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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 (1939), 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.

       

      Anthony Quinn is the author of five novels, including Curtain Call. His next, Eureka, will be published in 2017.
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      Published in 1947, The Slaves of Solitude has a strong claim to be considered the greatest of all Patrick Hamilton’s books. When he completed it, in his early forties, he was already a hugely successful novelist and playwright with two stage hits to his name, one of them filmed (Gaslight), the other soon to be (Rope). The fatigue of war and his chronic dependence on alcohol had slowed him down. According to his devoted brother Bruce, Hamilton at this time was drinking nearly three bottles of whisky a day. Remarkably, it did not compromise the quality of his writing or the sharpness of his observation. Nowhere else in his work – not even in Hangover Square – is the balance between compassion and merciless truth-telling so perfectly poised.

      War dominates the novel, though it is the war felt rather than seen. No bombs shatter the provincial tranquillity of Thames Lockdon – a stand-in for Henley-on-Thames – and the Blitz of 1940–41 is remembered here largely in the use of black-out curtains and feeble torchlight on dark streets. But in its continuing privations the war is everywhere, a ‘petty pilferer’ that empties the shops of food, clothes, cigarettes, paper, sweets, beer and countless other little comforts that once oiled the wheels of domestic existence. Among those making do and getting by are the residents of the Rosamund Tea Rooms, a genteel boarding-house where the novel’s protagonist, Miss Roach, ekes out her lonely, unexceptional life. A former schoolmistress, now a publisher’s reader, she has come to this backwater after being ‘bombed out’ of her home in London.

      A timid, decent, slightly prim woman, Miss Roach will never be a combatant in war but she does toil every day in the clutches of a malevolent and implacable enemy. This is Mr Thwaites, self-appointed ‘master’ of the boarding house and a bumptious loudmouth who torments his fellow guests in general and Miss Roach in particular. Hamilton had featured the type in an earlier novel, The Plains of Cement, wherein Mr Eccles bullies the barmaid Ella, but Thwaites surpasses him in both personal fiendishness and linguistic pretension. The needling provocations of his pseudo-archaic patter (‘And didst thou imbibe mighty potions from the fruit of the grape, pursuing the God Bacchus in his unholy revels?’) may have owed something to Hamilton’s memory of his overbearing father, Bernard. Miss Roach’s pinched horizons seem to brighten, briefly, when Lieutenant Pike, one of many American soldiers in the vicinity, is billeted at the Tea Rooms, only for his romantic overtures to be later revealed as a sham: he has been proposing marriage to nearly every girl he meets in the Thames Valley.

      In a pleasing historical contiguity Hamilton was born in March 1904, a matter of weeks after the death of George Gissing (1857–1903), one of his closest literary heirs. Gissing too staked out his fictional territory in the boarding houses and cheap dining-rooms of London, albeit in the late Victorian age of yellow fogs and horse-drawn traffic. Both share a fascination with, and a notable sympathy for, the plight of the single woman: one may trace a line of descent from the ill-starred Madden sisters of The Odd Women (1893) through to the put-upon Miss Roach and her fellow guests at the Tea Rooms, Miss Steele and Mrs Barratt. Indeed, there is a Gissingesque note to the way Hamilton insists on styling his heroine ‘Miss Roach’ throughout: not until chapter ten do we learn that her ‘unfortunate’ Christian name is Enid, which she hates. Both writers had experience of being too much alone; both would endure two unhappy marriages, and both would involve themselves in a romance with a prostitute. In their identification with outsiders and unfortunates they may each have a claim to be laureates of English loneliness, a calling answered later in the twentieth century by the poet Philip Larkin and the novelist Elizabeth Taylor, who surely had Hamilton’s boarding house in mind when she wrote her great penultimate novel Mrs Palfrey at The Claremont (1971).

      One other thing that Gissing and Hamilton share, it must be said, is a certain quality of relentlessness. In Gissing’s case it is to do with inexorable fate, the feeling that whatever is the worst that can happen, will happen. With Hamilton it is more a matter of style, expressed in circular conversations, outraged emphases and agonised self-questioning that repeats like a refrain. This habit becomes acute as Miss Roach finds herself under attack from an unexpected second front. Having befriended from the kindness of her heart an ostracised German woman named Vicki Kugelmann, Miss Roach discovers that Vicki is a quick study who has used her saviour as a means of finagling a berth at the Tea Rooms and insinuating herself into the company of the Lieutenant. Things rapidly get worse when Vicki makes a horrifying alliance with Thwaites. This pair have much in common, including a penchant for outmoded slang and a half-secret admiration of Nazi Germany. Too late Miss Roach learns she has been deceived, and that the woman she took pity on is a nightmare of subtle perfidy and viciousness: ‘Now she knew she hated Vicki Kugelmann as she had never hated any woman in her life’.

      And yet amid the dreariness of Thames Lockdon and its purgatorial boarding house a dim hope flickers. At the margins of the story is another slave of solitude, the mysterious Mr Prest, who dines in silence at the Tea Rooms and unaccountably commutes to London. He is ignored and dismissed as an oddity by his fellow-guests. We learn that Mr Prest keeps a lonely vigil around the bars of the West End, hopeful of running into his old companions from the days when he was top of the bill at music halls. His solace is drink, his only pastime a round of golf. Now, owing to a wartime deficiency of actors, Mr Prest suddenly finds himself on the comeback trail doing pantomime at a theatre in Wimbledon. He is a man reborn. Witnessed by an astonished Miss Roach in the stalls, the lonely lodger – ‘that idler and hanger-about in bars’ – is transformed into the charismatic entertainer he once was, mesmerising a theatre full of children whose excitement has ‘purified’ him. ‘And, observing the purification of Mr Prest, Miss Roach herself felt purified.’

      As Michael Holroyd has observed, Hamilton gives us here a catharsis, the opposite of George Harvey Bone’s psychotic transformation in Hangover Square. Instead of a loner who kills his associates, this is one who ‘kills’ his audiences with delight. It is, he notes, the ‘ecstatic transformation his characters search for in pubs’. Prest may also be an authorial stand-in, mirroring an abortive attempt in Hamilton’s early youth to be an actor. Perhaps it was a form of spiritual escape he achieved, to a degree, in this novel. When Miss Roach, in a climactic moment at the Tea Rooms, finally turns on her tormentor it feels less like the mouse that roared than a boil being lanced. On learning that Mr Thwaites is gravely ill and may die, the reader will find it hard to suppress a small cheer. But it is only a passing victory in life’s long struggle – for Miss Roach, and for us all. Patrick Hamilton was too honest and too skilful a writer to allow his story an emollient conclusion, and as Miss Roach lies in bed at a comfortable London hotel, we are invited to glimpse her sub specie aeternitatis, fearful and fretful and, still, alone. She knows nothing of the February blitz about to descend, nothing of bombs and rockets, nothing of the fate of Hiroshima. As she puts out her light, a poignant prayer rises out of the darkness, a plea that seems wrung from its creator’s soul as much as from this lonely woman’s: ‘God help us, God help all of us, every one, all of us’.

      Anthony Quinn, 2017
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      London, the crouching monster, like every other monster has to breathe, and breathe it does in its own obscure, malignant way. Its vital oxygen is composed of suburban working men and women of all kinds, who every morning are sucked up through an infinitely complicated respiratory apparatus of trains and termini into the mighty congested lungs, held there for a number of hours, and then, in the evening, exhaled violently through the same channels.

      The men and women imagine they are going into London and coming out again more or less of their own free will, but the crouching monster sees all and knows better.

      The area affected by this filthy inhalation actually extends beyond what we ordinarily think of as the suburbs to towns, villages, and districts as far as, or further than, twenty-five miles from the capital. Amongst these was Thames Lockdon, which lay on the river some miles beyond Maidenhead on the Maidenhead line.

      The conditions were those of intense war, intense winter, and intensest black-out in the month of December. The engine carrying the 6.3 from Paddington steamed into Thames Lockdon station at about a quarter past seven. It arrived up against buffers, for Thames Lockdon was a terminus, and it hissed furiously. That hiss, in the blackness of the station, might have been the sound of the crouching monster’s last, exhausted, people-expelling breath in this riverside outpost of its daily influence and domain. Or it might, tonight, merely have been the engine hissing through its teeth against the cold.

      One waiting at the barrier to meet a friend could see compartment doors being flung open rapidly everywhere (as though some sort of panic had occurred within the train), and the next moment a small army of home-seekers, in full attack, came rushing towards the dim black-out light – like moonlight gone bad – above the ticket-collector. Those who were early enough got through at once, but soon the rush of the crowd was caught in the bottle-neck, and there was formed a slow, shuffling queue of people, having green tickets snatched from them in the bad moonlight.

      Once through the barrier the wayfarer thundered over the bare wooden floor past the booking-office out into the three-times-night. Here, waiting for the rich, or the overloaded with luggage, a few cars and taxis could just be discerned, lurking silently, or with their self-starters throbbing, or moving cautiously away. Torches came flashing on and going out like fireflies. These fireflies went away in all directions in an atmosphere which was one blended of release, of caution in the blackness, and of renewed painful awareness of the cold.

      In order to reach the Rosamund Tea Rooms (which were not Tea Rooms any more, but a boarding-house) Miss Roach, who was thirty-nine and worked as secretary and in other capacities with a publishing firm in London, could either turn to the left and walk through the shopping streets, or turn to the right and go by the houses along the river-front. There was nothing in it – it was five to six minutes either way. She usually chose the way by the river, however, for the river, being open and flowing and made of water, without her knowing it gave her a sense of briefly escaping, of getting a ‘breather’, as one would when walking along a front on a seaside holiday – and this in spite of the fact that she could not see the river, or anything at all in the universe save the other fireflies and the patches of pavement coming within the radius of her torch-light.

      She heard a couple of frozen people muttering and blundering behind her, and another couple muttering and blundering ahead of her. A solitary firefly-holder came blundering by her. The earth was muffled from the stars; the river and the pretty eighteenth-century bridge were muffled from the people; the people were muffled from each other. This was war late in 1943.

      In the glass door of the River Sun – perhaps Thames Lockdon’s most popular and fashionable public-house, which stood on a corner facing the river, and which she now passed on her left – she could see the cheerful word ‘open’ gleaming dimly through transparent violet inserted in the black-out material. But even this small token of light and welcome, because of the way in which it had perforce to be made, gave again an impression of being muffled, bringing to the mind a picture of dark and surreptitious pleasures taking place within – as if the River Sun were some sort of waterside brothel instead of a healthy public-house.

      When she was level with the bridge she turned off to the left, and went past the church up Church Street. The Rosamund Tea Rooms were about half-way up on the left.

      She could not see Church Street, yet imagined it more vividly because of the blackness – imagined it with the brightness of vision such as a blind man may have, or a sleepless man who, having stared at his light, suddenly puts it out and forces his eyes shut. She saw it in the sunshine of summer – this broad and not very long shopping street, which was not the main shopping street, the High Street, but one having a greater air of distinction than that because of its breadth and the Church at its end. She saw each shop and building – the garage, the public-house, the Bank, the butcher, the tobacconist, the ironmonger, the various Lunch and Tea rooms, and all the other street-level commercial fronts inserted in the architectural farrago – the jostling of the graceful and genuine and old by the demented fake and ye-olde – characteristic of the half-village, half-town which Thames Lockdon was – a place a stockbroker or book-maker, passing through in his car in peacetime on the way back to his centrally-over-heated flat in a London block, would designate as ‘very pretty’ – a place to pass through, above all.
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      As she let herself in by the front door she could in the same way see the Rosamund Tea Rooms – the somewhat narrow, three-storied, red-brick house, wedged in between a half-hearted toy-shop on one side, and an antique-shop on the other. She saw its bow-window on the ground floor, jutting out obtrusively on to the pavement; and above this, beneath the first-floor windows, the oblong black wooden board with faded gilt letters running its length – ‘The Rosamund Tea Rooms’. But now, since the war, it was the Rosamund Tea Rooms no more – merely, if anything, ‘Mrs Payne’s’. Mrs Payne would have taken the sign down had not the golden letters been far too blistered and faded for anyone in his right mind to imagine that if he entered he would be likely to get tea. All the same, a few stray people in summer, probably driven slightly mad by the heat, did still enter with that idea in mind, and quietly had their error made clear to them.

      What did ‘Rosamund’ mean? Why, in heaven’s name, ‘Rosamund’? Aye-olde Rosamund’s Tea Bower, or what? Mrs Payne could not have told you, and no one else knew. This active, grey-haired, spectacled, widowed woman had no interest in knowledge, only in gain. She had taken over the Rosamund Tea Rooms some four years before the war, run the place, as Tea Rooms, with very little profit, until the outbreak of the war, and then, with the general evacuation from London, had seen its possibilities as a boarding-house and proceeded to furnish it for that purpose. Her initiative had been more than justified, for when the first blitz came to London – with private cars still on the road and Thames Lockdon like a riverside Blackpool at the height of its season – she could have crammed her rooms with exhausted people at whatever price she cared to charge. And since then – after the blitz had subsided practically into nothingness – Mrs Payne had never had a room empty.

      Miss Roach closed the front door. A small, dim oil-lamp burned in the hall, just illuminating the hall table, the bright, tinny, brass Oriental gong, and the green baize letter-rack criss-crossed with black tape. Mrs Payne had put a stop to electricity on the landings simply by taking all the bulbs out – thus succouring her hard-pressed country, the spirit of the black-out generally, and her own pecuniary resources.

      Miss Roach kept on her torch as she went up the stairs. Another little lamp burned on the first floor outside the ‘Lounge’, from behind whose closed door she could hear (she was now aware that she had been hearing it in anticipation all the way back from the station) Mr Thwaites’ voice booming nasally, indefatigably, interminably…

      She went on up past another landing, which was in complete darkness, to the top landing and her own room, which looked out on to Church Street.

      She was able to perceive that the black-out was not done, and went over and did it. The maid sometimes did this, but one could not rely upon her doing so. One’s responsibility in regard to the black-out had been the occasion of one of Mrs Payne’s famous notes. ‘N.B. Visitors will be held personally responsible for completing their own black-outs in their bedrooms’ – this being pinned, sensibly enough (Mrs Payne was nothing if not sensible), underneath the electric-light switch. Mrs Payne left or pinned up notes everywhere, anywhere, austerely, endlessly – making one feel, sometimes, that a sort of paper-chase had been taking place in the Rosamund Tea Rooms – but a nasty, admonitory paper-chase. All innovations were heralded by notes, and all withdrawals and adjustments thus proclaimed. Experienced guests were aware that to take the smallest step in an original or unusual direction would be to provoke a sharp note within twenty-four hours at the outside, and they had therefore, for the most part, abandoned originality.

      Miss Roach turned on the switch by the door, and saw her room in the feeble light of the bulb which hung from the ceiling in the middle of the room and which was shaded by pink parchment. She saw the pink artificial-silk bedspread covering the light single bed built of stained-oak – the pink bedspread which shone and slithered and fell off, the light bedstead which slid along the wooden floor if you bumped into it. She saw the red chequered cotton curtains (this side of the black-out material) which were hung on a brass rail and never quite met in the middle, or, if forced to meet in a moment of impatience, came flying away from the sides; she saw the stained-oak chest of drawers with its mirror held precariously at a suitable angle with a squashed match-box. She saw the wicker table by the bed, on which lay her leather illuminated clock, but no lamp, for Mrs Payne was not a believer in reading in bed. She saw the gasfire, with its asbestos columns yellow and crumbling, and its gas-ring. She saw the small porcelain wash-basin with Running H. and C. (the H. impetuously H. at certain dramatic moments, but frequently not Running but feebly dribbling – the C. bitterly C. yet steadfastly Running). She saw the pink wall-paper, which bore the mottled pattern of a disease of the flesh; and in one corner were piled her ‘books’, treasures which she had saved from the bombing in London, but for which she had not yet obtained a shelf.

      Such was Miss Roach’s pink boudoir in Thames Lockdon before dinner at night. Before washing she looked at what she could see of herself in the mirror – at the thin, bird-like nose and face, and the healthy complexion – too healthy for beauty – the open-air, sun-and-wind complexion of a uniform red-brick colour, of a texture and colour to which it would be impossible or absurd to apply make-up of any sort. She had, she knew, the complexion of a farmer’s wife and the face of a bird. Her eyes, too, were bird-like – blackly brown, liquid, loving, appealing, confused. Her hair was of a nondescript brown colour, and she parted it in the middle. She was only thirty-nine, but she might have been taken for forty-five. She had given up ‘hope’ years ago. She had never actually had any ‘hope’. Like so many of her kind the hopeless – she was too amiable and tried too hard in company and conversation, and so sometimes gave an air, untrue to her character, of being genteel.

      Oddly enough, though ‘hopeless’, she had only recently had an offer of marriage – this from an elderly accountant in the publisher’s firm in which she worked – a mean, impossible man who had somehow perceived her possibilities. As she sensitively and kindly rejected him in the taxi that night, with ‘No – it’s impossible – I’m very sorry, but I’m afraid it’s impossible!’, her liquid, loving eyes, looking shyly out of the taxi window, were probably less those of one sympathising with the man she was rejecting (though they were this, too) than of one contemplating, with pensive resigned sadness, the joy which would have been hers had she now been receiving, or had ever in her life received, an offer which she could reasonably accept.

      She had a slim, straight figure, but she was slightly flat-chested. She was the daughter of a dentist. She had two brothers, one of whom, the youngest of the family, had recently been killed in the air. The other, older than she and from whom she heard about once every two years, was in Brazil. Both her parents were dead. She had matriculated, and had at one time been a schoolmistress in a boys’ preparatory school at Hove.

      When she had been bombed out of her room in Kensington, escaping with her life (for she was in the West End at the time) but with only a few of her small possessions, she had come down to Thames Lockdon and the Rosamund Tea Rooms at the invitation of her aunt, who had let her sleep in her room. Since then her aunt had moved on to Guildford to friends, and she had been given this room of her own at the top.

      Thames Lockdon had been ‘heaven’, then, with its dark, still nights, over which the sirens occasionally came yelling triumphantly forth, only to be gradually snubbed by the profound silence of the firmament, undisturbed even by the distant sound of guns and bombs, which followed. And she had been made a fuss of, then, a sort of heroine indeed, and given a fortnight’s holiday. And the town was ‘pretty’, and the food ‘very good’, and the people ‘very nice’ – even Mr Thwaites had seemed ‘very nice’.

      But now, after more than a year of it, Mr Thwaites was president in hell.

      She would have gone back to London if she had known where to go, or if she had not still feared guns and bombs at night, or if she could have summoned up enough initiative at any given moment.

      When she had washed she heard the tinny Oriental gong being hit pettishly by Mrs Payne. Before going down to dinner, however, she paused in her room, listening at her door for Mr Thwaites’ voice as he came out of the Lounge on his way down to the dining-room on the ground floor. Although she had to have dinner at the same table with him, her feelings towards Mr Thwaites were of such a nature that she desired to put off the evil moment, to spare herself even the risk of an encounter with him outside the Lounge door, and the consequent necessity of walking down the stairs with him to eat. This morbid conduct she called to herself ‘letting him get down first’.
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      About the dining-room there was something peculiarly and gratuitously hellish. For this quite small room, with its bow-window jutting out on to the street, had once been the famous Tea Room itself! – the room into which, long ago, the seeker after tea in the street had hastily glimpsed, or perhaps rudely stared, rapidly absorbing through his pores the quality of the cakes, the class and quantity of the customers, the size of the room, the cleanliness of the cloths, and the comfort of the chairs, before making his decision to enter or go elsewhere!… And since those days hardly anything had been changed: all that had happened, practically, was that all the Tea Room now belonged to all the boarders at all the meal-times. (Mrs Payne spoke with complacency of ‘Separate Tables’ on her printed leaflet.) There was the same slippery oilcloth of parquet pattern: there were the same tables covered with red chequered cloth: the same cheap black wooden chairs with rush seats: the same red chequered curtains (this side, never let it be forgotten, of the black-out material): the same passepartouted etchings of country cottages on the wall… Ghosts of hot riverside trippers still haunted this room – ghosts of exhausted families, of sweating fathers shyly rebuking their children, of young men with open collars and a look of sunburned eczema, of timid husbands and wives exchanging no word with each other in corners, of cyclists with packs, and all the rest… And it was this distant yet indelible air of populous summer which brought home to the heart, so gloomily, the present cold and bleakness of the boarding-house in winter and war and black-out.

      The red chequered tables were, of course, fewer in number than in those days, and what remained were huddled in relation to the gas-fire in the middle of the wall opposite the window. The room was lit by two electric bulbs hanging from the ceiling – these bulbs being as weak in spirit as the one in Miss Roach’s bedroom, and shaded by the same pink parchment.

      The table for four, at which Mr Thwaites sat, occupied the best situation in regard to the fire, and Miss Roach and Mrs Barratt sat at this table. The other guests sat at tables for two, either in couples or by themselves.

      This system of separate tables, well meant as it may have been, added yet another hellish touch to the hellish melancholy prevailing. For, in the small space of the room, a word could not be uttered, a little cough could not be made, a hairpin could not be dropped at one table without being heard at all the others; and the general self-consciousness which this caused smote the room with a silence, a conversational torpor, and finally a complete apathy from which it could not stir itself. No one, it seemed, dared to speak above the level of a murmur, and two people, sitting at the same table and desiring to talk to each other, in order not to call attention to themselves, to enable the whole room to enter into the question and reply of their conversation, were compelled to employ that adenoidal, furtive, semi-audible tone such as is used by two lovers about to kiss each other.

      Sometimes an attempt at a conversational jailbreak was made, and there would be some unnecessarily loud and cheerful exchanges between table and table: but this never had any hope of success. As the maid handed round the vegetables one voice dropped down after another: the prisoners were back in their cells more subdued than ever.

      Mrs Payne would, of course, have done better to have reverted to the practice of her boarding-house forebears, and have put back – in place of this uncanny segregation in the midst of propinquity – the long table with herself at the top dominating a free, frank intercourse in which all would be obliged to join as at a party. But no such step backwards had entered her mind, and, in the existing state of affairs, she made no attempt to assist her guests in their predicament, for she was careful never to appear at meals.

      It was in this respect that Mr Thwaites yielded, unwittingly, a certain measure of relief. For long periods the self-conscious guests gave up any attempt at talking, and listened to Mr Thwaites, who was not self-conscious.
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            ‘Oh, how the lodgers yell

            When they hear the dinner bell!…’

          

        

      

      went the old parody of the hymn. But all that exuberance has gone into the distant past. They enter now, not yelling, but slinking, murmuring, in a desultory manner, often three or four minutes late.

      When Miss Roach came in they were all in their places and no one was speaking.

      Mr Prest was at his separate table, and Miss Steele was at hers. The two new war-time guests – the two shy American ‘Lootenants’ who had only arrived yesterday – were at their table for two in a corner by themselves. Mr Thwaites and Mrs Barratt were at the table at which she had to sit.

      How she had originally got ‘put’ at this table Miss Roach could not remember, but there was nothing to be done about it now. Nothing, that is, apart from asking to be put at a separate table, which, in a room and atmosphere of this sort, would bring about a sensation such as she was incapable of causing.

      ‘Ah – good evening, Miss Roach,’ said Mr Thwaites, and she saw his moustached, elderly face giving her a funny, slightly nasty look. It was a look (or so it seemed to her acutely sensitive imagination) which seemed to be conscious of her having dodged him on the journey downstairs from the Lounge and of his having lost thereby a moment or so of good torturing-time, and for this reason it was a faintly rebuking, menacing look. At the same time this look bore traces of gratification at having got her safely now, of relief at the fact that she was back and was going to be present at dinner to be tortured – after all, she might have somehow managed to have got a meal with a friend outside. Mr Thwaites was certainly on Miss Roach’s ‘nerves’.

      ‘Good evening, Mr Thwaites,’ she said. ‘Good evening, Mrs Barratt…’ And she smiled feebly at both as she sat down.

      This Thwaites was a big, tall man, anything between sixty and seventy. He had a fresh complexion, and was, for his years, and for one who took practically no exercise, unusually healthy and virile. He resounded, nasally and indefatigably, with a steady health and virility. He was, above all, a steady man in all his ways. In his large, flat, moustached face (with its slightly flattened nose, as though someone in the past had punched it), in his lethargic yet watchful brown eyes, in his way of walking and his way of talking, there could be discerned the steady, self-absorbed, dreamy, almost somnambulistic quality of the lifelong trampler through the emotions of others, of what Miss Roach would call the ‘bully’. That steady look with which as a child he would have torn off a butterfly’s wing, with which as a boy he would have twisted another boy’s wrist, with which as a man he would have humiliated a servant or inferior, was upon him as he now looked at Miss Roach; it never entirely left him. He had money of his own and he had lived, resounded through boarding-houses and private hotels all his life. Such places, with the timid old women they contained, were hunting-grounds for his temperament – wonderfully suited and stimulating to his peculiar brand of loquacity and malevolence. He was as unfamiliar with toil as he was with exercise. He had at one time had a family connection with a firm of solicitors in London; but here he had never worked seriously, save at the task of torturing clerks and typists. ‘Ah – I Knows the Law’, or ‘Ah – I Happens to Know the Law’ were favourite expressions of his. He was particularly fond of this facetious substitution of the third in place of the first person in the verb.

      He had further narrowed his mind by a considerable amount of travel abroad, where he had again always made his way to the small hotels. He was noticeably clean in his person, and wore high white collars and old-fashioned ties with a tiepin. He wore suits of durable material, coats with high lapels, trousers which did not turn up at the bottom, and elastic-sided boots.

      He could make himself agreeable when he wished, and had frequently been known to charm old ladies in the early stages of his acquaintanceship with them, going out of his way to do small services for them. Behind their backs, however, he would speak of them, to fellow-guests or servants, as ‘old frumps’, ‘desiccated spinsters’, and so forth.

      Having said ‘Good evening’ and looked at Miss Roach, Mr Thwaites had nothing more to say at the moment, and no one else in the room spoke as Sheila, the Irish maid-of-all-work, now working as a waitress and dressed as such, hurried about putting plates of soup on the table.

      This soup, like the rest of the food, came up on a small service lift hidden behind a screen in a corner of the room. The lift-shaft communicated directly with the kitchen underneath, and conversations frequently took place through this medium between whoever was serving the guests above and whoever was serving the lift below – enquiries, comments, and sometimes remarks of a censorious nature being hurled down from above in the hearing of the guests, and appropriate rejoinders from below feebly making their way to the surface amidst the rumbling of the lift. In the long pauses, when no one was talking, the guests listened, in a hypnotised way, to these back-stage noises and manœuvres.

      Soon after Mr Thwaites had started upon his soup – which he always sprinkled, first of all with lumps of bread, and then with pepper, with a vigour and single-mindedness which displeased Miss Roach – he opened the conversation.

      ‘Well,’ he said. ‘Your friends seem to be mightily distinguishing themselves as usual,’ and oh God, thought Miss Roach, not that again, not that again.
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      Miss Roach’s ‘friends’ – according to Mr Thwaites – were the Russian people, and Mr Thwaites did not like or approve of these people at all. Indeed, it would not be exaggerating to say that the resistance and victories of the Russian people in the last year had practically ruined this man’s peace of mind – a state of affairs which was aggravated bitterly by the fact that he was unable fully to vent his mind upon the matter in public.

      Mr Thwaites had since 1939 slowly learned to swallow the disgrace of Hitler, of whom he had been from the beginning, and still secretly remained, a hot disciple. He could now even force himself to speak disparagingly of Hitler: but to speak well of the Russians was too much for him. He could not mention them save gloweringly, defensively, almost savagely. He had also undergone the misfortune of capturing Moscow and Leningrad within three weeks of the outbreak of the war, and so his boarding-house sagacity had been struck at along with his personal feelings.

      Actually the Russians were not in any very particular sense Miss Roach’s ‘friends’. Miss Roach was too completely bewildered, stunned, and unhappy in regard to all that was happening in the world around her for this to be so. But Miss Roach sometimes brought back literary political weeklies from London, and had been foolish enough to leave them about in the Lounge, and this, in the eyes of Mr Thwaites, was in itself a diseased and obscurely Russian thing to do. He had therefore come practically to identify Russia with Miss Roach; and in the same way as Russia gnawed at him, he gnawed at Miss Roach.

      Miss Roach now tried to dodge his fury, to apologise, in so far as it was possible, for the present state of affairs on the Eastern Front, by smiling, making a vaguely assenting and agreeable noise in her throat, and looking hard and giddily at her soup. But Mr Thwaites was not the sort of man who would permit you to look at your soup when he was anxious to talk about the Russians.

      ‘I said,’ he said, looking at her, ‘your friends seem to be mightily distinguishing themselves, as usual.’

      ‘Who’re my friends?’ murmured Miss Roach, and she was, of course, aware that the rest of the room was listening intently. Sitting at the same table with Mr Thwaites, and having him talk at you directly, was very much like being called out in front of class at school.

      ‘Your Russian friends,’ said Mr Thwaites, who was never afraid of coming to the point. There was a pause.

      ‘They’re not my friends…’ said Miss Roach, wrigglingly, intending to convey that although she was friendly enough to the Russians, she was not more friendly than anybody else, and could not therefore be expected to take all the blame in the Rosamund Tea Rooms for their recent victories. But this was too subtle for Mr Thwaites.

      ‘What do you mean,’ he said, ‘they’re not your friends?’

      ‘Well,’ said Miss Roach, ‘they’re not my friends any more than anybody else.’ And here Mrs Barratt came to her rescue, as she often did.

      ‘Well,’ said Mrs Barratt. ‘You must admit they’re putting up a wonderful fight, Mr Thwaites.’

      Mrs Barratt was a grey-haired, stoutish, pince-nezed, slow-moving woman of about sixty-five, with an unhappy and pallid appearance which probably derived from the preoccupation which secretly dominated her life – a preoccupation in pills, medicines and remedies for minor internal complaints – for indigestion, constipation, acidity, liver, rheumatism – as advertised in the daily newspapers and elsewhere. An elderly believer in magic, with passion yet patience she sought and sought for ideal remedies, without ever finding what she sought, but without ever a thought of abandoning her quest. Mrs Barratt’s eyes, behind her enlarging pince-nez, bore, if one could but see it, the wan, indefatigable, midnight-oil look of one who yet had faith in the Philosopher’s Stone of the sedentary sufferer inside. She gave her mind over to research, and her body over to endless experiment upon herself. No new advertisement in the paper, with a fresh angle, approach, or appeal, ever escaped her close inspection, nor did any article ‘By a Doctor’ or ‘By a Harley Street Specialist’. She grew iller and iller – an ageing, eerie product of the marriage between modern commercial methods and modern medicine. Her outward behaviour was, however, entirely normal, and the Rosamund Tea Rooms had no knowledge of the influences which in fact dominated her life, though it noticed the many different pills and patent foods which appeared from time to time upon her table. She had a kind heart and now came to the rescue of Miss Roach.

      ‘Oh yes,’ said Mr Thwaites. ‘They’re putting up a fight all right.’

      And the savage and sombre way in which he said this suggested that they were not putting up a fight as other and decent people would, or that they were only doing so because they jolly well had to, or that their motives were of a kind which he did not care to make public.

      ‘You know,’ said Mrs Barratt, ‘I don’t think you really like the Russians, Mr Thwaites. I don’t think you realise what they’re doing for us.’

      ‘No,’ said Miss Roach, taking heart, ‘I don’t believe he does.’

      Mr Thwaites was momentarily taken aback by this unexpected resistance, and there was a pause in which his eyes went glassy.

      ‘Ah,’ he said at last. ‘Don’t I?… Don’t I?… Well, perhaps I don’t… Maybe I thinks more than I says. Maybe I has my private views…’

      Oh God, thought Miss Roach, now he was beginning his ghastly I-with-the-third-person business. As if bracing herself for a blow (as she looked at the tablecloth), she waited for more, and more came.

      ‘I Keeps my Counsel,’ said Mr Thwaites, in his slow treacly voice. ‘Like the Wise Old Owl, I Sits and Keeps my Counsel.’

      Miss Roach, shuddering under this agonisingly Thwaitesian remark – Thwaitesian in the highest and richest tradition – knew well enough that there was more to follow. For it was a further defect of Mr Thwaites that when he had made a remark which he thought good, which he himself subtly realised as being Thwaitesian, he was unable to resist repeating it, either in an inverted or a slightly altered form. He did not fail to do so on this occasion.

      ‘Yes,’ he said, ‘I Keeps my Counsel, like the Wise Old Bird… I Happens to keep my Counsel… I Happens to be like the Wise Old Bird…’

      And in the silence that followed, broken only by the scraping of soup-spoons on plates, the whole room, with all its occupants, seemed to have to tremble in hushed reverence before the totally unforeseen and awful Bird which had materialised in its midst – its wisdom and unearthly reticence… Miss Roach guessed that honour was now satisfied, and that this would be enough. It was not, however, enough. With Mr Thwaites nothing was ever enough.

      ‘I Hay ma Doots, that’s all…’ said Mr Thwaites. ‘I Hay ma Doots…’

      (He is not, thought Miss Roach, going to add ‘as the Scotchman said,’ is he? Surely he is not going to add ‘as the Scotchman said’?)

      ‘As the Scotchman said,’ said Mr Thwaites. ‘Yes… I Hay ma Doots, as the Scotchman said – of Yore…’

      (Only Mr Thwaites, Miss Roach realised, could, as it were, have out-Thwaited Thwaites and brought ‘of Yore’ from the bag like that.)

      The room, which had by this time finished its soup, maintained its stupefied silence – a silence permeated and oppressed, of course, by the knowledge that Mr Thwaites, in regard to the Russians, kept his counsel like the wise old bird, and hayed his doots as the Scotchman said of yore. If he had nothing else, Mr Thwaites had personality in a dining-room. The maid went round quietly removing the soup-plates…

      ‘Ah, Wheel…’ said Mr Thwaites, philosophically, and by some curious process of association identifying himself with the Scotchman of yore whom he had quoted. ‘Ah, Wheel…’

      And again, as the maid replaced the soup-plates with the plates of warm spam and mashed potatoes, the room seemed to have to echo reverently Mr Thwaites’ ‘Ah, Wheel’, and to be bathing in the infinite Scottish acumen with which it had been uttered.

      ‘Oh, well,’ said Mr Thwaites a little later, briskly returning to his own race and language, and with a note of challenge, ‘we’ll all be equal soon, no doubt.’

      This, clearly, was another stab at the Russians. The Russians, in Mr Thwaites’ embittered vision, were undoubtedly perceived as being ‘all equal’, and so if the Germans went on retreating westward (and if Miss Roach went on approving of it and doing nothing about it) before long we should, all of us, be ‘all equal’.

      ‘My Lady’s Maid,’ continued Mr Thwaites, ‘will soon be giving orders to My Lady. And Milord will be Polishing the Pot-boy’s boots.’

      Failing to see that he had already over-reached himself in anticipating very far from equal conditions, Mr Thwaites went on.

      ‘The Cabby,’ he said, resignedly, ‘will take it unto himself to give the orders, I suppose – and the pantry-boy tell us how to proceed on our ways.’

      Still no one had anything to say, and Mr Thwaites, now carried away both by his own vision and his own style, went on to portray a state of society such as might have recommended itself to the art of the surrealist, or appeared in the dreams of an opium-smoker.

      ‘The Coalman, no doubt, will see fit to give commands to the King,’ he said, ‘and the Navvy lord it gaily o’er the man of wealth. The Banker will bow the knee to the Crossing-Sweeper, I expect, and the millionaire take his wages from the passing Tramp.’

      And there was yet another silence as Mr Thwaites gazed into the distance seeking further luxuriant images. He had, however, now exhausted himself on this head, and for half a minute one could hear only the clatter of knives and forks upon plates…

      ‘The Lord Forefend,’ said Mr Thwaites, at last. ‘The Lord, in His grace, Forefend…’

      And Miss Roach had a fleeting hope in her heart that, with this little prayer, the discussion, or rather monologue, might be terminated. But Mr Thwaites, suddenly aware of the quietness which had for so long surrounded him, and sensing, perhaps, that it was a little too heavy to be wholly applauding, looked around him and did not hesitate to throw down the gauntlet.

      ‘At least,’ he said, looking straight at Miss Roach, ‘that’s what you want, isn’t it?’

      Miss Roach, putting food into her mouth, now gave as clever an imitation as she was able of one who was not being looked at at all, but knew how futile such an endeavour was.

      ‘I gather that’s what you want,’ said Mr Thwaites, ‘isn’t it?’

      This was the whole trouble. It was always she who had to bear the brunt, she who had to be made the whipping-boy in public for his private furies and chagrins.

      ‘No,’ she said, her voice insecure with humiliation and anger, ‘it’s not what I want, Mr Thwaites.’

      ‘Oh,’ said Mr Thwaites, ‘isn’t it? That’s funny. I thought it was.’

      Here Miss Steele, who sat at a table by herself, behind Miss Roach but in view of Mr Thwaites, took a turn at helping her out.

      Miss Steele was a thin, quiet woman of about sixty, who used rouge and powder somewhat heavily, whose white, frizzy, well-kept hair had the appearance of being, without being, a wig, and whose whole manner gave the impression of her having had, without her having had, a past. Miss Steele affected infinite shrewd worldly wisdom acquired in this imaginary past, reticence in conversation (she prided herself that she ‘never opened her mouth unless she had something to say’), and the spirit of modernity generally. She was careful to avow at all times her predilection for ‘fun’, for ‘cocktails’, for ‘broadmindedness’, for those who in common with her were ‘cursed’ with a sense of humour, and for the company of young people as opposed to ‘old fogies’ like herself. But she had, in fact, little fun, no cocktails, and no company younger than that furnished by the Rosamund Tea Rooms. She was also advanced in the matter of culture, for she had ‘no time for modern novels’. Instead she read endless Boots’ biographies of historical characters, and was, in fact, a historian. This came in handy, for if you ‘happened to know a little something about History’, you were able to compare present events with those in the past, and roughly see how things would be going in the future. All this, of course, made Mr Thwaites furious, and he would have used her as the Rosamund Tea Rooms whipping-boy had he not been a little afraid of her and had he not already fixed upon Miss Roach. Behind her not unpitiful and not uncourageous little shams, Miss Steele had, like Mrs Barratt, a kind and sensible heart.

      ‘Well,’ said Miss Steele, ‘there’s a lot to be said on both sides, really, isn’t there, Mr Thwaites?’

      ‘What?’ said Mr Thwaites, and was so surprised by this second attack from outside that for the moment he could say nothing. Then he added: ‘Oh yes, there is. On all sides.’

      ‘After all,’ said Miss Steele, ‘it’s the younger generation that’s got to decide, isn’t it? It always was that way, and it always will be, won’t it?’

      Thus, with a clever mixture of the spirit of modernity and the wisdom of history, Miss Steele brought down two birds with one stone, and Mr Thwaites was practically knocked out.

      ‘Ah well, we shall see,’ was all he could manage.

      But Miss Roach again guessed that he had not done yet, and she was again right.

      All at once she saw his eyes shoot over to the other side of the room in the direction of the two American Lieutenants, who had so far been too shy to speak a word, even to each other.

      ‘I wonder,’ he said, ‘what our Friends across the Water think about it all. What?’

      And he fixed them with a horrible sort of ogling and encouraging eye.

      This was too hideous – Miss Roach felt she would rather be attacked herself. Not content with disgracing the Rosamund Tea Rooms, he was now going to disgrace his country as well.

      ‘I wonder,’ said Mr Thwaites, having had no answer, ‘what our Democratic friends from across the Atlantic think about it all – our redoubtable friends from across the Pond the Lil Ole Pond – eh?’

      There was yet another ghastly pause – the ghastliest yet. Always, with Mr Thwaites, the pauses got ghastlier and ghastlier. Then one of the Americans, the bigger of the two, could just be heard murmuring that he reckoned he agreed with the lady, there was a whole lot to be said both ways…

      ‘What?’ said Mr Thwaites, who had not heard what was said. But the big American would not repeat himself.

      ‘The Whale of a Problem,’ said Mr Thwaites, considerately assuming what he assumed to be the idiom of those to whom he was addressing himself. ‘What?’

      But the American still would not speak, and at this point things were made easier by Sheila beginning to remove the empty plates of spam and mashed potatoes, and replacing them with plates of steamed pudding and custard.

      He will certainly, in a moment, say ‘Say, Bo’ or ‘Waal, Bo’, thought Miss Roach, for he hardly ever failed to do this when imitating American speech, or talking about Americans. But this time he did not do exactly what she feared. Instead, he paused a long while, and then came out with something which even she could not have foreseen.

      ‘The Almighty Dollar,’ said Mr Thwaites, weightily, out of the blue, and in a measured tone… That, and nothing else.

      It was not easy to see exactly what Mr Thwaites intended to establish by this – not easy, that is to say, for one who was not acquainted with the workings of his wild and circuitous mentality. To one so acquainted, however, his meaning was fairly clear. He meant Americans in general. He had been put into the presence of Americans: it therefore seemed to him his business, as master and spokesman of the boarding-house, to sum up and characterise America, and in this way he summed it up and characterised it.

      And here it seemed that he was conscious of having found perfect expression for the perfect thought, for he said no more.

      And because Mr Thwaites said no more, the atmosphere in which pins could be heard dropping returned to the room, and no one else dared to say any more. Ruminatively, dully, around the heavy thoughts set in motion by Mr Thwaites, the heavy steamed pudding was eaten.

      Miss Steele was the first to rise and leave, stealing from the room with her Life of Katherine Parr under her arm.

      Coffee was served in the Lounge upstairs. The others followed Miss Steele one by one, their chairs squeaking on the parquet oilcloth as they rose, and squeaking again as they were self-consciously replaced under the tables.
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      She couldn’t stand it, she decided on the stairs. Tonight she simply couldn’t and wouldn’t stand it any more. All the same she would go into the Lounge for coffee. Why should she be done out of her coffee? She wondered whether the Americans, whom she had left behind in the dining-room, would be coming up into the Lounge. She could talk about America. She knew quite a lot about America, from what she had read, and from what her brother had told her. Perhaps, if she talked to them, she could eradicate or compensate for the stupidity and rudeness of Mr Thwaites. Perhaps they were lonely in a foreign country, as lonely as she was in her own.

      The Lounge was the same shape and size as the dining-room, but here Mrs Payne, abandoning pink, had struck out whole-heartedly into brown, and made something of a hit. The wall-paper was of mottled brown, with a frieze of autumn leaves above the picture-rail: the carpet was brown: the lamps were shaded with mottled parchment of a brown tinge: and the large settee and two large armchairs were upholstered in brown leather. Cunningly slung over the arms of the armchairs were ash-trays attached to brown leather straps fringed at the ends. The room was heated by a big, bright, hot gas-fire.

      Here, for two hours or more every evening, the guests of the Rosamund Tea Rooms sat in each other’s company until they were giddy – giddy with the heat, the stillness, the desultory conversation, the silent noises – the rattling of re-read newspapers, the page-turning of the book-reader, the clicking of the knitter, the puffing of the pipe-smoker, the indefatigable scratching of the letter-writer, the sounds of breathing, of restless shifting, of yawning – as the chromium-plated clock ticked out the tardy minutes. Finally they went to their bedrooms in a state of almost complete stupefaction, of gas-fire drunkenness – reeling, as it were, after an orgy of ennui.

      Mr Thwaites was, of course, noisy to begin with, but in due course the atmosphere went even to his head, and silenced his tongue.

      As Miss Roach came in he was settling down in his armchair with a book and taking out his reading-spectacles from a case. Mrs Barratt, getting her knitting ready, asked him what he was reading.

      ‘This?’ said Mr Thwaites in a slightly shamefaced way. ‘Oh – only something I picked up at the library. What is known, in vulgar parlance, as a “thriller” or “blood-curdler”, I believe. It serves pour passer le temps.’

      Miss Roach went over to warm herself at the fire, and Mr Thwaites went on.

      ‘It may not be Dickens or Thackeray,’ said Mr Thwaites, puffing at his spectacles and wiping them with his silk handkerchief, ‘mais il serve pour passer le temps.’ (Mr Thwaites frequently adopted, among his many other roles, that of the linguist.)

      Sheila now entered with the coffee-tray, but there was no sign of the Americans. Mr Thwaites took it through again.

      ‘I’m not going to say it’s Dickens,’ said Mr Thwaites, ‘and I’m not going to say it’s Thackeray. I’m not even going to say it’s Sir Walter Scott. But we’ve got to pass the time somehow.’

      The Americans clearly were not coming up, and tonight she couldn’t stand it another minute. She left the room, strolling out with the casual air of one who leaves it for a moment. Mr Thwaites glanced at her suspiciously, but had no idea what she was doing. She ran upstairs to her room, hastily put on her hat and coat, grabbed her torch, and came down the stairs again to the front door and went out into the black Thames Lockdon.
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      But what did she think she was doing and where did she think she was going now?

      The black street resounded with the gloomy, scraping tramp of the boots of conscripted British soldiers far from their homes. There were some Americans about, too, further still from their homes. At this time of the evening they passed through Church Street on their way towards or returning from the public-houses over the bridge. Sometimes they shouted or sang, but for the most part they said nothing, giving expression to their slow sorrow and helplessness in their boots.

      Where did she think she was going, amidst all these boots? She found herself in the narrow High Street, walking in the direction of the Station.

      She had better walk as far as the Station, and then walk back and go in again. She had better try to look upon herself as one who had come out in a sane way for a short walk, not as what she really was, one who had rushed out on to the black streets of a small riverside town in a sort of panic.

      Two Americans, lurking at a corner, spoke out to her invitingly, calling her ‘sister’. She walked on, conscious of having let them off – of having spared them the chill embarrassment which would have fallen upon them had they realised their ambition to talk to her and see her conscious, therefore, of a blackness within the blackness of this fleeting street episode of which they, in common with other soldiers who accosted her under similar conditions, remained unaware.

      Blackness. Cockroaches were black. ‘Miss Roach.’ ‘Old Cockroach.’ As the schoolmistress at Hove that had been her nickname – she had heard them using it more than once – so little fear did they have of her that they had almost used it to her face. She could never even keep proper discipline in class. And she had set out with such ideas, such enthusiasm, such grave, exhilarating theories in regard to ‘youth’ and ‘modern education’. She had thought she had found her gift and place in life. They had ‘liked’ her, however, though she couldn’t even keep proper discipline, and had abandoned her exhilarating theories within three weeks.

      She passed the Station and went on towards the riverfront. She was now moving back towards the Rosamund Tea Rooms by the route she had used earlier in the evening.

      Mr Thwaites would be missing her by now, wondering what she was up to. Though he didn’t do much talking and bullying after dinner, he liked you to be there. He didn’t like anyone to be out. It filled him with angry curiosity and jealousy. He was never out, off duty, himself. He looked upon the Rosamund Tea Rooms as a sort of compulsory indoor game, in which he perpetually held the bank and dealt the cards.
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