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SHOWING THE FLAG
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THE boy with big ears, whose father was dead, kissed his mother with a sliding away of the eyes, heaved up his two immense suit-cases and loped up the gang-plank. At the top he dropped the cases briefly to give a quick sideways wave, keeping his face forward. He jerked the cases up again, grimaced, tramped on and his mother far below, weeping but laughing, said, “Oh, Pym! It’s the size of the cases. They’re nearly as big as he is. Oh, I can’t bear it.”


“He is going for a sensible time,” said her elderly woman friend. “Three months is a good long time. The cases must necessarily be heavy.”


“I can’t bear it,” wept the other, dabbing her streaming cheeks, laughing at her weakness.


“Of course you can. You must. It’s not as if he’s never been away before.”


“Since six. He’s been away since he was six. Oh, boarding-schools. Oh, children – why does one have them? Children – it’s all renunciation. Having them is just learning to give them up.”


“It is the custom of the country,” said the elderly friend – unmarried. She was a Miss Pym. “It is in the culture of the English middle class. We teach our children how to endure.”


“He has endured. He has learned.”


“Oh, he scarcely knew his father, Gwen. Don’t be silly. His father was hardly ever at home.”


“‘He missed him. Not of course as I –”


“You scarcely saw him either,” said sane Miss Pym. She was a plain-spoken woman.


“I loved him,” said Gwen, impressive in her heavy hanging musquash coat and flat velvet bandeau (it was the nineteen-twenties). “And now I have lost Philip. Oh, can we find tea?” She held her tightly-squeezed handkerchief in her fist, out in front of her like a blind woman, and her friend led her away through the crowds, among the crates and high-piled luggage and the other fluttering handkerchiefs. Arm in arm the two women disappeared, slowly, floppily in their expensive boat-shaped shoes, and Philip who had found a good position for the suit-cases beside a long slatted seat, hung over the rail and waved to them in vain.


When the last flicker of them had gone he blew through his teeth a bit until a whistle came and swung his feet at the bottom rail along the deck, scuffing his shoes like a two-year-old, though he was nearly thirteen. As the ship got away towards France he hung further over the rail and called down at the sea-gulls who were wheeling and screeching round the open port-hole of the galley. A bucket of scraps was flung out. The sea-gulls screamed at it and caught most of it before it hit the foam. They plunged. “Hungry,” thought Philip. “I’m hungry. I hope the food’s going to be good. Messy French stuff. They all say it’s going to be good, but it’ll be no better than school. It’s just disguised school.”


“The sea-gulls eat like school.” He watched enviously the birds tearing horrors from each other’s beaks, flying free. Were they French or English sea-gulls? Where did they nest? They spoke a universal language, sea-gulls. And all birds. All animals. Presumably. Didn’t need to learn French. “They’re ahead of people,” thought Philip covering his great red ears.


It was bitterly cold. Maybe it would be warmer in Paris.


He was to get to Paris on the boat-train by himself and would there be met by a Major Foster. They would know one another by a small paper union-jack pinned to a lapel on each of them. Philip was keeping his union-jack in his coat pocket at present, in a small brass tin. Every few minutes he felt the tin to make sure that it was still there.


He left the rail and sat on the long seat beside the suit-cases. He could not remember actually having seen the flag in the tin, only hearing about it there. He had seen it when it was part of a small packet of union-jacks, tied in a bundle. He had heard nothing else but union-jacks it seemed for weeks: his mother’s search for just the right one, the dispatch of the Major’s identical one to Paris with the instructions to him about the lapel. The (rather long) wait for the letter of confirmation from the Major that the union-jack had been safely received. Then a further letter about the positioning of the union-jack on the right lapel, in the centre and with a gold safety-pin.


Philip however could not remember the act of placing the union-jack inside the tin. After all, she might just have forgotten. Not that it was the sort of thing she ever did do – forget. But during the last few months – after the funeral which he hadn’t gone to, and which she hadn’t gone to, being too ill in bed and her friend Miss Pym paddling about nursing her and bossing her in a darkened room – after the funeral there had been some sort of break. Only a short break of course. His mother wasn’t one to break. She was terrific, his mother. Everyone knew she was terrific. She kept everything right. Never made a mistake. Ace organiser. He’d heard them saying in the kitchen that it was her being so perfect had killed his father, though goodness knows, thought Philip, what that meant.


Oh, his mother was a whizz. Organising, packing, making decisions. “These are your gifts. These are your life-blood,” had said Miss Pym. “You are by nature an administrator – quite wasted now as a mere mother.” His school matron always sighed over his trunk at the end of term. “However did your mother get so much in?” she said. There was not a shoe not filled with socks, not a sock that did not hide a card of special darning-wool or extra buttons. Bundles of Cash’s name-tapes would be folded into a face flannel. Soap in a little soap-shaped celluloid box would rest inside a cocoa mug, and the cocoa mug would rest inside a cricket cap and the cricket cap would be slid into a wellington boot.


No. She’d never have forgotten the union-jack.


“I think it’s rather a lot to expect of a Frenchman,” had said Miss Pym. “To wear the English flag.”


“The Fosters are French-Canadian,” had said his mother. “They’re very English. Very patriotic, although they live in the Avenue Longchamps.”


“I hope their French is not patriotic. If so there’s very little point in Philip going.”


“They are patriotic to France as well.”


“How odd,” said Pym. “That is unusual.”


Philip took the tin out of his pocket and shook it and there seemed to be no rattle from inside. But then when he opened the lid, there lay the little paper flag quite safe beside its pin and the wind at once scooped it up and blew it away among the sea-gulls.


Philip ran to the rail and watched it plucked outwards and upwards, up and up, then round and down. Down it went, a little bright speck until it became invisible in the churning sea.


“Calais,” said the fat French lady along the seat beside him. “You see? Here is France.” Philip immediately got up and walked away. He looked at the scummy waves slopping at the green jetty, the tall leaning houses. There was a different smell. This was abroad. Foreign soil. In a moment he was going to set foot upon it.


And he was lost and would never be found.


“Le petit,” said the French lady coming up alongside him at the rail and stroking his hair. He wagged his head furiously and moved further away. “Tout seul,” and she burst into a spate of French at her husband. Philip knew that the French meant that the barbaric English had abandoned this child. Not able to consider this concept he shouldered the suit-cases and made for the quay, and there was approached by a ruffian who tried to take them both from him. He hung on to them tight, even when the man began to scream and shout. He aimed a kick at the man and tramped away, the cases grazing the ground. Not one person on the crowded quay paid attention to the attempted theft.


Philip showed his passport and was swirled into the crowd. “Paris,” cried the fat lady, swinging into view, “Paris – ah, le petit!” and she held her rounded arm out boldly but shelteringly in his direction, leaning towards him. Her husband who had a sharp nose and black beret and teeth began to talk fast and furiously into, the nearest of Philip’s vulnerable ears.


But Philip behaved as though he were quite alone. He climbed into the train, found his seat, took off his gaberdine rain-coat, folded it onto a little rack and looked at the huge suit-cases and the higher luggage-rack with nonchalance. The rest of the carriage regarded them with amazement and several people passionately urged that the racks were unequal to the challenge ahead of them. Another ruffian came in and seemed to want to remove the cases altogether but Philip with a vehemence that astonished him and the ruffian and the whole carriage and a stretch of the corridor, flung himself in the man’s path and across his property. He turned bright red and his ears redder and cried out, “No, no, no”.


This caused more discussion and the ruffian, lifting his gaze to the ceiling and his hands near it, went shouting away. The suit-cases were then successfully stowed on the racks, two of the Frenchmen shook hands with Philip and an old woman wearing a long black dress and a lace head-dress like some sort of queen, offered him a sweet which he refused. Huddled in his corner seat he looked out of the window and wondered what to do.


Rattling tracks, bleak cement, scruffy houses all tipping about and needing a coat of paint. Shutters. Railway lines insolently slung across streets, all in among fruit-stalls, all muddly. Rain. No union-jack.


Rain. Fields. Grey. Everything measured out by rulers. Small towns, now villages. Gardens. Allotments. No union-jack.


Men in blue overalls. More berets. Black suits. Stout women with fierce brows. Men standing looking at their allotments, very still and concentrated like saying their prayers. Vegetables in very straight rows. Men carefully bending down and plucking out minute, invisible weeds. Mix-up of muddle and order. Like Mother. No union-jack.


What should he do? Major Foster would be wearing his union-jack and Philip would go up to him and say –. But in all the hundreds of people getting off the train at Paris there might be a dozen boys of twelve. Perhaps a hundred. The Major would go sweeping by. “Oh no. I’m sorry. They were very particular. The boy I am to meet will be wearing – .”


And he’d be speaking in French of course. Probably French-Canadians spoke no English. It hadn’t been clear. Miss Pym had written all the letters to the Foster family because she could write French, and the replies had been in French. Miss Pym had taken them away to translate with the dictionary under her arm. No union-jack.


How stupid. How stupid of his mother. Why hadn’t she sewed the union-jack on his raincoat in the first place? She loved sewing. She was always mending and sewing, not even listening to his father and Miss Pym scrapping away about politics, just looking across at them now and then, or looking over, smiling, at him. His socks were more darns than socks because she so loved darning. Loved making things perfect. Loved making everything seem all right.


So then she sends him away with a rotten little Woolworth’s union-jack out of a cheap packet of them, loose in a tin. And not waving either when she’d said goodbye. Not crying at all. He knew about that crying-and-laughing-together she did. He’d never thought anything of it. He wondered if it had been the laughing-and-crying and all the darning and soupy Miss Pym and her French that had killed his father.


After all, she hadn’t really seemed to mind his father dying. Gone off to bed for the funeral. Perhaps she’d really wanted him to die. Wanted to be free of him so that she could have long, cosy chats with Miss Pym. Horrible Miss Pym speaking her mind all the time. Not liking his father and showing it. Not liking boys. Not liking him. Goopy-goo about his mother. Organising these Fosters. Very glad he was going away. Making no secret of that.


Perhaps his mother also was glad that he was going away.


Philip when this thought arrived concentrated upon the colourless, hedgeless, straight-edged French fields. Rattle-crash the train went over the level-crossings that sliced the roads in half. Long poles hung with metal aprons. Funny people. Lots of them on bicycles, clustered round, waiting to cross. Very dangerous. Very daring. People full of – what? Different from home. Full of energy. No, not energy – what? Fireworks. Explosives. Confidence. That was it. Not as if they needed to keep private their secret thoughts.


If they suddenly discovered for instance that their mothers did not love them they would not sit dumb and numb in a corner.


People in the carriage were now getting out packets of food. One of the hand-shaking men offered Philip a slanted slice of bread, orange and white. Somebody else offered him wine. He shook his head at all of it and looked out of the window. When the talk in the carriage began to get lively he got up and took down the raincoat and took from the pocket the packet of lunch his mother had made up for him herself, with her own fair hands, ha-ha. He sat with it on his knee. He was too sad, too shy to open it.


Also he didn’t really want it. His mother had packed it up so carefully. Like a work of art. Greaseproof corners turned into triangles, like a beautifully-made bed. The package was fastened with two elastic bands, criss-cross, making four neat squares. And even his name on it in clear black pencil, PHILIP. How silly could you get? Who else would it be for? Madly careful, that’s what she was. And then she goes and leaves the union-jack loose in the box.


And she knew how flimsy it was. She must have expected it to blow away. She expected everything. She’d expected a wind. She’d gone on at breakfast-time about him getting seasick. And she knew he’d be more than likely to open the box.


Oh, she’d known what would happen all right. She’d gone off without even waving, her yellow fur arm on the yellow fur arm of Pym. She did not love him, want him, know him and she never had. It was all just darning and being perfect.


She wanted him lost.


All that about flags was just a blind. She wanted him to miss the Major. Wanted rid of the bother of him. Wanted him to disappear. She was a wicked woman who had killed her husband. All that laughing as she cried.


One night when he was young Philip had come downstairs after being put to bed, to get a book from the morning-room and through the dining-room door had heard his father singing at table:


Oh me and oh my


Oh dear and oh dear


I ain’t gonna drink


No more damned beer


and Miss Pym had come sailing out of the room with her lips pressed together. “Coarse,” he had heard her say, “Coarse,” and then, seeing him standing in his pyjamas at the foot of the stairs in the summer evening light, “Go to bed, Philip. Don’t look so stricken. There is a point when every child sees through his parents.”


But his father’s singing hadn’t make Philip think any less of him. He’d always rather liked his father, or what he saw of him. He’d not been able to talk to children, just looked awkward and done card-tricks. Once in the town seeing his son walking on the other side of the road his father had raised his hat to him. What did she mean “see through”?


But now he was seeing through his mother. He was seeing through her all right. He knew her now. The stupid woman. All that fuss trailing about for flags in Canterbury and then she gets one that blows away. Accidentally-on-purpose-ha-ha. She’d be free now. Free for life. Free to be with Stinkerpym. They’d got rid of him together, making sure the flag was really flimsy. Brilliantly they had evaded the law and there would be no evidence of their plot. Philip the only son would simply disappear.


Well, he wouldn’t. At least he would, because he’d never go back. Not to Canterbury, never. Thirteen was all right. He’d manage. Look at Kidnapped. Look at Treasure Island. You can get on without your mother. When he’d got to Paris he’d –. He had some money. He’d just put up in a hotel for a few nights. Get work. He could probably get work somewhere as a kitchen boy or – well, somewhere where there was food.


He was very hungry now. Probably Major Foster and his sisters would have got a good dinner ready for him. This dinner he would never eat, never see, as he would never see the beautiful house they all said would be like a little palace near the Bois de Boulogne. Too bad. He’d go to the Paris stews. At least they sounded as if you didn’t go hungry.


And since he was so hungry at the moment he would eat his mother’s sandwiches. She could hardly have poisoned them.


Could she?


As he opened the greaseproof paper he considered the enigma of his mother, how she flitted in and out of his life, always waving him away on trains. Sending him to school at six.


And even now I could fox her, he thought. Even now I could tear a bit off this greaseproof and draw a union-jack on it and pin it on the lapel with the pin in the box. I could write my name on it too. I could borrow a pencil.


He looked round the carriage wondering which of them he might ask. It would be an easy sentence to say. He’d even done it at school. And he had begun to like the look of the French faces.


But no. He’d go to the stews.


He opened the sandwiches and there was an envelope on top and inside it a piece of paper and his mother’s huge handwriting saying “Oh Philip, my darling, don’t hate me for fussing, but I do so love you.”


Pinned to the paper was a spare union-jack.





THE DIXIE GIRLS
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EIGHTY years ago, or thereabouts, Nell had shared a governess with the Dixie girls, Vi and V. and May, the daughters of a Major in the Blues and Greys.


It was V. who had been the particular friend. Vi had been five years older and bossy, May, three years younger and rather sharp. Nell, the landlady’s daughter, had been in awe of all three of them and fearfully in awe of the parents; Mrs Dixie, a remote, enduring woman sitting upright and frowning at her sewing in an uncomfortable chair, pursing her Scottish lips; and the Major, a voice, a moustache a lubricious gleam, an Olympian shadow springing down the stairs. Major Dixie had been often from home.


The Dixies had been long-term lodgers with Nell’s mother in the North Yorkshire town of Pickering, a high cold blowy place near the garrison in the middle of moors. It had suited the Dixies well, for they had come from bracing Peebles. Peebles they had so loved that in Nell’s ears it came to be confused sometimes with heaven. She would wonder if she would ever get there.


The governess one day went hastily home to it and after that the governess was Vi, who kept a page or so ahead of V. and May and Nell, reading everything up an hour before the lesson. Nell’s mother was not charged for her daughter’s education but the rent of the Dixies was reduced from twenty-five shillings a week to sixteen (family rate, food, heating inclusive) though this was never mentioned. The Dixies somehow made it clear to Nell that they were being good to her.


They saw to her Yorkshire accent for a start. Nell at over eighty, lying in the dark sometimes, and thinking of her days in the school-room – that is to say in her mother’s dining-room; cruets on the sideboard, woolly mats, a malicious, razor-toothed plant, dry as buckram on a tall jardinière in the window – Nell saw more clearly than her recent landscapes the Dixie girls all twisting and squirming with glee at her voice. “Bread and serrip. Bread and serrip.” She remembered her blush and sometimes so intensely that she blushed again. Blushing is rare in the old. She saw again behind the rosy bobble curtains and the governess’s wretched face the white light of the moors. She heard the north wind over the scratchy black heather.


The Dixies all went away, following the flag, following the Major. Nell lived on for years in Pickering and kept on with helping at home where officers’ families were always coming and going. During the Great War she married a batman of one of these officers and afterwards settled with him in Leeds. He was a cobbler, a silent man who had survived the Somme. They had a baby daughter.


Nell however did not lose touch with the formidable Dixie family since the one thing that the white-faced governess had instilled in her – apart from the unacceptability of the Yorkshire accent – was the necessity of Correspondence to a civilised life. The first duty of the day for a woman – unless of course she were of the servant class – was to attend to her letters.


This as it happened was entirely to Nell’s taste and she would probably have done it anyway, for she was a creature so formed that she felt nothing to have properly occurred unless she had communicated it in writing. Writing to people about other people was her relish and her huge delight and though she could not manage to write as she had been taught, straight after breakfast and for the first post, after the slop-pails, the scrubbing brush, the possing-tub, the mangle, the range, the scouring of pans with soda, the black-leading of the grate, the brasses, the making of dinner for herself and the cobbler and Hilda the robust baby and the clearing of everything up, down she would sit to her letters. She wrote with a smile upon her face or with lips tight with emotion, with frown-lines of righteous indignation and sometimes even with tears a-flow. The most minute events of the terrace in Leeds were made radiant by Nell and born earlier or later she might well have been advised to branch out and become a novelist, brimming as she did with such immediacy.


As it was, she had a very happy time and the Dixie girls as the unselfconscious pages flowed forth from Leeds into India, Kenya, Malta, Basingstoke, Cyprus, Aden, Cheltenham and Singapore called out to each other, “Here’s dear Nell again,” raising amused eye-brows. They always read the letters, often two or three times, and V. who was the chief recipient kept many of them in a box. “Dear Nell,” they all said to each other, “Such excitements.” There was a slight uneasiness in their voices sometimes – or at least in the voice of Vi or May – that Nell should be so entertaining, so articulate, so full of gusto. Was it not just a bit forward of her to write with such self-confidence? But V., who was nice, said not at all. She looked forward to dear Nell’s pretty handwriting on an envelope. “Well, she owes that to us,” said Vi.


V. – it was short for Victoria – replied to Nell’s letters very dutifully, as she too had been taught; never starting a paragraph with an I, always answering information received point for point before presenting anything new, always remembering to send messages to the cobbler and the baby – never forgetting the baby’s birthday. Sometimes she enclosed sprigs of colonial vegetation – a silken purple poppy-flower pressed almost transparent like a butterfly’s wing, or a squelched hot orchid from Kuala Lumpur or a dry little shower of bay. The Dixie girls communicated best in symbols, being not much hands at describing. V. alone could now and then wax voluble on the subject that meant most to her, which was her health – or rather her sickness and the sicknesses of others.


Sickness and death. These were the enemy. The Dixie girls who had so upsettingly to their parents not been boys had need of enemies, enemies through whom though they could not be despatched by sword or shot they could demonstrate their bravery.


How very bravely for instance V. set out to do down the onslaughts of the flesh. She ate little, she lived in cold houses, she walked far in bad weather on fragile ankles, she spent almost nothing on clothes; and after her parents’ death she returned to England to a freezing address on the Kent coast spending her evenings sewing sides-to-middles of old sheets for charity, and darning for herself, and often writing her delicate letters with fingers blue and pleated at the tip. The Major had died of drink and Mrs Dixie of desiccation. There was no money left. Said V. “We are in penury.” Vi had taken a job as a teacher at a dubious private school near Wokingham and May had “taken a job” moving pieces of paper about in an office that had something to do with a kind godfather, and had a bed-sit in Ealing. “We are fallen on hard times,” wrote V. to Nell from the pretty Kent cottage beneath her father’s fine portrait and before a fire of one small coal. “It is a very good thing that we are Dixies, or we could not bear it.”


Nell found this statement totally unsurprising. She had believed for so long that the Dixies were significant that their superiority to everyone she knew was notched in her brain. Dixie to her meant Hohenzollern, Battenberg and Teck. She knew that had the Czar or Charlemagne or the Prince of Wales come riding by and stopped in front of her she would have been perfectly all right so long as the patrician Dixies had been at her side. They knew the rules.


Once, when she was thirty or so Nell was invited to meet V. in London to witness the marriage procession of the Duke and Duchess of Kent. She and V. arrived early upon the Embankment and took up positions in the front row. Nell carried a little flag to wave hurray. V. in her threadbare coat of ancient design simply stood, but as the carriages came by it seemed the merest accident that V. was on the pavement and not bowing and twirling her wrist from the inside of one of them. “Such a pity about the hat,” she said. “The Queen knows never to wear a big hat. She knows that we all want to see her face. Poor Marina of course is Greek,” and she led Nell off to a Lyons tea-shop for a little something. V. had to eat a little something every three hours, otherwise she fainted. “Oh poor V.”, said plump Nell, “And you’re so terribly thin.”
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