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  INTRODUCTION




  ELIZABETH JANE HOWARD is a writer with a remarkable talent for intimacy. She makes a confidante of her reader, privately revealing the thoughts and feelings of her characters,

  particularly of her female characters. Howard is in the tradition of novelists such as Jean Rhys and Rosamond Lehmann, both of whom possessed an almost extrasensory understanding of the shocks and

  subtleties, the often painful dissimulations inevitable for women living in a man’s world. She has a fine feminine sensibility, and we come to know those lovely, untidy girls, those elegant

  but wretched wives and widows, in detail that is as true as it is poignant. As in two of her earlier novels, The Long View (1956) and The Sea Change (1959), Howard shows herself an

  expert in tracing the effects of deceit and disappointment in human relationships, and yet such is her appetite for life, her creative vigour, that there is nothing sour in her outlook, nor is she

  in the least restricted by her alliance with her own sex. Her scope is wide, her horizons large. She has a strong sense of period and place, a sense that significantly informs and supports all her

  fiction.




  From the start of her writing career Elizabeth Jane Howard showed herself master of a sophisticated technique, expertly dealing with a large cast and effecting difficult changes in time and

  location. First published by Jonathan Cape in 1965, After Julius, with its complex structure, is no exception, the focus moving from London to Sussex, from the early years of the Second

  World War to the 1950s, from one generation to the next. The protagonists are the widowed Esme and her two daughters, Cressida, known as ‘Cressy’, and Emma. Esme’s story is told

  partly in flashback, although the unfolding of the present plot takes place over one weekend. Howard’s use of plot to reveal character and chart the shifts in a relationship is highly

  accomplished. Esme’s husband, Julius, has been killed in the war, shot in the course of heroic action during the evacuation from Dunkirk. For Esme this is not the tragedy it might have been.

  Julius, a publisher with a passion for poetry and public causes, stands on an altitude unattainable to his pretty but ordinary young wife. It is poetry that distances Esme from Julius. ‘In

  all moments of emotion he resorted to poetry; and this included making love to her. She had pleaded ignorance, but this only provoked hours of tender instruction, and every time he reached out for

  some slim calf-bound volume from a shelf, or threw back his head and half shut his eyes (he knew a fantastic amount of stuff by heart) the same wave of unwilling reverence and irritated

  incomprehension swept over her.’




  After her two children are born, Esme falls seriously in love for the first time, her lover, Felix, a charming and cultivated man some years younger than she. When Julius is killed, Esme’s

  passionate hope is that she and Felix may marry, but Felix, unfortunately inspired by Julius’s noble example, himself goes off to join up and disappears from Esme’s life for nearly

  twenty years.




  At the time the novel opens Esme, now fifty-eight, is in a state of high tension, waiting in her pretty house in Sussex for Felix to arrive for their first meeting since the war. Her first sight

  of him does little to allay her anxiety: ‘He had matured so well, while she had simply decayed as little as she could contrive.’ Also expected for the weekend are Cressy and Emma.

  Cressy, a not very successful concert pianist, is a beauty with a messy love life characterized by unhappy affairs with married men. She is in the middle of one such affair now, yet again trying to

  find the resolution to bring the miserable business to an end. Emma, on the other hand, sensible and good, has so far shown little interest in the opposite sex. It surprises everyone, therefore,

  that it is she who turns up with a boyfriend, the disconcertingly unconventional Dan. Daniel’s eccentricity is vividly established by his first act on entering the house. ‘Daniel moved

  to the fire, picking off a blackberry from Esme’s elaborate flower arrangement. “Frostbitten,” he said and spat it neatly into the flames.’




  Cressy, the elder of the sisters, has been briefly married and, like her mother, widowed during the war. Howard makes brilliant use of period and place deftly to define the pathos of the

  childlike Cressy’s hopelessly inadequate relationship with her husband, Miles, an amiable fellow far more concerned with the building of the motor torpedo boat over which he has command than

  with his homesick young wife. Miles takes Cressy with him to the Isle of Wight, where for a time he is able to live with her ashore. The first morning Cressy wakes up in their hotel bedroom,

  ‘sleepy, warm as a bird . . . it took her at least five minutes to understand that he would be out for the whole day – would not see her until late in the evening. “But what shall I

  do?” she had asked in panic. He looked nonplussed. “I should look at the Island. It’s very pretty, really,” he added: he had sailed there before the war. “But

  how do I have lunch?” “Go down to the dining-room and ask for it. Damn!” He was shaving fast with a cut-throat razor, and the simplicity of her question had made him cut himself.

  “Really, darling!” he had said, as he stuck a piece of cotton wool to the blood.’




  That comfortless hotel in Cowes, where Cressy sits dismally in the lounge with old copies of Yachting World, tellingly conveys the state of her marriage. Such significant detail is

  employed also in the description of Esme’s house in Sussex. The reader’s first encounter with her takes place in her bedroom, a room that tells us nearly all we need to know about Esme.

  ‘She lay on her side, her head neatly shaped by the Lady Jayne hairnet which tied under her chin. The room, which was zagged with oak beams (genuine, but with that look of hypocrisy that

  ensued from efficient worm-treatment), had four fussy little windows with ugly steel frames, peach chintz curtains and frilly pelmets. A great many photographs were tilted about the room: her

  parents, the house in Portugal where she had been a child, herself being presented (black lipstick and fat, white gloves); her husband; darling Sambo with an idiotic ribbon round his neck . .

  .’




  Equally effective is the description of the tiny London flat shared by Esme’s daughters, typifying the dingy flavour of genteel urban poverty immediately after the war. The flat has

  linoleum on the floor, a nasty stain on the ceiling and a bathroom painted the colour of tinned peas. ‘[Emma] got up, lit her gas fire which was a contemporary of the earliest Baby Austins;

  small, roaring, resolute – gallantly pouring its drop of heat into the bucket of room – and went to the window . . . Rows of back gardens, with battered lawns, an old pear tree now

  bleakly articulate and dripping; air like fudge, a pimento sun and an unexpected seagull – at its best in its moving distance – wheeling about in aimless expert circuits. It was cold

  and there might be fog.’




  Elizabeth Jane Howard is a marvellously sensual writer, responsive and alert to her physical surroundings, to texture, colour, sound; she is intently aware of the natural world, interested in

  animals and birds and observant of their habits. Here, for example, is the cat belonging to the cook, Mrs Hanwell: ‘[the cat] was edging his portly fur through the hedge back from one of his

  abortive excursions. Mrs Hanwell pretended that he was worth keeping because he was such a good hunter, but he was far too cowardly to catch anything but butterflies in summer which he crunched up

  like fairy toast, and then jostled her all over the kitchen for square meals.’ Square meals are a speciality: there are some mouth-watering menus in After Julius. For dinner on the

  first evening of the weekend, there are ‘chickens, plain roast, with bread sauce, mashed potatoes, Brussels sprouts with chestnuts and thick chicken gravy, followed by a plum tart –

  bottled plums – and Mrs Hanwell’s husband’s cream’. This feast is insufficient for Dan, who in the middle of the night goes downstairs to visit the larder. ‘He found a

  wedge of blackberry-and-apple pie – just enough for one, and a piece of rather hard, greasy and slippery cheese. He was examining a white can covered by a dear little piece of muslin with

  blue beads weighting its edges, when he heard a noise.’




  One of Elizabeth Jane Howard’s finest qualities is her unerring instinct for psychological truth. She is frequently very funny, with a good line in delicate irony, but at the same time she

  never flinches from the depiction of humiliation, of disappointment and despair. When Esme, for example, finally realizes after a scene of nightmarish misunderstanding that she has lost Felix for

  good, she bleakly turns back to her empty life, its emptiness crucially summarized in one unforgettable detail. Esme, having watched her lover leave, slowly walks from the hall into the

  drawing-room in search of occupation. She looks over to her desk, ‘neatly crammed with letters she had already answered’. That tells it all, and there the chapter ends.




  The novel’s climax, a tour de force brilliantly balancing comedy with an almost savage sense of desolation, takes place during a dinner party given by Esme on the Saturday evening.

  The guests are Dick Hammond, who is Cressy’s married lover, his wife, Jennifer, and a much-ridiculed but touching local widower, Major Hawkes. Cressy is appalled when Dick walks into the

  room, but tries to save the situation as best she can. We, however, know it is unsaveable as soon as we are introduced to the unknowingly wronged wife. ‘[Jennifer] was wearing a low-necked

  beaded sweater and a terrifically hairy skirt. She [Cressy] smiled. It felt like a smile – and offered Jennifer a cigarette. “How super! I’m not in the least musical, but

  honestly, I should adore to hear you play. I’m so stuck with the children these days, that nothing ever improves my mind.”’ The scene is perfectly paced, with the fact of her

  husband’s deception gradually dawning on Jennifer, while Cressy, watching her lover’s patronizing behaviour, begins to feel that she herself may be over the worst. ‘Dan and Emma

  had gone ahead to light the candles on the dining-room table. Thus Dick was able to hang back, and as she [Cressy] straightened herself up from the fireplace, he made a quizzical face –

  helpless and conspiratorial dismay. She met it with an expression of impassive good humour. He tried harder.




  ‘”You look so wonderful, darling: God, I’m sorry about this: she insisted on my coming . . .”




  ‘[Cressy] brushed the lichen off her hands and said: “Don’t let it worry you,” as she started to move for the door . . . She felt about ten feet high and fifty miles

  away. Good heavens, it was easy.’




  Elizabeth Jane Howard is an enormously gifted writer, with a rare understanding both of human nature and of the power and poetry of the English language. Although After Julius is in a

  sense a novel in a minor key, all her remarkable qualities are evident within it: her humanity, her wit, her powers of observation and description as well as her stylistic grace and technical

  expertise. This novel marks an important stage in the development of one of the finest practitioners of our time of the sophisticated comedy of manners, a genre in which Howard was to attain near

  perfection in her magnificent tetralogy about the Cazalet family completed in the 1990s.




  Selina Hastings, 1994




  





  PART ONE




  Fridays




  





  ONE




  Emma




  Now it is a Friday morning in November.




  She woke at exactly quarter past seven in a back bedroom on the top floor of a house in Lansdowne Road. In fourteen minutes the telephone would ring, and a man’s voice – charged with

  that sense of routine emergency that she associated with war films: ‘enemy bearing green 320’ – would tell her that it was seven-thirty, which of course, she would know already.

  But when she tried cancelling the telephone, she didn’t wake up at all. These fifteen minutes, which in a sense were some march on the day, could surely be put to some use or pleasure, but

  almost always she lay rigidly governed by her anticipation of the tearing ring, and when it came, she picked up the receiver so quickly that there was always a wait for the man’s voice.




  Then she got up, lit her gas fire which was a contemporary of the earliest Baby Austins; small, roaring, resolute – gallantly pouring its drop of heat into the bucket of room – and

  went to the window. It was an attic room, almost the kind which in the country would have been used for storing apples and old finery; and the window had been slightly enlarged by some pirate

  builders who regarded draughts as a natural hazard of any alteration. Cold thick air streamed purposefully in from the edges of its frame, but the view, when she had dragged the rusty linen

  marigold and butterflies together (her mother had given her the curtains) was pretty for London. Rows of back gardens, with battered lawns, an old pear tree now bleakly articulate and dripping; air

  like fudge, a pimento sun and an unexpected seagull – at its best in its moving distance – wheeling about in aimless expert circuits. It was cold and there might be fog.




  The stain – like spilt coffee – on the ceiling seemed to have got larger in the night. She would have to tell the Ballantynes, which was doubly awful, because the roof was their job,

  and they couldn’t afford it, so they got the frightful builder Bill Ballantyne had known in the war, whose face was congested with good living and his chronic, unreliable smile. He smiled and

  smiled, and agreed to any suggestion; then weeks later he botched up whatever he had been asked to do and broke something else. He must make a fortune smashing things up, and nearly all his

  customers were people who’d known him in the war which made a mysterious difference to their view of his character: like Bill’s, it was always based on some kind of fancy nostalgia.




  The bathroom was all the colour of tinned peas, but as it had been painted and tiled by Mr Goad, the tiles were cracking and the paint lay in huge bubbling blisters. He had also chipped the bath

  quite painfully when he installed it, but when Bill had remonstrated about this he had countered with a nine months’ wait for a new bath, and the fact that he had bought it cheap – as a

  favour to Bill – from a job lot of exports rejected by Venezuela.




  She turned on her bath and then went back along the passage to the door opposite her room. It was shut, and when she opened it, a stale haze of smoke, old warmth, and suspended crisis assailed

  her. It was their sitting-room, and as she switched on the light she knew that Cressy had been having one of her scenes.




  It was really a very nice, enormous attic, with sloping ceilings and a squat black stove – now out. For a moment she looked at the cushions all over the floor, the large, white

  handkerchiefs crumpled and crushed into creases of the sofa, the cups of untouched black coffee and the piano open, thanked goodness it was the weekend, and took the coffee pot to the kitchen for

  breakfast.




  Her sister, as usual, was difficult to wake. She had dumped the breakfast tray, lit the electric fire, drawn the curtains and turned off the light before there was the slightest movement. Cressy

  lay on her front with her head turned to the wall, but as the light went out, she muttered something, threw out a beautiful arm and unclenched her fingers: another crumpled handkerchief fell on to

  the floor.




  ‘Coffee,’ said Emma briskly – but her heart sank.




  Cressy turned in bed and looked at her. She did not speak, but her eyes, which seemed already full of tears, brimmed over and momentous drops slipped down her face. ‘Oh Lord!’ She

  sat up.




  Emma picked up the handkerchief: it was sopping.




  ‘Do you want another one?’




  Cressy shook her head, and reached out for a faded old pink cashmere cardigan which she put round her shoulders and wrapped across her like a shawl. Then she took the sherry glass filled with

  lemon juice that Emma faithfully squeezed for her every morning, and drank it. Emma, whose teeth could not bear her to watch this, began pouring coffee and wondering whether it was better for

  Cressy to talk and cry more, or shut up and probably cry later. She exchanged the sherry glass for a huge Wedgwood mug of black coffee, and said rather hopelessly: ‘Are you warm

  enough?’




  Cressy nodded, and a flurry of tears fell out. Then she said: ‘He’s going to Rome for the weekend. Rome!’ she repeated bitterly.




  ‘Couldn’t you go with him?’




  ‘He won’t take me. We might be seen. After all these months of looking forward to this one weekend, which God knows isn’t much to ask, there’s suddenly a conference in

  Rome.’




  ‘I don’t suppose he could possibly help it.’




  ‘Oh, I know that. That’s just Life!’ She said it with a kind of savage intimacy, as though she had always known it lay in wait to wreck her: ‘He could have taken me with

  him if he’d wanted to badly enough. But if things are at all difficult, he simply doesn’t care enough to cope.’




  And if they weren’t difficult, you wouldn’t care enough, Emma thought uncontrollably; but like everything about Cressy (and probably everyone else) this wasn’t strictly

  true.




  ‘When does he get back?’




  ‘Sunday night – he thinks. It’s just that I did so desperately want – so terribly – just – ’




  ‘A bit of time with him.’




  ‘It’s odd – they don’t seem to mind at all. Like going to a concert, but never practising. It’s like an entertainment – kind of fringe on life, but not the

  actual stuff.’




  ‘If he wasn’t married would you marry him?’




  ‘Marry,’ she repeated dreamily: ‘I don’t know. I’ve tried to be realistic about it, you see, and he’s always been married. That’s the point.’




  ‘But, if you could find the right person, you would like to be married to them?’ Emma felt a sudden panic that this question might be answered the wrong way – leaving no way

  out, and spoil all sympathy, kindness or anything that one could feel.




  But Cressy said immediately:




  ‘It is the only thing I really want in the world. If I could find the right person, I’d do anything to keep things good and make them better. I just feel all wrong by myself: you

  don’t; I suppose that’s why I have affairs and you don’t? But you would marry, wouldn’t you – if you found someone?’




  She shrugged, because an almost tangible weight of hopelessness descended with this question. ‘Oh – I expect whoever I was supposed to marry got killed in the war.’




  Cressy looked shocked. ‘Really, Em, that’s just pure neurosis. You’ve got plenty of time. Ten years younger than me – phew!’




  ‘I’m much older than you were when you were married. Anyhow, I’m not so sure as you are that it would make me so terribly happy. Look, I’ll have to go in a minute. Are

  you coming home for the weekend?’




  ‘Perhaps – I’ll think – there might be a fog – I don’t know – I’ll ring you.’ She suffered from the chronic disability of the lovesick to

  make any plan outside that orbit. Emma left her – out of tears, at least, and combing out her coarse, black, glossy hair which hung in pointed waving locks to her shoulders, like a young

  witch. She certainly didn’t look her age.




  Poor dear – she really was unhappy, thought Emma as she dressed. Probably not for the reason that she imagined, which she felt, after all, could be changed, but for a much worse,

  deeper, more creeping reason. I suppose people who are invariably serious about something end up by boring the other person about whatever it is. She tried this theory out: food, poetry, politics,

  love; well, it seemed true of the first three and so – but of course, being really serious about something would mean seeing it all round, in which case there would be some part of it to take

  lightly. Perhaps Cressy wasn’t serious enough? If one took oneself seriously, on the other hand, one never found anything to laugh at, which implied a partial view. That is what I

  would like, she thought, turning off her gallant little fire which seemed to have had some sort of fit in her absence and was purple and flickering. I would really like to find more things to laugh

  at. I’d like people to come up to me and say, ‘This is a laughing matter’, and mean it.




  She had dressed in a pleated skirt, a heavy navy-blue boy’s jersey and her new navy-blue openwork stockings in which she felt both warm and dashing. She hauled her heavy red coat out of

  the cupboard, checked the typescripts in her music case and looked out of the window to see whether it had begun to rain. The seagull was now sitting on a chimney stack, looking dank and dirty and

  lonely; it wasn’t raining but the air was loaded with greasy black moisture; she could imagine the drops beading its feathers, and got out a thick woollen square for her head. Her head made

  her remember the ceiling, and she went back to Cressy’s room.




  Cressy was standing at her window, barefoot, shivering, and as she turned towards Emma, streaming again with tears.




  ‘Thought you’d gone. It does look like fog, though. There’s some hope. Or do you think it’s craven of me to want there to be fog?’




  ‘Of course not. But if there isn’t do come down. It would be a popular move. You could come back on Sunday.’




  ‘I know. I’d thought of that. Have you got just one cigarette? Dick smoked all mine last night.’




  While she hunted in her large, packed handbag, she said: ‘If you see either Ballantyne, could you mention my ceiling? It’s getting bad again – different place to last time. Oh

  dear, I’m afraid I haven’t. Ask Bill for one.’




  ‘So that I’ll be sure to remember the ceiling. Do you really want Goad padding about your room when you’re away?’




  ‘No, but I thought next week – I must go. Leave it – never mind. ‘Bye. Don’t despair. Every silver lining has a cloud. Think of your career. I’m

  catching the four twenty if possible.’ And she escaped.




  Down the stairs, past the aura of steamy Floris bath oil, the cracked yellowing paint and the dark-green linoleum of the bedroom landing, down another flight with a dreary etching of some

  different part of Venice at each step (what Venice had to put up with! – like the Gospels and Mozart and the sky on calendars), into the hall, coffee-coloured unless the light was on; past

  the sensual smell of other people’s breakfast, and the hall table thick with bills and a city hat; past the guns, golf clubs and German helmet (first world war) and an angry, dusty

  badger’s head sticking out from the porridge wall like a furry gargoyle. The fanlight had the number of the house painted on it: backwards it had a misshapen, outlandish air. She could never

  open the front door with one hand, which meant dumping everything. Down the crazy path, past sodden privet to the gate which seemed always malevolently covered with machine oil. Down the street,

  which in spring and summer was edged by front gardens flowing with lilac, laburnum and cherry, with pyracanthus, plum, iris and may, and well-to-do cats packed between the railing spikes, and very

  old men being strained on a stroll by ancient Victorian terriers. She remembered this crowded, streamingly scented scene with longing as she hurried through the cold beady air to the Tube, but

  forgot the summer misery of being trapped in an airless office throughout the few really ravishing days. She was late for the office in any case, and being late always makes one forget anything

  else that has happened.




  She thought about her sister on her way to Holborn. In spite of her rather foolish unthinking question about marriage being answered in such a way as to allay her immediate anxieties about

  Cressy, she did get waves of panic about Cressy’s future. Thirty-seven seemed to her – although of course she would never have breathed it – an interminable age; it was difficult

  to be a promising pianist at thirty-seven, and precarious to be crying your eyes out over detached but married men: the trouble was that the men got in the way of the music, so that it had never

  seemed to get established enough to be the comfort and inspiration that Emma was sure it was meant to be. Had Cressy, she wondered, really been unhinged by her early, disastrous marriage? By her

  father’s death? Of course, she had married after their father had died – perhaps it had been some kind of Oedipus rebound that had made her marry, suddenly, a man whom she hardly knew.

  Poor Miles: he had been fifteen years older than Cressy – struggling with the Wavy Navy: ‘Irregular hours, filthy food, appalling seasickness’ he was quoted as having said on one

  of his brief leaves. The marriage lasted barely a year because he had been killed on the Dieppe Raid. She remembered the guns shaking up her tummy and backbone as they sat on the lawn in Sussex

  with Cressy – pale-green – skinning rabbits. She had been eight, then, and it had seemed extraordinary to have a raid in the middle of a fine summer’s day. ‘I’ll make

  you a pair of gloves, Em,’ Cressy had said, and she had watched while Cressy pegged out the skins on a board in the sun, and showered them with some white powder. But afterwards she had

  simply cried a lot and played the piano – sad, stormy, dreary old Brahms – she quite forgot about the gloves. The guns before that had been Dunkirk. Really Emma couldn’t remember

  before the war at all, excepting isolated pictures of her father, which were always the same, always memories in the middle of something – never the beginning or the end. ‘We were just

  looking for a ball in the bushes at the end of the lawn.’ Couldn’t remember it being lost, or finding it, but the sudden delicious smell of her father’s silk handkerchief when he

  wiped her face – lavender and lebanon cedar and the silk as smooth as bottle glass: ‘You blackamoor,’ he said. The long grass had come up to her chest – she couldn’t

  have been more than four. Then, doing something called ‘ducks on mud’ with his hands holding her cheeks: she had never heard a duck on mud, but she used to think it was a terribly funny

  and difficult noise to make. She had been seven when he died, a few days after her birthday. He had simply gone to London one morning and not come back. ‘He’s gone to London for the

  weekend,’ she had said the first breakfast that he hadn’t been there: these were Wednesday and Thursday, but the weekend for her meant two nights – she hadn’t noticed that

  they always started on a Friday. The worst thing about that had been her mother’s face, which afterwards she felt had seemed to be charged with something more than grief, and the dreadful,

  racking sobs which she had woken to hear coming from her room at night, and which had frightened and horrified her so much (her mother – at such a loss?) that Emma had not wanted to

  touch her for days . . .




  This was a long way from Cressy and her problems. The advantage of a disciplined mind was supposed to be that if you chose, you could think one thought for a very long time, but apart from not

  having such a mind herself, she didn’t think that she had ever met anyone who had. Most people’s thoughts, even when they were supposed to be concentrating, hopped about with the tame

  apathy of domestic rabbits. The best she had ever achieved had been when she had been able to think in waves – coming in, draining away, coming back just a little farther about every third

  wave. That had been when she was trying to paint, and only sometimes then, with a particular picture: years ago. And now, having failed to do anything which she privately thought worth while, here

  she was, trying to be a reliable reader and editor in the family business. Holborn. She got up and walked the routine yards to Great Queen Street.




  The packers in the basement and the back of the ground floor were hard at it, with the Light Programme twice life-size. The girl on the switchboard had finished her salmon-pink jersey and was

  doing the ribbing on something acid mauve with a lurex thread. The smell of new books – like very distant daffodils – plus central heating and a whiff of Californian Poppy, were always

  in the tiny ground-floor hall. She said good morning, and started the long climb up. The first floor was the Accounts Department – a seething mystery with which she had nothing to do

  excepting when Miss Heaver, who had been with the house for twenty-eight years, came round with a donation list for a leaving present for somebody. On the next floor – the last with nice

  ceilings and unspoiled chimney-pieces – were her uncle, his partners, and their secretaries. Up again to what must once have been a bedroom floor, now housing Production, Art Department and

  Publicity, all jealous of one another’s rooms. And finally – and really it was quite a haul – up to Editorial at the top of the house – three small rooms for them of which

  one was hers, and one smaller, a kind of box room in which once a week the travellers held their smoke-ridden and unexpectedly hilarious conferences: for what on earth book travellers found to

  laugh at week after week she simply couldn’t think. But like the packers, they were always cheerful, at least when she saw or heard of them.




  Her room faced south on to the street and there was a parapet where pigeons sometimes sat and ate the dull pieces of bath buns. It was very small, permanently dirty, and either stuffy or

  freezing, depending upon the window, but as she had apparently no creative ability (her efforts in other directions besides painting had made this agonizingly plain), this was the place where

  – apart from her bed – she spent most of her life.




  The scripts that morning presented a choice of a romantic and powerfully unconvincing novel about the Aztecs; an account of crossing the Sahara in a pre-war London taxi (a saga of homespun

  inefficiency which it made her yawn to think of); and the ruminations of a sullen young man who was living a life of such self-imposed freedom that nothing whatever happened to him, a fact which he

  resented on every single page. And there was plenty more where that came from. Oh, give me somebody good, she thought: just let one writer occur today whose capacity matches his heart, and who

  isn’t entirely living on other people’s experience . . .




  





  TWO




  Esme




  Her bed was like a nest, large and soft and warm as though it had been made of feathers. Her paunchy pillows were so downy that she needed three of them: all the bed-clothes

  were peach pink, and a bed-jacket edged with white swansdown lay at the foot of the eiderdown quilt. She lay on her side, her head neatly shaped by the Lady Jayne hairnet which tied under her chin.

  The room, which was zagged with oak beams (genuine, but with that look of hypocrisy that ensued from efficient worm-treatment), had four fussy little windows with ugly steel frames, peach chintz

  curtains and frilly pelmets. A great many photographs were tilted about the room: her parents, the house in Portugal where she had been a child, herself being presented (black lipstick and fat,

  white gloves); her husband; darling Sambo with an idiotic ribbon round his neck, and her children at various ages; the ones of Cressy were always good, and of Emma always disappointing. The

  dressing-table was painted buff and apple-green with tiny pink rosebuds and an artificially cracked surface, and was littered with pink enamel, silver and organdie. The rest of the house –

  excepting for her passion for anonymously flowered chintzes – had somehow slipped past the ‘thirties, was much more the result of family accumulation, prosperous, thoughtless and

  good-natured, but no amount of teasing either from Julius or subsequently the girls had shaken her conviction that hers was the prettiest and comfiest bedroom in the world, and she adored waking up

  in her delicious bed.




  She nearly always began her day with twenty minutes’ cosy dreaming about the past – not because the whole of her life had been so very happy, so much as that she needed to reassure

  herself that it had been worth while before starting upon another day. As she lived mostly alone, this rather curious habit had easily taken root, so that now she felt rather cheated if the

  telephone or people interrupted her. She called herself ‘she’ in these dreams – it made her feel less egocentric.




  After a time, she would switch on her electric kettle to make tea on the tray beside her bed, and when she had drunk one cup, she would put on her feathered mules and tap downstairs hopefully in

  search of post. She was a great letter-writer, and her letters were surprisingly shrewd and funny and observant. If there were no letters she would make lists: lists of people to ask for weekends,

  lists of bedding plants, lists of things that she wanted to get mended in London, lists of books she wanted to read, lists of programmes she wanted to hear on the wireless, lists of household

  stores to be ordered from Battle, lists of odd jobs that she thought Hanwell should do when it rained too much for him to work out, and things that she meant to say at the next WI meeting . . . she

  could always find something, she had had so much practice.




  This morning she lay longer than usual, partly because the room was a little cold, partly because it was Friday – the beginning of a weekend, the beginning of what after all these years

  she still felt was a tiny holiday. On Fridays Mrs Hanwell stayed and cooked until the washing up on Sunday evening. On Fridays she got in drink, and did the flowers – it would be

  chrysanthemums and berries today – and got out soap and arranged suitable bedside reading for her guests. This weekend was a quiet one – just the Hammonds and Brian for dinner on

  Saturday, and of course Emma. She usually re-read three Austen novels each winter; at the moment it was Pride and Prejudice, which meant that whenever she thought of Emma she worried about

  whether she was really just like Mrs Bennet (about this daughter), as the one thing that she wanted for Emma was that she should make a good marriage; nothing spectacular, but something charming

  and secure. At twenty-seven (Mrs Bennet would have given up years before) Emma showed no signs of marriage, or even of any particular interest, and she felt that this was anxious-making and

  unnatural. It was possible, she supposed, that Emma led some kind of secret life in London, but if she did so it was ineffective – she came regularly every weekend, and she never looked, as

  her mother privately put it, ‘enhanced’ in any way. Just neat and calm and much too pale. She wasn’t a beauty, like Cressida, but she had a nice little face – a lot of

  people found odd eyes most attractive – and pretty legs and a lovely skin . . . ‘But she didn’t seem to find the excitement I used to have when I was young.’




  The excitement had come out of the secret, perpetual clash between her desires and her as passionate love for appearances, and only when it was raging did she feel really

  alive. On those stretches in her life when it had subsided, she felt that she had ‘given in’ to something – was either vegetating or going to the devil. Life, she felt, had to

  have this edge on it, and if, as once it had, the edge became too sharp, well, in retrospect, at least, it was all part of the excitement. From the age of sixteen she had simply adored being in

  love. Competition for young men had been pretty strong in those days: so many of them were dead, you had to be fun if you wanted a gay time. Dancing with somebody new and attractive – the

  inquisitive bantering compliments and the provocative defence, with the possibility of that thrilling moment when one might get a message in oneself telling one to go ahead . . . Then, the

  exquisite, suspended boredom of the times between meeting, enlivened only by whatever subterfuge was necessary, for in spite of many and unbelievable risks she had kept her actual reputation

  mysterious. And of course there were the longer times when she had had to live on recreated moments of somebody’s voice or hands, or to exist in a dreamy state of erotic curiosity about what

  would happen next. That was when she had been living with an aunt in Chester Square, going to classes for household management and learning French; long after her parents had died, after she had

  done her Season and worked for the Red Cross. Of course, all those years she had hoped that someone really stunning would turn up; sometimes for brief moments she had even thought that they had

  – somebody who would change everything and begin a new life for her. Once she had thought that she had started a baby, and oh! the unspeakable terror of it! She had taken castor oil for three

  days running, and somebody had said that boiling up parsley was a good thing and she had tried to do this in the middle of the night in the cavernous kitchen at Chester Square, had been caught, and

  pretended that she was making some preparation for her skin. Thank goodness that had been a false alarm because she felt that her aunt would have died of horror if she had found out, and a good

  deal of the time Esme loved her. (It never occurred to her that her aunt had had a shrewd idea of what was going on, felt that it was high time that Esme married, and had set about collecting

  chances until they accumulated into a fate.) It was at the fourth dinner party given by her aunt that Esme met Julius; back from the war three years now, but still with any provocation at all

  describing himself as ‘the one that got away’. It was years before she understood the self-derogation implicit in this remark, which had seemed to come out with a kind of jovial

  cynicism that she had privately labelled bad taste. It was odd, but she could remember Julius exactly at their first meeting and exactly on that last morning when he had caught the 8.32 for London,

  but only with difficulty in between.




  At first sight then, he had struck her as romantic and interesting, although what precisely she meant by either of these descriptions she was afterwards not sure. His appearance had about it

  that faint, natural carelessness – all features arresting and none perfect – and his manner that touch of civilized bravado which is often confused with originality, at least by young

  girls of nineteen. He was of medium height, with dark hair which was trying to curl behind his ears, a forehead with a high, oval hairline which balanced the long upper lip, large black-brown eyes

  with almost girlishly fine eyebrows – but these made resolute by the large, rather beaky nose, and by ears whose sheer size would have looked eccentric on a woman. He had a melodious voice,

  but laughter was an inappropriately muscular effort, and he held himself so erect that his neat, economical movements were significant and attractive. He was a publisher, in his uncle’s

  house, she discovered that evening, unmarried, and just thirty-two. When he asked her whether she enjoyed poetry, of course she said yes. When, a few weeks later, he sent her a poem written out in

  pen and ink she dutifully read all the words of it until, nearly at the end, she realized because it described the dress she had worn that first evening, that he had actually written it about her

  – an exquisite shock to her vanity! But if he hadn’t put the dress in she might never have known and goodness knows, everything might have been different. They married when she was

  twenty, in May, and it was not until he cast himself upon her with lines from a sonnet relevant to that month, but to little else, and which anyway turned out to have been written by Shakespeare,

  that it dawned upon her that it was poetry that was his prevailing passion. This was a discovery upon which the sun never set. In all moments of emotion he resorted to poetry; and this included

  making love to her. She had pleaded ignorance, but this only provoked hours of tender instruction, and every time he reached out for some slim calf-bound volume from a shelf, or threw back his head

  and half shut his eyes (he knew a fantastic amount of stuff by heart) the same wave of unwilling reverence and irritated incomprehension swept over her. By the time she was having Cressy, she hit

  upon a counter-interest with which he might at least sympathize. She had developed a passion, she said, for really good novels (and she found, after a certain amount of perseverance, that this

  became true).




  The publishing prospered, a partner retired and Julius succeeded him; they bought the house in Sussex and kept a small flat in town; went for trips to Paris and Rome and New York, apart from

  ordinary holidays. Julius adored his daughter: it was he who had named her Cressida as a compromise between their disparate choices of Zenocrate and Joan. Everything was very pleasant, and if you

  had stopped her in the street, or driven her into a corner at a cocktail party, she would have been most unlikely to admit that poetry had spoiled her sex life with Julius – although this in

  fact was the case. What Julius had felt about it, she had never really understood.




  When they had been married about ten years, however, she had begun to see the contrast between what she wanted and what she was expected to want, in a light which was both lurid and alarming.

  She took to Russian novels, but the discontent of the sad and beautiful creatures she discovered in them had either some quality of resigned melancholy with which she felt herself out of century,

  or a spirit of sheer recklessness which part of her, jealous of their heartfelt opportunities, could only deplore. Out of all this, because she was primarily a physical creature, because Julius so

  much adored their daughter, because she felt uncomfortably detached from her body and because nobody then appeared to sweep her off her feet (which in this sense were beginning to kill her), she

  conceived the desire for a son. Once envisaged, this seemed a perfect solution, providing physical engagement, using her affections, and certainly not running counter to the society which was her

  world. She was thirty-one; still a year younger than Julius had been when they married.




  And so, early in September, on the night train to Inverness, she lay in her bed and called to him in the adjoining sleeper. They had dined, with a bottle of burgundy; it was the beginning of a

  short holiday, and for a while she had lain simply enjoying the rhythmic rocking of the coach and beneath it the wheels racing over the track with a mathematical roar. The charm of sleeping

  compartments, she thought, was entirely masculine; the white paint and much mahogany, the navy blankets with scarlet stitching, the heavy glass water-bottle and coarse white linen floor drugget

  – everything was ingenious, simple and solid, and surprisingly satisfactory. But when she called to Julius, he didn’t answer – he was in the next compartment, after all, and the

  communicating door was only just ajar. Suddenly, she leapt out of her bed, spilt some scent down her neck, took off her wedding ring and knocked on his door.




  ‘I wonder if I might trouble you for a light?’




  ‘But of course.’ He had been hanging up his suit and was in his dressing-gown.




  ‘You must think it funny of me, barging in like this, but I can’t do without a last smoke before sleeping.’




  ‘Not at all. Do take a seat – Miss –’




  ‘Upjohn: Ruby Upjohn.’




  ‘What a pretty name.’ His face was impassive as he handed her his case.




  ‘What a pretty case!’




  ‘You think so?’ He gave a modest laugh. ‘As a matter of fact if that case could talk, it could tell us a thing or two.’




  ‘Ooh – could it?’




  ‘To cut a long story short, it was given by King Edward to my father in gratitude for some highly confidential service. Do you see?’ And he showed her the ER (the case had been her

  engagement present to him in the days when she was Esme Roland).




  ‘You must be ever so proud, to own a valuable thing like that.’




  ‘Naturally I wouldn’t have told you if you hadn’t seemed so interested.’




  In a minute he would start asking her questions, so she crossed her legs, blew out her smoke in a manner which she hoped was beguilingly inexpert and said:




  ‘Actually I’m running away!’




  ‘Miss Upjohn!’




  ‘Oh do call me Ruby –’ and she launched into her tale about a cruel theatrical manager, at the end of which he exclaimed with glowing eyes:




  ‘Ruby, what a splendid little girl you are! I think this calls for a drink.’ He had unscrewed the cap of his silver flask, and handed it to her: ‘Let’s drink to the brave

  new life opening out before you in Inverness.’




  As she drank some, and choked prettily, he added: ‘Don’t ask me where the flask came from: it conjures up painful memories never far from my mind, which I should be happier to

  forget.’




  ‘Ooh, I am sorry: I can’t imagine a man like you having troubles.’




  ‘Little Ruby! How touching that you should think that.’ He gave a bitter laugh and stared moodily between her breasts.




  By the time he had finished telling her about his wife whose whole nature was given to her rock garden, and who consequently had not a spare second over for beginning to understand him

  ‘and I’m a funny, complicated sort of chap’ the brandy was drunk, and she could say that it was funny they’d met wasn’t it, both lonely, both in trouble. Well –

  she stood up – she thought that perhaps she’d better be getting back to her bed now. Ruby – Ruby – he had seized her in a vice-like grip, wasn’t there anything else

  she couldn’t do without before she went to sleep? ‘Captain Fortescue!’ ‘Call me Valentine!’ and she swooned neatly on to the bed, pulling him with her . . .




  Sixty miles further north she murmured: ‘Dear Captain Fortescue: I like trains –’




  ‘And?’




  ‘I like no poetry –’




  ‘And?’




  ‘I want a son not called Valentine.’




  And that was when Emma was conceived.




  But after that, everything seemed to tail off into a mist of routine, fatigue, anxiety and hectic, immemorable celebration. He grew perceptibly more concerned with the state of the world: he

  worried about unemployment, disarmament, and Hitler and the monarchy; he insisted on Cressy being educated at home; he worried about China and Spain and Abyssinia; he would not let either of the

  children listen to the wireless. A good deal of this was reflected in his publishing: he stopped building up his list of young poets for which both he and the house had begun to be distinguished,

  and started upon symposia of political thought, aspects of international economy, the effects of science and philosophy upon industry, the distinctions between racial and religious prejudice, the

  psychological implications of leadership and freedom – books which she couldn’t even try to read and which in any case hardly sold at all. (His brother, Mervyn, kept the whole thing

  going with what Julius described either as nice novels or pot-boilers.) He seemed to work harder and harder, had chronic indigestion, slept badly and was only occasionally fun – with the

  children. By now she had grown accustomed to his ways and the mechanics of their domestically hectic life: traffic out of London at weekends was becoming frightful, and two households were a

  perpetual strain. In the end she left Cressy and her governess in the country, and very often Emma as well. No son was a private, nagging refrain, and for the rest of her functions she sometimes

  felt as though she was endlessly laying an elaborate table for a meal to which nobody in the end sat down. On top of this, some people, at least, began talking of the possibility of another war. It

  was too much: to slip quietly into middle age without a son, without a husband whom one could any longer meet as a stranger on a train, without a lover . . .




  And then, the first May of the war, the last morning of her married life. She had woken early, opened her eyes, and gone down alone, out to a milk-and-gold morning, a pale and tender sky,

  declining dew, and the sun still rising higher above the exclaiming birds, opening roses with fresh pangs of light, exposing the shabby backs of airy bees and devouring the night sweat of the

  ground with radiant consolation. She was never in her life entirely to forget the earthly delight of being in such a morning. Afterwards, she thought: a seed, perfection; a drop of mercury, some

  drip from a celestial sphere, and she looked up at the sun and felt blissfully of no account.




  When at last she went back to the house and up to her bedroom, he was standing with his back to her, staring out of the window with a newspaper in his hands.




  ‘Did you hear the guns?’




  She had not heard them. There was a long, choked-up silence, and he did not turn round.




  ‘Esme –’




  ‘What is it, Julius?’




  ‘Don’t you know? “Now all the youth of England are on fire.” Can’t you imagine?’




  He turned round, and she saw with an ugly shock that he was crying. The sun from another window shone on him; he stood grey faced, a little paunchy, balding – two deep lines dredged from

  his nostrils to below his mouth – a worn and ageing creature now rubbing the dry freckled knuckles of his hands in his eyes – incompatible with his anguish which seemed to her only

  unlovely and discomforting. She felt a surge of anger at the discrepancy between his appearance and his feeling, at the pathos of his uselessness; it didn’t matter what he felt

  and there was something contemptible in his showing it: he had had his war – why, he did not even have now to face her illicit fears! Aloud, with soothing cruelty she said:

  ‘There’s nothing you can do.’




  ‘Are you glad of that?’ he answered quietly, and a thrill of uncertainty and fear shot through her and was gone. She didn’t know.




  He picked up the newspaper which had fallen to the ground, and folded it up. ‘I must catch my train.’ Below them, the sounds of Cressy’s morning practice had begun –

  fine, heroically measured scales, four octaves, the beginning of her three hours. ‘Well,’ he said again, ‘I must catch my train.’ He had blown his nose, his eyes were no

  longer naked; he had withdrawn into his ordinary appearance distinguished by nothing in particular.




  ‘Have a good day. Look after yourself.’ Now that he was asking nothing, she was trying to seem ready and kind. She kissed his cheek: he had cut himself shaving. ‘Wait a minute:

  you look awful with blood on you.’ She ran her handkerchief under the cold tap and dabbed him up.




  ‘It would be awkward if I looked better. Don’t let Emma on to the main road with her bike. She shouldn’t do that until she is at least ten. Good-bye Esme.’




  She heard Cressy break off in a scale, and imagined her flinging her arms round his neck: she was going through a dramatic phase. With the piano stopped she could hear an aeroplane –

  limping on one engine by the sound of it. And every now and then, that casual, throaty rumble of the guns which she had not heard when she had been in the garden. She went to the window where he

  had been, trying to put out of her mind the picture of him which part of her was ashamed of having found distasteful.




  The piano had begun again. He would have gone – unless he was saying good-bye to Emma. She began to walk to the telephone; the day had become simply another fine one, and exciting. Had he

  gone? Something made her go back to the garden window, and he hadn’t; he was holding the back of Emma’s bicycle, pushing her along towards the garage, his head bent over her stiff

  little pigtails. She could not stop watching them, feeling so little that either of them felt: Cressy, she knew, adored him, but he adored Emma. At the garage Emma got off her bike, leaned it

  against the water butt, and threw her arms round his waist until he lifted her up; the bicycle collapsed to the ground behind them, but neither of them took any notice.




  She sighed – a tremor of anticipation, of regret, of danger and satisfaction; the tightrope of longing and secrecy and play-acting was quivering for her, and she picked up the

  receiver.




  The room was still the same room, and still too cold. She got up, pulled on her pink mohair dressing-gown as quickly as possible, and went to the same window where he had stood

  and wept – what was it, twenty (twenty?) years ago. The sloping lawn declined from the house, the wide border against the wall, even most of the trees were unchanged. One or two had

  blown down, one or two had been planted; the rest continued in their apparently ageless prime. This morning there was a heavy white mist above the crystallized grass; the sun was like an enormous

  frozen firework. There might well be fog, and Emma’s train would be late. She put on her mules, and clacked downstairs for the post.




  There was one letter. She knew the writing immediately, but it was still an extraordinary shock, and she simply held it for a long time in a kind of mindless amazement, before going upstairs to

  open and read it.




  





  THREE




  Dan




  He woke to the pulverizing roar of the washing machine, which seemed to be operating in or on his outer ear. His mouth was like slimy gravel and his eyes like small pieces of

  scorching plush. The thin, jazzy curtains were letting in light of a second-rate kind and he could hear kids outside. He heaved himself up, found he’d been sleeping with his head pressed

  against the rotten little cardboard wall – because the bloody machine noise got less at once – and waited to see whether the inside of his head was going to keep still or not. Tea was

  what he craved: a good strong pot of tea, but she wouldn’t hear if he yelled; you got privacy these days with machine noises instead of properly built houses. Nevertheless, he yelled –

  once – just to see if he still could, and while the noise was still bucketing through his head like some rocks being chucked down hill, she came in, her face all pursed up with ready-made

  shock.




  ‘Sir Walter Scott awake! Well what a surprise! Do you happen to know the time by any chance incidentally?’




  ‘I don’t,’ he said carefully, ‘happen to have it on me. Oh go on, Dottie – be a sport – make us some tea.’




  ‘You needn’t think you’re getting it in bed.’ She twitched back the curtains and began a kind of useless, irritable tidying of the room, which meant, he knew, that she

  was nervous as well as angry.




  ‘Look, Dot. You can say anything you like to me if you’ll just get the tea first. Don’t do that to my books.’ She was throwing them into his cardboard brown

  suitcase which lay by the settee on which he was wedged.




  ‘You’re a nice one to worry about what other people do with your property: it comes well from you that kind of fuss after your lazy sodden uproar last night with people

  banging on walls, and that cat one floor down asking me whatever was the matter last night.’




  ‘Don’t answer her – lazy bitch – she’s not worth your golden breath.’




  ‘I didn’t say: “It was nothing, Mrs Green, only my brother got drunk and beat up my husband before my own eyes”.’ She left the room on this, and he heard the

  washing machine stop and taps being run.




  Oh dear oh dear, he thought. It was a bit hard on poor old Dot – he didn’t care a bugger what Alfred thought of it; it was Dottie he loved – his favourite sister – in

  fact none of this would have happened if he hadn’t been so shocked at what Dot had got herself into. Alfred was a little security-loving pipsqueak with no more go in him than a waterlogged

  ball in the cut. He swung his legs over the settee, and while waiting for his head to subside, looked gloomily round the room. Everything about it seemed terrible to him: the walls covered with

  three kinds of fidgety wallpaper, the heavily varnished bilious walnut furniture, the art mirror with a wrought-iron frame, the paper flowers nasty, greedy overfed-looking roses in the green vase

  shaped like a girl wearing a transparent dress which she held up in a festoon on one side, the chair covers made of something which looked like waitresses’ greasy hair-ribbons machined

  together, the zigzag mottled buff tiles where there wasn’t a fireplace, and the semi-circular rug – a cubic design in pea-green, saxe and old gold – the telly, the wedding

  pictures in chrome frames, the mags which were all Dot read now she was married and the collection of Disney china animals, the streaky carpet – modern again – as Dot had proudly

  pointed out, black, yellow, red, grey, black, yellow, red, grey, black . . .




  ‘Whatever are you doing?’ She stood with the tray hitched against her stomach trying to glare at him. She had eyes as violently blue as cornflowers, but there was nothing dreamy

  about them, he thought: either they were fairly snapping with merriment, or stormy with unshed tears of rage. The love-light in her eyes would be something, but trying to make the adjustment

  was too much for him. One’s sister was known: whenever one could see that she was attractive, one wasn’t feeling that way. ‘I wouldn’t catch me breath with a hand on

  her breast – tickled her too often when she was a kid.’ Aloud, he said:




  ‘Dot, you’re a lovely girl. They don’t breed ’em like you in these concrete boxes. They need room for that sort of thing. Some air, and reality, and none of this sex tied

  up with where’s-my-next-meal-coming-from and everything in cans and twin beds. There’s more of you than meets the eye – you’re not the least anybody can do

  –’




  ‘The last thing that will go with you will be your talk. Jaw, jaw, jaw – your teeth will fall out, and your hair fall off and you won’t have a bladder you can call your own,

  but will you talk!’




  The twin beds had made her angry: Alfred didn’t like the idea of sharing a bed. She had poured his tea and now she banged it down so that it slopped. He seized her tied-back hair, which

  was rich and dark-brown and hung well below her ample waist. ‘Dottie, listen to me. Drink a cup of tea and let me explain.’




  ‘Wait then, while I get me a cup.’ Pride had forbidden her to bring two in the first place. While she was gone, he drank half his scalding cup and pulled on his trousers – he

  had slept in his shirt. I must be tactful, he thought: I must exercise great tact. It had a shady, foreign sound: plain speaking was his forte, but you couldn’t go around knocking women about

  – even your own sister.




  He waited while she poured him another cup and one for herself; he could hear three separate radios. When she had sat down on a hard chair at the table – this was the living-room –

  rested her rosy face on one hand which was wrinkled and white from washing, and was looking elaborately unconcerned and in a different direction, he knew she was listening and ready.




  ‘About last night, Dot – I’m sorry, and that’s all I can say.’ He knew that she would disbelieve a graceful apology; it had to be wrenched from him for her to

  accept it. So he added grudgingly: ‘I mean it.’




  She said stiffly: ‘You’d no call to go losing your temper.’




  ‘I know it, Dottie.’




  ‘Making a beast of yourself, and using brute force.’ She was gaining spirit now: if he could appear unpardonable, she could forgive him. To aid this he said:




  ‘I didn’t drink such a lot, but I didn’t have my dinner or my tea. It was just meant to be a kindly argument.’




  ‘There’s no such thing in your language, Daniel Brick. If people don’t agree with you, you always knock them up, and what’s kindly about that? And if they do agree with

  you, where’s the argument?’




  ‘That’s my girl! What a mind for a woman!’




  ‘I’m the only one who can stand up to you and keep you in your place, and you know it.’ She finished severely, but he knew she was pleased.




  Simple, dear girl, he thought. All the complications of women were on top – a kind of patina; underneath they’re as simple as can be. The trick is never to let them know it. And if

  it’s a choice between my skill and their simplicity, I know what suits us both every time: even with my sister. I may not be tactful, he thought, but by God, I’m cunning. He held out

  his cup to her. ‘Well – Dot?’




  ‘Well – once more then.’ She was deliberately ambiguous about whether it was forgiveness or another cup of tea. Watching her drain the ugly trashy little square pot with sunken

  lid and stunted spout, he suddenly remembered the last real celebration at home – in the butty boat, with Dot flushed and lovely, wielding the great brown Measham pot with its decorated glaze

  of posies, pink and blue flowers and LOVE AT HOME on a white swag around it. When that pot was full, you had to have arms like Dot to lift it. Their mother only used it for occasions . . .




  ‘Will I fetch some hot water, Dan?’ She was smiling at him, and for the first time he noticed smoky smudges under her eyes, and wondered if that little bastard had taken it out on

  her afterwards.




  ‘No. Listen – Dot. I said things all the wrong way last night, but that doesn’t mean what I said was wrong. This is an awful life, and if Alfred calls this progress and

  civilization, he must have had a right time of it before. No – listen. He’s living as though the point about it all is that some day he’ll be weak and old and maybe dead

  – he wants to feather his nest long after he won’t be laying in it. He can’t enjoy that job! He can’t! So why does he do it? So you can live here in this awful

  labour-saving little concrete box with hundreds of others above and below and around you like a flock of battery fowls. You don’t want half the things you’ve got, and you certainly

  can’t buy what you need in a place like this. And meantime, while you’re waiting for you and Alfred to wither into a bag of bones with a stomach attached, you don’t have any fun,

  any adventure; there’s no beauty or entertainment in a dump like this. And, Dot, you’re only twenty-five! Think of it! You’ve got forty years before you’ll be sitting in the

  sun – before you need be thankful for small, hygienic mercies. Your mind will go to seed. You’ll get potty with all the days the same and nothing in them.’
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