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‘I was only obeying orders.’

Lieutenant Calley in his defence at the My Lai massacre trial. November, 1971.
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Chapter 1

Miss Hawkins looked at her watch. It was two-thirty. If everything went according to schedule, she could safely reckon to be dead by six o’clock. Maybe I’ll listen to the news first, she thought to herself. I won’t need to bother with the weather forecast. She checked her leavings for the hundredth time. Opening each drawer in the kitchen cabinet, she re-assured herself that everything was tidy and in order. She wanted to leave a good impression. She noticed one slightly chipped cup on the dresser, and that she threw away. She had polished the silver that morning and she kept opening the cutlery drawer to admire its shine. Then once again into the bedroom. She smoothed the candlewick bedspread, picking off the odd loose thread. Her two skirts, best dress, coat and three blouses hung cellophane-covered in her wardrobe, each garment on its own metal hanger. Below, her three pairs of shoes were polished and severely in line. And neatly folded beside them, the polythene bag that would finally enshroud the fur-lined boots she was wearing for her last appearance. In each of the four drawers of the chest there were two demure lavender bags. These she placed on top of her woollies, underwear and sundries, so that they were visible. She checked that the laundry basket was empty – to be caught with dirty linen would reap a shame that would haunt her in her grave – and that her cupboard was bare. Almost bare, that is, apart from a carton of long-life milk with a promise of three months’ life-expectation on its packaging, during which time she would certainly be found and it wouldn’t be wasted. So too, the four tins of mackerel she’d recklessly bought in an ‘end of line’ sale. All was in order. She was ready.

She went back to the sitting-room. On the small desk lay a white envelope. On it she had written, ‘The Will Of Miss Jean Hawkins. To Whom It May Concern.’ She had no idea who on earth could be concerned with it, but it seemed the formal thing to say. She had not yet sealed the envelope. That she would do immediately prior to her final act of departure. Once again she took out the single sheet of paper and checked on her neatness and spelling. ‘I bequeath all my savings and belongings to the Sacred Heart Orphanage, Wiston Road, London, SW6. I declare that I am of sound mind.’ (signed) Jean Hawkins (Cashier) Witnessed by Mary Woolam (Mrs) (Housewife). Miss Hawkins smiled. She liked that name. It was cuddly and responsible. With a different pen and a slant to her writing, she had invented a witness. She knew no-one to whom she could entrust such a delicate authority. For she had no friends, and no family. The latter she had never known. She had never investigated her parentage. The orphanage where she had spent the first years of her life, never encouraged that line of questioning. ‘We took you from nothing’ was their blanket response to any timid enquiry. It was what they said to all the children and she ached to know the quality of her nothing, the where and the why of it. But when, after fourteen years, she was put out of the orphanage, her curiosity as to her origins had evaporated. She folded the sheet of paper and replaced it in the envelope. She stood up the flap so that it called itself to her attention. Not that she would have overlooked it, but the open flap was by way of an order. An order to be obeyed. At all stages in Miss Hawkins’ life, other people had given orders, and she had obeyed. In the orphanage, it was matron, at school, her teachers, and in the factory, the foreman, and later on, the management. During her life, obedience had assumed the nature of a passion. An order executed gave her an acute physical pleasure, and she would seal the flap of her last will and testament with a frisson close to orgasm. Now that she had reached retirement age, there would be no more orders, and how would she know what to do with her life if there were no-one to tell her? Thus it did not occur to Miss Hawkins that there was any alternative to a simple self-inflicted quietus.

She fingered the earth of the aspidistra plant in the window. It was moist and would safely outlive her. She checked on the bottle of pills on the bedside table. ‘It is dangerous to exceed the stated dose.’ In taking the whole bottle she would not be disobeying. She would merely be disagreeing with an opinion, and that, as a last rite, she was entitled to. She put on her hat and coat, and checked once again on each drawer and cupboard. Before she left the house, she lit the gas-fire in her bedroom. It was a rare act of extravagance for one who never in her life had indulged herself. In her death-chamber she could dare to luxuriate. She shut the bedroom door and left the house for the factory for the last time.


Chapter 2

Most of the four hundred employees were assembled in the workers’ canteen. The tables had been removed and the tea and coffee counter now served as a table for the business of the meeting. Miss Hawkins sat clench-fisted behind the table, and viewed the sea of faces, all of them so achingly familiar, yet each single one a stranger. She shivered and the audience thought that she was nervous, and that was as it should be, for how often in her uneventful life had poor Miss Hawkins been in such limelight. Forty-six years of devoted service to ‘For Your Pleasure’ confectionary company, had earned her this parting ceremony, this ‘small token of our esteem’, lying gift-wrapped on the table, this ‘no words can express’ speech that Jim Connell was at this moment delivering in words and phrases that he had hitherto declared inexpressible. Miss Hawkins glanced sideways at the notes he fingered on the table. ‘Has given of her cervises jenerusly’, she read, and she was appalled that he’d attained the rank of shop steward with such spelling. ‘For forty-six years,’ he droned on, threatening to itemise every single day of them, ‘she has been a steadfast and loyal colleague.’ Miss Hawkins heard herself spelling the words on his poor illiterate behalf.

She looked at the package on the table. It was indeed a ‘small token’, measuring at most six inches square, with a depth, allowing for the wrapping, of about four inches. One hundred and forty-four cubic inches, she worked out. Whatever it was, she was not going to open it. She had it in mind to throw it away on her way home, gift-wrapped and all, so that she need never know that, with their gift, they had given her a reason to live beyond this day.

She listened as Jim Connell bumbled on about her long and devoted service and her first green years at the factory. She remembered the day she’d left the orphanage. Matron had put her to work at the sweet factory at the end of the orphanage road. The orphanage and the factory dated from the same year, as if by arrangement, the one should feed the other, and the progress from foundling to fudge-wrapper was as natural as the night that followed day. From wrapping, Miss Hawkins had graduated to the boiled-sweet department, then swiftly through marshmallows and fondants to the factory speciality on the top floor. Chocolate liqueurs. She could go no further. At this point of promotion, most of the orphan employees, cured for life of a sweet addiction, pimpled and puppy-fatted, would seek employment elsewhere. But the management had noted Miss Hawkins’ diligence and devotion to duty, and they put her in the office and groomed her as book-keeper. In her thirtieth year she had attained the rank of head cashier, a post she retained to this day.

‘We owe a great deal to Miss Hawkins,’ the shop steward waffled on, and she wondered, but with little
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Note on the Author

Bernice Rubens was born in Cardiff, Wales in July 1928. She read English at the University of Wales and married young; she worked as an English teacher and a filmmaker before she began writing at the age of 35, when her children started nursery school. Reubens’s first novel, Set on Edge (1960), was threaded with the themes of Orthodox Judaism and family life. The book was a success, which encouraged her to continue with writing: her second novel, Madame Sousatzka (1962), was filmed by John Schlesinger, with Shirley MacLaine in the leading role, in 1988, and her fourth novel, The Elected Member, won the 1970 Booker prize. She was shortlisted for the same prize again in 1978 for A Five Year Sentence.

Reubens was an honorary vice-president of International PEN and served as a Booker judge in 1986; her last novel, The Sergeants’ Tale, was published in 2003, a year before her death at age 76. 


[image: image]

Discover books by Bernice Rubens published by Bloomsbury Reader at
www.bloomsbury.com/BerniceRubens

A Five Year Sentence
I, Dreyfus
Madame Sousatzka
Nine Lives
Sunday Best


ops/images/9781448210923.jpg
Bernice Rubens

A FIVE YEAR
SENTENCE









ops/images/pub.jpg
BLOOMSBURY READER





