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      Antonia White

      
      Born in 1899, Antonia White was educated at the Convent of the Sacred Heart at Roehampton before going to St Paul’s School
         for Girls and training for the stage at RADA. However, from 1924 until the Second World War she worked as a journalist, having
         written some short stories. During the war she was employed by the BBC before joining the French section of the Political
         Intelligence Department of the Foreign Office. Antonia White published four novels: Frost in May (1933), The Lost Traveller (1950), The Sugar House (1952) and Beyond the Glass (1954) – a quartet which was made into a major BBC TV serial in 1982. She also wrote Strangers (1954), a volume of short stories, her account of her reconversion to Catholicism, The Hound and the Falcon (1965) and As Once in May (1983), the story of her early life, together with two books about her beloved cats. Two volumes of her diaries have also
         been published; these and her novels are all published by Virago. She translated over thirty novels from the French. Antonia
         White was married three times, and bore two daughters, both writers. She lived in London for most of her life, but it was
         in Sussex, where her father’s family had lived for generations, that she died in 1980.
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      TO MY GODSON

      
      JEREMY FRANCIS ANTONINUS BERTRAM

      
      AND MY GRANDCHILDREN

      
      ANDREW AND CORDELIA CHITTY
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      MRS. BELL felt very sad when her old cat Victoria died. It was true that Victoria had always been rather a severe cat and by no means
         easy to please. Even when she was pleased, she did not often purr. Victoria did not believe in spoiling human beings; she
         had strict ideas about keeping them in their proper places. Still, she had been fond of Mrs. Bell in her own way and, provided
         Mrs. Bell behaved herself and did exactly what Victoria wanted the very moment she wanted it, they had got along very comfortably.
         Now that Victoria was not there any more, Mrs. Bell found she missed her sulky black-and-white face and the disapproving miaow that said: ‘You haven’t cut up my fish small enough, come and do it properly at once! or ‘How many more times do I have to tell you I don’t like my milk straight out of the ‘fridge? Come and warm it up this
         moment!’
      

      
      Mrs. Bell’s flat now seemed very large and empty. It was not really a flat, but the top part of a tall, old-fashioned house,
         with two floors and an attic as well. Her two daughters were both married and lived abroad and, though she had let two rooms
         to a charming young girl called Alice, Alice was out at work all day. When Mrs. Silver, who came every morning to clean and
         tidy up the place, had gone home, the flat was strangely quiet without Victoria’s imperious miaow constantly ordering her
         to open a door or to provide food or entertainment. Even though she was busy writing a book, Mrs. Bell could not help feeling
         rather lonely.
      

      
      All her friends were very kind to her and did their best to cheer her up. They came to tea and brought her books to read and
         flowers to make her rooms gay. And, sooner or later, they always said the same thing:
      

      
      ‘You ought to have another cat as soon as possible. A charming, frisky little kitten. Please let me find you one.’

      
      But each time a friend said this, Mrs. Bell shook her head and gave the same answer:

      
      ‘It is very kind of you. But I shall never have another cat. It would be disrespectful to Victoria.’
      

      
      Her friend Mrs. Black, who was a person who believed in speaking her mind, said:

      
      ‘Nonsense. I always said you gave in too much to Victoria. Why, she was a perfect tyrant! A nice, affectionate little kitten
         whom you could train to your ways would be much more comfort to you than Victoria ever was.’
      

      
      Mrs. Bell replied:

      
      ‘I won’t hear a word against Victoria. It is true she had a very firm character and perhaps she was rather strict with me. But I am sure it was for my own good. She had very high standards of how human beings should behave
         towards cats.’
      

      
      ‘She certainly had,’ said Mrs. Black, with a sniff. ‘Pity she had such very low standards of how cats should behave towards human beings. I ask you, did she ever thank you for all you did for her?’
      

      
      ‘Not in so many purrs perhaps,’ admitted Mrs. Bell. ‘She thought it beneath her dignity to condescend too much. She did look
         so very like Queen Victoria, in her black with touches of white, that it was not surprising she really believed she was a
         queen. In her later years, she preferred to be addressed as Your Majesty.’
      

      
      ‘What conceit!’ said Mrs. Black, with another sniff. ‘When everyone knows she was a grubby little stray cat you took in out
         of the goodness of your heart. A royal cat indeed! Instead of putting up with her airs and graces you should have reminded
         her of her humble origin and told her how lucky she was to have such a beautiful home. Good enough for a really royal cat … a Siamese or a pedigree Persian.’
      

      
      Mrs. Bell said, quite angrily:
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      ‘Victoria had a truly regal nature, whatever her origin. If I over-indulged her a little, she deserved it after all the unkindness
         she must have known as a kitten. And what high-bred cat could have had a finer coat than her glossy black and snowy white?
         I am proud she adorned my home for so many years and was, on the whole, satisfied with my services. I’ve never wanted a Persian with long hair and a long pedigree.’
      

      
      She did not, you notice, say: ‘I have never wanted a Siamese.’ Because this was something Mrs. Bell had never told anyone…
         something she hardly dared to admit to herself. The fact was, that many years ago, just before she had found a grubby, half-starved
         black-and-white (or rather two shades of dirty grey) kitten shivering on the doorstep, Mrs. Bell had been thinking of buying herself a Siamese.
         But duty was duty… and here was a starving, homeless kitten who had been sent to her. So what could she do but take it in?
      

      
      The kitten had grown into a fine plump jet-black cat with a snowy bib and snowy gloves and funny three-cornered white patch
         on the top of her head that looked like an old-fashioned widow’s cap. This black dress with white trimmings, along with the
         full figure and the imperious, rather prim character she developed while still young, made it obvious her real name could
         be nothing but Victoria. (At first Mrs. Bell had called her Polly Flinders because the poor little thing had looked as if
         she had been sitting among the cinders till her coat was covered with ash.) Victoria turned out to be, not only a proud and
         easily offended cat, but a terribly jealous one. She could not abide so much as the sight of another cat. She seemed to live
         in constant dread that Mrs. Bell might adopt some other homeless waif. And she was determined no one else was going to share
         her palace.
      

      
      If another cat dared to put its nose inside Mrs. Bell’s flat, Victoria swore at it and cuffed it and chased it away. In the
         summer, when Mrs. Bell left the windows open, cats from neighbouring houses would often walk along the broad ledge that ran
         the whole length of the street on the front side and look in at Mrs. Bell and sometimes jump down into her front room. Or
         they would walk along the roofs at the back of the house and come in through the open window of the bathroom. All they wanted to do was to pay a friendly visit to see what Mrs. Bell’s flat was like.
      

      
      Mrs. Bell would have been only too glad to have a chat with these visiting cats and offer a saucer of milk if the visitor
         looked as if it felt so inclined. But would Victoria let her? Goodness me, NO. Even if she was sound asleep in another room
         she seemed to know at once if another cat put so much as a whisker through the window of her flat and up she flew to chase it away. Spitting and swearing in a manner most unlike her usual dignified self and putting
         out long, fierce claws through her spotless white gloves, she routed the boldest intruder. She was even suspicious when Mrs.
         Bell went out shopping, in case she brought Another Cat back with her. First she looked in the shopping-basket to see if there
         was Another Cat hidden in it. Then she sniffed Mrs. Bell’s coat to find out if Another Cat had rubbed against it. If she found
         it had … which she often did, for Mrs. Bell could never bring herself to be rude to the many cats who spoke to her in the
         street… she was very indignant indeed and stalked away majestically. But the habit of speaking to cats in the street was one
         thing Victoria had not been able to cure Mrs. Bell of doing.
      

      
      Though she would never have dared to adopt another cat, Mrs. Bell sometimes wondered whether Victoria herself might have been
         less prim and severe if she had had a companion when she was a kitten, before she was so set in her ways. She might have enjoyed
         having a friend with whom she could discuss those mysterious cat-secrets that not even the most cat-loving human being can
         share. What fun the two could have had in that big flat, racing up and down the three flights of stairs, playing hide-and-seek in
         all those rooms, exploring the attic and playing pranks on Mrs. Bell! Long ago, when her husband was still alive and her married
         daughters were little girls, they had had two cats, a Russian Blue called Vanya and a sandy-and-white called Fury, who had
         been brought up together as kittens. They had got up to every kind of mischief together and sometimes quarrelled, but what
         gay, affectionate cats they had been! And, however much they had teased Mrs. Bell, they had never snubbed or criticised her.
         Sometimes, when Victoria had been particularly cold and disapproving, Mrs. Bell had wondered whether she herself wouldn’t
         have liked another, less severe cat about the place.
      

      
      When Mrs. Bell had let her mind stray like this, it had always strayed to one particular kind of cat… a cat with smooth cream
         fur, brown stockings and blue, blue eyes squinting out of a brown face. In fact, to the Siamese she had been longing for before
         Victoria’s arrival. And, now that Victoria was gone, the mere thought of a Siamese seemed so disloyal to her memory that Mrs.
         Bell had firmly suppressed it. It was the mention of the word Siamese that had made her feel suddenly guilty. And because
         she felt guilty, she had spoken quite rudely to Mrs. Black.
      

      
      She said to Mrs. Black, who, though tactless, had meant well:

      
      ‘I’m very sorry if I sounded rude. But would you mind if we changed the subject and talked … say about hats … instead of cats?’
      

      
      Mrs. Black was only too willing. She much preferred talking about hats to talking about cats. After talking about them very
         excitedly, she suddenly exclaimed:
      

      
      ‘My dear! I’ve got it! What you really need is a new hat! Nothing comforts a woman so much! Come out at once and I will buy you one.’
      

      
      So they went out and Mrs. Black, who was very rich, bought Mrs. Bell a really lovely hat with feathers on it. Mrs. Bell was
         very pleased and, for a little while, she felt quite cheered up.
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      THE NEXT day, however, Mrs. Bell began to feel depressed again. A new hat is an extremely nice thing to have but you can’t wear it
         all by yourself at home. She put it on a chair in her sitting-room, where she could admire it while she worked. But though
         it was pretty to look at and pleasant to stroke, it was not much in the way of company. By the time it was four o’clock and
         time for tea, Mrs. Bell was very glad indeed when her friend Mrs. White dropped in for a cup.
      

      
      Mrs. White understood Mrs. Bell’s feelings much better than Mrs. Black did. Also, she was one of the few people who had understood
         and appreciated Victoria. Victoria had known this and had always been exceptionally gracious to Mrs. White. So, seeing Mrs.
         Bell was still far from happy, she did not say:
      

      
      ‘Do stop moping about Victoria.’
      

      
      Instead, she said tactfully:

      
      ‘What a beautiful new hat I see on that chair. I hope it makes you feel a little happier.’
      

      
      ‘Not quite as much as I could wish,’ said Mrs. Bell with a sigh. Then, because she could say things to Mrs. White that she could never say to Mrs. Black, she went on:
      

      
      ‘It is a beautiful hat. Yet, even that reminds me. Once I could never have left that beautiful hat lying about on a chair. She would have sat on it at once and squashed it all out of shape. Or pulled out the feathers, thinking it was a bird.’
      

      
      ‘Yes, indeed,’ said Mrs. White sympathetically. And they both drank a cup of tea in respectful silence. Then Mrs. White said
         gently:
      

      
      ‘It should be some comfort to you to realise that no cat could have had a longer and pleasanter life. Please don’t be cross
         with me if I say I’m sorry you are so determined never to have another. It seems so hard to think that some deserving kitten,
         perhaps longing at this very moment for a home, with all comforts and first-class service, may never find one as good as this.’
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      ‘I have thought of that,’ admitted Mrs. Bell. ‘But even when I have got over her loss a little, I do not feel it would be right.
         Certainly not for a long, long time. I must pay tribute to her memory.’
      

      
      ‘Certainly,’ said Mrs. White. ‘And it is precisely as a tribute to her memory that I think you ought to adopt another cat.’

      
      Mrs. Bell asked, in surprise:

      
      ‘Whatever do you mean?’

      
      ‘Listen. Didn’t Victoria spend all the long years of her reign here training you to be an ideal cat-hostess?’

      
      ‘Yes, indeed. She spared herself no pains in my education. None of my cats has ever taught me as much as she did.’

      
      ‘Exactly. And do you honestly think that Victoria would want to have all her hard work wasted? Surely her true object was
         to raise the status of all cats and secure better living conditions for them?’
      

      
      ‘I fear not,’ said Mrs. Bell. ‘She trained me to her exclusive personal service. Alas, far from wishing to promote the welfare of cats in general, Victoria despised and detested
         her own race.’
      

      
      ‘I think,’ said Mrs. White, ‘that was due to her jealous, if not demonstrative, devotion to you.’

      
      ‘She did care for me in her own way,’ said Mrs. Bell, ‘whatever impression she often gave to the contrary. I was always so
         glad you appreciated the sterling qualities under that somewhat forbidding manner.’
      

      
      ‘I fear few did,’ said Mrs. White. ‘Which is why you must do all you can to preserve her reputation from being defamed.’
      

      
      ‘Surely you do not imagine I would ever speak ill of Victoria?’

      
      ‘Of course not,’ said Mrs. White soothingly. ‘But, without meaning to, you might cause others to do so. Suppose spiteful rumours
         began to circulate.’
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