From Cold Comfort Farm, Stella Gibbons. London; NY; Toronto Longmans, Green & Co, 1932 
[bookmark: _GoBack]Exercise in prediction – what will happen?
“ Was the funeral awful ? ” enquired Mrs. Smiling. She knew that Mr. Poste, that large man who had been serious about games and contemptuous of the arts, was not regretted by his child. Nor was Mrs. Poste, who had wished people to live beautiful lives and yet be ladies and gentlemen. 
Flora replied that it had been horrid. She added that she was bound to say all the older relatives seemed to have enjoyed it no end. 
“ Did any of them ask you to go and live with them? I meant to warn you about that. Relatives are always wanting you to go and live with them^” said Mrs. Smiling. 
No. Remember, Mary, I have only a hundred pounds a year now ; and I cannot play Bridge.” 
Bridge ? What is that ? ” enquired Mrs. Smiling, glancing vaguely out of the window at the river. “ What curious ways people have of passing their time, to be sure. I think you are very fortunate, darling, to have got through all those dreadful years at school and college, where you had to play all those games, without getting to like them yourself. How did you manage it ? ” 
Flora considered. 
“ Well — ^first of all, I used to stand quite still and stare at the trees and not think about anything. There were usually some trees about, for most games, you know, are played at in the open air, and even in the winter the trees are still there. But I found that people would bump into me, so I had to give up standing still, and run, like the others. I always ran after the ball because, after all, Mary, the ball is important in a game, isn’t it? until I found they didn’t like me doing that, because I never got near it or hit it or did whatever you are supposed to do to it. 
“ So then I ran away from it instead, but they didn’t seem to like that cither, because apparently people in the audience wondered what I was doing out on the edge of a field all by myself, and running away from the ball whenever I saw it coming near me. 
“ And then a whole lot of them got at me one day after one of the games was over, and told me I was no good. And the Games Mistress seemed quite worried and asked me if I really didn’t care about lacrosse (that was the name of the game), and I said no, I was afraid I didn’t, really ; and she said it was a pity, because my father was so ‘ keen,’ and what did I care about ? 
“ So I said, well, I was not quite sure, but on the whole I thought I liked having everything very tidy and calm all round me, and not being bothered to do things, and laughing at the kind of joke other people didn’t think at all funny, and going for country walks, and not being asked to express opinions about things (like love, and isn’t so-and-so peculiar ?). So then she said, oh, well, didn’t I think I could to be a little less slack, because of Father, and I said no, I was afraid I couldn’t ; and after that she left me alone. But all the others still said I was no good” 
Mrs. Smiling nodded her approval, but she told Flora that she talked too much. She added : “ Now about this going to live with someone. Of course, you can stay here as long as you like, darling ; but I suppose you will want to take up some kind of work some time, won’t you, and earn enough to have a flat of your own ? ” 
“ What kind of work ? ” asked Flora, sitting upright and graceful in her chair. 
“ Well — organizing work, like I used to do.” (For Mrs. Smiling had been an organizer for the L.G.G. before she married “ Diamond ” Tod Smiling, the racketeer.) “ Do not ask me what that is, exactly, for I’ve forgotten. It is so long since I did any. But I am sure you could do it. Or you might do journal- ism. Or book-keeping. Or bee-keeping.” 
Flora shook her head. 
“ I’m afraid I couldn’t do any of those things, Mary.” 
“ Well . . . what then, darling ? Now, Flora, don’t be feeble. You know perfectly well that you will be miserable if you haven’t got a job, when all your friends have. Besides, a hundred pounds a year won’t even keep you in stockings and fans. What will you live on ? ” 
“ My relatives,” replied Flora. 
Mrs. Smiling gave her a shocked glance of enquiry, for, though civilised in her tastes, she was a strong- minded and moral woman. 
“ Yes, Mary,” repeated Flora firmly, “ I am only nineteen, but I have already observed that, whereas there still lingers some absurd prejudice against living on one’s friends, no limits are set, either by society or by one’s own conscience, to the amount one may impose upon one’s relatives. 
“ Now I am peculiarly (I think if you could see some of them you would agree that that is the word) rich in relatives, on both sides of the family. There is a bachelor cousin of Father’s in Scotland. There is a sister of Mother’s at Worthing (as though that were not enough, she breeds dogs). A female cousin of Mother’s lives in Kensington. And there are also some distant cousins, connections of Mother’s, I believe, who live in Sussex. . . .” 
“ Sussex ...” mused Mrs. Smiling. " I don’t much like the sound of that. Do they live on a decaying farm ? ” 
“ I am afraid they do,” confessed Flora, reluctantly. “ However, I need not try them unless everything else fails. I propose to send a letter to the relatives I have mentioned, explaining the situation and asking them if they are willing to give me a home in exchange for my beautiful eyes and a hundred pounds a year.” 
“ Flora, how insane ! ” cried Mrs. Smiling ; “ you must be mad. Why, you would die after the first week. You know that neither of us have ever been able to abide relatives. You must stay here with me, and learn typing and shorthand, and then you can be somebody’s secretary and have a nice little flat of your own, and we can have lovely parties . . .” 
“ Mary, you know I hate parties. My idea of hell is a very large party in a cold room where everybody has to play hockey properly. But you put me off what I was going to say. When I have found a relative who is willing to have me, I shall take him or her in hand, and alter his or her character and mode of living to suit my own taste. Then, when it pleases me, I shall marry.”
 
“This afternoon,” observed Mrs. Smiling, leading the way to lunch, “ I think we will go to a flick. Give Sneller those ; he will post them for you.” 
“ No. ... I think I will post them myself,” said Flora, jealously. “Did you get the brassiere, darling?” 
A shadow fell upon Mrs. Smiling’s face. 
“ No. It was no use to me. It was just a variation on the ‘ Venus ’ design made by Waber Brothers in 1938 ; it had three elastic sections in front, instead of two, as I hoped, and I have it already in my collection. I only saw it from the car as I drove past, you know ; I was misled by the way it was folded as it hung in the window. The third section was folded back, so that it looked as though there were only two.” 
“ And would that have made it more rare ? ” 
“But, naturally. Flora. Two-section brassieres are extremely rare. I intended to buy it — but, of course, it was useless.” 
“ Never mind, my dove. Look —^nice hock. Drink it up and you’ll feel more cheerful.” 
That afternoon, before they went to the Rhodopis, the great cinema in Westminster, Flora posted her letters. 

When the morning of the second day brought no reply to any of the letters, Mrs. Smiling expressed the hope that none of the relatives were going to answer. She said : 
“ And I only pray that if any of them do answer, it won’t be those people in Sussex. I think the names are awful : too ageing and putting-off.” 
Flora agreed that the names were certainly not propitious. 
“ I think if I find that I have any third cousins living at Cold Comfort Farm (young ones, you know, children of Cousin Judith) who are named Seth, or Reuben, I shall decide not to go.” 
“Why?” 
“ Oh, because highly-sexed young men living on farms are always called Seth or Reuben, and it would be such a nuisance. And my cousin’s name, remember, is Judith. That in itself is most ominous. Her husband is almost certain to be called Amos ; and if he is, it will be a typical farm, and you know what they are like.” 
Mrs. Smiling said sombrely : 
“ I hope there will be a bathroom.” 
“ Nonsense, Mary ! ” cried Flora, paling. “ Of course there will be a bathroom. Even in Sussex —it would be too much . . 
“ Well, we shall see,” said her friend. “ And mind you wire me (if you do hear from them and do decide to go there) if either of your cousins is called Seth or Reuben, or if you want any extra boots or anything. There are sure to be masses of mud.” 
Flora said that she would. 

….
…  Flora was reading the third letter. Her mother’s cousin in South Kensington said that she would be very pleased to have Flora, only there was a little difficulty about the bedroom. Perhaps Flora would not mind using the large attic, which was now used as a meeting- room for the Orient-Star-in-the-West Society on Tuesdays, and for the Spiritist Investigators’ League on Fridays. She hoped that Flora was not a sceptic for manifestations sometimes occurred in the attic, and even a trace of scepticism in the atmosphere of the room spoiled the conditions, and prevented phenomena, the observations of which provided the Society with such valuable evidence in favour of Survival. Would Flora mind if the parrot kept his corner of the attic ? He had grown up in it, and at his age the shock of removal to another room might well prove fatal. 
Again, you see, it means sharing a bedroom,” said Flora. “ I do not object to the phenomena, but I do object to the parrot.” 
Do open the Howling one,” begged Mrs. Smiling, coming round to Flora’s side of the table. 
The last letter was written upon cheap lined paper, in a bold but illiterate hand : 
“ Dear Niece, 
‘‘ So you are after your rights at last. Well, I have expected to hear from Robert Posters child these last twenty years. 
“ Child, my man once did your father a great wrong. If you will come to us I will do my best to atone, but you must never ask me what for. My lips are sealed. “ We are not like other folk, maybe, but there have always been Starkadders at Cold Comfort, and we will do our best to welcome Robert Posters child. 
“ Child, child, if you come to this doomed house, what is to save you? Perhaps you may be able to help us when our hour comes. 
“ Yr, affec. Aunt, 
“ J, Starkadder.” 
