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      BARBARA PYM (1913–1980) was born in Oswestry, Shropshire. She was educated at Huyton College, Liverpool, and St Hilda’s College,
         Oxford, where she gained an Honours Degree in English Language and Literature. During the war she served in the WRNS in Britain
         and Naples. From 1958–1974 she worked as an editorial secretary at the International African Institute. Her first novel, Some Tame Gazelle, was published in 1950, and was followed by Excellent Women (1952), Jane and Prudence (1953), Less than Angels (1955), A Glass of Blessings (1958) and No Fond Return of Love (1961).
      

      
      During the sixties and early seventies her writing suffered a partial eclipse and, discouraged, she concentrated on her work
         for the International African Institute, from which she retired in 1974 to live in Oxfordshire. A renaissance in her fortunes
         came in 1977, when both Philip Larkin and Lord David Cecil chose her as one of the most underrated novelists of the century.
         With astonishing speed, she emerged, after sixteen years of obscurity, to almost instant fame and recognition. Quartet in Autumn was published in 1977 and was shortlisted for the Booker Prize. The Sweet Dove Died followed in 1978, and A Few Green Leaves was published posthumously. Barbara Pym died in January 1980.
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      INTRODUCTION

      
      No Fond Return of Love (1961) was the sixth novel by Barbara Pym to be published and for many years it was the last. However, it was the first I
         read, twelve years after its appearance on the enthusiastic recommendation of Lord David Cecil. David had not only been Goldsmiths’
         Professor of English Literature at my old Oxford college, he was the father of my closest university friend. After his retirement
         I often went to stay with the Cecils at their house in Dorset, and David, who delighted in finding books for his guests, urged
         on me one evening what was then Barbara Pym’s most recent novel. A critic who valued writers for their intrinsic merits rather
         than their standing in current fashion, he said Barbara Pym was a writer of remarkable insight and artistry. It was a disgrace
         that none of her books was in print, and a great pity that no new novel had come out for so long. He pointed out the novel’s
         arresting Jane Austen-like opening sentence, observant, amused, ironic and sympathetic: ‘There are various ways of mending
         a broken heart, but perhaps going to a learned conference is one of the more unusual’.
      

      
      So impressed was I by No Fond Return of Love that I went on to Pym’s other novels, hunting out copies. I discovered that Cedric Chivers Ltd had issued editions for members
         of the Library Association, and I acquired these, PVC wrappers over unstylish jackets (Some Tame Gazelle, a wry study of two middle-aged sisters in an English village, showed an antelope in the bush, the design department presumably
         not having read beyond the title-page). I connected Pym with certain other writers whose creative life began in the immediate
         post-war years, and who had illuminated the fifties as they evolved: Elizabeth Taylor, Angus Wilson in Anglo-Saxon Attitudes (1956) and The Middle Age of Mrs Eliot (1958), and also Philip Larkin in those two poignant, poetic novels, Jill (1946) and A Girl in Winter (1947).
      

      
      At that time I was working for Oxford University Press after two years at a Swedish university, and I delighted in the accuracy
         with which Barbara Pym delineated the English circles I myself had now joined. I was living in London for the first time,
         and she struck me, as she still does, as one of our capital’s greatest celebrants. Her books convey the diversity of lives
         the city not merely offers but bestows – its ability to put unexpectedly in your path persons who either mysteriously chime
         in with your own current preoccupations, or else confound them by their sheer unlikeness. Barbara Pym may specialise in quiet,
         obscure lives, but she is a highly sophisticated writer, urban and urbane. For all the keen descriptions of church bazaars
         and tea shops, of the ways of her ‘excellent women’, I found, as I read and reread her work, a happy congruity between her
         writing and the seventies feminism and gay liberation movements to which I was committed.
      

      
      Within a seemingly secure world, the Pym protagonist initially appears secure enough, bounded, and to some extent defined, by central institutions of English life: the Anglican
         Church, university departments, libraries and learned organisations. Though reflective by temperament she seems largely to
         share this world’s underpinning assumptions, but as the novel develops she comes up against some stubborn individuality –
         in her own character or in persons to whom she is, often involuntarily, drawn – that defies the orthodoxy around her, religious,
         political or social. She may not herself understand the implications of what is happening to her, but the reader does. Without
         exception, the heroine emerges from this challenge the stronger. Pym, broadly speaking, takes her central characters and the
         greater number of her dramatis personae from the comfortable middle class, but the period being the 1950s, which continued
         the social loosening-up brought about by the Second World War, they feel free to range far more widely in their associates,
         and sample more milieus, than would have been possible for their prewar counterparts.
      

      
      Curiosity about other lives is a feature of all Pym protagonists, and No Fond Return of Love provides a splendid introduction to her work, for Dulcie Mainwaring has this quality par excellence. Pym sees it as essential
         to any good life. To serve it requires imaginative courage, even daring, but it will prove the best possible remedy for inevitable
         disappointments and sorrows, and the most effective weapon against that corrosive self-absorption to which the gentle and
         introverted (like Dulcie) are especially prone. From this conviction comes the unmistakable Pym tone: a controlled but highly
         personal blend of the interested (the engaged, the sympathetic) and the disinterested (the objective, the analytical). Wilmet
         Forsyth in A Glass of Blessings, looking back over a day with a man with whom she is half in love, thinks of it as ‘a confusion of pleasure, sadness, uneasiness and expectation’. The phrase
         is wonderfully apt for any of the novels Barbara Pym produced between 1950 and 1961, except, of course, for the word ‘confusion’.
         Each book is distinguished by the authorial imposition of order on a tangled variety of emotional responses to existence.
      

      
      Why then had year after year gone by since No Fond Return of Love – so characteristic, so assured in its art, and so satisfying an entity – with no addition to the Pym oeuvre? And this from
         a writer who up to then had been reliable in her output (one novel every two years). Her books had mostly been favourably
         reviewed, her sales respectable if unspectacular. Had she suffered a severe writer’s block or given up writing for some other
         more mysterious reason? Who indeed was she?
      

      
      It was inevitable that I should mention my pleasure in her books to colleagues at OUP, and when I did so, some time in 1974,
         to Audrey Bayley, she exclaimed: ‘I know Barbara Pym! – I went to her retirement party not so long ago.’ Audrey coordinated the Press’ dealings with Africa: Journal of the International African Institute, of which Barbara had been Assistant Editor. ‘At the lunch,’ Audrey told me, ‘they were saying “We’ve all been in her novels”.’
         This was good to hear, since one of the Pym novels I liked best, Less Than Angels (1955) has Africanists at its centre. Nobody could have written it, I now saw, without intimate knowledge of them. She promptly
         ceased to be a disembodied literary intelligence. But where was she now? Gone to the Oxfordshire village of Finstock, said
         Audrey, to live with her sister, Hilary Walton; she could give me the address.
      

      
      This information interested me greatly, because by then I knew that I would soon be relocated to Oxford, to the Press’ headquarters.
         I had already decided not to live in Oxford itself, and a few months after this conversation, I bought an old cottage in Wroxton,
         near Banbury. Long and low, it dated from the seventeenth century, was built, like most of the village, of the local honey-coloured
         stone, and situated on a rough-surfaced lane leading to a farm. Moving took a while, and it wasn’t until summer 1975 that
         I looked on the map and saw that Finstock lay about twelve miles to the south of my new home. Acting on the kind of whim that
         has never failed to serve me well, I wrote Barbara Pym a full, probably fulsome letter, thanking her for the intense pleasure
         her work had given me, and suggesting we meet some time. In fact, why didn’t she come over to Wroxton one evening for dinner?
         I am stupefied, looking back, by my audacity; today I wouldn’t dream of issuing such an invitation. My social life was then,
         as now, informal. I really must have liked her books very much!
      

      
      Two evenings later my telephone rang. ‘Hullo? This is Barbara Pym,’ said a gentle, lilting voice at the other end. I hadn’t
         expected this to happen at all, even less her saying yes, she would greatly like to visit Wroxton, but would I mind if her
         sister who was, unlike herself, a driver, came too? Of course not, I said, and we fixed time and date. On the evening itself,
         ten minutes after the agreed arrival hour, I began to feel anxious. Perhaps my directions hadn’t been clear enough; perhaps
         the sisters had forgotten all about their engagement. I opened my front door and saw, to my consternation, at the end of my
         always muddy lane, two middle-aged women in full, long-skirted, beaded evening dress, looking perplexedly about them. Surely
         they could only be my invitees – and so they were. What they made of entering my cottage to find themselves the only guests for a meal consisting of shepherd’s pie with peas,
         followed by junket (I hadn’t become the strict ethical vegetarian I am now), it’s maybe just as well I don’t know. But in
         no time we were talking very easily. In her thank-you letter, enclosed in a signed, first edition of Some Tame Gazelle, Barbara praised my ‘delicious food’ – something few others have done.
      

      
      I learned that evening what is now one of literary history’s saddest facts: her writing life had not ended with No Fond Return of Love. Her publisher, Jonathan Cape, had rejected the next novel, and she hadn’t succeeded in finding another one for it. Since
         then she had finished several other books – ‘I’ve written so many novels!’ she remarked wistfully, one of which she thought was probably the best thing she’d done (The Sweet Dove Died), and all were still homeless. Barbara spoke without bitterness, but later I was to appreciate that she had minded these
         many refusals acutely. They had damaged her confidence. She had rightly considered herself a novelist, fulfilling very early
         aspirations, and felt this identity had been taken from her. But Philip Larkin, Pamela Hansford Johnson, David and Rachel
         Cecil, and her old friend Robert (Jock) Liddell had been supportive.
      

      
      She was diffident but not awkward, responsive, humorous and friendly, yet with a dignified reserve. Her face showed the effect
         of the slight stroke she had suffered in 1973. Her relationship with her sister was clearly deep and loving; she was fond
         of cats (that thank-you letter ends, ‘Greetings to Hodge!’, my ginger tom); and knowledgeable about the historical associations
         of the area. I liked her a lot, and that evening was the first of many meetings – I myself visited Finstock, mostly with neighbourhood
         friends. She had a gift for lightly intimate conversation; all my visitors took to her, from my favourite former Swedish colleague, to John Bayley, my old Oxford tutor and his wife, Iris Murdoch, who lived nearby. Barbara appeared equally
         entertained by my former London landlady, who had composed a song-cycle to her cat, Monty Python, and Iris who told her how
         she had to write things ‘many times over’.
      

      
      Cutting through these years of Oxfordshire friendship is the watershed date of 21st January 1977. The Times Literary Supplement had invited distinguished literary figures to nominate the most underrated writers of the century: David Cecil, true as ever
         to his convictions, and Philip Larkin chose Barbara Pym, making her the only writer to be nominated twice. Reading this at
         work, I wondered if Barbara would see this feature; she probably didn’t take the TLS. So when I got home, I rang her up. She knew nothing about it. I read out the laudatory sentences; she was all incredulity
         and gratitude. By the next morning her life had changed for ever. Thenceforward publishers competed to issue or re-issue her
         work; the country appeared to swarm with old admirers. Her novels were made available again, and two extraordinarily fine
         new ones appeared, Quartet in Autumn (1977) and The Sweet Dove Died (1978), both critical and commercial successes. They are more pared down in their art and more sombre in theme and tone than
         the earlier books: the first is a study of retirement and aging, and the second is an unflinching portrait of selfishness
         and emotional delusion.
      

      
      I have before me now a card from Barbara, with a charming pen-and-ink drawing of Barn Cottage, dated 25th June 1977:

      
      
         Things go well with me. Macmillan have taken another novel which will come out in the spring – I had written it some time
            ago, but hadn’t got a publisher … I’m so very grateful to all the people who encouraged me when I was ‘in the wilderness’ – of which you are certainly one.
         

      

      
      Sadly she didn’t have long to enjoy this reversal of fortune. Two years after its advent, malignant cancer, treated some years
         before, returned. In her last letter to me she wrote that she was, ‘as they strangely say now, “under the doctor”’. She died
         on 11th January 1980, aged sixty-seven.
      

      
      No Fond Return of Love belongs to, indeed nicely rounds off, the first sextet of novels (the one she wrote immediately afterwards, subtle, bittersweet
         An Unsuitable Attachment, published 1982, heralds in the darker later productions). Certainly its story of Dulcie Mainwaring’s test-and-quest is quintessential
         Pym. It is the novel most bound up with the heterogeneity of London, and with ways of discerning unifying strands behind it.
         It is the novel most concerned too with the ‘thankless task’ (its original title) that most of us (its author included) must
         cope with, both for our bread-and-butter and to keep occupied. Dulcie’s curiosity serves her well, from her attendance at
         the richly presented learned conference onwards. But we should never forget that she has a ‘broken heart’ and that its breaking
         gave her hard instruction in the selfishness that governs too many lives, and that social convention offers no palatable rites
         or modes for expressing wounded feelings or concomitant fears of being alone. Its comedy is among Pym’s most hilarious – the
         Beltane household with Felix the blue-rinsed dog and the kilt-wearing Brazilian lodger; the visit to Mrs Forbes’ Eagle House
         Hotel in Devon where the eponymous eagle has to be vacuumed – but Dulcie’s journey is also an astringent demonstration of
         effective stoicism, the more potent as, explicitly, unlike most of Pym’s protagonists, she lacks attachment to the church.
      

      
      As well as humour, readers will find here the wealth of detail about clothes, furniture and food which delights so many Pym
         admirers. Yet the longer I read her, the surer I am that what makes her contribution to literature important is something
         quite else. Speaking to me of her favourite writers she said: ‘Jock Liddell and I feel we discovered Ivy Compton-Burnett.’ Compton-Burnett isolates her people from the hurly-burly of contemporary living to concentrate on those
         essentials of human nature that they manifest. So too do Barbara Pym’s characters transcend their richly worked contexts to
         stand as universals, reminding us not merely how they all lived in the fifties, but of what complex material we ourselves,
         like those we encounter daily, are made.
      

      
      Paul Binding, 2008

   
      
      CHAPTER ONE

      
      There are various ways of mending a broken heart, but perhaps going to a learned conference is one of the more unusual.
      

      
      When Dulcie Mainwaring realised that her fiancé did not want to marry her after all – or that he was not worthy of her love,
         as he put it – she endured several months of quiet misery before she felt able to rouse herself from this state. When the
         notice of the conference came, it seemed to be just the kind of thing that was recommended for women in her position – an
         opportunity to meet new people and to amuse herself by observing the lives of others, even if only for a weekend and under
         somewhat unusual circumstances.
      

      
      For what could be more peculiar than a crowd of grown-up people, most of them middle-aged or even elderly, collected together
         in a girls’ boarding school in Derbyshire for the purpose of discussing scholarly niceties that meant nothing to most of the
         world? Even the rooms – fortunately they were not to be crowded into dormitories – seemed unnatural, with their twin iron
         bedsteads and the prospect of strange companions at such close quarters.
      

      
      Dulcie began to speculate on who hers would be, and looked forward to her entry – for surely the room-mate would be female?
         – with some apprehension. But at least it would be interesting, she told herself bravely, to share a room with a stranger,
         and when she heard footsteps coming along the corridor, she braced herself and wondered what they would say to each other
         when the door opened. But the footsteps went past and stopped a little further on. Then, looking again at the second bed,
         she noticed that it seemed suspiciously flat, and when she lifted the cover she saw that it was not made up. She was at once
         relieved and disappointed. When she had plucked up enough courage, she would go and see who was in the room next door.
      

      
      It had been a mistake to come. Viola Dace realized that now, as she looked round the little cell-like room in dismay which
         approached panic when she saw that there was a second bed, covered like her own with a white honeycomb quilt. So she might
         have to share this miserable room with an unknown person – the idea was insupportable! Cautiously she lifted a corner of the
         quilt to see if the bed was made up; to her relief it was not, for underneath were only a pillow in a striped ticking cover
         and a pile of grey blankets. At least, then, she was to have the room to herself, and it might just be possible to endure
         it for three nights.
      

      
      She lit a cigarette and leaned out of the window. There was a fine display of dahlias in a border below her, apples and pears
         hung heavily on the trees, and in the distance moors stretched away to hills and what was apparently the world outside and
         freedom.
      

      
      There was a light tap on the door and Viola turned round, startled, saying ‘Come in’ rather sharply. She saw a rather tall woman in her early thirties, with a pleasant face and fair
         hair, standing on the threshold. She wore a tweed suit and brogued shoes which looked too heavy for her thin legs.
      

      
      Already halfway to being a dim English spinster, Viola thought, conscious of herself ‘making a contrast’ in her black dress,
         with her pale, rather haggard face and untidy dark hair.
      

      
      ‘I’m Dulcie Mainwaring,’ said the fair-haired woman. ‘My room seems to be next to yours. I wondered if we might go down to
         dinner together?’
      

      
      ‘If you like,’ said Viola rather ungraciously. ‘My name’s Viola Dace, by the way. What does one do and wear?’

      
      ‘I suppose nobody really knows,’ said Dulcie. ‘It might be like the first night on board ship when nobody changes for dinner.
         I believe it’s the first time a conference of this sort has been held here. I know they have “religious bodies”, and writers,
         too, I believe. I suppose we’re writers, in a way.’
      

      
      ‘Yes, we might call ourselves that.’ Viola had taken out her lipstick and was applying it almost savagely, as if she were
         determined to make herself look as unlike somebody who worked on the dustier fringes of the academic world as possible.
      

      
      Dulcie gazed fascinated at the result, but the brilliant coral-coloured mouth in the sallow face certainly looked bizarre
         and striking, and made her slightly dissatisfied with her own careful ‘natural’ make-up.
      

      
      ‘It’s an unusual idea having a conference of people like us,’ said Dulcie. ‘Do we all correct proofs, make bibliographies
         and indexes, and do all the rather humdrum thankless tasks for people more brilliant than ourselves?’
      

      
      She seemed to dwell on the words almost with relish, Viola thought, as if she were determined to create an impression of the utmost dreariness.
      

      
      ‘Oh, my life isn’t at all like that,’ she said quickly. ‘I’ve been doing research of my own and I’ve already started a novel.
         I’ve really come here because I know one of the lecturers and …’
      

      
      She hesitated, the feeling of dismay rising up in her again, for surely it had been a mistake to come. This worthy Miss Mainwaring, whom one could just imagine doing all the dreary things she had described,
         was not, however, the kind of person in whom she would dream of confiding.
      

      
      ‘I just do odd jobs and make indexes,’ said Dulcie cheerfully. ‘I found it better to work at home when my mother was ill,
         and I haven’t really thought of taking a full-time job since she died.’
      

      
      A bell began to toll, which seemed to Viola to add to the gloomy feeling Dulcie had given her.

      
      ‘That must be dinner,’ she said. ‘Shall we go down?’ It would surely be possible to shake her off some time during the evening.

      
      Aylwin Forbes lifted a flat half-bottle of gin out of his suitcase from among the folds of his pyjamas, where it had travelled
         safely from London to this remote Derbyshire village. He placed it first of all on the dressing-table, but it did not look
         right with his yeast tablets and stomach powder and hair tonic, so, as there was no other cupboard, it had to go in the wardrobe
         after all – that traditional, if rather shameful, hiding place for bottles.
      

      
      The other important item in his luggage – the notes for the lecture he was to give on ‘Some problems of an editor’ – he placed
         on the chair by his bed.
      

      
      Then he noticed that there was, in fact, a small cupboard above the washbasin, presumably intended for medicines, so he took the bottle of gin out of the wardrobe and put it in the
         cupboard. A thought occurred to him, and he wondered if the servants were honest, imagining one of them lifting the gin bottle
         to her lips and taking a quick swig as she did his room in the morning. Well, he would have to risk that, he decided, and
         put the gin with the yeast tablets and the stomach powder in the little cupboard; but he could not decide where he was likely
         to be when he was using the hair lotion, so he left that on the dressing-table. He next took up the lecture notes from the
         chair by the bed and placed them on the dressing-table by his brushes and Florentine leather stud box.
      

      
      All that now remained in his suitcase were the latest number of the literary journal of which he was editor and the large
         photograph frame – also of Florentine leather – containing the photograph of his wife, Marjorie. He took out the journal and
         laid it on the chair by the bed, with a slight feeling of distaste, as if picturing himself lying in bed reading it, but there
         was no convenient place for Marjorie so he put the frame back into the suitcase, shut it and pushed it under the bed. After
         all, there was really no point in having it out now.
      

      
      He opened the door cautiously and looked down the long corridor, wondering where the lavatory might be. He had even taken
         a few hesitant steps in one direction, when he saw an elderly woman in pince-nez, hair-net, and quilted dressing-gown patterned
         with large red flowers, carrying a towel and sponge bag, walking purposefully towards him. Wherever he had been making for,
         she would surely get there first. He withdrew rapidly into the shelter of his room, deeply disturbed. Was there not even to
         be segregation of the sexes?
      

      
      The woman’s footsteps went padding past and seemed to stop at the room next to his. And then he realized that it was Miss Faith Randall, a fellow lecturer. In his mind’s eye he
         saw the title of the lecture she was to give – ‘Some problems of indexing’. Was every lecture to be on ‘Some problems of something?’
         he wondered, going out into the corridor more boldly this time.
      

      
      When he got back to his room he poured some gin into a toothglass, added water from the tap, and drank it off rather quickly,
         as if it were medicine – which, in a sense, it was. I must go down to dinner, he thought, comforted by the remembrance that
         the lecturers sat at a table apart from the other members of the conference. He remembered Miss Randall with her hair-net
         and pince-nez, and wondered if he would find himself sitting next to her and what they could talk about. Indexes I have known?
         Abortion, adultery, administration … pottery, prawns, pregnancy – good-oh! Perhaps he had drunk the gin a little too quickly.
      

      
      ‘Who is that good-looking man?’ Dulcie whispered to Viola, as they stood in the ante-room waiting for the final gong to sound
         for dinner.
      

      
      ‘Good-looking man – where?’ Viola had been lost in contemplation of their fellow conference members, who were not, on the
         whole, good-looking. Indeed, she had been wondering what conference could possibly consist of good-looking people, unless
         it were one of actors or film stars. But as soon as Dulcie spoke she knew who it must be, and was annoyed and almost disappointed
         that she should not have felt his presence in some mysterious way.
      

      
      She looked up and saw the blond leonine head, the well-shaped nose, and the dark eyes, so unusual with fair hair.

      
      ‘That’s Aylwin Forbes,’ she said.
      

      
      ‘Ah, yes. “Some problems of an editor”,’ Dulcie quoted. ‘He looks as if he might have other problems too – being so handsome,
         I mean. What is he editor of? – I’ve forgotten for the moment. Does he really know about our problems?’
      

      
      Viola named the journal which Aylwin Forbes edited. ‘I happen to know him rather well,’ she added.

      
      ‘Oh?’

      
      ‘He and I were once …’ Viola hesitated, teasing out the fringe of her black and silver stole.

      
      ‘I see,’ Dulcie said, but of course she did not see. What was it they were once, or had been once to each other? Lovers? Colleagues?
         Editor and assistant editor? Or had he merely seized her in his arms in some dusty library in a convenient corner by the card
         index catalogues one afternoon in spring? Impossible to tell, from Viola’s guarded hint. How irritating it sometimes was,
         the delicacy of women!
      

      
      ‘Is he married?’ asked Dulcie stoutly.

      
      ‘Oh, of course – in a sense, that is,’ said Viola impatiently.

      
      Dulcie nodded. People usually were married, and how often it was ‘in a sense’.

      
      Aylwin Forbes now came over to where they were standing.

      
      ‘Why, hullo, Vi! I wondered if you might be here,’ he said in a jolly tone, which seemed as if it might have been assumed
         specially for the conference.
      

      
      ‘Hullo, Aylwin,’ said Viola, inhibited by Dulcie’s presence and annoyed that he had called her ‘Vi’. She did not like to be
         reminded that she had been christened Violet, from some confused Wordsworthian fancy of her father’s – ‘a violet by a mossy
         stone, half hidden from the eye’ – such a charming idea, he had thought, not realizing that the name Violet did not really suggest this. When she was seventeen she had called herself Viola.
      

      
      ‘I see you are to lecture to us,’ Viola went on. ‘No doubt we shall be meeting later on.’

      
      ‘Yes, we must have a good gossip together,’ said Aylwin, but at that moment a gong boomed, and the crowd moved forward into
         the dining-room, an old man with a white beard leading the way.
      

      
      The dining-room was large and capable of seating many more than were assembled at the two long tables. There was a smaller
         table set aside for the organizers and lecturers and Aylwin moved over to it quickly, relieved to have an excuse to leave
         the two women. He made a rather feeble joke about sheep and goats, feeling that he could hardly have done less, and took his
         place between two harmless-looking middle-aged men, one of whom he recognized as a fellow expert who was to lecture on the
         terrors and triumphs of setting out a bibliography correctly.
      

      
      Dulcie and Viola, meanwhile, found themselves at the end of one of the long tables at which a tall comfortable-looking woman
         was beginning to ladle out soup from a large tureen. She seemed to be enjoying herself, plunging the ladle into the steaming
         savoury-smelling broth as if she were a medieval nun or friar feeding the assembled poor.
      

      
      ‘It seems that whoever’s at this end has to cope with the grub,’ she said in a loud, jolly voice. ‘Would you mind shoving
         the plates along?’
      

      
      Dulcie and Viola did as they were told and the meal began. After the soup a plate of sliced meat and some dishes of vegetables
         were brought, which they helped to serve.
      

      
      ‘What do you do exactly?’ said Dulcie to Viola rather bluntly. ‘Do you make indexes or sub-edit a journal or what?’
      

      
      Viola hesitated, then said, ‘I’ve done some research of my own. I was working for a Ph. D. at London University but my health
         broke down. As a matter of fact,’ she added casually, ‘I once did some work for Aylwin Forbes.’
      

      
      ‘That must have been fun.’

      
      ‘Well, it was a stimulating experience, of course,’ she said, a little reproachfully. ‘He’s very brilliant, you know.’

      
      ‘Yes, and so good-looking,’ said the woman who had served out the soup. ‘I always think that helps.’
      

      
      Dulcie looked at her curiously. The participants in the conference had been asked to wear their names and she now noticed
         beside a large finely carved cameo brooch of Leda and the Swan a small circle of cardboard, bearing the name JESSICA FOY in
         block capitals. She recognized it as that of the librarian of quite a well-known learned institution and instinctively drew
         back a little, unable to reconcile such eminence with this jolly woman serving out the soup.
      

      
      ‘Research, with a good-looking man,’ Miss Foy went on. ‘That’s an enviable lot. What was the subject of your research?’

      
      ‘Oh, just an obscure eighteenth-century poet,’ said Viola quickly.

      
      ‘You were lucky to find one so obscure that not even the Americans had “done” him,’ commented Miss Foy dryly. ‘It’s quite
         serious, this shortage of obscure poets.’
      

      
      ‘Perhaps the time will come when one may be permitted to do research into the lives of ordinary people, ‘ said Dulcie, ‘people
         who have no claim to fame whatsoever.’
      

      
      ‘Ah, that’ll be the day!’ said Miss Foy jovially.

      
      ‘I love finding out about people,’ said Dulcie. ‘I suppose it’s a sort of compensation for the dreariness of everyday life.’
      

      
      Viola stared at her, astonished that any woman could admit to such a weakness as the need for compensation.

      
      ‘You might get married,’ she said doubtfully, remembering the heavy shoes on the thin legs.

      
      ‘Yes,’ Dulcie agreed, ‘I might, but even if I did marry I don’t suppose my character would alter much.’

      
      ‘You would not allow yourself to be moulded by any man,’ said Miss Foy in a satisfied tone, ‘and neither should I.’

      
      Dulcie turned away to hide a smile.

      
      Viola looked a little annoyed, as if, Dulcie thought, she wouldn’t have minded being moulded. But of course the question didn’t
         always arise. Sometimes it was the other way round. Maurice, Dulcie’s ex-fiancé, would be quite incapable of moulding anybody,
         for he was rather a weak character – could she really admit that now? – and also three years younger than herself.
      

      
      ‘Perhaps other people’s lives are a kind of refuge,’ she suggested. ‘One can enjoy the cosiness of them.’

      
      ‘But they aren’t always cosy,’ said Miss Foy.

      
      ‘No, and then one finds oneself looking at the horror or misery in them with detachment, and that in itself is horrifying.’

      
      Miss Foy laughed uncertainly. ‘I wonder if you’ll find a subject here.’

      
      ‘Probably not. It seems too obvious a hunting-ground, if you see what I mean.’

      
      ‘Yes – too many eccentrics,’ said Miss Foy, realizing that her own greatest pleasure in life was a tricky item of classification
         or bibliographical entry. ‘Look, here’s the pud. Shall I serve it or would you like to?’
      

      
      ‘Oh, you do it,’ said Dulcie. ‘I’m not very good at measuring things out.’ She felt that the performance of this simple task
         might be satisfying a deeply felt need in Miss Foy, which was something more than mere bossiness.
      

      
      At the end of the meal the tables were cleared; it seemed that nobody could leave without carrying something, even if it was
         only a jug of custard or an unused fork. They then moved over to the conference hall to hear about the programme for the weekend.
         It was announced that on this, the first evening, there would be no lecture or discussion, but a kind of ‘social gathering’
         so that members could get to know each other better. Coffee would be served.
      

      
      Viola heard this with dismay, for she was not of a gregarious nature. If she could not talk to Aylwin Forbes she would go
         to bed and read, but the thought of the little cell-like room was not inviting and she found herself moving with the others
         into a sort of common-room, crowded with little armchairs and pervaded by the smell of coffee and the clatter of teaspoons.
      

      
      ‘It will be nice to have a cup of coffee,’ said Dulcie.

      
      Viola thought with irritation that Dulcie was just the kind of person who would say it was ‘nice’ to have a cup of indifferent
         coffee with a lot of odd-looking people. She had already classified her as a ‘do-gooder’, the kind of person who would interfere
         in the lives of others with what are known as ‘the best motives’. She determined to shake her off as soon as she could. It
         was unfortunate that their rooms were next to each other. Viola even considered asking that her room might be changed, but
         it seemed hardly worth while for a weekend. Besides, she did not know whom to ask.
      

      
      The common-room had glass doors at one end, beyond which there seemed to be a kind of conservatory. Viola contrived to get separated from Dulcie in the coffee queue and to slip
         through the doors – unnoticed, she hoped.
      

      
      It was indeed a conservatory, with potted palms and the gnarled stem of a vine breaking out into a profusion of leaves overhead.
         Viola sat down in a basket chair and looked up at the leafy ceiling from which bunches of black grapes were hanging. It was
         wonderful to get away from all those dreadful people. What ever had possessed her to come to this conference? She closed her
         eyes self-consciously, imagining that somebody might come in and find her. But Aylwin Forbes, looking through from the common-room,
         withdrew hastily at the sight of her, and began an animated conversation with Miss Foy and Miss Randall about mutual acquaintances
         in the academic world. Eventually, it was Dulcie’s voice, with those of two other women, that broke into Viola’s solitude,
         saying, ‘Look, here’s a charming conservatory, with a real vine. And grapes too, how lovely! Do you mind if we join you?’
      

      
      ‘Of course not,’ said Viola coldly. ‘Anyone can come in here, I imagine.’

      
      So the evening came to an end, Dulcie and Viola and two women in flowered rayon dresses sitting on the basket chairs, offering
         each other cigarettes and speculating about the hardness of their beds. It was not long before conversation petered out and
         Dulcie and Viola retired to their adjacent rooms.
      

      
      Before she slept, Dulcie thought of the big suburban house where she had lived with her sister and her parents and which was
         now hers, her parents being dead and her sister married. Outside her bedroom window was a pear tree on which the pears were
         now ripe; she could almost see them in a Pre-Raphaelite perfection of colour and detail, leaves and fruit. September was her favourite month – the garden full of dahlias and zinnias, Victoria plums to be bottled, pears and apples
         to be ‘dealt with’, windfalls to be collected and sorted. It had been a good year for fruit and there would be a lot to do.
         The house was big, almost ‘rambling’, but very soon her niece Laurel – her sister’s child – was coming to London to take a
         secretarial course and would be living there. Dulcie looked forward to planning her room. She would have liked the house to
         be full of people; it might even be possible to let rooms. There were so many lonely people in the world. Here Dulcie’s thoughts
         took another turn and she began to think about the things that worried her in life – beggars, distressed gentlefolk, lonely
         African students having doors shut in their faces, people being wrongfully detained in mental homes ...
      

      
      It must have been much later – for she was conscious of having been woken – that there was a tap on her door.

      
      ‘Who is it?’ she called out, curious rather than alarmed.

      
      A figure appeared in the doorway – like Lady Macbeth, Dulcie thought incongruously. It was Viola, her dark hair hanging loose
         on her shoulders, wearing a dressing-gown of some material that gleamed palely in the dim light. Dulcie saw that it was lilac
         satin.
      

      
      ‘I’m so sorry, I must have woken you up,’ Viola said. ‘But I couldn’t sleep. The dreadful thing is that I seem to have forgotten
         my sleeping pills. I can’t think how it can have happened. I never go anywhere without them …’ She sounded desperate, on the edge of tears.
      

      
      ‘I’ve got some Rennies,’ said Dulcie, sitting up in bed.

      
      ‘Oh, I haven’t got indigestion,’ said Viola impatiently, irritated at Dulcie’s assumption that it was a stomach upset that
         had prevented her from sleeping.
      

      
      ‘I always find that if I read a nice soothing book it sends me off to sleep,’ said Dulcie, meaning to be helpful. ‘But is
         there something worrying you? I think there must be. Is it Aylwin Forbes?’ she asked kindly.
      

      
      ‘Yes, I suppose so.’ Viola sat down on the bed.

      
      ‘You love him or something like that?’ Dulcie was not perhaps choosing her words very skilfully, but it was, after all, the
         middle of the night.
      

      
      ‘I don’t know, really. You see, his wife has left him, gone back to her mother, and I should have thought – all things considered
         – that he’d have – well, turned to me.’
      

      
      ‘Turned to you? For comfort, yes, I see.’

      
      ‘We did this work together – we were such friends, so of course I thought ...’

      
      ‘Perhaps he thinks it’s rather soon – I mean, to turn to anybody.’

      
      ‘But comfort – surely one could do so much. I should be so glad to do what I could.’

      
      ‘Yes, of course one does like to, perhaps women enjoy that most of all – to feel that they’re needed and doing good.’

      
      ‘It isn’t a question of my enjoying anything,’ said Viola sharply. ‘I want to do what I can for him.’
      

      
      Dulcie wanted to ask more about the wife’s leaving – had she been driven to it by something he had done? – but she did not
         feel she could do so yet. From the way Viola was talking it seemed that Aylwin Forbes was the injured one.
      

      
      ‘Perhaps his grief has gone too deep,’ she suggested.

      
      ‘But he has come to this conference.’

      
      ‘Yes, to take his mind off things. It might well do that.’

      
      ‘But I feel he’s avoiding me,’ Viola went on. ‘He was very awkward when we met before dinner, didn’t you notice?’

      
      ‘Well, the gong rang almost immediately and everybody started to push forward – it would have been awkward for anybody.’
      

      
      ‘Then afterwards, when I was sitting by myself in the conservatory’ – Viola seemed to be speaking her thoughts aloud – ‘I
         think he looked in through the glass doors and didn’t come in because he saw me there.’
      

      
      ‘He may have thought it would be draughty, or that you didn’t want to be disturbed,’ said Dulcie, becoming increasingly feeble
         in her reassurances as sleep threatened to overtake her. ‘I’m sure things will be better in the morning,’ she went on, feeling
         that this was really the coward’s way out. ‘Do you think you will be able to sleep now?’
      

      
      What a pity we can’t make a cup of Ovaltine, was her last conscious thought. Life’s problems are often eased by hot milky
         drinks.
      

   
      
      CHAPTER TWO

      
      Next morning Dulcie was conscious of a tramping of footsteps past her door, almost as if the place were on fire and people
         were hurrying to safety. It was some time before she realised that it was nothing more alarming than enthusiasm for early
         morning tea. All these people, whose thoughts were normally on learned matters, had shown themselves to be human. Dulcie got
         out of bed, put on her dressing-gown and combed her hair. She decided to get a cup of tea for Viola, who had probably slept
         badly after her disturbed night.
      

      
      Aylwin Forbes lay in his bed listening to the clink of spoons in saucers. In his capacity as a lecturer at the conference
         he had imagined that a servant – perhaps even in cap and apron – would bring him a tray of tea at a suitable time. He was
         unprepared for the appearance of Miss Randall, in hair-net and pince-nez and the flowered quilted dressing-gown he already
         knew, standing in the doorway with a cup and saucer in her hand.
      

      
      ‘You lucky men, lying in bed while we women wait on you,’ she said, in an uncharacteristically arch tone, perhaps to cover
         her embarrassment at seeing him all tousled and in his pyjamas. ‘Sugar’s in the saucer – I didn’t know if you took it.’
      

      
      She put the cup down on the bedside table and tiptoed heavily from the room.

      
      ‘Thank you so much!’ he called after her. ‘I didn’t realise we had to …’ but she was gone, and anyway he felt at a disadvantage,
         lying in his bed.
      

      
      He raised himself on one elbow, pushed aside with the spoon the two brownish sodden lumps of sugar in the saucer, and took
         a sip of tea. It tasted strong and bitter. Like life? he wondered. Perhaps like the lives of women – his wife Marjorie, and
         Viola Dace, reclining in a basket chair in that conservatory with her eyes closed. ‘Some problems of an editor’, he thought,
         recalling the title of his lecture, did not, or were not generally reckoned to, include women. Marjorie – going back to her
         mother in that prim house overlooking the common: what was he supposed to do about that? Viola was perhaps a little easier
         to deal with: he could try to speak kindly to her in the presence of others – not at breakfast, of course, but before or after
         some other meal, when people strolled round the gardens admiring the herbaceous borders.
      

      
      Breakfast was a rather uneasy meal. It seemed as if the strain of being with a crowd of strange people was felt more at this
         early hour. Conversation flowed less easily, and the absence of Sunday papers seemed to be deeply felt. Even Miss Foy, serving
         out porridge and then sausages, was rather subdued.
      

      
      ‘Bangers,’ she murmured in a low tone, but her observation was received without comment.

      
      When the meal was nearly over, two men and a little group of women, wearing hats, came in with the self-conscious air of people who have risen early from their beds to go to church, and now hope – though very humbly – for a breakfast they feel
         they have earned.
      

      
      Dulcie noticed that Viola had not yet appeared, though she had seemed to wake up when Dulcie had taken her a cup of tea. As
         she walked along the corridor to her room Dulcie saw her coming out of a bathroom, wearing the lilac satin dressing-gown,
         her hair hidden in a flower-printed bath cap to match.
      

      
      ‘You’ve missed breakfast, I’m afraid,’ said Dulcie.

      
      ‘Breakfast?’ Viola repeated the word as if it were unfamiliar to her. ‘I couldn’t face it. I never do eat breakfast anyway.
         That cup of tea was quite enough.’
      

      
      ‘We had sausages,’ said Dulcie, in what she felt was a solid tone.

      
      Viola shuddered. ‘Then I’m certainly glad I didn’t come down. What’s the programme for this morning?’
      

      
      ‘First we are to have the lecture by Aylwin Forbes’ – Dulcie hurried over the name, remembering the painful revelations of
         the night before – ‘and then’ – her tone brightened – ‘there’s to be a short service in the chapel, undenominational, taken
         by somebody who’s a lay reader and allowed to take services, I suppose, saying “we” and “us” instead of “you”.’
      

      
      Viola looked puzzled, so Dulcie hastened to explain, ‘I mean in the blessing and that sort of thing – a lay reader can’t say
         the Lord bless you, he has to say us, because he isn’t in Holy Orders.’
      

      
      ‘Oh, of course,’ said Viola in a bored tone.

      
      ‘I must go and tidy my room,’ said Dulcie. ‘I expect I’ll see you at the lecture?’

      
      ‘I expect so,’ said Viola, drifting into her room. It was surprising, she felt, that Dulcie had not offered to ‘bag’ her a seat.
      

      
      Presumably, Dulcie thought, as she contemplated her hollowed mattress, it wouldn’t be particularly upsetting to hear a lecture
         on a rather dry topic on a Sunday morning from a man one loved or had once loved. But in this she may well have been wrong,
         not having experienced the power of the tie that shared academic work can forge between two people. Whatever there had been
         between her and Maurice, it had certainly not been that. ‘You and your “work”,’ he would say, in a fond, mocking tone that
         Dulcie found painful to recall at this moment.
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