




[image: Cover image: An Unsuitable Attachment by Barbara Pym]










Barbara Pym
   


An Unsuitable Attachment

   

 


 


 


[image: Pan Books Logo]










Foreword by Philip Larkin



‘I sent my novel to Cape last week,’ Barbara Pym wrote to me in February 1963. ‘It is called (at present) An Unsuitable Attachment.’ It was her seventh, ‘which seems a significant number’. The significance was to prove greater than she could have ever imagined.


Barbara Pym was then in her fiftieth year. Her previous books had been well received by reviewers, and she had gained a following among library borrowers; it was time for a breakthrough that would establish her among the dozen or so novelists recognised as original voices and whose books automatically head the review lists. With this in mind, I had written to her in 1961 saying how much I liked her novels and suggesting I should do an article about them to coincide with the publication of her next, hinting that she should let me know when it was ready. She replied amiably, but was clearly in no hurry, and our correspondence lapsed; the letter I have quoted was the first for over a year.


She did not write again until May, and then, after a courteous page of generalities, it was to say that An Unsuitable Attachment had been rejected. Although she strove to maintain the innocent irony that characterised all her letters, for once it broke down: ‘I write this calmly enough, but really I was and am very upset about it and think they have treated me very badly.’


Of course it may be that this book is much worse than my others, though they didn’t say so, giving their reason for rejecting it as their fear that with the present cost of book production etc etc they doubted whether they could sell enough copies to make a profit.


To have one’s seventh book turned down by a publisher who has seemed perfectly happy with the previous six is a peculiarly wounding experience, and she felt it as such. It is also damaging: another publisher can be approached only from a position of weakness, weaker than if the novel were one’s first. A second publisher sent it back saying ‘Novels like An Unsuitable Attachment, despite their qualities, are getting increasingly difficult to sell’, while a third simply regretted it was not suitable for their list.


What was to be done? I wanted to try it on my own publisher, but Barbara demurred: she wanted to put it aside, to rewrite it, to write something else, and several years went by in which she did all these things, but to no avail. The new book, The Sweet Dove Died, was rejected as firmly as its predecessor, and the revised Attachment was unsuccessfully sent to a second round of publishers, including my own. I wish I had gone ahead and written my article; the honour of publishing the first independent appreciation of her work went instead to Robert Smith, whose ‘How Pleasant to Know Miss Pym’ appeared in Ariel in October 1971.


It was a strange and depressing time – strange, because (as Mr Smith’s article indicates) her books retained their popularity. No Fond Return of Love was serialised by the BBC in 1965, while Portway Reprints, that infallible index of what people want to read instead of what they ought to want to read, reissued five others. Depressing, because the wall of indifference she had run up against seemed as immovable as it was inexplicable. For over ten years she had been a novelist: now, suddenly, she was not. The situation was galling. ‘It ought to be enough for anybody to be the Assistant Editor of Africa [which is what she was], especially when the Editor is away lecturing for six months at Harvard,’ she wrote, ‘but I find it isn’t quite.’


In 1971 she had a serious operation, and in 1973 retired to live with her sister near Oxford. There her disappointed silence might have ended, but for an extraordinary accident. ‘In ten years’ time, perhaps someone will be kind enough to discover me,’ she had written at the end of 1967, and this was precisely what happened. In 1977 the Times Literary Supplement published a symposium on the most over- and underrated writers of the century, and two contributors named her as the second – the only living writer to be so distinguished. The rest is, as they say, history. Her next novel, Quartet in Autumn, was published before the year was out, followed by The Sweet Dove Died. Cape began to reissue her earlier books, Penguin and Granada planned a series of paperbacks. She was widely interviewed, and appeared on ‘Desert Island Discs’ and in a TV film called ‘Tea With Miss Pym’. All this she sustained with unassuming pleasure, but the irony of the situation was not lost on her.


*


An Unsuitable Attachment, now that it is finally before us, clearly belongs to Barbara Pym’s first and principal group of novels by reason of its undiminished high spirits. For although the technique and properties of her last books were much the same, there was a sombreness about them indicative of the changes that had come to her and her world in fifteen years’ enforced silence. Here the old confidence is restored: ‘Rock salmon – that had a noble sound about it,’ reflects the vicar, Mark, at the fish and chip shop, buying supper for his wife Sophia and their cat Faustina, and the reader is back among self-service lunches and parish bazaars and the innumerable tiny absurdities to be found there. It is perhaps the most solidly ‘churchy’ of her books: Mark and Sophia in their North London vicarage are at its centre, and the Christian year – Harvest Thanksgiving, Advent, Christmas, Lent and Easter – provide both its frame and background. ‘One never knew who might turn up in church on Sunday,’ Sophia thinks, and it is this kind of adventitious encounter that once again sets her narrative moving.


The book’s chief failing is that the ‘unsuitable attachment’ between Ianthe Broome, the well-bred librarian with ladylike stockings and brown court shoes, and the younger John Challow, whose own shoes ‘seemed to be a little too pointed – not quite what men one knew would wear’, is not sufficiently central to the story and not fully ‘done’, as Henry James would say. Potentially the situation is full of interest: John’s soppy, rather common, advances, coupled with his borrowing money from her, seemed faintly threatening (‘John had been intended to be much worse,’ Barbara wrote apologetically), and their relation at one time seems poised for disaster. When this does not happen, its ‘unsuitability’ becomes rather academic, something felt more by the other characters than Ianthe herself, who ‘lets love sweep over her like a kind of illness’ rather than agonise over differences of age and class.


Then again, it is a somewhat self-indulgent book, full of echoes. Sophia and her sister Penelope recall Jane and Prudence, or even Dulcie and Viola from No Fond Return of Love; Sister Dew resembles Sister Blatt from Excellent Women; but other parallels are more explicit. Barbara Pym was always given to reintroducing characters she had used before, and sometimes this is fully justified (the conversation between Wilmet and Rowena in A Glass of Blessings about Rocky Napier is only fully meaningful if we have met him in Excellent Women), but the concluding chapters of An Unsuitable Attachment are a real omnium gatherum: Esther Clovis and Digby Fox from Less Than Angels, Everard Bone from Excellent Women, Wilf Bason from A Glass of Blessings, and perhaps most extravagantly of all an older but otherwise unchanged Harriet Bede (complete with curate) from Some Tame Gazelle. It is all rather like the finale of a musical comedy.


Do these blemishes (if blemishes they are) mean that Cape’s rejection of the book in 1963 was justified? Recently I wrote to their Chairman, who at that time had been their Literary Adviser and in his late twenties, asking whether Barbara Pym had been ‘dropped’, as she believed, simply because her books did not suit the spirit of the decade and would not make money. He replied readily:


When An Unsuitable Attachment came in it received unfavourable reports. Indeed they must have been very unfavourable for us to decide to reject a new manuscript by an author for whom we had published several books. At that time we had two readers, both of whom had been here for many years: William Plomer and Daniel George. Neither then or at any time since has this company rejected a manuscript for commercial reasons ‘notwithstanding the literary merit of a book’. Though of course the two must be relative to some extent.


The reports by Plomer and George were subsequently found and they confirmed that one was ‘extremely negative’ and the other ‘fairly negative’.


The reader must make what he can of these two accounts. If her publishers are correct, it is surprising there was not someone at Cape prepared to invite Barbara Pym to lunch and say that while they had enjoyed publishing her books in the past and hoped to continue to do so in the future this particular one needed revision if it was to realise its potential value. It was the blank rejection, the implication that all she had previously written stood for nothing, that hurt.


But there is still much in An Unsuitable Attachment to cherish. The increasingly hilarious appearances of Faustina, for instance, and the role she plays in Sophia’s marriage (‘she’s all I’ve got’), are original and penetrating; at times, indeed, one wonders if the book’s title would not be more applicable to this relation than to Ianthe and John. Nor does it lack the occasional plangent sentence of the kind that give her books their special quality:


Oh, this coming back to an empty house, Rupert thought, when he had seen her safely to her door. People – though perhaps it was only women – seemed to make so much of it. As if life itself were not as empty as the house one was coming back to.


Barbara Pym made no further move to publish this unlucky seventh novel during her lifetime, preferring to concentrate on new books, but now that there will be no more of these it is right that it should be issued. If its confidence, or over-confidence, was its own undoing, it is still richly redolent of her unique talent as it was before that confidence was so badly shaken. Her followers will need no further recommendation.












LITERARY EXECUTOR’S NOTE



In various conversations I had, over the years, with Barbara Pym about An Unsuitable Attachment, she spoke of ways in which she intended to ‘improve’ (her word) it. Some cuts have been made along the lines she had been considering – though nothing, of course, has been added.


A few short passages which have dated in a way that she would have found unacceptable have also been deleted.


The original, full text is now lodged with the Bodleian Library, Oxford, along with her other manuscripts.


H.H.












Chapter One



They are watching me, thought Rupert Stonebird, as he saw the two women walking rather too slowly down the road. But no doubt I am watching them too, he decided, for as an anthropologist he knew that men and women may observe each other as warily as wild animals hidden in long grass.


The situation had nothing particularly unusual about it – an unmarried man visiting the house he had just bought and wondering where he should put his furniture, and two women – sisters, perhaps – betraying a very natural interest in the man or the house or both. One day, he thought, we shall probably know each other, and for that reason he turned away from the window, not feeling quite equal to meeting the unashamed curiosity of their glances as they came nearer. But now the taller one, who looked older, was gazing rather ostentatiously away. The smaller one seemed to find it necessary to raise her voice, so that Rupert heard a sentence of their conversation before they passed out of earshot.


‘The vicar’s wife and her sister – isn’t that just what we look like,’ said Penelope Grandison, ‘and laden with parcels too. Not the kind of people who have everything sent.’


‘We’ve been shopping,’ said Sophia Ainger, ‘so of course we’re laden.’ She spoke rather absently for she was remembering a vase of stiff-looking artificial flowers of an unknown species, seen fleetingly in a funeral director’s window, which now overlaid her memory of the bright Kensington shops and brought her back to the reality of her life in North London. The afternoon’s shopping had been arranged to console her sister Penelope, who at twenty-five was still young enough to suffer disappointments in love as commonly as colds or headaches. On this occasion it was to be hoped that humiliation and hurt pride had been assuaged by a new pair of shoes and a many-stranded jet necklace – like early travellers taking presents to the natives, Sophia felt.


‘Men seem to prefer young girls of eighteen,’ said Penelope gloomily, ‘and then where are you.’


‘But there have always been girls of eighteen, even in my day,’ Sophia protested.


‘Well you just married the curate, so it was all right. One wouldn’t expect a clergyman to be interested in young girls of eighteen.’


‘I don’t see why not – after all I was only just twenty-one when I married Mark.’


‘How old would you say that man standing in the window of that house was?’ asked Penelope tentatively.


‘Oh, in his thirties probably. I didn’t see him very clearly,’ Sophia added. Yet she had retained an impression of somebody so ordinary-looking that his very lack of distinction was in itself reassuring. She hoped that if he was a churchgoer – which was unlikely these days – he would not recognise her as the vicar’s wife. He had probably not even noticed her, a tall, rather too thin woman of thirty odd, with dark auburn hair. Penelope, with her brighter red hair and rather flamboyant appearance, was much more distinctive.


‘I suppose Mark will call on him as he’s living in the parish?’ Penelope suggested hopefully.


‘He will do what he ought to do – you can depend on that.’


‘It’s a comfort when people do what they ought to do. Not like him,’ said Penelope bitterly.


‘Never mind, Penny. He wasn’t good enough for you, anyway,’ said Sophia.


‘But men and women never do match each other in that kind of way – that’s life.’


‘No, women are usually too good for men, but Mark is much too good for me,’ said Sophia. ‘Do you know, he told me not to worry about supper tonight but to enjoy my afternoon out. He said he’d get something.’


Penelope did not answer. Her brother-in-law, with his remote good looks, never seemed quite real to her. She found it difficult to imagine him getting something for supper.


*


‘FRYING TONIGHT. ROCK SALMON – SKATE – PLAICE.’ Mark Ainger read from the roughly chalked-up notice in the steamy window. Which would Sophia prefer? he asked himself. And which would tempt Faustina’s delicate appetite? Rock salmon – that had a noble sound about it, though he believed it was actually inferior to real salmon. Skate – he imagined that was one of those flat bony fish, with the teeth showing in a sardonic grin. Only plaice was familar to him, so he supposed it had better be that. Plaice, then, and two helpings – better make it three if Faustina was to be included – perhaps ‘portions’ was the word – and some chips. He must get this right, not make a fool of himself by stumbling over the words, not using the correct terminology or not knowing which fish he wanted.


Turning down the collar of his raincoat and arranging it to expose his clerical collar – for he was not ashamed of his calling – Mark entered the shop.


‘Three portions of plaice and some chips, please,’ he said firmly in his pleasant baritone voice.


‘Mind, Father, it’s hot – have you got something to put it in?’


Mark lifted up his zip-fastened bag and the fragrant, greasy, newspaper-wrapped bundle was placed carefully inside it. Good-nights were exchanged and he left the shop with a feeling of satisfaction, as if a rather difficult task had been successfully accomplished.


This was the very fringe of his parish, that part that would never become residentially ‘desirable’ because it was too near the railway, and many of the big gaunt houses had been taken over by families of West Indians. Mark had been visiting, trying to establish some kind of contact with his exotic parishioners and hoping to discover likely boys and men to sing in the choir and serve at the altar. He had received several enthusiastic offers, though he wondered how many of them would really turn up in church. As he walked away from the house, Mark had remembered that it was along this street, with its brightly – almost garishly – painted houses that Sophia had once seen a cluster of what she took to be exotic tropical fruits in one of the windows, only to realise that they were tomatoes put there to ripen. ‘Love apples,’ she had said to Mark, and the words ‘love apple’ had somehow given a name to the district, strange and different as it was from the rest of the parish which lay over the other side of the main road, far from the railway line.


Here the houses were less colourful, drably respectable but hardly elegant. On the extreme eastern boundary of the parish, however, where the church and vicarage were rather oddly placed, a number of small terrace houses had been bought up by speculative builders, gutted, modernised, and sold at high prices to people who wanted small houses that were almost in town but could not afford the more fashionable districts of Islington, St John’s Wood or Hampstead. It was in one of these that Sophia and Penelope had seen the stranger.


Afterwards he went by way of St Basil’s Terrace, looking as Sophia had done earlier at the newly done up houses with their prettily painted front doors and rather self-conscious window-boxes and bay trees in tubs, when a woman’s voice called out behind him, ‘Good evening vicar – been getting fish for pussy?’


When he turned round, rather startled, the voice went on, ‘Oh, I know what you’ve got in the bag – you can’t hide anything from me!’


‘No, Sister Dew, I don’t suppose I can,’ said Mark in a resigned tone. All the same he did not feel inclined to reveal that the fish was not only for Faustina – who was never called ‘pussy’ – but also for his and his wife’s supper.


‘How you do love pussy,’ Sister Dew went on. ‘Only the other day I was at the vicarage, seeing Mrs Ainger about my stall at the bazaar – I’m doing the fancy work this year, you know – and there was pussy, bold as brass, if you please, walking into the lounge as if she owned it.’


But she does, Mark thought, though he said nothing.


‘“Oh, Mrs Ainger”, I said, “you wouldn’t want pussy going in your lounge, would you.”’ Sister Dew smiled up at Mark, for she was a little dumpy woman. Her prominent blue eyes, seeming to bulge with curiosity, met Mark’s eyes, which were also blue, but with that remote expression sometimes found in the eyes of sailors or explorers. Although invariably kind and courteous he had the air of seeming not to be particularly interested in human beings – a somewhat doubtful quality in a parish priest, though it had its advantages.


‘You’ll find pussy going on the beds next,’ Sister Dew went on. ‘On the beds and in the lounge – you couldn’t have that.’


Mark’s smile did not reveal that Faustina naturally went on the beds as well as in the lounge. He was wondering if, strictly speaking, a vicarage could be said to have a lounge – he would have thought not. Sister Dew was a tedious little woman but she must be listened to because of all his parishioners she was the one most likely to take offence. She was a retired hospital nurse and Mark had often wondered why her noble profession, so intimately connected with the great events of life, should have made her so petty-minded. Perhaps it was their very greatness that made her so – one couldn’t be noble all the time.


‘How pretty those houses are,’ said Mark, feeling that he ought to stay and talk to her a little longer. He was hungry and conscious of the delicious greasy bundle in his bag, but he believed fish and chips were usually heated up in the oven anyway, so they wouldn’t spoil.


‘Yes, and nice people coming to live in them.’ She lowered her voice. ‘I’ve heard this one we’re standing by has been bought by a television producer. Associated Rediffusion,’ she added reverently.


Mark puzzled over the words, but they meant nothing to him.


‘And there’s Miss Broome opposite, with the mauve front door – she’s sweet, I think. Just the kind of person we want at St Basil’s.’


Mark’s face brightened for he remembered who Miss Broome was – a nice-looking youngish woman who had been to church the last two or three Sundays.


‘Her mother was a canon’s widow,’ said Sister Dew, in her reverent Associated Rediffusion voice.


‘So her father must have been a canon,’ said Mark, though he felt that for some reason it was the canon’s widow who cut more ice here. Since Miss Broome’s parents were both dead, it could never be known how it had been in life.


‘She’s a librarian or something like that,’ Sister Dew went on. ‘And that lovely fur coat! Chinchilla, I would have said, but I suppose it couldn’t be. Grey squirrel, more likely, though one doesn’t see that much nowadays. Well, I mustn’t keep you, vicar, or pussy will have something to say, won’t she.’


Sister Dew scuttled off to her own house, which was at the as yet unfashionable end of the terrace, and Mark hurried along the short distance to the vicarage. Beyond it lay the Victorian Gothic church and some large houses of the same period, now mostly turned into flats.


Sophia was in the kitchen, laying the table for supper.


‘What is chinchilla?’ Mark asked, as he handed over the fish and chips.


‘Why, a kind of fur, pale grey and very expensive – worn mostly by wealthy Edwardian ladies with a bunch of Parma violets and perhaps a toque.’


‘Ah yes, the kind of hat your mother used to wear.’


‘Why do you want to know about chinchilla? I can’t believe you’ve come across any in Love Apple Road this afternoon.’


‘It’s the kind of fur Sister Dew thought Miss Broome’s coat might be – but apparently it would be too expensive even for a canon’s daughter.’


‘Oh yes – but how well it would suit Ianthe Broome – she’s just the type for chinchilla.’


‘And so are you, darling,’ said Mark. ‘And all I bring you is fish and chips.’


Sophia had, in a sense, married beneath her, for although Mark came of a good clerical family he was without private means. Sophia’s mother spoke in hushed tones of her son-in-law’s parish – much too near the Harrow Road and North Kensington to be the kind of district one liked to think of one’s daughter living in, though of course a vicarage was different. The clergy had to go to these rather dreadful places, but it was a pity Mark couldn’t have got something ‘better’, like a Knightsbridge or South Kensington church, or even a good country living.


‘I love fish and chips,’ said Sophia warmly, ‘and I think they’re ready now.’


No sooner had the dish been taken from the oven than a tortoiseshell cat entered the room, and leapt, via Mark’s knee, on to the table.


‘You wouldn’t want pussy on the table, as Sister Dew might say,’ said Mark, making a feeble attempt to remove her.


‘No, Faustina,’ said Sophie more sternly. ‘We do not leap on to the table for our food. We take it from our dish in the proper place.’


‘But there is nothing in the dish,’ Mark pointed out.


‘No, but we must be patient,’ said Sophia, helping the cat first. ‘Whatever would Daisy and Edwin Pettigrew say if they could see such behaviour!’


The Pettigrews, brother and sister, lived next door to the vicarage. Edwin was a veterinary surgeon and Daisy looked after the animals who were sometimes boarded with them.


‘Well, one naturally expects a cattery to be more austere,’ said Mark. ‘It must be like animals leading a monastic life.’


When they had washed up they went into the sitting room – neither ‘lounge’ nor ‘drawing room’ seemed right to describe it – and listened to a concert on the wireless, for they had no television set and no grateful parishioners had yet clubbed together to provide one. Mark thought out his letter for the October number of the parish magazine, while Sophia sorted out a basket of quinces which her mother had sent up from the country.


‘I shall make jelly,’ she said, ‘and keep some on a dish here – they smell so delicious.’ She sighed, not wanting to add that they reminded her of her childhood home in case Mark should be hurt. In these less gracious surroundings she had tried to recapture the atmosphere of her mother’s house with bowls of quinces, the fragrance of well polished furniture, and the special Earl Grey tea, but she often realised how different it really was. The vicarage had been built to match the church and the style of the rooms had not yet, and perhaps never would, become fashionable again.


‘How was Penelope?’ Mark asked.


‘Oh, much as usual. I helped her to choose a dress. And she was going for an interview for a new job tomorrow.’ Sophia did not mention the unsuccessful love affair. Mark could not really enter into such things.


‘I suppose her autumn social life will be starting,’ he said absently, ‘and I suppose the note of my October magazine letter ought to be something about the autumn and winter social activities,’ he went on, taking up his pen again. ‘And perhaps a welcome to the strangers in our midst?’


‘Yes, that would be most appropriate,’ said Sophia. She suspected that Mark was thinking of the West Indians who had come to live in the parish and of course that was very right. But she was thinking more of Ianthe Broome and the man she and Penelope had seen that afternoon, and wondering what they would be like. There was always that slight excitement and uncertainty about living in a London parish – one never knew who might turn up in church on Sunday.










Chapter Two 



Daisy Pettigrew changed her reading for her long distance glasses, so that she could see the vicarage garden more clearly. Sitting in her window, she commanded a good view of the vicarage garden and of the ‘object’ whose identity had been puzzling her for some days now. It looked like – and surely it was – a statue of the Virgin Mary, and before long, no doubt, it would find its way into the church among all the other statues, though why it was now in the garden puzzled her a little. Grey stone and blue drapery, she thought, the whole thing rather shabby, not brightly painted like the other statues, but still a popish image.


As she watched, Daisy saw Sophia come out into the garden with Faustina in her arms. The cat looked like some great noble bird, a hawk or even an eagle, the golden streak down her nose giving the effect of a beak. She struggled from Sophia’s embrace and jumped down among the windfall apples, rolled one over with her paw, then turned and stalked indifferently away among the Michaelmas daisies. Sophia went back into the house and came out again with a bowl of washing, from which she shook out a large Union Jack. This she draped over the line, pinning it with a row of clothes pegs.


Wherever did she find that, Daisy wondered, that symbol of Empire. What rare objects, what richness, the attic of a vicarage must hold! Probably not many in this neighbourhood or, for that matter, in any other would have a Union Jack on their clothes line. Of course one didn’t say Empire now, but Commonwealth – common weal, weal and woe . . . Daisy’s thoughts wandered inconsequentially. Then she saw Sophia go over to the statue of the Virgin Mary. Was she about to make some obeisance to it? Daisy leaned forward, at once horrified and fascinated. But no, she was removing the blue drapery, and now, with that gone, what had seemed to be a popish image turned out to be merely a tree stump with a blue cloth spread over it to dry. The shape and folds of the cloth had suggested a draped figure.


Sophia now picked up Faustina again and went back into the house with her. She makes too much of that cat, Daisy thought, for a young woman that is. It was a pity she had no children . . .


Somewhere downstairs a clock struck a quarter to nine. Daisy left her position in the window and hurried down to get ready for the morning surgery. This was likely to be crowded, for her brother had a large number of patients, many of whom came in taxis and private cars from the more fashionable districts farther afield. Going into the big general waiting room, Daisy no longer noticed the many photographs of grateful animals and their owners which decorated the walls, most of them signed with fulsome messages indicating every degree of gratitude. Some who went to the surgery thought that Daisy looked like an animal herself, moving sometimes like a slow marmalade cat, other times like a bustling sheep dog – for she was a woman of moods – and seeming to combine the best and worst qualities of each. She was sandy-haired and rather fat and usually wore blue or grey tweeds, though with the passage of years she had become comfortably indifferent to dress.


She went over to the round table in the middle of the room, moved The Field and Country Life into slightly different positions, concealed the one ashtray to discourage smoking, and went down the passage to see if her brother was ready. This passage or corridor was carpeted in moss green, now faded and stained in places from water and the urine of nervous animals, so that it looked more like some natural substance, moss or close-cut turf, than man-made carpet. At the end of the passage was a stained-glass window with a design of tulips, and on the left the door leading to the surgery.


Edwin Pettigrew was, like his sister, of sandy colouring, a kindly-looking man more interested in animals than in human beings, though he was an expert at calming and reassuring the agitated and often hysterical women who brought their animals to see him. He had not been able to deal so skilfully with his own wife, however, that relationship needing more of himself than he could spare from the animals, and she had left him many years ago.


‘All ready, Daisy?’ he asked, looking over the top of his spectacles.


A loud cry was heard coming from somewhere underneath them.


‘They want their breakfast,’ said Daisy. ‘I must go to them.’ She descended to the basement where the boarding cats were housed and began to prepare their breakfast. Cries rose on all sides of her as she filled the dishes, but she worked on steadily oblivious, like some eccentric female St Francis, brooding a little about the image seen in the vicarage garden, which, although it had turned out to be only an old cloth flung over a tree stump, was an indication of the way things might go. Not that she had anything against the vicar personally, though it had been hard to forgive his refusal of her request for an ‘Animals’ Sunday’ to which people might bring their pets to be blessed. She glanced round at the cats to see how much food would be needed. Their cries rose louder and more urgent now in their primitive longing for meat. They were great and splendid creatures, perhaps hardly in need of any blessing from man or God, she thought defiantly, and it was wonderful to be able to satisfy their hunger with raw meat, a real privilege. One did not get the same feeling opening tins of cat food, admirable though it was in many ways.


Now they were all feeding, and she stood back, watching them with love. Then she moved over to the basement window and contemplated the pairs of legs striding along the pavement to work. One pair – those of Ianthe Broome – interested her particularly. They wore ladylike stockings with seams, in a colour described in Marshall’s hosiery sale as ‘medium beige’, and ended in brown court shoes of good leather with a sensible heel. Daisy wondered where the canon’s daughter was going.


*


Ianthe always hurried past the vet’s house, fearful of seeing or hearing something dreadful. The basement cattery seemed to her a sinister place, though she knew that the animals were most lovingly tended by Miss Pettigrew. They had got into conversation one evening when Ianthe was coming back from the library where she worked, and it had reassured her – coming as a stranger to this rather doubtful neighbourhood – to meet somebody whom her mother would have described as a ‘gentlewoman’.


Ianthe was the only child of elderly parents, who seemed to be a whole generation removed from those of her contemporaries. When her father died it had been necessary for her to do some kind of work and the training in librarianship had seemed the most suitable. Working among books was, on the face of it, a ladylike occupation, Mrs Broome had thought, and one that would bring her daughter into contact with a refined, intellectual type of person. She had never seen Ianthe handing out books to the ill-mannered grubby students and cranks of all ages who frequented the library of political and sociological books where she worked.


On the crowded train a man gave up his seat to Ianthe and she accepted it gracefully. She expected courtesy from men and often received it. It was as if they realised that she was not for the rough and tumble of this world, like the aggressive women with shaggy hair styles who pushed their way through life thrusting their hard shopping baskets at defenceless men. The man who had offered the seat had seen Ianthe as a tall fragile-looking woman in a pretty blue hat that matched her eyes. He might also have noticed that her dark hair was touched with grey and that although she was not exactly smart there was a kind of elegance about her. She saw herself perhaps as an Elizabeth Bowen heroine – for one did not openly identify oneself with Jane Austen’s heroines – and To The North was her favourite novel. Even her little house was somehow in keeping with this picture, although it was definitely not St John’s Wood and there was no delicate wrought iron balcony with steps leading down to the green garden. Yet her small garden was green, if only because of much rain and leaves rather than flowers, and there was a little mossy stone cherub left behind by the previous owner. It was so much more congenial than the flat near Victoria – unsuitably dominated by Westminster Cathedral – where she had lived with her mother. Ianthe arrived at the library five minutes before she need have done. Mervyn Cantrell, the librarian, was unpacking his lunch. He was a tall thin irritable-looking man in his early forties, who had the idea that he could not ‘take’ restaurant food, at least of the kind served in the restaurants where the rest of the staff had their midday meal – luncheon was hardly the word for it – and therefore always brought a packed meal with him. Today it was a cold fish mayonnaise with lettuce and french dressing in a little bottle, brown rolls, and a special goatsmilk cheese obtainable only at one particular shop in Soho.


‘Good morning, Miss Broome,’ he said, for they were not always ‘Ianthe’ and ‘Mervyn’ to each other and the early morning was usually a very formal time, ‘I hope you’re getting settled into your new house.’


‘Yes, thank you – my furniture seems to fit in very well.’


‘You’ve got some nice things, haven’t you.’ There was a tinge of envy in his tone, for his humdrum childhood home in Croydon had not provided him with the kind of ‘things’ his taste now craved.


‘Well, family things, you know – but one gets attached to them.’ Mervyn had visited the flat once for tea on a Sunday afternoon when her mother was still alive, but the occasion had not been very successful. Mrs Broome had not thought much of Croydon as was evident from her patronising manner.


‘I remember you had a lovely Pembroke table – I coveted that.’ He laughed, not very mirthfully. ‘And those dining-room chairs – Hepplewhite, aren’t they?’


‘Yes, I believe so,’ said Ianthe uncertainly. She found the conversation embarrassing and wondered if the time had come when she could no longer avoid asking him to come and see her new house.


‘Surely you must know if they are,’ he said testily.


‘You must come and see for yourself when I’ve got things a bit tidier,’ she said, trying not to be irritated. Poor Mervyn, she knew that she ought to feel sorry for him, living with his disagreeable old mother – at least, this was how she appeared in Ianthe’s imagination – disappointed at not having got a job in one of the University libraries, unable to find staff accurate enough to appreciate the niceties of setting out a bibliographical entry correctly, with it seemed few friends of either sex, unable to eat restaurant food – really, the list seemed endless when one thought about it.


‘I shall be sorting out some of the applications for Miss Grimes’s job this morning,’ Mervyn said. ‘She’s really getting past her work and it’ll be a relief when she goes. What we need is a younger person.’


Ianthe sighed, perhaps foreseeing the day when both of them would be replaced by younger persons.


‘A young man, I think,’ he went on, holding up a letter. ‘This one sounds quite promising, but of course I must see him first – one can’t always tell from the application,’ he added primly.


‘No, he might be quite unsuitable,’ Ianthe agreed, half hoping that he would be. She would have preferred a woman of her own age and background. She did not like men very much, except for the clergy, and found younger women rather alarming. Miss Grimes, with whom she had worked for several years, was hardly the most congenial of companions but at least she was familiar.


This morning she was dusting books in the reading room, which was so far empty of readers.


‘And how’s his nibs this morning?’ she grunted in her slightly Cockney voice. It was this voice and expressions like ‘his nibs’ which jarred on Ianthe. Indeed, Miss Grimes was sometimes altogether jarring. She was a squat, dusty-looking woman on the threshold of sixty, who had been taken on in the library during the war and whom Mervyn had tried unsuccessfully to dislodge ever since he had become librarian. But now the passage of the years was doing it for him. ‘Time like an ever-rolling stream’, Mervyn had said, ‘bears even Miss Grimes away.’ But Ianthe did not like jokes about hymns.


‘I’ll help you with the books,’ she said.


‘It’s not your day, is it, dear?’


‘No, but they’ve got to be done, and Shirley’s making the tea.’ Ianthe had not told her mother that she sometimes had to dust the books in the library.


Later when she was drinking her tea Mervyn came into the room with a card in his hand.


Ianthe realised from his triumphant expression that he had caught her out in a mistake and waited with resignation to hear what it was.


‘Government in Zazzau,’ he declared. ‘The place of publication is London, not Oxford. It was published by the Oxford University Press for the International African Institute – do you see?’ From behind his back he now produced the book itself, open at the title page.


‘Of course – how stupid of me. I’m so sorry, I’m afraid I do make mistakes sometimes.’


‘But there is no need to make that kind of mistake,’ he said rather obscurely and left the room with a springy step.


So Ianthe’s day passed, punctuated by cups of tea and a lunch of welsh rarebit and trifle at a café run by gentlewomen. It was not much different from other days. At five minutes to five, Shirley, the typist who had been helping Ianthe to file some cards, covered up her typewriter, put on the black imitation leather coat she had just bought, and hurried away singing. Ianthe herself stayed until nearly six o’ clock to avoid the rush-hour crowds. She was still not completely used to the journey northwards to the small empty house, when for so long she had gone southwards to the big flat near Westminster Cathedral, where her mother had waited, eager to hear every detail of her day.


As she walked from the Underground to St Basil’s Terrace Ianthe noticed that curtains had appeared in the windows of the house nearly opposite to hers where the new arrival had moved in. Perhaps they might become friends, she thought doubtfully, or at least neighbours, passing the time of day if they met in the road.


It was sad coming back alone to an empty house, Ianthe thought, but how much worse if it had been a single furnished room, like poor Miss Grimes. Ianthe had always wanted a house of her own and as soon as she had shut the door behind her she forgot the lonely homecoming in the pleasure she still felt at seeing her furniture and possessions in their new setting. Here were the Hepplewhite chairs and the Pembroke table, coveted by Mervyn Cantrell, portraits of her grandparents and of her father in cope and biretta, the corner cupboard with the lustre jugs collected by her mother, the old silky Bokhara rugs on the polished parquet floor of the sitting room, the familiar books in the white-painted bookshelves, and the china ornaments she remembered from childhood.


Ianthe was not the type to pour herself a glass of sherry or gin as soon as she got home after a day’s work, nor yet to make a cup of tea. One did not make tea at half-past six in the evening like the ‘working classes’, as her mother would have called them. Instead she set about cooking herself a suitable supper in the almost too perfect little kitchen. The grill was heated for a chop, tomatoes were cut up, and a small packet of frozen peas tipped out of its wrapping into a saucepan. ‘We have come to this,’ her mother used to say, ‘eating frozen vegetables like Americans.’ She had been deeply conscious of her position as a canon’s widow. Frozen vegetables were, somehow, a lowering of standards, but they were quick and convenient and really fresher than anything one could get in the London shops.


When the meal was ready Ianthe ate it in the dining room, which opened on to the garden now piled with drifts of sycamore leaves. While she ate she read, another thing her mother would have disapproved of, but her ‘book’ was the parish magazine and somehow that made it better. It gave her a comfortable glow to think of the church and the life that went on around it, dear and familiar and with the same basic pattern everywhere. During their years in London together Ianthe and her mother had not attached themselves to one church, Mrs Broome liking to hear a good preacher and fine music. Sometimes they had to attend the fashionable church in Mayfair where Canon Broome’s brother-in-law was rector. Now that she was free to choose, Ianthe looked forward to going to the same church every Sunday and finding her place in the congregation. Indeed, one of the reasons why she had liked this house was because it was near St Basil’s which appeared to be a ‘suitable’ church for her.


She was just about to make some coffee, when the front door bell rang. She went into the hall a little nervously, her eye on the chain which could be hooked across the door to guard against burglars, but it seemed silly to put it up. Opening the door a crack she saw a man in a clerical collar and a woman beside him. The vicar and his wife, of course.


‘We do hope you’ve finished your supper – dinner,’ said Sophia, uncertain what form Ianthe’s evening meal might have taken.


‘And that you aren’t in the middle of watching your favourite television programme,’ said Mark conscientiously, for his parochial visiting now made this question automatic.


‘I have finished my supper and I haven’t got a television set,’ said Ianthe, smiling. ‘How nice of you to come.’


In the hall Sophia looked around her with unconcealed curiosity. It had been of course her suggestion that Mark’s pastoral visit should be no longer delayed. ‘And she may be lonely,’ Sophia had added, ‘wanting to meet people of her own kind, if we can be called that.’


‘Those were painted by my grandmother,’ said Ianthe, seeing that Sophia was examining the water-colours of Italian scenes which hung in the hall. ‘People seemed to stay abroad so much longer in those days and to have time to do things like that.’


‘Yes, they were leisured days,’ said Mark a little uncomfortably, feeling that he should say that things were ‘better’ now when great coachloads of people could whirl round the Italian lakes in an eight-day tour. But he found himself unable to say it, especially not to this so very obvious gentlewoman. A friend for Sophia? he wondered, following the ladies into the sitting room. He always felt slightly guilty that there were so few suitable for this role in the parish.


Now Sophia was interested in the furniture and objects, and it was not until they had finished their coffee that the talk turned to parish matters.


‘We are having our Harvest Thanksgiving next week,’ said Mark, glancing without much hope towards the little leaf-filled garden.


‘Oh, then I must bring some flowers or fruit,’ said Ianthe. ‘I know how difficult it is in London – I suppose tropical fruits would be allowed?’ 


‘Certainly – they’re really most appropriate here,’ said Mark.


‘What though the spicy breezes


Blow soft o’er Ceylon’s isle,’


Sophia quoted. ‘How one longs for the days of Bishop Heber sometimes!’ It was an inconsequential remark but she hoped it might lead to some interesting revelation on Ianthe’s part, that Bishop Heber had been an ancestor or that she loved Victorian poetry, for, looking at the bookshelves, she was sure that she did.


But Ianthe seemed not to know how to answer Sophia’s remark and soon they were on to another topic – the strangers in the parish and whether it was likely that they would come to church.


‘Well, you come,’ said Sophia, ‘and last Sunday I noticed the man who lives opposite you sitting at the back.’


‘You mean the television producer?’ asked Ianthe, puzzled. ‘That seems rather unlikely doesn’t it?’


‘Ah, but he isn’t – he’s not in television at all. Sister Dew had it all wrong. His name’s Rupert Stonebird and he’s an anthropologist.’


‘Darling, how do you know this?’ asked Mark, but without much surprise, for Sophia knew many things.


‘Stonebird,’ said Ianthe. ‘What an interesting name. It sounds like a character in fiction. And you say he’s an anthropologist.’


‘Yes, Daisy Pettigrew told me. I suppose he goes around measuring skulls and that kind of thing.’


‘Measuring skulls – here?’ said Mark solemnly. ‘Whatever would he want to do that for?’


The three of them dissolved into laughter at the idea of it, and Ianthe went to make some more coffee.
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