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      Patrick Hamilton was one of the most gifted and admired writers of his generation. Born in Hassocks, Sussex, in 1904, he and his parents moved a short while later to Hove, where he spent his early years. He published his first novel, Craven House, in 1926 and within a few years had established a wide readership for himself. Despite personal setbacks and an increasing problem with drink, he was able to write some of his best work. His plays include the thrillers Rope (1929), on which Alfred Hitchcock’s film of the same name was based, and Gaslight (1939), also successfully adapted for the screen in 1944, and a historical drama, The Duke in Darkness (1943). Among his novels are The Midnight Bell (1929), The Siege of Pleasure (1932), The Plains of Cement (1934), a trilogy entitled Twenty Thousand Streets Under the Sky (1935), Hangover Square (1941) and The Slaves of Solitude (1947). The Gorse Trilogy is made up of The West Pier (1951), Mr Stimpson and Mr Gorse (1953) and Unknown Assailant (1955).

       

      J. B. Priestley described Patrick Hamilton as ‘uniquely individual… he is the novelist of innocence, appallingly vulnerable, and of malevolence, coming out of some mysterious darkness of evil.’ Patrick Hamilton died in 1962.

       

      Will Self is the author of many novels and books of non-fiction, including Great Apes; The Book of Dave; How the Dead Live, which was shortlisted for the Whitbread Novel of the Year 2002; The Butt, winner of the Bollinger Everyman Wodehouse Prize for Comic Fiction 2008; Umbrella, which was shortlisted for the Booker Prize 2012; and Shark. He lives in South London.
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      By the time I reached class consciousness, in the mid-sixties, my grandparents had stopped dressing for dinner. They were down to one servant, as well – Doris the cook, who was famous in the family for her legendary chocolate cakes; comestibles of such heaviness and density that my father claimed, were you to not masticate them effectively, the sharp end of a slice might give you an ulcer. Doris wasn’t even a proper servant – she certainly didn’t live in, and when my father and his parents were a little sozzled, they’d often fall to reminiscing about their former servants: my father’s much-loved nurse, Annie, and their onetime housemaid, Louie, who’d married a gas fitter and moved to Shoreham shortly before the Second War. The increasing shabbiness of my grandparents’ gentility wasn’t a function of declining wealth, but rather of a wholesale social and technological transformation: the replacement of domestic labour by labour-saving devices in the middle years of the twentieth century, combined with the final substitution of stock dividends for rental incomes.

      If I dwell on the subject now it’s for two reasons: Firstly, because this is the sort of world portrayed in Patrick Hamilton’s novel, Craven House, written when he was only twenty-one; and secondly, because reading it I realise that the era when I knew my grandparents’ house – with its obsolete dumb waiter and disused electric bells (once used to summon servants from the lower depths) – is more distant from the present than the period when the novel is set is from it. In other words: I feel I have a closer and more intuitive understanding of the mores of Miss Hatt and her ‘sort of paying guests’ than many contemporary readers probably have of the sixties. I can remember maiden aunts in black taffeta and blacker bombazine; I can recall people who said ‘jolly japes’ without a smidgeon of irony, before asking if I’d like a smidgeon more of Doris’s chocolate cake – cake which my grandfather did indeed masticate (a word he used without any suspicion we’d hear it as a double-entendre) the forty times he religiously dedicated to every other mortifying mouthful of the four meals they took per day, without fail. 

      But it was my own parents who were perhaps more evocative of the craven attitudes of Mr and Mrs Spicer, Mrs Nixon, Major Wildman and Miss Hoare. In common with other epigones, my father and mother could never get used to having to ‘do’ for themselves: cooking, cleaning and all other domestic chores were always a terrible – and more importantly unjust – imposition; while any larger or odder jobs would require a ‘little man’ to be summoned. In the interminable Craven House lunches, teas and suppers so excruciatingly limned by Hamilton, I see the cold collations and coronation chicken of my own childhood – and recall also the hideous sense of circumscription there was in all one might do and say and think: a culture condensed out of the milk of human unkindness. Set, then, in a genteel boarding house, and recounted in three distinct sections: pre-First World War, wartime and post-war, what is Craven House besides a portrait of the former rentier class driven to the expediency of renting their own accommodation? Well, it’s also a rather chilling portrayal of the strange psychosexual fog that wreathed the late Victorians – a fog that becomes tangible (not that anyone would want to touch it) in the form of Cornelius Spicer’s nightshirt, which he dons as sort of male burqa to protect his modesty and most likely his wife’s near-virginity.

      The sexlessness of the Spicers is only compounded by his prurience and her prudery – together with Miss Hatt, the spinster chatelaine of this West London suburban villa, they form a peculiarly loveless triangle. Hamilton – at this stage still a tyro when it came to writing in the vernacular – allocates earthier desires only to Aud (Audrey) and Eed (Edith), the servants still being summoned from the lower depths; although, as the years pass, they answer the bell with less and less deference. The Künstlerroman lying at core of the novel’s plotting, and its predictable intersection with the trajectory of Hamilton’s own young life, shouldn’t detract from the reader’s enjoyment any more than does his empurpled prose – writing is seldom a very young person’s metier, for an obvious reason: lack of experience – since to write of the world one must, perforce, know it. Hamilton flies past the first net this deficiency presents by writing emphatically about what he knows, his entire young life having been engaged in a slalom down the slippery slopes of the English class system, from home to rented house to a succession of craven boarding houses.

      But far more skilled an evasion consists in this young writer having the native wit and perspicacity to sense that his own milieu was both a sort of botched world-entire in its own right, and that its queered social relations were a microcosm of the entire world without. Add to this an acute ear for the inanities of human intercourse and an acuminate eye for the bedevilling details of human appearance, and you have the necessary equipment for building a fictional cosmos of your own. That there’s no ‘Hamiltonia’ to march with the borders of Greeneland, or be encroached on by Orwellian suburbia, is perhaps a function of how he expanded the territory. The seedy world of the downwardly mobile upper middle classes should’ve led, fairly logically, to his colonisation of the deathly dull realms of the genteel English lower middle class, since the two moieties have always had more in common than they do with the rather more cosmopolitan and intellectually inclined group they flank. It was Hamilton’s fascination with the mechanics of obsession – which, as the thirties wore on he was able to experience in his own alcohol – and sexually fuelled abrasion – that, quite as much as his characteristically interwar middle class self-hatred, led him into the servants’ quarters just as they, in turn, were opening out to a wider world. 

      The books that ensued embellished all of the figures he first found in the worn-down carpets of Craven House – embellished and expanded them, until their vicious curlicues and useless geometries were inscribed right across the battered face of raddled old London. And it is this status – as a great London writer – that Craven House first tentatively proclaims.

       

      Will Self, London, 2016 
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      I think that this new edition of Craven House, in which some alterations have been made from the original version, requires one or two remarks as preface.

      In February, 1941, I had a letter from Michael Sadleir (whose firm first published the book in 1926), in which he said:

      
         

        I have been re-reading Craven House. It is much more congested in its earlier chapters than I had remembered. Your technique was, I suppose, a new experiment in those days, and you were tempted to overdo it. As it gets on it settles down to a more controlled method.

        Of the high spots which I remembered Mr Spicer’s Tramp did not get me as it used to, but the two maids in the kitchen impressed me much more. The little boys were still superb, the tube-journey ditto, and I laughed myself quite silly over the Russian Lady. The book is grand entertainment. If only it was simpler at the beginning! I suppose it’s hopeless to ask you to go over it for a new edition. It ought to be a standard thing of its kind, but many readers must have been baffled by the involutions and parentheses of those early chapters.

      

      With this encouragement I re-read the book, which I had not looked into for ten years. I found that less could be done about these faults of style than I had hoped. The book certainly gets better as it goes along, but throughout intermittently it shows traces of the bias I had at that time – the delight in the odd, longer word instead of the direct, simpler one – the long (and at times purely facetious) construction instead of the natural one – the ‘that lady’ instead of ‘she’, the ‘that gentleman’ instead of ‘he’, the ‘whereupon’ instead of ‘then’.

      Nevertheless it seemed to me that any attempt to remedy this in a really thoroughgoing manner would destroy the very things which give the book its quality, its gusto, its freshness and its high spirits, which, perhaps, were only able to express themselves in this rather uncouth way. So apart from certain really outrageous passages and certain places where the congestion of style actually clouds the meaning, I have not, purely as regards style, made very many alterations for this edition.

      A fault in the book which Michael Sadleir did not mention is its occasional sentimentality. I do not know that that matters much: in a book of this sort a little sentimentality is probably all to the good. What, however, is terrible is a mixture of sentimentality and archness. I imagine there are few authors who do not find things of this sort in their early work – few authors who do not, when reading such passages, slowly redden with shame to the roots of their hair. Needless to say I have tried ruthlessly to delete all such passages, though some may remain without my being aware of it.

      Lastly there is the question of a book seriously ‘dating’ after sixteen years – a thing which it might easily not do after six years or sixty. As the first part deals with a period before the last war, it is dated intentionally, and so the question does not arise; and I do not think the latter part reads too awkwardly in this respect. Slightly excited references to ‘bobbed hair’ struck me as being the outstanding example of something about which nothing really effectual can be done in a new edition.

      I have spoken of authors slowly reddening to the roots of their hair over passages in their early books. Sometimes they do this over their early books from start to finish. Although it was written when I was only twenty-one, I can definitely say that Craven House does not come into this class; and that if it can still find readers, I should still like it to be read.

       

      P.H.
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        A momentous evening dinner in nineteen hundred and eleven: a little girl and a little boy go to bed.

      

       

      
I

      The hour after lunch found Keymer Gardens in a state of grey and windless somnolescence. A pause, almost devout, and so unanimous as to have an air of being prearranged, overtook the whole neighbourhood, though there remained an abundance of petty noises. From one or two of the houses there might yet be heard the remote clatter of the washing-up, and from others, where the servants had not already had their meal, the hiss and spit of frying. A sweep was crying in a strained and inconsolable manner from some street far away; little boys and girls were making their way, less unwillingly than with vagrant buoyancy, to school; a maid dashed out to post a letter, and remained talking to a lady at the top of her basement steps. In addition to which the sound of the Southam Green High Road, a quarter of a mile distant, and the sound of all London behind it, beat faintly yet incessantly, like the roar of a waveless sea, upon the inured ears of the inhabitants. Such noises, nevertheless, were unable to disturb the lazy peace manifest in Keymer Gardens. They served, rather, to emphasise the hush.

      In this state Keymer Gardens remained for two hours, under a lowering sky; so that towards the end of that time the stillness had amounted to little less than enchantment. But the postman came at last, with no nonsense about him, and he put an end to it. Little front gates shrieked open at his advance: he strode fearlessly up to front doors, played his own curt personality upon them with the knocker expressly supplied for him, and crossed the road briskly to do the same again. By the time his final ‘Ta-tat-at’ was muttering at the end of the road, Keymer Gardens was wide awake and ready for tea. And while tea was yet in preparation, the lamp-lighter, a being as noiseless and insinuating as the darkening firmament itself, brought the evening.

      Almost at once the atmosphere was charged with life. A motor car, like a flying particle from the mass of noise in the High Road, whirred down the main avenue that passed Keymer Gardens on its way to Kew; and above the noise of the High Road rose the agonised call of the newspaper sellers. Front doors were slammed, kindly footsteps rang through the streets, dogs were summoned by shrill voices, pink lights appeared in cosy dining-room windows, somebody beat a mat maliciously in a garden; factory hooters bewailed urgently, answering each other in vague, wakeful distances; and the District Trains, moaning home to Southam Green Station with greater frequency, brought the first silent batches of men and women from the City, hastening as it were conspiratorially to their homes.

      At six o’clock, from Craven House, which was the large house at the corner of Keymer Gardens, a middle-aged woman came out, with a leather shopping bag.

       

      
II

      Six o’clock was by no means the customary hour for Miss Hatt’s shopping, but she had undergone an excessively arduous and dusty day within, preparing for her new guest – the Major (she was calling him the Major already!) and she had told herself that a little breath of fresh air could do her no harm. The notion of a walk for the mere sake of walking, however, though not an unthinkable notion, was a notion simply absent in Miss Hatt’s bland mentality. There were such things as Sunday Walks, of course, or strictly Appetising or Digestive Walks, and there were even Lovers’ Walks, but all of these could be said to have their own goal, and no other sort of irregular and unlocalised Walk was allowed.

      It was, therefore, in some sort of propitiation to these axioms that Miss Hatt had remarked to her cook, Edith, that she would herself go and bring back the Fish. ‘Because,’ she said, ‘you can never trust these people, and I want to get a little fruit, too.’

      To which Edith had rejoined ‘Yes’m,’ under her breath, and without chancing an encounter with Miss Hatt’s eyes; for Edith had been for several days cherishing a belief that her mistress had thought twice and better about the fish.

      Fish, indeed, as a first course, was an entirely new departure, and as Miss Hatt made towards the High Road, there yet lingered some doubts as to the advisability – nay, safety – of its introduction. She was nevertheless convinced that she was a little too far compromised to withdraw now. When, two days ago, the retired Major Wildman stood taking his leave at the door of Craven House – a captured, though still verbally uncommitted and airy-gestured, paying guest – he remarked, with his winning smile, ‘I must warn you in time that you would find me a very hearty eater, Miss Ah – Hatt’; and Miss Hatt, already a little intoxicated by her own timid but glib reiterations of the beautiful luck and blessings falling in the course of nature upon a Major taking up residence in such a house, capped the ecstasies of hot water at all times of the day, fires in the bedrooms, hot-water bottles, and three towels changed twice in the week, with the rash and thoughtless promise, ‘Oh, yes? Well, we have a five-course dinner, you know. That’d be starting with fish, you know… and dessert…’

      To say that the Major’s eyes lit on the utterance of this falsehood would be to put the case in a wrong light, but he murmured ‘Really?’ in a style altogether readable as fervour, and it was only after he had left that Miss Hatt realised to the full the trying implications of her little falling-away. In the first place there were Mrs Nixon and her young daughter – her only other guests (as guests)  – to be considered. Mrs Nixon had hitherto learnt to expect nothing before the joint in the evening fare, and to regard the dessert, as it lay chilly upon the table, more in its traditional and ornamental aspects than otherwise. It would most certainly not do now to let Mrs Nixon associate the inauguration of a new first course with the appearance of Major Wildman.

      Miss Hatt thought she had two weeks’ grace, however, and seeing that she must prepare the way for the change at once, had a vague idea that she might cunningly break the news to Mrs Nixon with, perhaps, a little thin soup one evening; and leading her gracefully on to small portions of, say, Cauliflower au Gratin on the next, bring her up through a deft Welsh Rarebit, or soft roes on toast, to Fish. This projected finesse was ruined at the outset, however, by a letter from the Major, saying that he would like to come to Craven House in two days’ time. Miss Hatt was thus compelled to choose between the finer shades of her catering honour with Mrs Nixon, and her promise to the Major; and she plumped for the Major, as that gentleman, who was bringing his little boy with him to go to school, bid fair to be a Permanent. And though such an expression as Permanent is a very coarse and bitter expression to employ in such a connection, a Permanent was what Miss Hatt desired more than anything else in the world.

      Emerging from the dark, aloof silence of the Green that gave its name to the neighbourhood, Miss Hatt came into the Southam Green High Road.

      This was as bright and noisy as a fair. The trams thundered down a littered thoroughfare, and the shops glittered and hummed with humanity – humanity bustled at the grocers; deafened at the butchers; brusquely rattled at, with brown paper bags, at the fruiterers; bewildered at the post office; deferred to at the drapers; confidentially advised at the jewellers; curious and handling at the bazaars; limply appealed to from the edge of the pavement; a little sad and tense at the chemists; newly respiring and bravely conversational at the public houses, and everywhere crowded.

      Miss Hatt was all at once taken with a mood of contentment verging on exultation. This was partly due to the thick sights and sounds around her, partly to a flowing, nervous relief after a hard day indoors, and partly to the two cups full of tea that she had consumed before coming out.

      She felt very contented and very mellow altogether. She was contented in her life – her position – her clean and sturdy house – her new maid, Audrey (a treasure, she believed) – her glittering new pince-nez, which considerably clarified the whole quality of life itself – Major Wildman – Mrs Nixon – and last, and perhaps least, her two Old Best Friends, Mr and Mrs Spicer.

      For Mr and Mrs Spicer were, and always had been, prominent and inescapable figures in Miss Hatt’s life. Indeed, even at school she had been the oldest, best friend of Mrs Spicer, who was then merely Letty Craik; and she had known Mr Spicer when he was merely Clifford Spicer, a very humorous young man, and they had all been immense companions and intriguers together. More, she had participated in certain sunny, rare, faded, laughing, Bicycling days, ten years later, when they had all three sped about the country on the most beautiful and lunching-out, if not picnicking, expeditions; and when Mr Spicer had first commenced certain vague leerings, double meanings, recondite reticences, and similar astonishing mysteries culminating in the selection of a Mrs Clifford Spicer. In fact, such a very close and intimate friend with Mr and Mrs Spicer was Miss Hatt, at this period, that it was almost a matter of inward doubts, from time to time, as to the exact lady in whose favour were the vague leerings, double meanings, recondite reticences, and similar astonishing mysteries.

      Time, of course, cleared these doubts in its own way, and the winter following that bicycling summer witnessed the engagement of Clifford Spicer to Letty Craik; and some years later they were married. The connection with Miss Hatt was by no means dropped on this score, however, and in the seven years since that fluttering and pious day, they had happily maintained the trio. It was, indeed, the project of Mr and Mrs Spicer staying with her, and so helping with the expenses, that had first induced Miss Hatt to take over Craven House, which would otherwise have been a little too large both for her intentions and her personal funds. It nevertheless remained all her own, and she had furnished it entirely herself.

      They had been settled here together for some five months, and it had proved still to be a house rather too large for their needs, when Mr Spicer had been visited modestly by the idea of Miss Hatt taking paying guests. Even so delicate shirking of the issue as was conveyed in the expression Paying Guest, was distasteful to Mr and Mrs Spicer, and Miss Hatt, and was most tremulously dodged. Miss Hatt once went so far as to utter, ‘Sort of paying guests, you know,’ but it was tacitly regarded as an ill-considered utterance, and Mr Spicer was content to allude very distantly to an Agreement, an Arrangement, or an Understanding. ‘Three guineas, or something like that…’ murmured Miss Hatt, with shuddering timidity…

      It was nevertheless an exceedingly happy inspiration, judged apart from the ecstasy of fertile planning that took place in the drawing-room one night; for it bid fair to solve the Long Evening Problem, which was becoming a very acute and painful problem to Mr and Mrs Spicer, and Miss Hatt. For it had taken only three months’ residence at Craven House to exhaust the little fund of external entertainment remaining in each other’s personality. And though there was the Piano, upon which Mrs Spicer could deliver an unimpeachable performance to her placid and respectfully alert man; and though there was the Southam Green Empire, to which they paid a weekly visit; and though they sometimes turned the lights down in the drawing-room, and sat about the glowing fire wilfully to exude middle-aged comfort and romance (with an occasional rather ghastly and aghast interlocking of hands from the mated pair), the evenings on the whole were reaching a pitch of ennui and amiability almost intolerable – if not positively approaching the danger mark. For one evening the Spicers took their courage into both hands and read a newspaper and a novel for an hour and a half by the clock, like perfect limpets against the bright conversational wrenches of a knitting Miss Hatt; until at last that lady, after poking the fire with an efficiency and rapidity that carried an unquestionable Hint, was driven to say, ‘Well, then, I’d better be going up to bed, then,’ to which Mrs Spicer replied, ‘Very well, my dear,’ without raising her eyes. The first cross word between them.

      The installation of Mrs Nixon and her daughter had served to lighten this burden already, though Mrs Nixon did not allow her little daughter to stay up to dinner, and retired herself soon afterwards. And Major Wildman came this evening, and there were two more rooms to be filled.

      Miss Hatt made her way to the fishmongers, where she was treated with curt deference, and where, amidst the bright, glittering dead bodies of the fish, whose morose and blood-streaked heads were even past mute criticism of the outrage done upon them, she watched her own prey, as it was sliced open, with a fascinating virtuosity, for her easier consumption. Emerging without a tremor, she went on further to buy apples and bananas; arranged the goods in her leather shopping bag, lifted her head a little to express finality, and made for home.

      She crossed the Green again and passed the large Town Hall on her left. Outside this a bill was displayed, advising the Southam Green public that a free lecture on Theosophy would be delivered next Tuesday in the Houghton Room.

      ‘This really is the most wonderful place,’ thought Miss Hatt. ‘Really it is. Seven minutes’ walk from the High Road. Eight minutes’ from the station. The Empire. Buses and trams to anywhere you want. Free Library… and now a free lecture. We must go to that. Theosophy…’

      She pondered, a few moments, in a friendly and detached way, upon the adventures awaiting her eternal soul. ‘Theosophy. That’s reincarnation, isn’t it?’ she told herself. Then she wondered whether there would be a silver collection, in which case it would be necessary to fortify oneself with a sixpence.

       

      
III

      The Major and his little son have arrived. A capacious winter overcoat in the hall, a silk scarf, and a small boy’s bowler hat – these the foreboding centre of a little world of silence.

      Faintly from the basement come sounds of the oven door slamming, and the servants calling to each other. Then Audrey, the young maid of sixteen, comes up the stairs, and softly as any conspirator, proceeds to set the scene.

      She lights the gas in the drawing-room, and stirs the fire. From the little room next door, known as the Study, the parrot mutters ‘Ladysmith,’ in a feverish undertone. ‘What, Polly?’ Audrey answers. ‘Ladysmith, eh?’ But there is a hollow ring in her quiet voice, and no reply from the bird.

      Audrey then enters the dining-room, lights the gas, and starts to lay the table. When she has finished this, she hears light footsteps running down the stairs and confronts Miss Hatt at the door.

      ‘Oh, Audrey. You managing all right?’

      ‘Yes. Quite all right, ma’am. Thank you, ma’am.’ She gazes at Miss Hatt, at once dreamy and alert.

      ‘Have you done the table and everything in here?’

      ‘Yes, ma’am. I think you’ll find that everything is quite Shipshape,’ says Audrey, gravely nautical.

      ‘Oh, very well,’ says Miss Hatt. ‘Yes. That seems all right. Yes.’ And then, responding, possibly, to the sailor’s atmosphere introduced, she adds, ‘You’d best be getting down below.’

      Swift as her mistress’s thought, for this is in nineteen hundred and eleven, Audrey runs down to the kitchen.

      Miss Hatt remains for a moment to scan the table with her practised eyes, appears to be content, and goes into the drawing-room. Here she stirs the fire, lifts the cover of the piano, opens a large volume of Chopin’s works, and lays it upon the stool; brings forth a calf-bound volume of Kipling’s Poetry from a little book cabinet, and lays it on the little centre table; removes a dusty calendar, shifts the chairs and the sofa, and performs other homely and artistic details upon a scene guaranteed to charm the retired and widowed military gentleman now upstairs. At this moment she is joined by Mrs Spicer. Mrs Spicer differs as much from her old school companion in outward parts as she resembles her in all matters of inward personality. For whereas Miss Hatt is stoutish, with chubby pink cheeks, and the general bearing of a merry sparrow taking the sun, the other lady is skinny and ashen in every particular. They are both short, however, and both wear glittering pince-nez, and both do their hair the same way, and wear the same kind of beads and brooches. And they both have the same merry voice, and they share together an infinite zest and capability for brightly remarking ‘Oh, dear!’ and ‘Oh, yes!’ and ‘Oh, certainly!’ and taking with suspended amiability and delight any matter on earth brought to their notice.

      ‘Ah, Bertha,’ says Mrs Spicer, and ‘Ah, Letty,’ says Miss Hatt, and there is a pause.

      ‘Come?’ risks Mrs Spicer.

      ‘Yes. Come,’ says Miss Hatt.

      Mrs Spicer now hears the scratching of her husband’s key in the front door, but remains within the room.

      As soon as he has closed the door behind him, Mr Spicer is aware that he intrudes in sanctities of tense anticipation. He puts up his hat and coat with corresponding seriousness, and comes in to the ladies.

      ‘Hullo, my dear,’ he says to his wife.

      ‘Hullo, dear. So you’ve come back, have you?’

      ‘Yes. Cold, isn’t it? Evening, Bertha.’

      ‘Good evening, Clifford,’ says Miss Hatt, and goes down to the kitchen. Mr Spicer watches her go, and then comes at once to the point

      ‘Major?’ says Mr Spicer.

      ‘Oh, yes…’

      ‘Little boy?…’

      ‘Oh, yes…’

      Mr Spicer jumps away again as quickly as possible. ‘I’m late tonight again, aren’t I, dear?’

      ‘Oh, I don’t know. Are you? Well, I must be getting up to change.’

      But Mr Spicer stands gallantly in the doorway.

      ‘Then what about a little kiss for your husband?’ says Mr Spicer, and by the way Mr Spicer says this, and thrusts forth his head in quizzing defiance of any Majors or any changings, it is plain that he is exercising one of those Little Thoughts (possibly old-fashioned) that so enhance his character. There ensues a moment of tragic abasement for both. At the end, Mr Spicer flourishes, and smiles in a very queer and precarious manner, and Mrs Spicer, wriggling friendlily away, murmurs one smiling and simple ‘Yes’ to the Universe in general. She then goes upstairs to her room.

      Mr Spicer rubs his hands for a little in front of the fire, stirs the fire, looks about him, handles the volume of Kipling’s Poetry, decides to go upstairs and prepare for dinner, and does so.

      On the first landing he encounters a little boy, all brushed and washed, coming down the stairs.

      ‘Oh,’ says Mr Spicer, and then tries to hit a cheerful note. ‘Is that you, then?’ he asks.

      ‘Yes,’ says the little boy. ‘Rather.’

      ‘M’m. Well,’ begins Mr Spicer, ‘we haven’t been introduced, have we?’ But he is not able to take the conversation any further than that, and retreats, with a courteous snigger or two, into the sanctuary of his room.

      His wife is just coming out of this, and here he washes and brushes himself with great care, and, feeling his tie with nervous fingers, goes over to the looking-glass to study himself. So exemplarily unobtrusive in appearance is Mr Spicer that to his preoccupied fellow-creatures he seldom makes himself felt as much more than a large golden tooth, which keeps brilliant order in this gentleman’s otherwise wearied and interdependent upper row. The looking-glass, however (as well as sending back fire to fire from that dazzling beauty) reveals the rest, the man behind the Tooth – a face pale and rather cadaverous; a nose, after a magnificent bridge, falling in so long and straight a line to the ram’s-horn moustache as to achieve an almost pugilistic effect, and a weak mouth belying that effect. ‘Any questions, please?’ enquires Mr Spicer’s nose, and ‘I think you’ll find I can tackle the greater part of them,’ add his large blue eyes. His thin figure has once, with the moustache, had a shot at the 1900 military, but has now fully succumbed to the spirit-breaking influences of bowler hat and umbrella.

      While he is yet gazing at these results, Audrey smashes at the gong in the hall.

      There is a pause, weighty with the significance of the deed. Mr Spicer draws himself erect, like an actor who hears his cue, and opens the door. But at this moment another and more purposeful door is opened, further up the stairs; so Mr Spicer is compelled to draw in behind his own again.

      The airy, high, pedantic tones of a man’s voice come floating down the stairs, along with the familiar but uneasy voice of Mrs Nixon. The Major and Mrs Nixon pass Mr Spicer’s landing, and go down into the dining-room. Mr Spicer again stiffens himself, and runs straight down the stairs after them, to face the music.

      The dining-room is a scene of bright and bewildering animation. Miss Hatt is delivering fluttering introductions to right and left, as though it is all the most unheard-of, preposterous, yet humorous situation that could well be imagined. Mrs Nixon is talking, and the Major is talking, and indeed they are all talking, at and through and regardless of each other – with the exception of Audrey, whose baffled and delighted smile betokens the brilliant response of her receptive soul to whatever conditions her betters originate. Then Mr Spicer appears, and there is a silence.

      ‘Oh,’ says Mrs Spicer. ‘You haven’t met my husband, have you?’

      ‘Good evening, Major,’ says Mr Spicer, and comes forward with a frank smile to give the Major a handshake which reveals the man, and is plainly unconscious of its own male strength. ‘Good evening,’ says the Major, and ‘No…’ says Mrs Spicer to the Universe. And then, ‘Will you sit here, Major Wildman?’ says Miss Hatt ‘And perhaps your son’ll sit opposite you, over there. Yes. Very well, Audrey.’

      Audrey rushes out into the hall, whence, a moment later, the fatal fish first course may be heard distantly clinking on its way forward; Mr Spicer asks the Major whether he has ‘got here all right’, and the Major replies in easy tones. Master Wildman – a child at present in little less than a trance state, wrought by a large golden tooth – climbs up onto his chair, and Mrs Nixon is about to seat herself, when her daughter makes a highly agitating proposition.

      ‘Will I say Grace, please, Mother?’ she asks.

      ‘Oh,’ says Mrs Nixon. ‘Yes, Elsie, certainly.’

      Master Wildman slides off his seat, and meets the eyes of his father, who is almost as scared as himself. Elsie arranges herself primly behind her chair, and closes her eyes.

      Her prayer neither includes nor alludes to the assembled company. ‘For what I am about to receive,’ she says, ‘may the Lord make me truly thankful. Amen.’ The others, nevertheless, square up to this unforeseen allusion to the Source of All, and stand erectly fervent. The little girl then takes the lead by sitting down, the others follow her, and with Mr Spicer murmuring a hazy something about Nice Little Habits, Dinner commences.

      Mr Spicer, by way of demonstrating that all respects due to original guests are to be upheld in face of any new arrival, shoots off with his usual napkin question to Mrs Nixon. ‘Been out today, Mrs Nixon?’

      Mrs Nixon’s eyes are resting, without expression, upon the fish. She looks up to reply, and is not surprised to find a certain distant fishiness in the glance awaiting her, but she talks it quickly away. ‘Yes, Mr Spicer. I’ve been taking Elsie for a long walk today.’

      ‘Oh, good. We have some very nice walks around these parts, Major. Are you a good walker?’

      ‘Quite good, yes. I generally manage to get in about six miles a day, some way or another.’

      ‘Really? That’s a good deal.’

      ‘Yes… Unless it rains, of course. In which case,’ says the Major with a charming smile, ‘I do not issue forth.’

      ‘No. Not worth it then, is it?’ says Mrs Spicer, and ‘No,’ says Mr Spicer, and gives a little laugh in the pause that follows. ‘How’s Elsie tonight?’

      ‘Very well, thank you, Mr Spicer.’

      ‘Good. Staying up tonight, then?’

      ‘Yes,’ says Elsie, and fires under the slow gaze of the younger Wildman.

      ‘Yes,’ says Mrs Nixon. ‘She asked to stay up as a treat tonight, so I let her.’

      ‘I suppose I ought to have sent my own little boy to bed, but he put forth the same plea,’ says Major Wildman, and starts in upon his fish with bland and lordly innocence of its implications.

      ‘How old is he, then?’ asks Mr Spicer.

      ‘Only just turned eight.’

      ‘Eight? I should have thought he was rather less than that, now.’ Mr Spicer puts his head on one side to smile appraisement of an interesting but not absolutely serious appendage to the military man. He then carries the little joke so far as to try it with a question.

      ‘Going to school soon?’

      ‘Yes. Rather.’

      ‘I expect you’re not looking forward to that,’ says Mrs Nixon.

      ‘Yes. Rather,’ says Master Wildman, who is having a warm time from Elsie’s eyes by now.

      They all laugh at this. ‘Well, that’s the spirit, isn’t it?’ says Miss Hatt

      ‘If they’re Nice Chaps,’ adds Master Wildman, and they laugh again. (Elsie too.)

      ‘Oh, you’ll get along finely,’ Mr Spicer assures him, and turns confidentially to the Major. ‘When’s he going, then?’

      ‘I’m taking him up tomorrow. Lyndon House, you know. I happen to know the headmaster quite well. And it’s in the neighbourhood, and I don’t think he can do much better than go there – for the present, anyway.’

      ‘Oh, yes. That’s Mr Staines, isn’t it? Let me see now, what was it I heard about him? Didn’t you tell me something, my dear? Oh, yes. He makes the boys into prefects – like a public school, you know. All responsible for each other. Very good system, I should think. I expect you’ll soon be a prefect, won’t you?’

      ‘Rather.’

      ‘Not just at first, though,’ says Mrs Nixon.

      ‘No.’

      ‘A perfect prefect, eh?’ suggests Mr Spicer. ‘Or a prefect perfect, which is it?’

      At which sally the children are immensely tickled.

      ‘What about a Little Claret tonight, Bertha?’ says Mr Spicer, with the air of a man surpassing himself.

      ‘Yes, that’s just what I was thinking,’ returns Miss Hatt, and refuses a meeting with a pair of eyes belonging to Mrs Nixon, who was not, on her own commencement night, accorded any such rich celebrations as these. ‘Do you know where it is, Audrey? Very well. Bring on the chicken first, and then go down.’

      Audrey lays the chicken upon the table with careless haste, for its consequence is altogether dwarfed by this new feature, leaves the room, and returns a few minutes later (to a silent and respectful company), like a flushed herald of great tidings, bottle in hand.

      ‘Thank you, Audrey,’ says Miss Hatt, with a detachment which does not deceive, and ‘Glasses, please, Audrey,’ whispers Miss Hatt. ‘In the cupboard’ – while the Major looks on with his own style of complacence.

      The bottle and glasses are laid by Audrey quietly in front of the originator of the scheme. Mr Spicer stands up to withdraw the cork; there is an alarming moment in which a contumacious cork appears to have bettered a reddened Mr Spicer, a lobster-like Mr Spicer; a good pop; and Mr Spicer is pouring the wine, a little in favour of Mrs Nixon, but otherwise with meticulous equity.

      ‘Let me see, you don’t take wine, do you, Elsie?’ he asks, by way of another joke.

      ‘No, I think not,’ Mrs Nixon replies.

      ‘Nor you, sir?’

      ‘No,’ says the Major. ‘I should not like to witness the results if he did.’

      And so the dinner goes on. Mr Spicer tells them that he himself does not indulge himself in this way frequently, but just as he can be trusted not to exceed himself in the way of a Little Smoke, or a Little Bet, so he is not against a Little Something, on occasions. And the others fully subscribe to this doctrine of moderation, and keep the ball rolling by stretching and endorsing each other’s views for an unbelievably long time. Miss Hatt, like some trim and willing little craft, veering in the lightest wind of the conversation, keeps one roving eye upon the plates, and ever and anon whispers parenthetically to Audrey, who is standing by her side, and whose hair is becoming a little loose and bedraggled, but who shares in the conversation with undaunted zest – her smile and receptive eyes flashing from one speaker to another continuously. And so the chicken goes out, and the Rice Pudding comes in.

      The first definite omen of the wine having paid a call at Mr Spicer’s head would be a little difficult to hit upon, but it does so without a doubt, though at no time does it engender much more than a certain swashbuckling attitude towards the children in this middle-aged gentleman. Perhaps it really begins when, after nodding, in a rather distrait silence, to a vivid description, by the Major, of a hot Bengal night, he asks, in a bald and sudden manner, ‘What’s your son’s Christian name, then?’ – a question imperfectly relevant to the foregoing description.

      ‘Oh, he’s a Henry,’ the Major replies.

      ‘Henry, eh? Well, that’s a very nice name. What do you think of your own name, eh, Henry?’

      ‘Very nice,’ says Master Wildman.

      ‘I’m not a Henry; I’m a William.’

      ‘Yes,’ says Mrs Spicer. ‘You’re a William Clifford, aren’t you?’

      ‘Yes. That’s right. William Clifford Spicer. What do you think of that?’ he says, playing up to the little boy’s grin.

      ‘Jolly nice,’ says Master Wildman.

      ‘Yes. William Clifford Spicer. It’s strange how one’s name comes, isn’t it, Major? Spicer, for instance. I suppose my ancestors must have been –’ he pauses to deliberate the matter – ‘sort of – Spicers. Spice, you know. Must have dealt in spice, or something like that.’

      ‘Ah, yes. Possibly,’ says the Major.

      ‘Yes, it’s funny – how they Come,’ says Mrs Spicer, and there is a heavy pause.

      ‘Merchants,’ tries Mr Spicer, but does no better with that…

      There is another pause.

      Elsie comes to our rescue. ‘Please, Mother,’ says Elsie, looking at her mother, who is a sort of public censoring office for her daughter’s remarks, through which they have to pass, and fail or survive for the consideration of the diners, according to her decision – ‘please, Mother, if Mr Spicer’s ancestors were Spicers, I suppose Major Wildman’s – would be sort of – Wild Men – wouldn’t they?’

      The little boy immediately falls into a stifled but riotous spasm of amusement, and then the others laugh outright.

      ‘Yes, I think that’s more than possible,’ says the Major.

      ‘And Mrs Nixon’s,’ offers Master Wildman, looking at that lady. ‘Must have been Nixes!’

      Whereupon both children begin to splutter and redden to a dangerous extent, in an effort to control themselves at the thought of Mrs Nixon’s forbears having once been Nixes, whatever they take that to mean. There are also further indefinite spluttering noises, from which the word ‘Hat’ does not emerge, but does very nearly do so.

      ‘You’re getting quite witty tonight,’ says the Major, and they all wait for the young people to pull themselves round, which the young people are as yet unable to do.

      ‘There, that’ll do,’ says Mrs Nixon, and Elsie becomes immediately grave, but catches Master Wildman’s eye again, and is off.

      ‘Got the giggles,’ says Mrs Spicer.

      ‘I said that will do, Elsie,’ says Mrs Nixon, and her voice and eyes are so level as to be unmistakable in their portent.

      ‘Ah, well – boys will be boys, won’t they, Major,’ says Mr Spicer, and dinner is resumed. The conversation, however, lacks its first alert zest, for by the time the rice pudding is done with, the diners have stuffed down pretty well all they can, and are waiting heavily for the conclusion of the meal. But the dessert, if only to denote Miss Hatt’s willingness to give, and the guests’ burden to receive, their full money’s worth, has to be gone through with. There is, as well, from the guests’ point of view, the danger of creating a false precedent by abandoning it on the first night. It is therefore Master Wildman alone, who, with a directness denied to his elders, wriggles in his seat, and gazes around, with all the uneasiness of the overloaded.

      There is a slight rally a little later, however, the conversation turning, somehow or other, into a discussion of Seasickness and its remedies. The Major claims that he has been one of five down to dinner on a liner; Miss Hatt declares that she is invariably sick upon the sea; Mrs Nixon holds out for Mothersills; and Mr Spicer explains that though he is a ‘very good Sailor as a rule’, he has once succumbed, and proceeds to describe that instance in a manner escaping the lurid by a hair’s breadth. There is then a long and thoughtful pause – a pause in which the children can be heard starting a smacking attack at their oranges – a pause in which Miss Hatt stares in front of her, lost to all the world – a pause in which Mrs Nixon looks idly at her daughter, and Mrs Spicer idly at the Major’s fingers, which are idly engaged in pressing together the last crumbs of his bread for a final morsel – a pause which is broken eventually by Master Wildman who, thinking, perhaps, that it is up to him to say something to his new little friend, addresses Elsie gravely with the direct question, ‘Do you go to school?’ To which Elsie replies, ‘No, but I’m going soon, aren’t I, Mother?’ To which her mother replies, ‘Yes, my dear! Very soon now.’ Whereupon the sympathetic gentleman at the top of the table remarks, ‘We all have to go to school, don’t we, Elsie? Nuisance, isn’t it?’

      There is another pause after this, and then a little more conversation, and then another pause, which is again cut into by Master Wildman with another remark, over his orange, to Elsie, to whom he seems rather to have taken. ‘I can show you a Joke, afterwards,’ says Master Wildman, gravely, ‘if you like.’ ‘A Joke?’ says Elsie. ‘Yes. A Joke with your Name,’ says Master Wildman, and the company is all ears, while the Major looks at his son with some pride and affection. ‘A Joke with your Name,’ repeats Master Wildman. ‘I’ll do it afterwards, if you like.’ And there is yet another long pause.

      ‘Well,’ says Miss Hatt, hinting that there is no more to be usefully eaten or said, and she rises. The others rise too, and move mechanically out and into the drawing-room. The Major, however, stops Mr Spicer in the hall, for a soft aside. ‘Could I get a Bath here, in the evening?’ he asks. ‘Yes, I think so,’ says Mr Spicer, with the air of a man called upon to interpret rather dangerous forces about which he is none too certain himself. ‘Certainly. Ah – Bertha!’ Miss Hatt immediately appears, touched to sudden seriousness by their low tones. Mr Spicer delivers a little sentence in which the words ‘Major’ and ‘Bath’ are alone distinguishable, and Miss Hatt replies, ‘Oh, yes; you’ll find the water quite hot. All times of the day, you know.’

      They then go into the drawing-room, and arrange themselves in chairs to consider each other’s personalities afresh. Mr Spicer starts off with gay questionings. ‘Comfortable, Mrs Nixon? Good.’ ‘Will you smoke, Major? Cigar? – Good.’ ‘Couldn’t we have a little more light somewhere?’ ‘Going to stay up, tonight, then, Elsie?’

      ‘Yes,’ proposes Elsie, but ‘No, young lady,’ disposes Mrs Nixon. ‘You go along up to bed. You’ve stayed up quite long enough.’

      ‘Oh, mayn’t I stay up, please, Mother?’

      ‘I said, “Go up to your room,” Elsie,’ says Mrs Nixon, and when Mrs Nixon begins reporting her own speech in that particularly gentle way of hers, Elsie knows that it is best to obey, and makes for the door.

      But Master Wildman seems to be wanting to say something. The company suspends itself amicably, and hovers over the little boy as he whispers something up to his father.

      Come, come! A little boy must speak up. Say it out, boy. Say it out.

      Ah! The Joke! The Joke! The little boy wants to show the little girl his Joke.

      ‘Well, get on with it, dear boy,’ says the Major.

      Master Wildman comes forward earnestly to Elsie.

      ‘Have you got a bit of Paper and a Pencil?’ asks Master Wildman.

      ‘No,’ says Elsie. ‘But I think I can get it.’

      The house is now turned upside-down, and inside-out, for a bit of Paper and a Pencil, which Miss Hatt at last obtains from the kitchen, and puts into Master Wildman’s hands. Master Wildman addresses Elsie with slow seriousness.

      ‘How do you Write Your Name,’ asked Master Wildman, ‘in Two Letters?’

      ‘Don’t know,’ says Elsie.

      ‘Can’t you think? It’s a joke.’

      ‘Don’t know,’ says Elsie.

      (‘Think I can guess,’ whispers Mrs Spicer.

      ‘Yes. Me too,’ whispers Miss Hatt.)

      ‘Can’t you think?’ says Master Wildman.

      ‘Don’t know,’ says Elsie.

      ‘I’ll Show you,’ says Master Wildman, and goes to the little table. Elsie comes close and leans over his shoulder. ‘Look,’ says Master Wildman, and proceeds laboriously to demonstrate –

      
         

        
          [image: Chapter One]
        

         

      

      ‘There,’ says Master Wildman. ‘Don’t you see? Ell – Cee. Elsie. Ell – Cee. It Writes Your Name in Two Letters.’

      ‘Oh, I see!’ says Elsie, gleefully. ‘What a Good Joke! What a Good Joke!’

      ‘Now –’ says Mrs Nixon. But, ‘Can do it another way,’ says Master Wildman.

      ‘Can you?’ says Elsie.

      ‘Yes. Can do it another way. Look!’ Master Wildman proceeds laboriously to demonstrate –
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      ‘In Oes,’ says Master Wildman. ‘In two Oes – two letter Oes – two letters. Do you see?’

      ‘Oh, yes. I see,’ says Elsie. ‘That makes Two Jokes.’

      ‘Yes,’ says Master Wildman. ‘You can do it yourself if you like.’ He hands her the pencil, and Elsie has the satisfaction of doing it herself.

      Then Mrs Nixon playfully objects that we can’t go on writing our names in two letters all the night, and the Major takes her up on it, and both children leave the room for bed.

      In silence Mr Spicer holds a lighted match in an uncertain hand before the Major’s cigar. Then: ‘I smoke this,’ he says, and produces a pipe. ‘Not quite for the drawing-room, perhaps… Do you ever smoke a pipe, Major?’

      ‘No. I could never get on with a pipe, somehow or other. I don’t know why. I think I must have another try some day.’

      ‘Oh, there’s nothing like a pipe,’ says Mr Spicer. ‘Well, it’s a Real Friend, isn’t it? As a rule, you know, I smoke a poisonous sort of shag, but the ladies don’t allow that sort of thing in here, do you?’

      ‘I should think not,’ says Mrs Spicer, and they laugh indulgence for the terrible manliness of men.

      ‘Colder tonight, don’t you think?’ says Mr Spicer. ‘What about a Little Music, my dear?’

      ‘Oh no –’

      ‘You haven’t heard my wife play, have you, Major?’

      ‘No. I should be most delighted.’

      ‘Yes,’ says Miss Hatt. ‘Give us that Chopin you gave us the other night. I expect you know Chopin well, don’t you, Major?’

      ‘Well, I cannot say that I am more than vaguely familiar with the body of his work. I know the odd pieces, of course.’

      ‘He was a Pole, wasn’t he?’

      ‘Yes, I believe he was.’

      ‘Yes, all these great musicians are Poles or something, aren’t they?’ says Mr Spicer. ‘Well, my dear?’

      ‘Oh, well…’ says Mrs Spicer, and goes to the piano. Mr Spicer arranges the music for her, comes down into an armchair by the fire, and lights his pipe. Mrs Spicer scans the score for a moment, and the music commences.

      ‘Nice, wasn’t it, Major?’ says Mr Spicer, when she has done.

      ‘Oh, charming.’

      ‘Nice Touch, hasn’t she?’

      ‘Yes,’ said the Major. ‘Charming.’

      ‘Real Music, too, wasn’t it? Give us another, dear.’

      Mrs Spicer now gives them three more pieces by the same composer, including the ‘Marche Funèbre’, after which Mr Spicer remarks that ‘you could sort of see the coffin going along, couldn’t you?’; and she finishes with the ‘Rosary’, which is also voted very good, if only ‘in its way’. Mr Spicer ventures that he could imagine ‘a monk in a monastery writing it.’ The same idea had hit Mrs Nixon.

      The Little Music thereupon being considered over, Mrs Spicer joins the others. Mr Spicer, with an eye upon the cards, is all for a little Game to follow.

      ‘Do you play Whist or anything, Major? I suppose you wouldn’t like a game?’

      ‘Thank you, no; I think not, tonight. I’d better be getting up now, as a matter of fact. I have a lot of letters to get through tonight.’

      ‘And I think I’d better be getting up, too,’ says Mrs Nixon, ‘and see to Elsie. Good night, Major! Good night, Miss Hatt!’

      ‘Good night, Mrs Nixon!’

      ‘Goodnight!’

      Miss Hatt now turns to the Major for purely personal and private matters. ‘Is there any time you would like to be called in the morning, Major?’

      ‘Let me see – what time would breakfast be, then?’

      ‘We have it at nine, as a rule.’

      ‘Well, if I could be called at a quarter past eight…’

      ‘Yes, certainly.’

      ‘Well, good night!’ says the Major, and leaves the room under a shower of the same fair wishes from the trio remaining.

      Miss Hatt goes to the fire, stirs it, and does not speak. Nor does anyone speak for a moment. There lies in the drawing-room a deserted atmosphere, still, as of a banquet ended.

      ‘Nice Old Buffer,’ hazards Mr Spicer, at last.

      ‘Yes,’ says Miss Hatt.

      ‘Seen the world, too.’

      ‘Yes.’

      There is another silence in which Miss Hatt removes chairs and newspapers swiftly from one place to another, with no apparent aim, and Mr and Mrs Spicer have already begun to help her in this absent pastime, when a house-bell is suddenly heard tinkling in the kitchen below.

      ‘That’s his bell!’ whispers Miss Hatt, aghast, and flies out into the hall.

      She has not to call for Audrey, for Audrey is there already, flushed and wide-eyed, breathlessly awaiting orders for the crisis.

      ‘It was a bell, ma’am.’

      ‘Yes, I know; go up and see what he wants.’

      ‘Yes’m.’ Audrey rushes up the stairs.

      ‘Audrey!’

      ‘Yes’m.’

      ‘Knock at the door first.’

      ‘Yes’m.’

      Only the sound of Audrey’s light feet upon the stairs, and the swish of Audrey’s skirts, and the creaking of a highly attentive couple’s shoes in the drawing-room. Then a door is heard opening from far above, and almost immediately Audrey is running down again.

      ‘Well?’

      ‘He wants a bath, ma’am.’

      ‘Bath? What did he say?’

      ‘He said “Can I have a bath, please?” ma’am.’

      ‘What did you say?’

      ‘I said, “Yes, sir,” ma’am.’

      There is a pause. Maid and mistress look blankly at each other. Then Miss Hatt gathers herself together.

      ‘Oh, very well. Come along then, child. Go and get two towels from the cupboard and take them to the bathroom. Then turn on the hot water. When it’s ready, go and knock at his door and tell him.’

      ‘Yes’m.’ Audrey vanishes. Miss Hatt rejoins her alert and taut companions in the drawing-room.

      ‘He rang for a bath,’ she says, and ‘Oh, yes,’ says Mr Spicer, and ‘Yes,’ says Mrs Spicer to the Universe. They very wisely say no more about it. The Major has been Used to things.

      ‘Well,’ says Miss Hatt, ‘I think I’d better be going up to bed.’

      ‘Yes, you must have had a tiring day of it, my dear,’ says Mrs Spicer. ‘You might help, dear,’ she adds, turning to her husband, who jumps from dreams and says ‘Certainly.’

      He goes to see that the windows are locked, and out into the hall to secure his friend’s property further. Then he comes back, announces all to be tight from the door, where his wife joins him, according to routine, and with cheerful ‘Good nights!’ they go upstairs. Miss Hatt is alone in the drawing-room.

      Audrey puts her head timidly round the door.

      ‘I’ve done it, ma’am. He’s In.’

      ‘Very good, Audrey. You must do that always when He rings. It’s what He expects. That’ll be all, then, tonight, Audrey. Good night, child!’

      ‘Good night, ma’am!’

      ‘Goodnight!’

      Miss Hatt stretches pluckily up to the gas, draws dense darkness down upon herself with one pull, stumbles out of the room, locks the door, climbs the darkened stairs, and quietly passing the bathroom, where the Major is already making innocent splashing noises, goes into her room.

       

      
IV

      When Miss Elsie Nixon reaches her room, she begins to undress in a style so extraordinarily disciplined and methodical that one might well imagine she is still under the level eyes of her mother.

      She brushes her hair in front of the glass, lays her clothes exactly over a chair, washes herself extensively in exceedingly cold water, and cleans her teeth – rinsing her mouth, rattling the glass, and expectorating with whole-hearted violence. She then scrambles into a white nightdress reaching below her feet. Thus cleansed and prepared, she kneels down by the bed, closes her eyes and purses her mouth like a little girl about to receive a blow, clasps her hands, and prays. Her prayer has little esoteric significance for her. She prays that a certain hazy Kingdom may come (inwardly trusting that nothing will supersede the United Kingdom in her own lifetime); she prays for this day’s bread (discrepantly, for it is already granted) and to have her trespasses forgiven. (Elsie can never quite place her own Trespasses, but has a vague belief that one is Prosecuted if they aren’t forgiven.) And all this to a candlelit room with softly jocund and perfectly cynical shadows. She then jumps into her chilly bed, a little white bundle of self-chastened original sin, snuffs out the candle, and vaguely hopes for salvation in the dark.

      In appearance Elsie is a little girl with miniature features, but with not very much of the perfection of a miniature. She has a freckle or two, exquisite tiny teeth, frizzy reddish hair falling on rather skinny shoulders – rather skinny arms, rather skinny legs. So much is Elsie’s. Her mother encases the legs in coarse brown stockings, and the rest in a coarse brown skirt and a coarse silk blouse. Her ears her mother has personally pierced and adorned with tiny golden earrings, and in other details she has done just as she cared with this little victim of Bringing Up. For Elsie is being Brought Up – exactly wherefrom or whereunto neither of them could tell you, but they are both quite complacent in an apparently self-contained process.

      Elsie does not detest her mother. She has, indeed, been given expressly to understand that she Loves her, and that is enough. But apart from this she is too well inured to her mother’s behaviour to think of detesting her. Her mother with her healthy face, her stern, level blue eyes, her eager chin, her neat, slim, authoritative figure, her measured and authoritative voice, simply represents life itself, and Elsie never has the wickedness to think that life is detestable.

      In this matter of bringing up, Mrs Nixon considers herself something more than talented. For Mrs Nixon has been married and unmarried (by death) twice in the space of five years, and by her first husband she has a boy, Jack, and by her second (a Scotchman) the little girl Elsie; and in some period during or after her second marriage the boy Jack has come to be known as Jock. He has also taken the name of Nixon. The reason for this has never at any time been made very clear. It was said at the time, though, that his father had died in a Nursing Home, and this was, by the initiated few, taken as conveying civilly that he had died of drink. But there were few so initiated.

      Mrs Nixon herself is understood to be a Scotchwoman. At any rate, there are, and always have been, strong allusions to, and insistences upon, that nation in the whole of her rearing of her two children. The boy she has brought up in the country, and now that he is fourteen has packed him off to one of those smaller Scottish Public Schools – a hardy, open-air establishment, where the boys eat salted porridge and run to bathe at half-past five in the morning.

      As a boy, Jock, strangely enough, was quite her favourite child. ‘His mother’s blood,’ Mrs Nixon would say… She called him ‘Sunny Jim’, amiably pulled his ears, encouraged him to be a ‘brave little man’, and dressed him in a kilt. The sadder side of the Bringing Up in the country fell to Elsie.

      In this process of bringing up there were various grades and fine shades of punishment suitable to the various offences. Elsie could be Sent Outside, Sent to her Room, Locked in the Bathroom, Locked in the Cupboard, Forbidden to Speak, Put in the Corner… Or, of course, she could be Sent to Bed, in which case she was given Broth – Broth, whether for consolation or further punishment, being absolutely indispensable. There were also Cuffs and Boxes (Fetched), Reminders, Foretastes, Warnings, Little Lessons, Raps; or, on the spiritual side, mere Talkings To, Scoldings, or Dressings Down. And behind these there loomed a final horror, the supreme penalty, as it were, known as The Stick. This was not very often employed, but freely alluded to. Thus, ‘We shall see what The Stick thinks about it in a moment, Miss,’ Mrs Nixon would say, or ‘If you pester me any more, child, I’ll look you over with The Stick, and where you don’t want it,’ or ‘You’re asking for The Stick, my fine lady, aren’t you?’ And though these threats were only seldom fulfilled, The Stick was by no means merely an abstract figure. Elsie could tell you exactly in which corner of her mother’s chest of drawers it lay – a dark, warped thing, under the clothes.

      There was also a Strap somewhere involved in this business, but this was a figure of speech.

      In administering the minor corrections Mrs Nixon was sedately and carefully dramatic; but when, about thrice a year, that Stick did come forth, her eyes would blaze in an ardour uncontrolled, and the lady had been known to dribble.

      It must not be thought that Mrs Nixon is a cruel mother, or that there is anything more than a light strain of sensuality in her actions towards her daughter. And Elsie, they both know, will ‘thank her from her heart’ for such corrections one day, and she invariably kisses her for them on the same day. And The Stick itself will possibly never be seen again. A house in the country is one thing, and Craven House is another, and the public is capable of intervening if it hears a little girl yelling hard enough.

      Besides, Mrs Nixon is cheerful enough, as a rule, and there are Treats opposed to these severities. Elsie is taken to the pantomime once a year, and is given a yearly Easter Egg, and gets a Calendar from time to time, or a beautifully bound Prayer Book, or a School Girl’s Annual, or knitting needles, or pretty handkerchiefs – and many other gifts, quite entrancing, if just a bit on the useful side. And on every birthday she is given the brightest sovereign describable, and is able to have a good look at it before it goes into the Savings Bank. And her mother tells her fairy tales sometimes (Scottish ones), stirring to the romantic imagination as well as the moral. And every March the third is her mother’s birthday, and for that occasion Elsie will ‘save up’, and with much to-do present her mother with a handkerchief, which her mother wears, and Elsie watches, for three or four days afterwards. And at Christmas time Elsie is allowed to go to the Children’s Parties, where she cuts a striking figure in her kilt, and arrests the evening’s celebrations to perform a timid but perfectly competent Highland Reel.

      She is considered a good child.

       

      
V

      Master Wildman’s undressing is of a very different character from Elsie’s. He kicks off his shoes and wrenches off his stockings, throwing them anywhere he fancies. He washes his face, but not his neck (it is far too chilly for that), and he cleans his teeth in a rich and dispersive manner, coming out in the middle of that task to listen to the music below, and leaving frothy traces of his invasion upon the landing carpet. A cricket match follows, in which Master Wildman scores sixes so plentifully with his father’s walking stick that he is not compelled to run at all. He then takes a flying leap at his bed, and the bed responding, takes seven more of the same before finally settling in it.

      He is sharing this bedroom with his father, and his bed, lying in a corner of the room, can be screened at will by two curtains hoisted cleverly by Miss Hatt. He draws these.

      In the little room within a room thus formed the wallpaper repeats itself around a severe portrait of Miss Hatt as a girl. The light from the gas comes in softly from the top, and the whole, until the Major arrives, is instantly transmuted into the cabin of an airship hovering over China and dropping rather cruel and senseless bombs upon the wretched inhabitants.

      When the Major appears at last he treads very softly, on the dutiful assumption that his son is asleep, rings the bell, and shortly after goes down to his bath, as we have seen. During the time he is gone, his son, who has never slept with him before, decides to take this opportunity of studying a Major’s habits in his natural sources, so to speak, and thrilling to the adventure of it, arranges a little aperture in the curtains for his purpose.

      The Major does not keep him waiting long. He re-enters, sponge in hand, and having puddled about (‘puddled’ is the word) for a certain time, lights the candle, puts out the gas, climbs into bed, and begins to read.

      His son watches him in this position for a little, but catches nothing of unusual interest. He sees, in the gentle candlelight, an old man with grey hair, a grey and slightly stagey moustache, and a totally hang-dog expression, which is partly cultivated and partly due to sixty years. Master Wildman soon turns over to consider his own affairs.

      These are of manifold and thrilling interest, and likely (dealing largely with Love) to keep him awake for half the night For Master Wildman is in love, being enslaved by an actress well exceeding him in the matter of years – thirty-five years ahead of him, in fact – though it must be said in extenuation of this unnatural attachment that he presumes her to be well this side of nineteen. He has seen her but once, at the pantomime last Christmas, and it is not at this point necessary to explain at any length how, when she sang the song, ‘If I could Sow a tiny seed of Love in the Garden of your Heart’, Master Wildman had inwardly and appropriately replied, ‘You have sown a Big seed of love in my heart’; or how, when the Major asked him if he had liked the show he had remarked, ‘I thought That Girl was jolly good,’ and blushed as the Major gave a queer little smile to himself; or how he had thought of writing her a little note, signing himself ‘Your humble admirer’, and then thought better of it, and so on and so forth. The simple fact is that he has collapsed before her beauty, and now dreams almost incessantly of a world in which a blonde lady, at large in silk tights, governs the domestic hearth.

      In the dull yellow silence, broken only by the ripple of a turning page, as the Major reads, Master Wildman falls to dreaming. By countless rivers, seas, fires, wars and bandits an ill-starred blonde lady is bothered, but is firmly saved on each occasion. Likelier alternatives follow, in which a blonde lady marries the gentleman now reading, or (abandoning the stage) appears as a teacher at Master Wildman’s new school. But the incessant rescuing continues in either event, and a blonde lady, touched to gratitude at last, or reckoning, perhaps, that a permanent rescuer is indispensable in such a career, marries Master Wildman himself, and has done with it.
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