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GEORGE ROBERT GISSING was born in Wakefield in 1857. His academic career at Owens College, Manchester, was abruptly terminated in 1876 after a ruinous involvement with a young prostitute, Nell Harrison, imprisonment for theft, and expulsion. He married Nell in 1879 and after her death in 1888, he married another working-class woman, Edith Underwood, in 1891. This marriage too was unhappy, and in 1898 Gissing met the French translator, Gabrielle Fleury, with whom he spent the rest of his life. Writing to stave off desperate poverty, and influenced by Dickens and Zola, he produced powerfully realistic novels that illumined the bleak life of the English underclass, the injustice of society and the plight of women. His writings were voluminous, and included such novels as Thyzra (1887), New Grub Street (1891), Born in Exile (1892) and The Odd Women (1893), a critical study, Charles Dickens (1898), a travel book,By the Ionian Sea (1901), and a book of thinly disguised autobiographical essays, The Private Papers of Henry Ryecroft (1903). Only in his last years did Gissing win some measure of financial security and personal happiness. His literary reputation was slowly established during the eighteen-nineties, and in 1896 he met H. G. Wells, who became a close friend. He died in 1903 at St Jean Pied de Port in the Pyrenees.
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INTRODUCTION

“If every novelist could be strangled and thrown into the sea, we should have some chance of reforming women… Love—love—love; a sickening sameness of vulgarity. What is more vulgar than the ideal of novelists? They won’t represent the actual world; it would be too dull for their readers. In real life, how many men and women fall in love? Not one married pair in ten thousand, I am convinced.” When Rhoda Nunn in The Odd Women makes this resounding declaration, we can assume that George Gissing, the novelist who created her, is exempt from her radical purge. Published in 1893, during a decade when the marriage question—especially the issues of the subordination of women, divorce, and free love—engaged the most interesting writers and thinkers, The Odd Women is an antidote to the sentimental fiction that celebrates romantic love. The 1890s, Gissing believed, were a period of necessary “sexual anarchy,” during which the feminist campaigns of the New Women challenged the most deeply held attitudes and ideologies of the culture. “If woman’s claims were granted,” wrote Mona Caird in The Morality of Marriage (1890), “if she could secure a liberty as great as that of men, in all the relations of life, marriage, as we now understand it, would cease to exist: its groundwork would be undermined.”

Despite his own ambivalence toward the New Women who were insisting on an open discussion of marriage and refusing to condone the double sexual standard, Gissing is very much on the side of the feminists in his novel, and because the “sexual anarchy,” the questioning of gender roles during the 1890s, was in many ways so similar to the turbulence of our own fin de siècle, The Odd Women seems astonishingly contemporary and relevant. Gissing’s interest in people trying to organize their lives around a coherent moral code in the face of contradictory and subversive daily experience led him to make his novels tests of both characters and ideals. He uses the characteristic Victorian narrative technique of parallel and eventually connected plots to show us the links between the independent New Woman—the militant feminist Rhoda Nunn—and the unhappily married woman, Monica Madden; the “odd woman” and the odd couple both dramatize the problems of reconciling theory and practice.

Unlike Henry James, who satirized the American movement in The Bostonians, Gissing takes the feminist cause seriously; his women talk, argue, and above all, think hard about political and psychological issues that still concern us today. The Odd Women takes up the issues of gender and class; the conflict between sisterly solidarity and political expediency; the prospects for marriage as a union of equal partners. But despite this impressive ideological program, the novel is never doctrinaire or dull; it is a gripping psychological analysis of the conflicting expectations of women and men, and it brings its large cast of characters to life with remarkable freshness and verve.

Most prominent among these characters are the odd women of Gissing’s title. “So many odd women—no making a pair with them,” Rhoda explains. “The pessimists call them useless, lost, futile lives. I, naturally, being one of them, take another view.” Traditionally ridiculed in the pages of Punch and in the operettas of Gilbert and Sullivan, the spinster was seen by the Victorians as a comic figure, a sexual reject, and a failure; and not the least of Gissing’s accomplishments in this novel is his recognition of the tragic element in the lives of half a million women marginalized by their society. From the tired shopgirls of South London, to the Madden sisters gallantly starving in their cheap room, to the prostitute on the pavement (“a not unimportant type of the odd woman”), single women earning their own meager livings were a graphic refutation of the Victorian belief that marriage was women’s destiny, and that women were created to be supported by and to serve men within the safe confines of the home.

In the 1860s, census figures that revealed a surplus of unmarried women in the adult population made the status of the “odd woman” another Victorian social problem. To feminists, the statistics were evidence that the traditional view of women as wives and mothers was outmoded, and that social policies which denied women any alternative roles were cruel and anachronistic. Harriet Martineau, in an essay on “Female Industry” in the Edinburgh Review, argued that because there were not enough husbands to go around, girls must be educated to be self-supporting and independent. Feminist reform organizations such as the Society for promoting the Employment of Women, founded in 1859, tried to find new occupational fields for untrained middle-class women—those hardest hit by the demographic change since their only traditional employment, governessing and teaching, was becoming professionalized and overcrowded by the influx of graduates of the new secondary schools. The Employment Society attempted to make office and clerical work, and some manual jobs such as printing, telegraphy, and hairdressing, respectable for women of the higher social classes.

Mary Barfoot’s business school on Great Portland Street, where young women are taught typing and clerical skills, is Gissing’s version of such feminist enterprises. Although the campaign for the vote had begun in the 1860s, and although working-class women were involved in English feminist projects, Gissing limits his portrait of the movement to its less radical wing. like such real activists of the period as Jessie Boucherett and Emily Faithful, Mary Barfoot is more interested in women’s work than in women’s suffrage, and like them, she sees middle-class women as her special constituency, regarding a more socially inclusive feminism as “missionary work.” The purpose of vocational training, she explains in her wonderful speech on “Woman as an Invader,” is to allow women to reach their full human potential as responsible adults who can make choices about their lives; the possibility that these choices, however, may be beyond the control of working-class English women is not discussed in Gissing’s novel.

Yet we have to keep in mind that for the conservative male establishment of Gissing’s day even such moderate and small-scale reforms as those proposed by Mary Barfoot were regarded as dangerously subversive of the social system. In “Why Are Women Redundant?”, a famous 1862 essay in the Westminster Review, the journalist William R. Greg protested against feminist efforts to make middle-class women independent. First of all, Greg observed, the “enormous and increasing number of single women” was “indicative of an unwholesome social state.” Thousands of these women had to earn their own income, instead of “spending and husbanding the earnings of men”; deprived of the “natural duties and labours of wives and mothers,” they had to “carve out artificial and painfully-sought occupations for themselves”; and overall, instead of fulfilling women’s role by “completing, sweetening, and embellishing the existence of others,” they were compelled to “lead an independent and incomplete existence of their own.” Greg’s solution to these “unfullfilled destinies” was government-supervised emigration of single women to the Australian and Canadian colonies, where women were in short supply and where they might quickly find husbands. He also advocated extended employment of women as domestic servants, a quasi marital role, as he believed, within the household; and encouragement of men to marry at an earlier age.

All feminist efforts to make a single life more attractive and bearable for women, Greg argued, reinforced female redundancy by taking away women’s incentive to try harder in the marriage market: “To endeavour to make women independent of men; to multiply and facilitate their employments; to enable them to earn a separate and ample subsistence by competing with the hardier sex in those careers and occupations hitherto set apart for that sex alone… to surround single life for them with so smooth an entrance, and such a pleasant, ornamented comfortable path, that marriage shall come to be regarded… merely as one of many ways open to them”—all this encouraged pernicious and unnatural celibacy. No wonder that many feminists of the fin de siècle found it revealing that while men insisted that women longed only for marriage and motherhood, they also seemed afraid that women would not choose these roles if they had other reasonable options.

The most prominent male conservative in the Victorian marriage-debate was John Ruskin. Particularly in his essay “On Queens’ Gardens,” in Sesame and Lilies (1864)—his most popular book—Ruskin had articulated the view that women maintained the domestic sphere as a safe sanctuary for the male exhausted by his struggles with the outside world. Men and women were endowed with different but complementary traits: “The man’s power is active, progressive, defensive. He is eminently the doer, the creator, the discoverer, the defender… But the woman’s power is for rule, not for battle—and her intellect is not for invention or creation, but for sweet ordering, arrangement, and decision… Her great function is Praise: she enters into no contest, but infallibly judges the crown of contest.”

Some conservative women also defended the traditional view of sexual characteristics. The novelist Eliza Lynn Linton’s widely read essays of the 1880s on “womanliness” outdid Ruskin in defining the “womanly woman” as quiet, unselfish, modest, submissive, unambitious, and passionless. Gissing, however, questioned the restrictive social meanings of Victorian sex roles, showing in The Odd Women how problematic and uncertain the words nature, womanly, unwomanly, manly, and unmanly had become. Gissing questions both the “nature” of woman, and the meaning of “nature” itself. The Victorians often raised the issue of “nature” in order to legitimize sexual divisions that were convenient or habitual, or that reflected the unequal power relations between the sexes. The pathetic condition of the Madden sisters, Gissing shows us in the first chapter, is the result of their father’s sentimental belief in the “nature” that makes women unfit to deal with money and other harsh actualities of life. It is men’s “nature,” Dr. Madden thinks, to grapple with the world; women must marry or remain at home with their parents. The feeble, purposeless, impecunious life his daughters must live after the death of the paternal “shepherd” who turned them into sheep is a bitter illustration of the dangers of Ruskin’s ideal.

In her speech on “Woman as Invader,” Mary Barfoot vehemently opposes Ruskin’s doctrine of separate sexual spheres: “There must be a new type of woman, active in every sphere of life: a new worker out in the world, a new ruler of the home.” She wants to redefine the terms “womanly” and “womanish” so that women like the Madden sisters—types, as Rhoda thinks, “of a whole class brought up for marriage and nothing else”—can lead independent lives. To Mary, “womanly” has come to mean inferior; it is defined only in relation to the “manly,” so that “womanly occupation” means “an occupation that a man disdains.” But to do away with this difference, to reverse the hierarchy of meaning in the terms womanly/manly, will require not just reason, but action: “an armed movement, an invasion by women of the spheres which men have always forbidden us to enter.”

Understandably, this militant rhetoric sent conservative men reeling back to Ruskin’s consoling division of labor. Edmund Widdowson is the chief spokesman for the sanctity of the “womanly” in the novel, and for the unchangeable nature of the two sexes. Inexperienced with women and desperately insecure, Widdowson has acquired his sexual prejudices and his banal conceptions of femininity from Ruskin, whose essays he urges upon the erring Monica. Ruskin has led him to believe that women are childlike creatures whose identity as a group depends on their difference from men, and thus any effort on their part to lead active and autonomous lives is unnatural. (Gissing caustically titles the chapter in which Monica agrees to marry him “At Nature’s Bidding.”)

Like Ruskin and Greg, he believes that “an educated woman had better become a domestic servant than try to imitate the life of a man.” The worst thing he can say about Rhoda Nunn is that she is “unwomanly,” and he is terrified that Monica will be desexed—that is, inspired to define her own “nature”—through exposure to Rhoda’s contaminating influence. Indeed, the effect of the business school, he warns Monica, is “to make women unwomanly, to make them unfit for the only duties that women ought to perform.” In speeches like these, Widdowson’s defensive anxiety is exposed in the logical tautologies he must employ. Femininity is a construct; growing up female means learning to play a role. Women can make other women “unwomanly”; men can force womanliness upon them, by controlling their mobility, education, and economic dependency—a power function the Victorians called “guidance,” as they called the strategies of women’s powerlessness “influence.”

In reaction to her husband’s possessiveness, even the docile Monica is driven to declare that if women had fair treatment, there would not be much difference between the sexes. But to abandon the idea of “nature” terrifies a weak person like Widdowson, who gets his primary self-esteem from clinging to notions of sexual supremacy. Yet Gissing also shows the burden of “manliness” for the Victorian male. Widdowson is afraid that to appear incompetent or helpless before his young wife is to risk losing her love. Although socially he too is the odd man out, the requirements of the male role demand that he must take control of all situations, however strange, complex, or new. It is his task to handle the arrangements of a foreign tour, to be sexually assertive, to rule in a masterful way. In his own eyes, Widdowson’s masculinity depends on being strong, confident, and decisive.

And Monica, for all her own suffering as the victim of his puerile clichés about womanly behavior, is not beyond reproaching him in the same stereotypic terms. When she wishes to dispute his jealousy, she calls his behavior “very weak, very unmanly”; she holds him to a romantic male ideal of noble and chivalrous feeling, and attacks his sense of masculine honor. Indeed, Monica’s emancipation from narrow ideas of the feminine ideal seems not to include an enlargement of her sense of the equally confining male role, or to give her the kind of compassion for masculine weakness that saves another Victorian heroine, Dorothea Casaubon in George Eliot’s Middlemarch, from inflicting a fatal blow of cruelty on her jealous older husband. When Bevis, on whom Monica projects the full weight of her fantasies about the masculine ideal, equivocates about their elopement, she is devastated: “The unmanliness of his tone was so dreadful a disillusion. She had expected something so entirely different—swift, virile passion, eagerness even to anticipate her desire of flight, a strength, a courage to which she could abandon herself body and soul.” Gissing’s irony here is as potent as in the earlier scenes of Widdowson’s tormented rationalizations about womanly nature. To cast off the chains of womanliness, he means us to see, is not enough; equality between the sexes means that the man too gets to cast off his chains of obligation, to be slow, uncertain, inept, and even afraid.

There are unmistakable signs in the world of The Odd Women that men are indeed uncertain and afraid, relinquishing some of their power to the more confident women who hold the hope for the future. The work for which the women are battling is work that the men no longer want; Widdowson found the life of a clerk a “hideous fate,” and Everard Barfoot disliked being an engineer. Both men happily give up their jobs when they, like Mary Barfoot, inherit private incomes at the age of forty. Nina Auerbach has pointed out how the world-weariness of these two men is a commentary on the exhilaration of the feminists. The legacies that allow the men to “replace a life of hated work with one of somewhat shoddy drifting,” enable Mary to endow her school and to “begin her work at last.” Spiritually and politically too, the men seem drained and purposeless; Everard has outgrown or abandoned his youthful radicalism, and it is the women’s movement, albeit imperfect and limited, that holds out the hope of a new order. “Thank god we are women!” Rhoda and Mary exclaim; “It’s better to be a woman, in our day.”

Gissing’s attitudes toward feminism, sexuality, and marriage were complex and contradictory. For some years he had been interested in the feminist movement, and in October 1888, during a trip to Paris, he went to hear the feminist-anarchist Louise Michel speak on “Le rôle des femmes dans l’humanité.” Despite his response to her ideas, he found her unattractive—plain, coarse, and badly dressed—and apparently he was never personally drawn to any of the English feminists, such as Clara Collet, whom he came to know in the 1890s. Gissing was profoundly skeptical, furthermore, about the possibility of fulfilling, and not merely compromising, relationships between men and women. Overall, nonetheless, he welcomed the feminists, because he believed that eventually their cause would benefit men. “My demand for female ‘equality,’ ” he wrote to his friend Eduoard Bertz, “simply means that I am convinced there will be no social peace until women are intellectually trained very much as men are. More than half the misery of life is due to the ignorance and childishness of women…. I am driven frantic by the crass imbecility of the typical woman. That type must disappear, or at all events become altogether subordinate.”

Although many of his novels other than The Odd Women portrayed the crass imbecility of the typical woman rather than the intelligence of the exceptional woman, Gissing always maintained that he was not a misogynist: “The truth is, of course, I detest women of a certain kind all the more because my ideal of womanhood is so very high” (Letters to Gabrielle Fleury, p. 84).* In his personal life, the conflict between his impossibly romantic ideals of women and a strong self–destructive impulse led him to make disastrous emotional and marital commitments. Gissing, as his friend H. G. Wells noted, was plagued by a “curious inability to do the sane, secure thing” (Gissing and Wells, p. 264).

A hardworking and gifted student from a lower-middle-class family in the north of England, Gissing had been awarded a scholarship at Owens College, Manchester (later Manchester University), as well as scholarly prizes that ensured him a place at London University. Yet he sabotaged this promising academic career by an entanglement with a young prostitute, Nell Harrison, stealing money from the college in order to keep her off the streets. At the age of nineteen, Gissing was sentenced to a month’s hard labor in prison. After serving the sentence, and after a year’s hardship trying to support himself in the United States, he returned to live with Nell and married her in 1879. Their marriage was plagued by poverty as well as intellectual incompatibility, and during the next ten years as Gissing’s writing career slowly developed they were frequently separated while she was institutionalized for alcoholism.

When Nell died in 1888, however, Gissing persuaded himself that no woman of education and refinement would be willing to share his life, and he perversely married a woman as much his social and intellectual inferior as Nell had been. With his second wife, Edith Underwood, Gissing had two sons; but this marriage too was stormy and unhappy. Edith was jealous and violent; he could not work at home and had to rent a room for his writing. Soon they separated, and in 1902 she was committed to an insane asylum. Gissing’s biographer Jacob Korg points out that “apparently the marriage was another of those acts of self-mortification that Gissing committed from time to time with the subconscious motive of putting himself at a disadvantage,” but of course Gissing was not the only one who was made to suffer; Edith’s life was destroyed, and the children were shunted from one friend’s house to another as their mother became abusive and their father desperate and ill.

Gissing’s last romantic entanglement, with Gabrielle Fleury, seems like the antithesis of his earlier mishaps, but in many ways it too repeats his emotional pattern. A young Frenchwoman who was translating his books, Gabrielle seemed like the embodiment of Gissing’s feminine ideal. Since he could not get a divorce from Edith, he persuaded Gabrielle to join him in a common-law marriage in France; her friends were told that they were legally married; his friends were told nothing about the liaison.

Although Gissing made a poignant effort to convince them both that this was a perfect love, there was enough stress in the relationship to make it likely that it too would have disintegrated had it not been cut short by his death. Although she was better educated than Nell or Edith, Gabrielle was an anxious and compulsive person, much like Gissing himself, who could not live up to the impossible romantic demands he imposed on her. Furthermore, as Gissing’s biographer Gillian Tindall points out, Gissing must have obtained gratification in allying himself to so many difficult women: “Anyone may marry one highly neurotic woman by accident, so to speak, but to embark on something like a marriage with three argues a particular emotional taste.” With Gabrielle as well as with Nell and Edith, Gissing got himself into a situation that had to be kept secret, one of “bluff, subterfuge, compartmentalization, and a degree of social isolation.” He had to cut himself off from friends, and he seems to have imagined that “marriage… is somehow a self-sufficient, essentially private state, which can dispense with the support of society.”

Gissing’s ambivalence about marriage, his admission to Gabrielle that his nature was “a strange compound of the bohemian and the bourgeois,” colors his portraits of Widdowson and Barfoot (Letters to GF, p. 32). There is a good deal of Gissing in both male characters. Gissing’s letters to his friend Eduoard Bertz are full of accounts of disastrous marriages in which bright and gifted men were dragged down by shrewish and stupid wives, a recurrent motif in his earlier novels and in the novels of such male contemporaries as Thomas Hardy. And the “marriage war,” as Gissing calls it in The Odd Women, certainly takes its toll on a great many minor and peripheral characters. like Gissing, Barfoot supports the women’s movement because the deficiencies in women’s education make it impossible for men to marry their intellectual equals; but in the early part of the novel virtually every time he appears he has a tale of woe about another male victim: his brother Tom, whose genius has been blighted by an unfortunate marriage; his friend Mr. Poppleton, whose wife’s humorlessness has sent him to the madhouse; Mr. Orchard, whose wife’s nagging greed has forced him into exile. Even Mary Barfoot is made to share her cousin’s bitterness against women: “When we think how often a woman is a clog upon a man’s ambition, no wonder they regard us as they do.” Rhoda too goes along with Barfoot’s plan to beat his sister-in-law; and on this level, as Gail Cunningham has observed, Gissing seems to treat marriage as more irksome and confining for men than for women.

The apparent exception to this roll call of misery is Everard’s mathematician friend Micklethwaite. After a seventeen-year engagement, he finally weds the woman he has so faithfully worshipped. But the allegedly joyous scene is undercut by a series of images of sickness, poverty, and age. The bride has lost all her beauty and has become wrinkled and sallow. The household, moreover, will be graced by the bride’s blind sister, a pathetic symbol of the worn-out and passionless union of the Micklethwaites. Barfoot regards his friend’s chivalrous views of marriage as anachronistic and Ruskinian. Even the idyllic domestic scene when he visits their home in Chapter 17 (“The Triumph”) is presented as an old-fashioned fantasy of the angel in the house.

As in Jude the Obscure, where “weddings be funerals,” the wedding of Monica Madden and Edmund Widdowson is even more determinedly bleak. Monica cries for two days before the ceremony, so her face is “ghastly”; the other witnesses, particularly Widdowson’s nervous friend Newdick, are equally doleful. Gissing uses the unhappy menage of the Widdowsons as a way of showing the claustrophobic effects of patriarchal marriage for both partners, and here he rises above the confusions of his personal life to the evenhandedness of the artist. To begin with, Monica is no feminist; she is a conventional girl who hates the idea of being single and who cannot bear to contemplate a future as desolate as that of her sisters. Although she hates her job in a draper’s shop, she is almost as afraid of entering Rhoda’s “old maid factory,” for “to put herself in Miss Nunn’s hands might possibly result in a worse form of bondage than she suffered at the shop.” Widdowson seems much easier to please than Rhoda, and Monica persuades herself that her gratitude for his very good boots, his house in Herne Hill, and his comfortable income is a kind of love.

Monica is at fault in contracting a mercenary marriage, but Gissing shows us how Widdowson’s neurotic jealousy, his solitary habits, and his “male autocracy” destroy their chances of happiness. Widdowson imagines the perfect relation of husband to wife as that of benefactor to dependent, and he takes steps to insure that Monica is ruled by his wishes and limited to the sphere of his own petty fears and prejudices. Soon Monica discovers that she is odder than she thought, that it is harder to pair off than she had expected. The lessons she learned from Great Portland Street begin to come back to her; never a keen student, she now begins to reason and to think, and she courageously protests against the assumptions that govern their life together. But the damage has been done; she has begun to lie to him, and she is sexually repelled by his mottled face, his fussy routines, his teary embrace.

Yet marriage is not as simple as Widdowson had expected either, and one of the strengths of the novel is Gissing’s ability to make us pity this bewildered and unhappy man. Like the schoolteacher Phillotson in Thomas Hardy’s Jude the Obscure, a figure whom he probably influenced, Widdowson has touching moments of generosity and insight when he is elevated and inspired by Monica’s call for mutual respect—when equality between husband and wife, which Gissing hopefully calls “that Gospel which in far-off days will refashion the world,” fires his imagination and he believes himself capable of it. Each breakthrough for Widdowson, though, is matched by an ironic twist in the plot. It is when he tries to think of Monica as a friend that she turns to Bevis. In his finest moment, Widdowson realizes that he and Monica are emotionally unsuited to each other and that their “wisdom lay in mutual toleration… not in fierce restraint of each other’s mental liberty.” Briefly he considers an amicable divorce. But here, as Gail Cunningham has noticed, although Widdowson quickly slides back from “the realms of reason… to the safe sphere of the commonplace,” his temporary burst of rationality “opens him to the most savage irony.” When he thinks these thoughts, Monica is actually pleading with Bevis to run away with her. Their relationship ends in mutual violence rather than mutual toleration, and Monica leaves him in a confrontation from which, Gissing sardonically notes, a husband can escape with dignity only by commiting homicide.

If Monica and Edmund are ordinary people who are unable to work out their problems and achieve success in marriage, what would happen to extraordinary and gifted people in a similar situation? Are Rhoda and Everard the one man and woman in ten thousand who really fall in love, and if so, can they make a go of marriage? For most readers of the novel, the interest will lie chiefly in Gissing’s absorbing account of the romantic power-struggle between his enlightened hero and heroine. Contemporary feminist readers of The Odd Women were also fascinated by this aspect of the book, although they criticized Gissing’s pessimistic conclusions. In a review for the Illustrated London News in August 1893, the journalist Clementina Black expressed disappointment in the unhappy outcome of the love affair of Everard and Rhoda: “We feel, as we read, that between two persons so clear-sighted, so outspoken, and so fully aware of the pitfalls of married life, the natural end would be a real marriage—that is to say, an equal union, in which each would respect the freedom and individuality of the other, and in which each would find the completest development.” And in a modern novel inspired by Gissing, Gail Godwin’s The Odd Woman (1975), the heroine, a professor of English and Women’s Studies, also protests against Rhoda’s self-destructive sublimation of sexuality into a cause: “You’ve proved your admirable point—that in the nineteenth century you are able to forgo the legal form of marriage to preserve your independence. And he has proved he loves you enough to give up his prized bachelorhood and marry you. Why not get married and do more interesting things than destroy your love with ideologies?”

Why not indeed? Has Gissing, in his personal despair about the possibility of a happy marriage, stacked the deck against his characters? Why is it that for all their advanced ideals Rhoda and Everard are unable to transcend their social contexts and form a new egalitarian marriage, an “alliance of intellects”? What does each of them mean by a “free union,” and whose freedom is at stake?

First of all, Gissing has created a difficult and unusually complex heroine in Rhoda Nunn. She is a strong-minded woman, egotistical, doctrinaire, intolerant, harsh, opinionated, and stubborn. These unattractive qualities, however, are balanced by her honesty, courage, intelligence, and wholehearted commitment to the feminist cause. At the beginning of the novel, Rhoda’s position is an uncompromisingly radical one. She fiercely opposes marriage as an institution and is hostile toward men whom she regards as universally exploitative and dishonorable. Furthermore, she believes her own integrity and exemplary force as a feminist leader depend on remaining single: “My work is to help those women who by sheer necessity must live alone—women whom vulgar opinion ridicules. How can I help them so effectually as by living among them, one of them, and showing that my life is anything but weariness and lamentation? I am fitted for this. It gives me a sense of power and usefulness which I enjoy.”

Gissing shows us Rhoda at her worst in the argument with Mary Barfoot about Bella Royston, the girl who has been seduced by a married man and wants to return to the fold. Here her own fierce virginity and her sense of missionary zeal lead her to withdraw all sisterly support from a weaker woman; and worst of all, not even Bella’s suicide seems to shake her in her determination to “make women hard-hearted” and to remain hard-hearted herself. Rhoda insists that the feminist movement will never progress unless women can separate their emotions from practical decisions: “It isn’t personal feeling that directs a great movement in civilization.” But Mary argues that a feminist movement that has sacrificed sisterhood for political pragmatism, that subordinates compassion to the desire for power, that values ends over means, will ultimately fail: “To work for women one must keep one’s womanhood.” This debate between theory and practice is crucial to an understanding of the ideological baggage Rhoda brings to her encounter with Barfoot.

Rhoda’s militant ideals, moreover, reflect and unite several historical elements in mid- and late-Victorian feminism, as well as potent images in the culture. In naming her “Nunn,” Gissing may well have been alluding to the English novelist with whom he most identified, Charlotte Brontë: “In no modern writer have I such intense personal interest,” he wrote in his Commonplace Book. Brontë’s Lucy Snowe in Villette (1853) is also an odd woman, a spiky and even neurotic outsider whom, Brontë predicted, few readers would like. Outwardly cold and controlled, Lucy Snowe is haunted by a spectral nun who appears to her at moments of extreme conflict between her sense of solitary repression and her insistent sexuality. The Victorian nun was a powerful embodiment of ideals of feminine chastity, religious confinement, and womanly service; yet the choice of a celibate life also threatened the Victorian family ideal. In the 1850s and 1860s, the revival of Anglican sisterhoods offered an alternative life to many “odd women” looking for meaningful work and for a female community. “Protestant nunneries” were endorsed as suitable refuges for superfluous women. In painting as well as in fiction, the nun became a popular and compelling figure of sexual fantasy; from 1840 on, the annual shows of paintings at the Royal Academy featured at least one convent scene. And in a popular Victorian novel about the New Woman, William Barry’s The New Antigone (1887), the sexually rebellious heroine finally repents and enters a convent.

Rhoda is indeed a lay nun who has taken vows of chastity and service, and she explicitly compares herself and her role in the movement to that of the Christian saints: “There will have to be widespread revolt against sexual instinct. Christianity couldn’t spread over the world without the help of the ascetic ideal, and this great movement for woman’s emancipation must also have its ascetics.” The ascetic ideal was important for late-Victorian feminists. Educated to believe that woman’s chief superiority to man lay in her greater spirituality, her greater distance from the merely animal passions of lust and sexual desire, even the most advanced feminist thinkers of the fin de siècle found it difficult to reconcile their vision of a new social order with an acceptance of female sexual freedom. In her view that women cannot be effective activists unless they have married the movement, Rhoda echoes the passionate beliefs of such real Victorian pioneers as Florence Nightingale and Beatrice Webb, who wrote in her diary, “It will be needful for women with strong natures to remain celibate; so that the special force of womanhood—motherly feeling—may be forced into public work.”

Gissing asks, nonetheless, about the emotional and psychological costs of such sublimation. It is not as easy for Rhoda to suppress the sexual instinct as she had hoped. Some critics, such as Jenni Calder, have found her “a prig and a puritan,” but despite her name, Rhoda is neither sexless nor frigid. Gissing makes clear that she has strong sexual feelings and that it is a discipline for her to repress them. We do not have neo-Gothic glimpses of Rhoda’s inner life, as we do with Brontë’s Lucy Snowe; the third-person narrative keeps us distant from her dreams and fantasies. Yet Gissing tells us that as a girl “she had dreamt passionately, and the fires of her nature, though hidden beneath aggregations of moral and mental attainment, were not yet smothered.” She is immediately aware of a physical attraction to Barfoot, and we see even a modest coquetry in her changes of costume and hair style. Significantly, she longs to swim naked, like that most passionate of late-Victorian feminist heroines, Kate Chopin’s Edna Pontellier in The Awakening (1899). In her romance with Barfoot, Rhoda realizes that she is capable not only of intense desire, but also of agonizing jealousy; it is this debilitating emotion, perhaps, even more than sexual need, that attacks her sense of self-control.

Another novelist, especially a male novelist, might have fallen into the trap of assuming that Rhoda’s feminism is a neurotic displacement of sexual frustration, or that marriage to a decent man is all she really needs to make her happy. But Gissing resists such simplistic clichés at every point. First of all, we should note, the text provides little support for modern readings that interpret the “odd women” as sexual misfits or that find hints of a lesbian attraction between Rhoda and Mary Barfoot. The two women are united by their common political cause, but their friendship and solidarity is not presented as a sexual alternative.

More important, he keeps before us Rhoda’s sense that marriage alone, however idyllic, can never satisfy her intelligence, ambition, or idealism. She is genuinely committed to her work, not as second-best but as a compelling and primary allegiance. “I have my work,” she declares, “and no one shall ever persuade me to abandon it.” Even when her feelings for Barfoot are most intense, she admits to herself that housekeeping, even motherhood, could never occupy her for more than a small part of the day, that she needs “practical activity in some intellectual undertaking; a share—nay, leadership—in some ‘movement,’ contact with the revolutionary life of her time.”

After she has agreed to marry Barfoot, Rhoda continues to think of herself primarily as a feminist exemplar, rather than as a future wife or mother: “Her sense of a mission remained. No longer an example of perfect female independence, and unable therefore to use the same language as before, she might illustrate woman’s power of equality in marriage—if her experience proved no obstacle.” Rhoda’s personal life is always subordinated to what Nina Auerbach calls her historical “power of illustration”: her consciousness of her obligations as a role model sustains her even in the face of personal suffering. In the encounter with Monica Widdowson at the end of the book (a scene influenced in some respects by George Eliot’s scene between Dorothea and Rosamund Vincy in Middlemarch), Rhoda feels her own strength return as she exerts a moral influence to save the other woman. In advising Monica to think “bravely and nobly” of herself, Rhoda prescribes for her own lapse in self-esteem. Typically, she invites Monica to become a role model too, to overcome her personal problems by elevating them into an exemplary life, to become one who “will prove by your life that we can be responsible human beings.”

The phrase echoes Frances Power Cobbe, who in The Duties of Women (1881), had pleaded that women should be treated as “responsible human beings.” If Rhoda’s sense of herself is sometimes almost comically grandiose, nonetheless Gissing never lets us forget that the men in the novel do not have the same historical obligation to prove by their lives a general truth about men. Rhoda carries the weight of making her life politically and morally representative; Barfoot has no such burden. And much of the conflict between them comes from Rhoda’s instinctive belief that he is as serious in his views as she is in hers.

In fact, Barfoot’s sense of history and his place in it is very different from Rhoda’s. Although Rhoda and Mary give him a vicarious sense of participation in “the great movements of our time,” he finally lacks the courage to take the personal risks that belong to leadership. As Rhoda indignantly concludes, Everard is “not quite serious,” either about her or about the emancipation of women; and he escapes from his engagement to her with relief, finding instant consolation with the charming, learned, and undemanding Agnes Brissenden, whose sisters, like herself, would never join a movement or “revolt against the order of things.”

It is hard to decide whether Everard was ever serious about Rhoda or about feminism; Gissing’s portrait of him is not sympathetic. He is a dilettante and a snob; his early flirtation with radical politics and his rapid disenchantment with the working class suggest that his commitments are shallow. Sometimes he seems genuinely delighted by Rhoda’s intelligence and energy; other times he seems to be as cool and cynical a seducer as an Alec D’Urberville. He is a sexual tease and an adventurer; almost from the beginning, Rhoda represents a challenge to his masculine pride in conquest. In their arguments over marriage, he seeks “unconditional surrender”; most of all he wants to control the marriage. Both are playing power games, but of the two Rhoda has more at stake; this is to be the one love of her adult life, while he constantly flirts with other women, taunts her about them, and immediately marries upon the rebound.

For Everard, then, the “free union” is not a meaningful option, a carefully thought-out alternative to legal marriage, but a test of his mastery over Rhoda’s scruples and anxieties. In the end, he is more conservative than she; he never discusses the terms of their life together, but insists that she take his good intentions on faith. As we have seen, Rhoda’s jealous nature and her deep suspicion of male honor make such a leap of faith extremely difficult. She has come to believe that men are sexually faithless, that even the marriage vow gives men no obligation to abjure casual infidelity. Yet for Rhoda fidelity is the very heart of love. In refusing to explain the misunderstanding about Monica Widdowson, Everard thus puts her to the cruelest test.

The promise of an egalitarian marriage, then, cannot be fulfilled because one of the partners is still playing games. Everard’s tendency to project Rhoda’s feelings on the basis of his own is one sign in the novel that he never entirely accepts her independence. We see her more and more through his eyes, and he begins to act on the assumption that she feels exactly as he does. This is particularly apparent with relation to the issue of their having children. In fact children are the repressed element in their discourse on free unions or legal marriage. The scandal in Everard’s past has to do with his getting a shopgirl pregnant and then refusing to marry her; he calls the baby “her child” and smiles as he tells Micklethwaite that it died. In their first long conversation about marriage, he indirectly tells Rhoda how little he values fatherhood and that he would never stay in an unhappy marriage for the children’s sake. Later he thinks to himself that he wants no offspring, and he imagines that Rhoda must share his attitude. Actually, we learn, it is his plan to keep marriage in reserve in case, as he thinks in characteristically uninvolved language, Rhoda “became a mother.”

But he never discusses these possibilities with her openly, although he wonders at one point whether Rhoda will “have the courage to urge the one great difficulty” that the free union presents—the legitimacy of children. Only when Rhoda has consented to marry him does she even think that she may have a child to love; and this expectation too, however belated, will lead to further disillusionment and disappointment for her.

To some of Gissing’s critics, such as Adrian Poole, Rhoda’s childlessness at the end of the novel is emblematic of the emptiness and sterility of her lonely mission, especially since we see her tenderness for Monica’s daughter, who is being raised by the Madden sisters. Poole writes that: “Rhoda’s hallowed compassion for the child, for Monica, for woman’s whole entanglement in the processes of relationship with both birth and death, is balanced by our sense of compassion for her exclusion from these processes. For despite the horrors, the injustice and suffering of the conventional marriage, out of it there is created a child… the child points to the price Rhoda has to pay not just in terms of human tenderness and affection, but also of essential creativity, for her idealism.”

I think, however, that this critical view sentimentalizes the role of maternity in The Odd Women and devalues the importance of Rhoda’s work and the excitement of the life on which she is embarked. It is true that she has given up sexual love in the full understanding of what this means; but it is wrong to think that because she has lost Everard there will be no tenderness and affection in her life or that there is an “essential” female creativity that must find its expression in childbearing. Rhoda’s creativity will have an outlet in her work; her failed romance has restored the womanly feeling and the sisterly affection that she lacked as the cold-blooded theorist. And the movement is having visible effects. The Madden sisters, Alice and Virginia, are on the way to leading active and purposeful lives; Rhoda and Mary are healthy and strong. “We flourish like the green bay tree,” she tells Alice Madden; “The world is moving.” If Monica’s “poor little child” may grow up to be another odd woman, she will also, Rhoda hopes, be a brave one. The optimistic force of the novel, finally, comes from Gissing’s own confidence in his odd women, his conviction that their sexual anarchy will inaugurate a new and more hopeful world for men and women both. Everard Barfoot pities Rhoda; but he never understood or appreciated her. No serious reader need share his view.
Elaine Showalter


Chapter 1

THE FOLD AND THE SHEPHERD

“So to-morrow, Alice,” said Dr. Madden, as he walked with his eldest daughter on the coast-downs by Clevedon, “I shall take steps for insuring my life for a thousand pounds.”

It was the outcome of a long and intimate conversation. Alice Madden, aged nineteen, a plain, shy, gentle-mannered girl, short of stature, and in movement something less than graceful, wore a pleased look as she glanced at her father’s face and then turned her eyes across the blue channel to the Welsh hills. She was flattered by the confidence reposed in her, for Dr. Madden, reticent by nature, had never been known to speak in the domestic circle about his pecuniary affairs. He seemed to be the kind of man who would inspire his children with affection: grave but benign, amiably diffident, with a hint of lurking mirthfulness about his eyes and lips. And today he was in the best of humours; professional prospects, as he had just explained to Alice, were more encouraging than hitherto; for twenty years he had practised medicine at Clevedon, but with such trifling emolument that the needs of his large family left him scarce a margin over expenditure; now, at the age of forty-nine—it was 1872—he looked forward with a larger hope. Might he not reasonably count on ten or fifteen more years of activity? Clevedon was growing in repute as a seaside resort; new houses were rising; assuredly his practice would continue to extend.

“I don’t think girls ought to be troubled about this kind of thing,” he added apologetically. “Let men grapple with the world; for, as the old hymn says, ‘’tis their nature to.’ I should grieve indeed if I thought my girls would ever have to distress themselves about money matters. But I find I have got into the habit, Alice, of talking to you very much as I should talk with your dear mother if she were with us.”

Mrs. Madden, having given birth to six daughters, had fulfilled her function in this wonderful world; for two years she had been resting in the old churchyard that looks upon the Severn sea. Father and daughter sighed as they recalled her memory. A sweet, calm, unpretending woman; admirable in the domesticities; in speech and thought distinguished by a native refinement, which in the most fastidious eyes would have established her claim to the title of lady. She had known but little repose, and secret anxieties told upon her contenance long before the final collapse of health.

“And yet,” pursued the doctor—doctor only by courtesy—when he had stooped to pluck and examine a flower, “I made a point of never discussing these matters with her. As no doubt you guess, life has been rather an uphill journey with us. But the home must be guarded against sordid cares to the last possible moment; nothing upsets me more than the sight of those poor homes where wife and children are obliged to talk from morning to night of how the sorry earnings shall be laid out. No, no; women, old or young, should never have to think about money.”

The magnificent summer sunshine, and the western breeze that tasted of ocean, heightened his natural cheeriness. Dr. Madden fell into a familiar strain of prescience.

“There will come a day, Alice, when neither man nor woman is troubled with such sordid care. Not yet awhile; no, no; but the day will come. Human beings are not destined to struggle for ever like beasts of prey. Give them time; let civilization grow. You know what our poet says: ‘There the common sense of most shall hold a fretful realm in awe—’ ”

He quoted the couplet with a subdued fervour which characterized the man and explained his worldly lot. Elkanah Madden should never have entered the medical profession; mere humanitarianism had prompted the choice in his dreamy youth; he became an empiric, nothing more. “Our poet,” said the doctor; Clevedon was chiefly interesting to him for its literary associations. Tennyson he worshipped; he never passed Coleridge’s cottage without bowing in spirit. From the contact of coarse actualities his nature shrank.

When he and Alice returned from their walk it was the hour of family tea. A guest was present this afternoon; the eight persons who sat down to table were as many as the little parlour could comfortably contain. Of the sisters, next in age to Alice came Virginia, a pretty but delicate girl of seventeen. Gertrude, Martha, and Isabel, ranging from fourteen to ten, had no physical charm but that of youthfulness; Isabel surpassed her eldest sister in downright plainness of feature. The youngest, Monica, was a bonny little maiden only just five years old, dark and bright-eyed.

The parents had omitted no care in shepherding their fold. Partly at home, and partly in local schools, the young ladies had received instruction suitable to their breeding, and the elder ones were disposed to better this education by private study. The atmosphere of the house was intellectual; books, especially the poets, lay in every room. But it never occurred to Dr. Madden that his daughters would do well to study with a professional object. In hours of melancholy he had of course dreaded the risks of life, and resolved, always with postponement, to make some practical provision for his family; in educating them as well as circumstances allowed, he conceived that he was doing the next best thing to saving money, for, if a fatality befell, teaching would always be their resource. The thought, however, of his girls having to work for money was so utterly repulsive to him that he could never seriously dwell upon it. A vague piety supported his courage. Providence would not deal harshly with him and his dear ones. He enjoyed excellent health; his practice decidedly improved. The one duty clearly before him was to set an example of righteous life, and to develop the girls’ minds—in every proper direction. For, as to training them for any path save those trodden by English ladies of the familiar type, he could not have dreamt of any such thing. Dr. Madden’s hopes for the race were inseparable from a maintenance of morals and conventions such as the average man assumes in his estimate of women.

The guest at table was a young girl named Rhoda Nunn. Tall, thin, eager-looking, but with promise of bodily vigour, she was singled at a glance as no member of the Madden family. Her immaturity (but fifteen, she looked two years older) appeared in nervous restlessness, and in her manner of speaking, childish at times in the hustling of inconsequent thoughts, yet striving to imitate the talk of her seniors. She had a good head, in both senses of the phrase; might or might not develop a certain beauty, but would assuredly put forth the fruits of intellect. Her mother, an invalid, was spending the summer months at Clevedon, with Dr. Madden for medical adviser, and in this way the girl became friendly with the Madden household. Its younger members she treated rather condescendingly; childish things she had long ago put away, and her sole pleasure was in intellectual talk. With a frankness peculiar to her, indicative of pride, Miss Nunn let it be known that she would have to earn her living, probably as a school teacher; study for examinations occupied most of her day, and her hours of leisure were frequently spent either at the Maddens or with a family named Smithson—people, these latter, for whom she had a profound and somewhat mysterious admiration. Mr. Smithson, a widower with a consumptive daughter, was a harsh-featured, rough-voiced man of about five-and-thirty, secretly much disliked by Dr. Madden because of his aggressive radicalism; if women’s observation could be trusted, Rhoda Nunn had simply fallen in love with him, had made him, perhaps unconsciously, the object of her earliest passion. Alice and Virginia commented on the fact in their private colloquy with a shame-faced amusement; they feared that it spoke ill for the young lady’s breeding. None the less they thought Rhoda a remarkable person, and listened to her utterances respectfully.

“And what is your latest paradox, Miss Nunn?” inquired the doctor, with grave facetiousness, when he had looked round the young faces at his board.

“Really, I forget, doctor. Oh, but I wanted to ask you, Do you think women ought to sit in Parliament?”

“Why, no,” was the response, as if after due consideration. “If they are there at all they ought to stand.”

“Oh, I can’t get you to talk seriously,” rejoined Rhoda, with an air of vexation, whilst the others were good-naturedly laughing. “Mr. Smithson thinks there ought to be female members of Parliament.”

“Does he? Have the girls told you that there’s a nightingale in Mr. Williams’s orchard?”

It was always thus. Dr. Madden did not care to discuss even playfully the radical notions which Rhoda got from her objectionable friend. His daughters would not have ventured to express an opinion on such topics when he was present; apart with Miss Nunn, they betrayed a timid interest in whatever proposition she advanced, but no gleam of originality distinguished their arguments.

After tea the little company fell into groups—some out of doors beneath the apple-trees, others near the piano at which Virginia was playing Mendelssohn. Monica ran about among them with her five-year-old prattle, ever watched by her father, who lounged in a canvas chair against the sunny ivied wall, pipe in mouth. Dr. Madden was thinking how happy they made him, these kind, gentle girls; how his love for them seemed to ripen with every summer; what a delightful old age his would be, when some were married and had children of their own, and the others tended him—they whom he had tended. Virginia would probably be sought in marriage; she had good looks, a graceful demeanour, a bright understanding. Gertrude also, perhaps. And little Monica—ah, little Monica! she would be the beauty of the family. When Monica had grown up it would be time for him to retire from practice; by then he would doubtless have saved money.

He must find more society for them; they had always been too much alone, whence their shyness among strangers. If their mother had but lived!

“Rhoda wishes you to read us something, father,” said his eldest girl, who had approached whilst he was lost in dream.

He often read aloud to them from the poets; Coleridge and Tennyson by preference. Little persuasion was needed. Alice brought the volume, and he selected “The Lotus-Eaters.” The girls grouped themselves about him, delighted to listen. Many an hour of summer evening had they thus spent, none more peaceful than the present. The reader’s cadenced voice blended with the song of a thrush.




“ ‘Let us alone. Time driveth onward fast

And in a little while our lips are dumb.

Let us alone. What is it that will last?

All things are taken from us——’ ”




There came an interruption, hurried, peremptory. A farmer over at Kingston Seymour had been seized with alarming illness; the doctor must come at once.

“Very sorry, girls. Tell James to put the horse in, sharp as he can.”

In ten minutes Dr. Madden was driving at full speed, alone in his dog-cart, towards the scene of duty.

About seven o’clock Rhoda Nunn took leave, remarking with her usual directness, that before going home she would walk along the sea-front in the hope of a meeting with Mr. Smithson and his daughter. Mrs. Nunn was not well enough to leave the house to-day; but, said Rhoda, the invalid preferred being left alone at such times.

“Are you sure she prefers it?” Alice ventured to ask. The girl gave her a look of surprise.

“Why should mother say what she doesn’t mean?”

It was uttered with an ingenuousness which threw some light on Rhoda’s character.

By nine o’clock the younger trio of sisters had gone to bed; Alice, Virginia, and Gertrude sat in the parlour, occupied with books, from time to time exchanging a quiet remark. A tap at the door scarcely drew their attention, for they supposed it was the maid-servant coming to lay supper. But when the door opened there was a mysterious silence; Alice looked up and saw the expected face, wearing, however, so strange an expression that she rose with sudden fear.

“Can I speak to you, please, miss?”

The dialogue out in the passage was brief. A messenger had just arrived with the tidings that Dr. Madden, driving back from Kingston Seymour, had been thrown from his vehicle and lay insensible at a roadside cottage.
* * *

For some time the doctor had been intending to buy a new horse; his faithful old roadster was very weak in the knees. As in other matters, so in this, postponement became fatality; the horse stumbled and fell, and its driver was flung head forward into the road. Some hours later they brought him to his home, and for a day or two there were hopes that he might rally. But the sufferer’s respite only permitted him to dictate and sign a brief will; this duty performed, Dr. Madden closed his lips for ever.


Chapter 2

ADRIFT

Just before Christmas of 1887, a lady past her twenties, and with a look of discouraged weariness on her thin face, knocked at a house-door in a little street by Lavender Hill. A card in the window gave notice that a bedroom was here to let. When the door opened, and a clean, grave, elderly woman presented herself, the visitor, regarding her anxiously, made known that she was in search of a lodging.

. “It may be for a few weeks only, or it may be for a longer period,” she said in a low, tired voice, with an accent of good breeding. “I have a difficulty in finding precisely what I want. One room would be sufficient, and I ask for very little attendance.”

She had but one room to let, replied the other. It might be inspected.

They went upstairs. The room was at the back of the house, small, but neatly furnished. Its appearance seemed to gratify the visitor for she smiled timidly.

“What rent should you ask?”

“That would depend, mum, on what attendance was required.”

“Yes—of course. I think—will you permit me to sit down? I am really very tired. Thank you. I require very little attendance indeed. My ways are very simple. I should make the bed myself, and—and, do the other little things that are necessary from day to day. Perhaps I might ask you to sweep the room out—once a week or so.”

The landlady grew meditative. Possibly she had had experience of lodgers who were anxious to give as little trouble as possible. She glanced furtively at the stranger.

“And what,” was her question at length, “would you be thinking of paying?”

“Perhaps I had better explain my position. For several years I have been companion to a lady in Hampshire. Her death has thrown me on my own resources—I hope only for a short time. I have come to London because a younger sister of mine is employed here in a house of business; she recommended me to seek for lodgings in this part; I might as well be near her whilst I am endeavouring to find another post; perhaps I may be fortunate enough to find one in London. Quietness and economy are necessary to me. A house like yours would suit me very well—very well indeed. Could we not agree upon terms within my—within my power?”

Again the landlady pondered.

“Would you be willing to pay five and sixpence?”

“Yes, I would pay five and sixpence—if you are quite sure that you could let me live in my own way with satisfaction to yourself. I—in fact, I am a vegetarian, and as the meals I take are so very simple, I feel that I might just as well prepare them myself. Would you object to my doing so in this room? A kettle and a saucepan are really all—absolutely all—that I should need to use. As I shall be much at home, it will be of course necessary for me to have a fire.”

In the course of half an hour an agreement had been devised which seemed fairly satisfactory to both parties.

“I’m not one of the graspin’ ones,” remarked the landlady. “I think I may say that of myself. If I make five or six shillings a week out of my spare room, I don’t grumble. But the party as takes it must do their duty on their side. You haven’t told me your name yet, mum.”

“Miss Madden. My luggage is at the railway station; it shall be brought here this evening. And, as I am quite unknown to you, I shall be glad to pay my rent in advance.”

“Well, I don’t ask for that; but it’s just as you like.”

“Then I will pay you five and sixpence at once. Be so kind as to let me have a receipt.”

So Miss Madden established herself at Lavender Hill, and dwelt there alone for three months.

She received letters frequently, but only one person called upon her. This was her sister Monica, now serving at a draper’s in Walworth Road. The young lady came every Sunday, and in bad weather spent the whole day up in the little bedroom. Lodger and landlady were on remarkably good terms; the one paid her dues with exactness, and the other did many a little kindness not bargained for in the original contract.

Time went on to the spring of ’88. Then, one afternoon, Miss Madden descended to the kitchen and tapped in her usual timid way at the door.

“Are you at leisure, Mrs. Conisbee? Could I have a little conversation with you?”

The landlady was alone, and with no more engrossing occupation than the ironing of some linen she had recently washed.

“I have mentioned my elder sister now and then. I am sorry to say she is leaving her post with the family at Hereford. The children are going to school, so that her services are no longer needed.”

“Indeed, mum?”

“Yes. For a shorter or longer time she will be in need of a home. Now it has occurred to me, Mrs. Conisbee, that—that I would ask you whether you would have any objection to her sharing my room with me? Of course there must be an extra payment. The room is small for two persons, but then the arrangement would only be temporary. My sister is a good and experienced teacher, and I am sure she will have no difficulty in obtaining another engagement.”

Mrs. Conisbee reflected, but without a shade of discontent. By this time she knew that her lodger was thoroughly to be trusted.

“Well, it’s if you can manage, mum,” she replied. “I don’t see as I could have any fault to find, if you thought you could both live in that little room. And as for the rent, I should be quite






































































































*Full citations for works quoted in the text appear in the Bibliography.
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