, and the bedclothes when she lay down, felt clammy to touch. She lay in bed shivering, waiting for the evening, then the night, to pass. There was nowhere where her thoughts might turn, her escape was cut off, her retreat contaminated. “How dare she!” she whispered again.


After a long time, she heard her mother coming upstairs, pausing outside the bedroom and trying the door-handle. Then she rapped on the door and said: “Angel! You must answer me. You’ve had nothing to eat.”


The girl had been thinking of food, as if it might comfort her to eat something, but she stared into the darkness and said nothing. She noticed a change in her mother’s voice—anxiety muffling the anger—but she was indifferent to it.


Before she fell asleep an idea came to her that there was some comfort to be had—not food—if only she knew where to find it. Something, once, had made her happy, but she could not remember what it was.


She awoke in the night, aware of some change and strangeness; then the memory of what had taken place engulfed her. Her situation seemed as dreadful as before, and now she was nearer to—or already in—the next day and had no plans for dealing with it. She could not stay locked in the room for ever.


She got out of bed and crept along the landing to fetch a glass of water. Her mother was murmuring and turning in her bed in the room next to her own. Angel left her door unlocked and lay down again, pulling the bedclothes round her for warmth. I will never go to school again, she promised herself. Those sly little creatures, Gwen and Polly, watching me all day, knowing what would happen to me when I came home; and frightened because they had betrayed me.


She drew her cold feet up into her nightgown. In a panic she could discern some of the furniture now and the walls were paler. Soon there were footsteps in the street and factory sirens sounding and at the end of Volunteer Street a cart clattering across the cobbled Butts, as the old square was called.


It was when I wrote the essay, she suddenly thought. “The Storm at Sea.” That was when I was happy.


She was glad to have remembered this, felt more at peace, and slept.


She was to be rescued from the next day’s wounds by what looked like a miracle. Her mother wakened early and lay in bed wondering how she and Angel could take up their existence again, so shut in together and with the air so laden with embarrassment. It is how to get back to being ordinary again, she thought, as bereaved people do. Her anger had gone, but she felt she could never be easy with Angel now and would never succeed in hiding her uneasiness. Her spontaneity had overcome previous difficulties, such as discontent and sullenness; but she was sure that she could never be spontaneous again or use any words which were not weighed first; as now she was trying to weigh some for her meeting with Angel that morning.


She dressed when the time came and went into the parlour to rake out the fire and lay the breakfast. It was scarcely light yet, though people were going to work and soon she heard Eddie trying the shop door and went down to let him in. She cut a couple of slices of bacon for breakfast and went upstairs again. It was time to call Angel, and the confusion she felt made her cheeks flushed, so that she looked full of indignation still.


The girl was asleep. One arm flung over the honeycomb bed-cover, bare to the elbow, was a dark crimson, as were her neck and forehead. Mrs Deverell forgot her embarrassment and her rehearsed speeches and went to the bed to look more closely. In her sleep, Angel turned her arm on the cover, rubbing it up and down; then she opened her eyes and stared about her. Still half asleep, she began to scratch herself, first one arm, then the other, and frowned in a puzzled way.


“Oh, dear, what is it? What’s wrong?” her mother asked, laying her hand on the burning skin which was raised up in weals and blotches.


In a few seconds after waking, Angel had realised the situation. Her fears had dissolved and the day’s behaviour was decided. She was ill and had escaped. As she rubbed and scratched, her skin grew more furiously inflamed and she was glad. If she were clever, she could make it impossible for anything to be said for days, except: “How do you feel?” or “What do you fancy?” She could easily be as clever as that, and began at once, with unintelligible mutterings and by staring at and beyond her mother as if she could not see her there.


Mrs Deverell filled a stone jar with hot water, wrapped it in an old pair of combinations and laid it at Angel’s feet. Then she went to the living-room and took down one of the pile of books on the top of the harmonium and began to look up some diseases. After a while, hesitating between scarlet-fever and erysipelas, she panicked and took an extreme step, sending Eddie running off for Doctor Foskett.
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