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‘That was a fine service, Constantine,’ said Aunt Adeline, an element of sarcasm 
in her voice, her powdered face pale behind her black gauze veil. ‘I like sitting at the 
back on such occasions, though. The ultimate pew. People always turn round to work 
out who’s present. A sea of black. I rather like wearing black: I probably look good in 
it: tall, slim women often do. Buttons of jet. I didn’t know he knew so many people. Of 
course I didn’t know his family at all.’ 

Constantine, her nephew, answered by inclining his head. He was a taciturn man 
at the best of times; when he did speak he was often unintentionally but brutally frank. 
‘Well, aunt, what are you going to do now? Your income will have stopped dead. He 
wasn’t the kind of man to make provision for you following his demise.’ 

‘He made no provision for me at all,’ said Aunt Adeline. ‘None.’ She sighed. ‘He 
hated the thought of death; he hated the idea of wills; he died intestate in a state of 
denial. And he was, at the end of it, uncaring. So I have nothing. No means of paying 
the rent on my rooms; and after all those years of companionship — and he was often 
not easy to get on with. Particularly after he had had a row with Marie. He took it out on 
me. Their rows got worse with time. I don’t know why I bothered.’ She sighed again. 
‘For so many thankless years.’ 

They were walking — the final mourners — out through the maw-like doorway 
of St Raybould ad Vincula’s, a gaunt, yellow and red brick edifice that somehow put 
you in mind of an aged, half-starved horse, its ribs sticking out. The portal, in the 
unloveliness of its proportions, was reminiscent of that of the Royal Courts of Justice. 
Inside it was even worse. The ceremony echoed within Constantine’s head. He didn’t 
like the use of incense at funerals: it seemed inappropriate. And that water splashed 
about. And the echoes of the voices returning from the rib-like vaults of the thoracic 
nave. He wished he had not attended; Aunt Adeline would have managed without him, 
sitting in lonely and regal isolation at the back of the building, the final pew, and 
stalking out alone when the performance was all over. 

‘It was thoughtful of you to come, Constantine: thoughtful of you to keep me 
company. Considering you disliked him so much.’ 

They were the last of the mourners: the last in line. Above their heads the tenor 
bell was ringing out half-muffled, an eerie and funereal sound. 

‘I brought my own car,’ said Aunt Adeline. ‘I didn’t want to risk sitting next to a 
member of the family in a preposterous coach.’ She took the keys out of her black bag. 
‘Look at that.’ She pointed with her black-gloved hand. ‘What a waste of money. When 
I go just bury me quietly. Listen in a moment’s silence at my grave-side to the hymn of 
the song-thrush. No empty pomp.’ 

They paused. The solid oak coffin was being placed in a glass-sided hearse drawn 
by four patient black horses each of which shook its sable plume from time to time. The 
day was overcast and it was beginning to drizzle. Behind the hearse the mourners were 
assisting one another into horse-drawn carriages. 

‘What a pantomime,’ said Aunt Adeline. ‘What a waste of money.’ She paused. 
‘Did you note all the dead flies on the window sills?’ 

They looked at each other. Each understood the other. 
‘How long had you known him, aunt?’ 
‘Twenty-six years. I was his companion for twenty-six years. The second string, 



The  Mistress’s Tale ~ David Wheldon  

2 

so to speak.’ 
‘How did you meet?’ 
‘In Hauser’s the ironmongers in Victoria Street. I knew he was married 

immediately: a child’s thumb-print, faint, in milk chocolate, on his starched white cuff. 
A man married with children. Yet that wasn’t enough for him.’ Aunt Adeline shrugged 
her shoulders. ‘Maybe the fault was mine. If only I had turned away. After I had bought 
my picture-hooks and wires I took tea in Senner’s. I sat at my usual table. He followed 
me in. Soon he was protesting his adoration. And, being isolated and lonely, I fell for it. 
I suppose in those days he had a kind of way with him. Senner’s used to do good green 
tea. Still does. I still go there. Still sit at the same table. I shall go there after the burial; 
it’s not far from the cemetery. Come with me, if you like. Then I shall have to wonder 
what to do.’ She turned to him suddenly. She held her gloved hands out, elbows flexed, 
palms upward: a feminine gesture of frustration and annoyance. ‘I have nothing, you 
know. Nothing. Almost a month is owing on my rooms: various bills are due. The car 
needs servicing.’ She gripped the gloved fingers of her left hand with those of her right. 
‘But you just don’t think that it’ll end so suddenly.’ She opened her mouth widely; the 
movement of her long lips was visible behind the veil which shook in and out with the 
dynamic force of her speech. ‘He died in my bed, you know. In the afternoon, Tuesday 
week past. He was supposed to be at work. Four minutes to five: the chime on the 
French mantel clock warned on the instant of his collapse. Well, perhaps you don’t 
know, but he did. My bed. Why didn’t he have the decency to die in his wife’s? What a 
situation in which to find yourself! I had been on top of him: now I found I was on top 
of a corpse; I sat on the edge of the bed for a full ten minutes. He had a look of faint 
astonishment upon his face. The window was partly open, and sparrows were 
quarrelling in the dust outside. A child was dapping a ball on the pavement. An 
ice-cream van had pulled up near the junction: it was playing Clementine, I recall. A 
doleful melody, I think. It’s strange what you remember at times like this. Thou art lost 
and gone forever. I found it absurd: even comic. I thought about putting on my 
peignoir, decided against it: I remained naked. I washed myself meticulously, looked 
back in my bedroom to make sure it wasn’t a mirage or a trick of the imagination — no: 
quite dead: dead as Jacob Marley: an expression of faint astonishment on his face, as I 
say — went through the pockets of his coat which was hanging on the back of my 
dressing-chair; looked through his pocket-case and took out £50. Was I wrong?’ Aunt 
Adeline looked her nephew in the eye. 

Constantine considered this deeply. ‘Well, they don’t stitch pockets in shrouds,’ 
he said at length.  

‘Indeed. And a black-and-white photograph of myself ten years previously taken 
outside L’Hôtel les Alizes in St Luc des Falaises. Not pretty: rather severe. People used 
to say I looked like Wallis Simpson. My scarlet lips came out black in the photo, like 
Simpson’s. Face powdered to cover the birthmark. And in the pocket-book a colour 
photograph of Marie, his wife: poor, longsuffering woman. I’ve only seen her in the 
distance in real life. Several times I’ve caught sight of husband and wife in the distance 
and have turned down a side street, or, if there had been no side street, turned back on 
myself. Have I reduced myself, over the years, to the substance of a shadow? As for 
Marie, the woman in the photograph — she is prettier by far than me, her figure much 
more attractive. She has the clear complexion of a girl. She is standing at the end of a 
seaside pier: Clevedon, I think: I recognize the unique roofline of the shelter. Evidently 
a sunny day: she shades her eyes with a hand: her wrists are slim and delicate, unlike 
mine. But you know the music I play: you need strong fingers and wrists to play it. I 
held the two photographs together. Two women. How different we are. How I had been 
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used. How Marie had been used, as well. Two used women. I found a cheque in his 
trousers’ back pocket, made out to his cigar-merchant: no use to me, so I put it back. 
About four pounds in loose change in the trousers’ side pockets: I put the silver in the 
drawer of my dressing-table and left the copper. The reality of the situation was 
dawning on me. I tried to calm myself by sitting at the piano and playing Alkan’s En 
Rythme Molossique. It’s a technically taxing piece. I felt I needed mental exertion. 
Molossique. The Molossians, a nation of shepherds. What a price they paid for siding 
with Macedon against Rome. How your wrists ache after playing this piece. I enjoy 
playing the piano in the nude. I sat in the silence after playing, thinking about the music. 
What you play only approximates the conception of the piece held in the mind. 
Molossique. More likely the Greek disaster than the metric foot of three long syllables, 
I feel. Then I dressed, powdered my face, hid my birthmark, took a cab to his house — 
I was too distraught to drive — and confronted Marie. What else could I have done?  

 
[This is a preview. The full story is approximately 3,500 words.] 

 


