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The Lovely Lady

Pauline Attenborough was seventy-two, but
sometimes, in the half-light, she seemed thirty.
She really was a wonderful woman. Her clothes
were always fashionable, and she had a good fig-
ure. She had pretty curved cheeks, a well-shaped
nose, and good teeth. Her skin was smooth, and
only her eyes showed her age. When she was tired,
there were little lines at the corners.

Her niece Cecilia was perhaps the only person
in the world who knew that Pauline could make
those lines disappear. When Pauline’s son Robert
came home, her eyes became young and bright
and shining. Then she really was a lovely lady; she
was a picture painted by Leonardo, a Mona Lisa.

Pauline didn’t always look young, of course.
She was too clever. When she was with Cecilia,
Pauline didn’t try. Cecilia, said Pauline, didn’t
notice things. Cecilia wasn’t pretty. Cecilia was
thirty; she had no money; and she was in love with
Robert. Cecilia didn’t matter.

Cecilia, called by her aunt and cousin just
‘Ciss’, was a big, dark, rather silent young
woman. Her father and mother and uncle were all
dead. And Aunt Pauline had been in charge of
Ciss for five years.



Thcy lived in a very pretty old house, about
kilometres from the town. There was a
small but pleasant garden.

Robert, who was two years older than Ciss,
went to town every day. He was a lawyer. He
earned only a hundred pounds a year, and he was
secretly ashamed of this. But it didn’t matter.
Pauline had money. Sometimes she gave him
quite 2 lot, but he always had to thank her for the
lovely present.

Like Cecilia, Robert was not good-looking, and
he was very silent. He was not very tall, and his
face was rather fat. He had grey eyes like his
mother, but they were not bright like hers.

Perhaps Ciss was the only person who knew
that Robert was shy, and that he always felt he
was in the wrong place. But he never did anything
about it. He was very interested in the laws of old
Mexico, and had a lot of strange old papers about
them.

Pauline and Robert had wonderful evenings
with these papers. The lovely lady knew a little
Spanish. She used to look Spanish, sitting at the
table, in her dark brown silk dress, with pearls in
her ears, and a high Spanish comb in her hair. In
the candle-light — and she placed the candles very
carefully — she looked — yes — like a2 Spanish beauty
of thirty-two or three.

Cecilia ‘watched her, and thought she was
beautiful. But all the time, in the bottom of her
mind, were all the things she knew about her aunt
and cousin. And though Robert turned to his
mother likea flower in the sun, yet all the time he
knew Cecilia was there. He knew that something
wasn’t quite right. He knew Cecilia was shut out
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of things.

Every evening after dinner Robert had coflce
with his mother and Ciss in the pretty situng-
roon. They talked; Pzuline was friendly and smil-
ing, and it was very nice. Unui there was a hitle
pauge. And then Eiss'alwars said goodmight, and
thok the coffee things out.

And then! Oh, then, the nappy talk between
mother and son, while they translated the old
papers. Pauline was like a girl; Robert seemed
older than she was: almost like a teacher with a

young pupil. That was how he felt.
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Ciss had her own flat, outside the house, over an
old coach-house, where Robert kept his car. Ciss
had three very nice rooms up there.

But sometimes she did not go to her rooms. In
summer, she used to sit on the grass under the
sitting-room window. She could hear Pauline’s
wonderful laugh. And in winter, Ciss used to put
on a thick coat, and walk to the end of the garden,
and look back at the lighted windows of the room.
That room where mother and son were happy
together.

Ciss loved Robert, and she believed that
Pauline wanted them to marry — after her death.
But poor Robert was very shy, shy with men as
well as women.

There was a secret, silent feeling between
Robert and Ciss, the feeling of two young people
who are over-shadowed by the old.

There was another feeling, but Ciss didn’t know
how to use it. She didn’t know how to bring
Robert close to her. But she did know that Robert
was. really a very warm, loving person. And
Pauline too knew this! He could not move, could
not escape. And he was ashamed that he was nota
man.

Sometimes Ciss wanted to say, “Oh Robert, it’s
all wrong!”’ But she couldn’t.

Aunt Pauline always rested in the afternoon.
When the sun shone, she took a sun-bath if poss-
ible. There was a little square garden behind the
coach-house, with thick bushes all round it. When
the sun shone warmly, Ciss used to put a long
chair there. There the lovely lady came with her
book. Ciss had to stay in her flat, to guard her.
Someone might come.



One summer day, Ciss thought she too might
take a sun-bath. The roof of the coach-house was
flat. So she climbed up there, looked at the sky,
and the tree-tops, and the sun, and took off her
clothes, and lay down.

It was lovely to lie in the warm sun and air. .
Some of the cold feeling in her heart seemed to
melt away. She had no other lover, but she had the
sun! Then suddenly, her heart stood still. She
heard a very soft, thoughtful voice, the voice of an
old woman; and it seemed to whisper in her ear.

“No, Henry dear! It was not my fault that you
died, instead of marrying that Claudia. No,
darling. I wanted you to marry her. Though she
was not a suitable girl for you.”

Ciss was afraid. There must be someone on the
roof! I

She lifted her head. Nobody! Then there must
be someone in the trees. Either that, or — a ghost?

The voice came again.

“No, Henry — no, darling! I told you that you
would become tired of her in six months. And it
was true, dear, true, true. I only warned you. So
when you felt weak, and ill, wanting Claudia and
not wanting her —it wasn’t my fault. And then you
lost courage and went away from me, and died —
oh, it was hard for me, hard . . .” .

The whispering voice was silent. Cecilia felt
cold and afraid. And then she heard it again. Was
it 2 human voice?

“Ah, my heart was wounded. Bleeding! But not
broken. I was sad, sad. But it wasn’t my fault,
dear. And Robert could marry Ciss tomorrow, if
he wanted her. But I don’t think he cares for
marriage.”



Then Cecilia knew. It was Aunt Pauline’s
voice; Butwhere was she? She must be lying down
there. But was she really speaking? Or had Ccmha
heard her thoughts? .

Cecilia knew that Pauline had killed her other
son, Henry. He was twelve years older than
Robert. He died suddenly, when he was twenty-
two, He was deeply 1n love with a young actress.
But his mother laughed at him. So he became ill,
and died. Bécause, helpless between his mother
and the girl, he could not live.

“I must get up,” whispered the voice. *“Too
much sun is bad.” |
- Cealia lay on her back, staring at the low wall
round the flat roof. She was staring without
seeing. There was a hole, a hole in the corner of the
wall. Then Cecilia heard the voice again.

“Get up, Pauline. Get up. That’s enough for
today!”

Cealia sat up. The voice came from the hole in
the wall. T'here was a pipe there, a rain-water
pipe. It went from, the roof, down the wall, to the
ground. She was not hearnng Auant Pauline’s
thoughts! Aunt Pauline was talking to herself.
And she was worried about Robert.

Aunt Pauline was indeed a strange woman, She
had left her husband when Henry was a small
child, before Robert was born. She saw her hus-
band sometimes. She even gave him money.
Because Pauline had her own money. Her father
had lived in the East and in ltaly, He had loved
beautiful things, and bought them. When he died,
Pauline had all his treasures. She went on buying
things — paintings, old wooden African figures,
things like that, and often she sold them. She

10



made a fortune,
). When her husband died she did not marry
again. She did not even have any mor¢ lovers. Or
if she did, no-one knew. No-one knew that Robert
was not her husband’s child.
" "'Cecilia put on her clothes and picked up her
blanket, and went downstairs. As she did, she
heard Pauline’s call. “All right, Ciss!” Her voice
was young again, and rang like a bell.

Cecilia went to take away her aunt’s chair. She
saw the end of the rain-pipe, in the corner, near
the chair. Her aunt had talked into it.

“That evening, after coffee, Pauline said, “I'm
sleepy. It’s all that sun. I’m going to bed. You two
stay here and talk,” She went out.

Cecilia looked at her cousin. “Would you rather
be alone?” she said.

“Oh no,” he said. “Do stay.”

The windows were open. Robert smoked in
heavy silence. He seemed to carry a weight on his
shoulders.

“Do you remember your brother Hcm-y?” said
Cecilia suddenly.

He looked up in surprise. “Yes, very well.”

“What was he like?”

“Tall, good-looking. Women admired him Very
'much. He was quick and clever, like mother. And
‘very nice, very kind and friendly.”

* “And did he love your mother?”

. ““Oh, very much. She loved him too. More than
. she loved me. I'm not like him atall. I'm dull, and
my life is dull.”

- “And do you mind?”’
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He didn’t answer. Her heart sank.

“You see,” she said, “my life is dull and empty
too. And I mind very much. I want — oh, I want
everything!”

His hand was shaking.

- “Robert,” she said. “Do you like me at-all?”
“I like you,” he said. His face was white.
“Won’t you kiss me? No-one ever kisses me,”

she said.

He looked at her. He seemed afraid. Then he
got up and came over to her and kissed her gently
on the cheek.

“What a shame, Ciss,” he said softly.

She took his hand.

“And will you sit with me sometimes in the
garden?”

He looked at her.

“What about mother?”

Ciss smiled, and looked into his eyes. His face
was a painful red.

“I know,” he said. “I am no lover of women.”

“You don’t try,” she said.

“Do I have to tey?”’

“Yes!’l

His face was white again. “Perhaps you’re
right,” he said.

After a few minutes, she left him and went to her
room.

The weather continued sunny. At night, under
the stars, Cecilia sat and waited in silence. She
watched the sitting-room window. She saw the
lights go out. And she waited. But he did not
come. She stayed in the darkness half the night,
but she stayed alone.
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And then, a few nights later, he did come out.

She rose, and went quickly over the grass to

dm.

“Don’t speak,” he said softly.

In silence, in the dark, they walked down the
»jarden and out into a field, and there they stood,
“ander the stars.

“You see,” he said. “How can I ask for love, if
‘Hon’t feel any love in myself?”

“You mean, how can you feel love, when you
}Aavc no feeling of any kind?”’

“Yes. And how can I marry? I’ve failed. I can’t
make money, and I can’t ask mother for money.”

“Then don’t think about marriage,” she said.
“Only love me a little, won’t you?”

- He gave a short laugh,

“It’s difficult to begin,” he said.

“Let’s sit down,” she said. Then, as they sat on
tthe dry grass, she added. “May I touch you? Do
you mind?”’

“Yes, I do mind. But do as you wish.”

He was both shy and honest; but there was
murder in his heart.

She touched his black hair with her fingers.

“I suppose I shall turn against mother some
day,” he said suddenly.

They sat for a while, until it grew cold. Then he
held her hand tightly. But he didn’t put his arms
round her. At last Ciss said goodnight, and went
indoors.

The next day, as she lay on the roof taking her
sun-bath, and feeling angry, she heard the voice
again.

“No, Rebert dear. You’ll never be like your
father. Oh, he was so wonderful. He loved me, he
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loved me so much.” The voice began to speak
softly in Italian. Then Cecilia knew that Robert
was not the son of Pauline’s husband.

The voice continued, “I’'m disappointed,
Robert. Your father was perfect. But you’re like a
fish in a tank. And that Ciss is like a cat, fishing for
you.”

Suddenly Cecilia bent down and put her mouth
to the pipe. She said in a deep voice, “Leave
Robert alone! Don’t kill him too!”

. There was dead silence in the hot July after-
noon.

Cecilia lay and listened. Her heart was beating
hard. At last she heard the whisper.

“Did someone speak?”’

Ciss leaned over again.

“Don’t kill Robert as you killed me,”” she said in
a deep but small voice.

“Ah! Who is it?” came a sharp little cry.

“Henry!” said the deep voice.

There was dead silence again. At last came the
whisper, “I didn’t kill Henv. No, no! { loved you,
Henry. | only waanted (o help you.

“You killed me,” sai! the decp voice. “Now lel
Robert live. Let himy marry!”

Cecilia lay and hstened and listened. There ving
nn sound, She put on her clothes and wen! dowr:
o thie sonaie sarden. Clouds novered the sky and
chere was thunder m the diztance.

“Aunt Fawme!” she called. *Did you hear tne
thunder?”’

“Yes, I'm going in. Don’t wait for me,”’ said a
weak voice.

The sky grew dark and the storm biroke=, That
night Ceaba dressed for dinner carefully, She

L
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pinned some white flowers on her dress.

Robert was in the sitting room, listening to the
rain. Cecilia came in and he watched her with a
new look on his face.

The door opened. It was Aunt Pauline. As she
came 1n, Cecilia suddenly put on the light.

- Her aunt, in a black dress, stood in the door-
way. She looked like an angry old woman.

“Why mother!” said Robert. “You look like a
little old lady.” He spoke like a child.

“Have you only just discovered that?”’ she said
sharply. “Come down to dinner.”
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At the table she looked old, very old. Ciss was
watching Robert. He was surprised and shocked.
He seemed a different man.

His mother ate her food like a hungry animal.
As soon as dinner was over she ran upstairs.
Robert and Cecilia followed her, silent with sur-
prise.

“I don’t want coffee,” shouted the old woman.
“I’'m going. Goodnight.” Her voice barked like a
dog and she went out, banging the door.

After a while, Robert said, ‘“Mother isn’t well.
She must see a doctor.”

“Yes,” said Cecilia. |

The evening passed in silence. Robert and
Cecilia stayed in the sitting room. They lit a fire.
Outside was the cold rain. Each tried to read.

At about ten o’clock the door suddenly opened
and Pauline appeared. She went to the fire, and
loocked at the two young people in hate, real hate.

“You two must get married quickly,” she said,
“since you are a pair of lovers.”

She really was a strange sight. She looked like a
piece of lovely Venetian glass, broken into sharp-
edged pieces. She left the room again, suddenly.

For a week it went on. Pauline didn’t get better.
The doctor came and gave her sleeping medicine.
She would not look at her son or her niece. When
either of them came to her room, she asked,
“Well? When’s the wedding? Aren’t you married
yet?” ;

At first Cecilia was frightened. She understood
that her aunt was mad. Nothing like that had ever
happened to Pauline before and now, she had
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