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1
            ONE

         

         THE SCHOOL VERSION ended at a gallop. They had cut Malvolio’s last scene (too cruel) and most of Fabian, so that the play ended with the general joining of hands and the cast lining up behind Frances, stocky in her cap and bells, for ‘The rain it raineth every day’. To June this was always almost more than she could bear. Frances was a creep but her voice really was pretty and the plaintive tune, the strange half-mad words closing the rich, scented hysteria of the end-of-term play, made June want to cry – but honestly, tears brimmed her blue-rimmed lids and if she’d had to utter one of her speeches again she couldn’t have done it for the lump in her throat, not even if Sir Larry himself had asked her. 2

         Then the curtains swished together and all the audience clapped like mad, for even if their own ewe lambs weren’t in it a lot of the parents seemed to have more team spirit, more sense of unity (‘Jervis’s is a Unity, girls; we are all members one of another’, see Miss Chatham’s end-of-term speech this year, last year, amen) than the pupils. If Jervis’s High School for Girls didn’t rank quite with Roedean it was only because at Jervis’s you didn’t pay fees – at least, that was how a lot of the parents seemed to feel, and there they all were out in the hall beyond the footlights, clapping away and showing team spirit and some of them, like Mum, making the palms of their hands sting with genuine pride because up there on the stage, encased in archaic and awkward costumes, masked in greasepaint on which sweat beads were standing, were in fact their own daughters, their ewe lambs.

         As the curtains ebbed and flowed a smell of canvas, cloth and the cloying perspiration of girls came mildly over the footlights as far as the first row or two of seats. Miss Chatham and her staff had long ceased to notice it, fathers and the few brothers who had been coerced into coming wrinkled their inward noses, mothers ignored it. The girls themselves, squeezing hands as they curtsied (or bowed, if playing male roles – preserve the reality, preserve the reality!) staring outward now through the light to find the parents, the clan, the 3buttressing personal applause, grew slightly drunk on their own bouquet. Bubbles of hysteria, checked only by the astringent notes of God save the Queen, rose within the unnatural bottles of heavy gowns, tights, wimples, burst and foamed backstage after the final curtain. Their voices rose to parrot-house strength, they hugged each other, breathing each other’s smell, someone fell against a piece of scenery and it fell on somebody’s head, someone was in tears, the stage manager and stage hands pushed about crying ‘Clear the stage, please – oh, do get off!’ and gradually, still entwined, still chattering or in tears, still half out of their own bodies and blossoming in the maturity of men and women, wombs and tosspots, horns and cuckolds (bowdlerised but not excised) and in the heady beauty of language never at other times heard, not even now totally comprehended, they dispersed to the three dressing rooms and reluctantly, as slowly as possible, put off their costumes and came back into the world.

         Parents were still dotted about the hall among chairs now pushed awry, talking to other parents or to members of the staff, when June came through the passdoor, and she saw with the little thump of the heart she could never control at contact with authority that Miss Chatham was in conversation with Mum down at the far end of the front row. Miss Chatham was tall and regal, Mum was short and unremarkable, 4yet they were alike in their composure as they stood together. Miss Chatham was talking and Mum was listening and on both their faces was respect and friendliness, which perhaps might not remain if they noticed June had left some make-up on her eyelids and mouth. Still, she would risk it; the pain of relinquishing her other, glamorous self with the tights and tunic of Sebastian had been lessened by keeping the blue eyelids that gave her fledgling face a mystery and depth one could not normally display when one was fifteen and at Jervis’s – although of course it was all right to use a little lipstick (natural colour only, one of the awful girls in 6B had come to school with pale mauve lips and been sent home).

         ‘Ah, here’s June.’ Miss Chatham smiled permission to advance.

         ‘Good evening, Miss Chatham. Hullo, Mum.’

         ‘Hullo, dear. What a lovely show it was.’

         ‘And as far as I could see,’ said Miss Chatham, ‘there were no mishaps.’

         ‘I couldn’t get my sword back in the scabbard.’

         ‘I didn’t notice, dear. You’ve left some blue on your eyelids, if you’ve got a hankie.’

         ‘I was just telling your mother how pleased we have been with your progress this term. I think, Mrs Baxter, she’s almost certain of O-Level passes in every subject next year if she’s able to keep on working 5steadily – except perhaps Geography. For some reason Geography,’ she smiled at the girl, ‘fails to strike a chord in June’s bosom.’

         Geography! Wiping some of the make-up off her eyelids with a handkerchief, June sneered at Geography. Rainfalls and crops and mountains – who cared about that? She smiled diffidently, lowering her head so that the two flat wings of fair hair concealed the corners of her mouth, where the smile would not have deceived Miss Chatham.

         Miss Chatham was not deceived. ‘Still, the shores of Illyria are all that interest us tonight, aren’t they?’ she said, and without change of voice or expression conveyed, with no diminution of regard, an intimation of dismissal. At her back were gathering a clump of parents, like sheep seeking courage to bolt through a gateway. ‘You spoke your lines splendidly, June. I hope you’re not too excited to sleep. There will be a lot of heavy eyes at Dismissal tomorrow, I’m afraid.’

         Turning slightly, she enabled the new group to advance (they belonged to a Second Former who hung back, unwilling to support her parents’ obstinate bravado in seeking speech with the Headmistress) and June and her mother to withdraw. The hall was fairly empty now and there was no one whom Mrs Baxter knew more than to smile to, while the girls, absorbed into their family groups, ignored each other. 6

         June and her mother went out onto the main steps. Twilight had only just gone and the distant chill of the sea was beginning to creep up on the summer air.

         ‘Do your blazer up, dear, the wind’s cold.’

         On the dark tarmac drive between the rose bushes June clasped her hands round her mother’s arm. They were almost the same height, the girl slight with a swansdown fairness, the woman thickset, quiet.

         ‘Was I good, Mum? Did you like me?’

         ‘I thought you were lovely.’

         ‘Could you hear me? Miss Garth always keeps on about speaking up, speaking out, throw your voice to the back of the hall …’ She imitated the English mistress, drawing herself up, jutting her chin and her small breasts in a mimicry that made her mother laugh. ‘What did you think of Maureen? She was Malvolio. Did you think she was good? Her hair kept coming out under her wig, did you notice? I hate wigs, I’m glad I didn’t have to wear one.’ She tossed her hair and gave a skip.

         ‘Don’t drag on my arm, dear. I thought you all took your parts splendidly.’

         ‘They gave Malvolio to Maureen because of her accent. She’s ever such a good actress but she’s got a real Hampshire accent, did you notice? They try and do that with all the accents, you know, give them the clowns or the common parts. I’d hate to have an accent 7and be tied to always playing that sort of part. Think of never being able to play Juliet!’ It was a serious thought and they walked to the bus stop in silence. How did you know if you had an accent? Did Maureen know or did she think she was given Malvolio simply because she was good at it? Had June herself got an accent without knowing it? She could imitate Julie Andrews doing The rain in Spain falls mainly on the plain on the My Fair Lady record so that she couldn’t tell the difference. But perhaps someone else could? Had Mum got an accent, because if Mum had, then probably June had too?

         ‘What’s for supper, Mum?’ she asked, in order to hear her mother speak.

         ‘I could make you an omelette. Or there’s baked beans. Or I could open a tin of ravioli.’

         ‘Ravioli.’ Mum had no accent that June could discern, just a quiet ordinary sort of voice, not quite like Miss Chatham’s but ordinary. So June’s must be ordinary too, so that was all right. Of course it was all right or she wouldn’t have been given the part of Sebastian.

         The bus did not go through the centre of the town but round the streets where people actually lived, away from the holidaymakers, hotels and fairy lights of the Marine Gardens and the Hippodrome. Here behind hedges and rose trees grown lush in the moist mild air were houses and villas and bungalows which were 8suburban rather than seaside, and clustered shops that sold food and hardware rather than souvenirs, sunglasses, beach shoes, plastic spades. The people who lived here did not let rooms except perhaps to single men and women who also worked in the town. These roads were inhabited by those who kept the town functioning, who worked at the Town Hall, in the banks, supplied the gas and electricity, managed the cinemas, the garages, the shops, taught in the schools and in the Technical College. Often they went from week to week without a glimpse of the sea, would have forgotten it was there save that the saltiness of it tasted sometimes on their lips if the wind were blowing in towards the land, and everything kept very clean. Those who were able to went out of town during the summer weekends, or stayed behind their hedges.

         June and her mother lived over the corner shop of half a dozen that served such an area. The shop was painted cream, with E BAXTER in black and gold lettering along the top. The door faced the corner at an angle, and the window on one side displayed stationery, magazines and paperback books, that on the other small toys and china animals, greeting cards of many kinds and a board of advertisements. When the shop was open a rack of newspapers hung at one side, with a tin for the money underneath. Most of Mrs Baxter’s customers were regulars and all of them were honest. 9

         Beyond the shop was a dark hall with a door out into the garden, and stairs leading to the flat above: three rooms, kitchen and bathroom. Here they had lived as long as June could remember, since she was three. Mrs Baxter ran the shop alone, save for the part-time aid of a series of youths between training, girls between jobs and housewives wanting to help out with their HP payments. Weekends and holidays June helped; indeed, when she was ten and eleven she had done a paper round, but when she had moved up to the High School her mother had stopped that. June had homework, dancing and drama and swimming and the film club after school, she grew taller, her periods started early, and Mrs Baxter said she needed her sleep and not to wear herself out when there was no need. June slept so soundly she never heard her mother go down into the shop at half past five every morning to receive the morning newspapers and get the orders ready for the first customers at eight o’clock (she had discontinued house deliveries, it was too much for one person to cope with as well as the shop. In any case most of her regulars passed on their way to the bus stop, and liked her well enough to continue their custom).

         For June, her mother in the morning was simply a hand smoothing away hair and sleep, a voice warning of passing time, cereal, the smell of frying, milky tea already sweetened, an aide-memoire for what June’s 10day would need. School was the real day, although June liked the shop. It was pretty and sold pretty things, she could look at all the magazines and choose cards for her friends’ birthdays and Christmas. She liked dressing the windows, examining and pricing the toys with which, nostalgically but without regret she would play a little, bouncing rubber balls, moving the stiff joints of the dolls, arranging the miniature cars and railway furnishings into streets and towns. So many mothers worked nowadays, for fun or because for some reason they had no husband, but to have a mother who actually owned a shop where some of one’s friends came to buy and consult about cards and presents, distinguished one from all the others, gave one something the others didn’t have. Perhaps it would have been nice to have a father who was home at least some of the time, but then she and Mum wouldn’t have been so snug together. She couldn’t imagine a man fitting into their lives, even into the flat.

         She sat at the kitchen table eating the ravioli, talking about school and the play, while her mother moved about, tidying up, and watching the milk heat for their two cups of Nesquik. Mum never said very much but she was the background to everything; what she did say was always to the point and it was no use arguing. June always did argue but only for the exercise. Mrs Baxter was not like some mothers June knew 11of, always exclaiming and carrying on, forbidding this and urging that. Mum let you use your own intelligence and didn’t treat you like a child of two years old and when you asked her something she would tell you and you could be sure that it was true, just as you could be sure that if she decided something was to be so, then it truly was. You knew where you were.

         Where June had always been was in the world of her own skull, curtained by soft straight hair, windowed by the dark hazel eyes of her mother set in a pointed face, full-mouthed. She knew this face better than that of anyone else; she could not have given details of what her mother looked like (darkish going grey, short, pleasant, quiet – what else? She was Mum) but there was not an enlarged pore, a recalcitrant eyebrow hair that she was unaware of in her own face, nor a feature of it that she had not at some time wished were different or considered rather nice. Her eyes, for instance: their darkness with her fair hair was really striking; but why could she not have inherited the blue eyes of her father? Her nose was awful, just a nothing and it had blackheads where the nostrils met the cheeks; yet these did not show under a little powder and Mum said she would grow out of them, and was not the nose really rather delicate, aristocratic? Hair now: oh to have strong dark hair like Sophia Loren that would take and keep a 12real big bouffant! And yet there was Bardot with fair flat hair – only at school one was not allowed long hair unless it was in pigtails or one was old enough to put it up, and then nothing extreme, only perhaps a small French pleat, rather insecure. If she were to be an actress like her grandmother, who had died when Mum was a little girl, or her great-grandmother who had brought Mum up and whom June could just, very faintly, remember, a tiny old woman huddled up in an armchair (where? It must have been London before they came to Havenport, for she knew they had moved here when Great Grandma had died), if she were to be an actress … Her thoughts lost their way, dispersed, meandered. She would be on television with her own programme, The Moon and June, A Night in June; or at the Old Vic or Stratford playing Cleopatra. Or she would be a hairdresser and create her own styles and open a place in London where all the smart people like Princess Alexandra would come, try the June Dew Rinse. Or be a fashion designer, wear the Baxter Line. Or marry a Society photographer who’d been to Eton and played the guitar …

         This skull, this world was inviolate. There had never been any occasion for its bubble thinness to be breached, for all her life she had been loved and guarded as though she were still in the womb. Calmly, confidently, day succeeded day. Way back in 13history things may have happened: Daddy going to Australia, Great Grandma dying and Mum bringing baby June here and starting the shop; but these were all before June was conscious of them and therefore hardly existed. Perhaps things had happened here at Havenport too, but not of importance to the child and then the girl; she could remember Mum being ill and Auntie Norah, Mum’s friend who was a nurse, coming from London to look after them both. She could remember Mum telling her Daddy was ill, would be ill for a long time out in a sanatorium in Australia, but his letters had gone on coming once a month with Mum’s and June had continued to write him the half-dozen lines that Mum had helped her with when she had first learned how to write. June could not remember him. Ill or well, it was impossible to visualise this man on the other side of the world whose short letters could not bring to life the hackneyed words: ‘My own precious little June’; but she was not his, she was herself, her own. ‘You are always in my thoughts’: how could she be, she did not know him. ‘You and your mum are all the world to me’: but all the world lay between the man who wrote this and the schoolgirl who received it. Her answers were as unreal as school essays: Write two hundred words to your ideal father.

         When she was younger she used to ask about him, what he looked like, when was he coming home? To 14the last her mother could give no answer except, ‘One day, dear, when the doctors say he can,’ and to the first she would describe him, thus and so, and bring out the photograph taken of them on their wedding day.

         ‘Can I have it, Mum? Can I put it up to show?’

         ‘You don’t need photos to remember those you love,’ and Mrs Baxter had put the picture back in the japanned deed box with the other things she treasured: the picture of her own mother holding a tambourine in the chorus of The Gondoliers, a pair of glass earrings that had belonged to Great Grandma, a baby tooth of her own with a big hole in it and one of June’s, enamelled and pure as that of a doll, a lock of Great Grandad’s hair like a coil of wire and a curl of June’s like silk, letters and documents. About these June was never curious for they belonged solely to her mother, whereas the pictures and mementoes were part of June too, all that was left of people who now had no significance save that through them she herself was here.

         She could remember when Mum had been ill seeing her lying in bed, with tears running out of the corners of her eyes and soaking into the brown hair and the convolutions of her ears, too weak or too indifferent to wipe them away. She had dreamed about it sometimes afterwards, but not for long, for even then, with the tears coming down, her mother had smiled at 15her and said something loving and reassuring, so that the child had not been frightened, only surprised and curious. The absolute security of her mother’s presence, that fed, clothed, provided, loved, had made it unnecessary for June ever to fear anything, even to concern herself with anything outside the absorbing world of her own interests. Nothing filled the foreground but herself, for the background was always tranquil: the fresh light of seaside skies, the shop, school, Easter, birthday, Christmas; Auntie Norah for two weeks in June, a holiday with Mum in August, in Wales perhaps or the Lake District, never the sea, but only a week because the shop had to be closed while they were away. Twice June had been to Clacton with Allison, her great friend at school, but Allison’s family had moved to the north of England now. She did not know where she and her mother were going this year, although it was the end of term and breaking up tomorrow.

         ‘Mum,’ she said, ‘where are we going on holiday?’

         Mrs Baxter took away the empty plate. ‘I don’t know that I’ll be able to get one this year, dear. Would you like some fruit?’

         ‘We must have one, Mum! We can’t just stay here.’

         ‘Will you finish up this banana, it’s going black?’

         ‘I don’t like them black.’

         ‘It’s perfectly good inside. We always have the same argument, don’t we? There.’ She peeled the banana 16and put it on June’s plate, pushing forward sugar and milk.

         June picked up her spoon, ‘I hate the smell. Why can’t we go away?’

         ‘I never said anything about you not going, did I? All I said was I didn’t think I could.’

         ‘Then where am I going?’

         Mrs Baxter went over to the stove and took the saucepan off the flame, pouring the milk into two mugs. ‘Would you like to go to Auntie Norah in London?’

         ‘London!’ She was dismayed.

         ‘Yes, London. You were born there, you know.’

         ‘What would I do in London?’

         Mrs Baxter stirred the Nesquik briskly, with a jingle of spoon. ‘I should have thought there were plenty of things to do in London. Museums, Buckingham Palace, the Zoo – theatres, shops …’

         June softened slightly. ‘But Auntie Norah’ll be working. I’ll be all alone.’

         ‘No you won’t, she’s having some time off.’

         ‘How long?’

         ‘Ten days.’

         ‘Can’t you come too?’

         ‘Not this time, dear.’

         ‘When did you fix it up? You might have told me.’

         Mrs Baxter brought the mugs to the table and sat down, cupping her hands round the warm pottery. A 17waft of night air, scented with dew and grass from the garden, stirred the curtains and sent the steam from the milk misting into her face. The overhead light set her eyes in sockets of darkness.

         ‘I only heard from her yesterday, about her time off. She’ll love to have you, she says. It’s time you got to know her on your own, your godmother and all, without me.’

         ‘But why didn’t you tell me?’

         ‘I was going to tomorrow.’

         ‘Why tomorrow? Why not discuss it with me like you always do instead of fixing it all up behind my back as if I was a child of two?’

         ‘I know, dear. I know. Only it’s all been so uncertain. I didn’t know definitely, not until last week. And I didn’t want to unsettle your last days at school.’

         ‘Oh honestly, Mum! It’s only end of term and exams were over weeks ago.’

         ‘It’s not just that.’ She was silent a moment, then raised her head so that the shadows left her eyes, showing them steady. ‘Listen to me, Junie. Something we’ve thought about for a long time is going to happen. Daddy’s coming home.’

         June’s hand with the spoon in it sank to the table; she sat staring at her mother, her mouth open. Mrs Baxter went on: ‘I haven’t known very long and then it wasn’t definite. They couldn’t give him a definite date. 18I didn’t want to get you all excited and then find it was going to be longer than they said. I had to think what was best to do.’

         ‘When’s he coming?’

         ‘The end of August. The 28th.’

         ‘That’s over a month.’

         ‘Yes. But there’s a lot to do.’

         June looked round the kitchen. It was a small room with everything in it arranged as the two of them found most convenient: the airer hung with their underclothes, the hair-dryer on its stand next to the small radio, the miniature oak tree grown from an acorn standing in its pot on the window-sill over the sink with a zoo of china animals disposed about its trunk, the two chairs, hers and Mum’s, with their check cushions tied on with tape, their two big cups, hers and Mum’s, one pink, one blue …

         ‘There isn’t room for him,’ she said.

         ‘Well no, there isn’t,’ Mrs Baxter agreed, sitting back from the table and rubbing her finger-tips over her brow. ‘That was another thing I had to think about. We’re going to move, Junie.’

         ‘Where?’

         ‘Somewhere quite different. Somewhere where we can start off as a proper family again, right from the start. We’re going to Bristol.’

         ‘Bristol!’ 19

         ‘It’s a lovely city. There’s the river and ships, and the country round’s lovely. It’s a real city with lots of things going on all the time, shops and theatres and the University. You might go to the University, you never know, you heard what Miss Chatham said about your GCE chances …’

         ‘Miss Chatham …!’ Her eyes filled with tears and suddenly she was crying, resting her head on her hands so that the hair swung forward and the tears dropped down into the plate of half-finished banana.

         ‘June. Junie. Ah don’t – don’t, dear!’ Mrs Baxter rose and came round the table, putting her arms about her, smoothing and kissing the soft hair. ‘I know it’s a shock, dear, but you’ll like it there, I know you will. It’s a lovely city and ever such a nice school, just as nice as Jervis’s. And we’ve got a little house, dear, up near the Downs, you can go and look over the Gorge to the suspension bridge down below, and all the grass and trees, it’s like being in the country. And we’re near the buses, you can get the bus to school just like you do here, and a little bit of front garden and a bigger bit at the back with an apple tree in it – think of that, we’ll be eating our own apples. They’re on the tree now, you can see them, they’ll be ready for eating before we’ve been there long. And if you liked you could have a cat – or a dog. With all that lovely grass and trees round there’s no reason why you shouldn’t have a dog …’ 20

         ‘Why didn’t you tell me?’ Her voice was muffled in hands and hair and running nose.

         ‘I was going to – after tomorrow. I wanted you to have the end of term happy and settled. I didn’t want you all upset for the play and everything.’

         June pushed away, wiping her eyes on the table napkin. ‘You ought to have told me. I’m not a child.’

         ‘Here.’ From an open box of Kleenex on the shelf Mrs Baxter took a couple and gave them to her. ‘I told you as soon as you asked me.’

         ‘And if I’d never asked?’

         ‘Then I’d have told you tomorrow, after school was over. Junie darling …’ She stood looking down at her daughter, her arms hanging at her sides. ‘I did what seemed the best way. I had to decide what was best.’

         ‘You’ve been planning and scheming, you’ve got the house and everything …’

         ‘I thought it was best. I wrote to some house agents and then went there for the day. Remember? I said I was going to see to some business? It was your late day at school, I don’t expect you even noticed, and you went back with Shirley for supper. It was a bit of a scramble to fit it all into one day, but luckily I found what was needed and then it all went straight through without a hitch. We’ll go there next week for a day, dear, and you shall see it. Nothing’s been done, no decorations or anything. You can help me 21with wallpapers and paint and things. You’re so much better at that than I am.’

         ‘Why do we have to move away?’

         ‘This is too small.’

         ‘We could move to a different house. Why do we have to leave Havenport and the shop and school?’ She began to cry again but more quietly.

         Mrs Baxter lifted a lock of her daughter’s hair and laid it gently back. Her arm went around the girl’s shoulders again, drawing her close. Leaning sideways in the chair, her cheek against her mother’s body, June could hear the gastric juices chasing each other about inside and despite herself she was lulled by this intimacy, by the comfort of Mum’s voice saying sensible things.

         ‘We need to be somewhere new,’ she was saying, ‘somewhere where the three of us can start off again together. If Daddy came here he’d feel – he might feel an outsider, that he didn’t belong. This is where you and I came, Junie, when we had to be on our own, make our own way as if Daddy was dead almost. We’re known here on our own, if Daddy joined us he’d feel like a stranger trying to fit into someone else’s life. We have to start out, all three of us together, as if we’d never been apart. In Bristol no one need know we haven’t always been together.’

         ‘Is he still ill, Mum? Is it catching?’ 22

         She smiled, pressing the fair head close. ‘No, it’s not catching, you silly. And he’s not ill anymore. He wouldn’t be coming home if he was, would he?’

         ‘Was it his lungs, Mum?’

         ‘You know it was. His lungs – and complications. We must feed him up – take care of him. It’s not going to be easy for him, after all this time.’

         ‘When are we leaving?’

         ‘In just a month.’

         She thrust herself free. ‘So soon? We’ll never be ready. What about the shop?’

         ‘I’ve sold that. I’m giving it up at the end of next week but the new people will be taking it over so it won’t be closed.’

         ‘Mum! You did all that without telling me? How could you!’

         Mrs Baxter turned away and began to clear the crockery, stacking it and taking it to the sink, brushing away the crumbs, replacing the used utensils with clean ones ready for breakfast next morning. As she worked she spoke quietly. ‘How else could I do it? Where would have been the sense of getting you all worked up before you need, before I was even certain it was going to happen? You had the school play to think about and the exams. I didn’t want you flying around not knowing where you were, perhaps not even bothering with the exams if you knew you weren’t staying on at school. And that would 23have been silly, wouldn’t it, because your marks are what matter, they carry on wherever you go, so if you’d lost interest this term it might have held you back in the future. I decided that getting your schoolwork done well was your job and dealing with all the other was mine. It’s not right that children should have to share their parents’ worries and problems. Time enough when they’re grown up and have them of their own. Till then it’s their parents’ job to keep them happy and safe.’

         ‘You could have prepared me. You could have warned me we wouldn’t always be here …’

         ‘How? How could I know?’ Mrs Baxter stood still, staring out of the dark window. ‘How could I know whether he’d ever come back? You can plan and dream but you can’t ever know how things will really be. You can only go on as best you can, trying to do what’s best.’ She turned away, drawing her fingers over her brow and cheek again as though her skull ached. ‘Don’t let’s go on about it, dear, there’s a good girl. We’re both tired and you ought to get to bed. Perhaps I was wrong. Perhaps I ought to have told you earlier, even though there was nothing definite to tell. I don’t know. I did what I thought was best for you.’

         ‘Do the girls at school know?’

         ‘Of course not. I told Miss Chatham, naturally, because of giving notice. She thought I did right, in the middle of term and all.’ 24

         ‘Perhaps I won’t tell them either. And next term they’ll look round and say Where’s June and no one will know. They’ll talk about it for a time, it’ll be a nine days’ wonder, and then they’ll forget. It will be as if I’d never been.’

         ‘You haven’t drunk your Nesquik and now it’s cold. Get along to bed, dear, and I’ll heat it up for you.’

         ‘When am I going to Auntie Norah’s?’

         ‘August 23rd. Then while you’re away I’ll see to the move and everything and when you get there Daddy and I will be all settled in ready to welcome you.’

         They looked at each other for a moment in silence, then Mrs Baxter repeated gently. ‘Go to bed, dear.’

         
             

         

         She slept, as usual, instantly and deeply and in the morning found her thoughts had arranged themselves into a more pleasing shape. She did not broach the subject with her mother; time was short in the mornings, Mrs Baxter busy in and out of the shop, and June did not want her mood of delicate euphoria unbalanced by discussion. Given a little time and no interference she would be able to transform the shock of uprooting into the excitement of adventure. Already, as she dressed and had her breakfast, she realised that Havenport was really only a dull seaside town. And how had she never before realised that the flat was much too small? Now she knew that really she had always 25wanted to live in a house; and really most of the girls at Jervis’s were pretty dim. Bristol would be entirely different – a city of ships and steeples, masts nodding at the bottom of each street, wine merchants and the Old Vic training company where Dorothy Tutin had her first chance and Salad Days began, and great big aeroplane factories if you wanted to do Science, which she didn’t although most of her friends did, and the University … English, French, maybe History there, the best student of her year, and then not quite the lead but a lovely little part at the Theatre Royal which led to the Old Vic wanting her in London …

         How had she endured Havenport for so long?

         She told Marilyn and Joyce and Shirley in the locker room under a promise of secrecy as they got themselves ready for Dismissal. Why the secrecy she was not quite sure save that it fitted her mood and, ‘I don’t want everyone in 5D coming up asking questions.’ She described the new house and the parkland round it, told them of selling the shop. ‘We don’t want a shop now my father’s coming home. He was in the Air Force before he was ill, so he’ll probably work for one of the big firms in Bristol – you know, de Havillands or something.’

         ‘Gosh, a test pilot?’ Shirley marvelled.

         ‘Perhaps. Or something in Research. His health may not be good enough for a test pilot. He’s been ill for years.’ 26

         The bell began to sound and the shuffle of feet turned to a thunder as the school pushed out of its cloakroom down the corridors into the Assembly Hall. Voices echoing above the screech of chairs and benches shifting, the sibilance of feet on parquet, the hush and rustle as they all stood for Miss Chatham and the staff, the piano striking the opening chord of the school song, somebody dropping something at the back of the hall (they always did), and all their voices, beautiful by reason of their quantity and vigour, swinging through the words they all derided but which now – or perhaps it was just the sound, like fanfares or bagpipes – brought tears to June’s eyes so that she stood up straight, singing full out to Miss Chatham and the staff without blinking, for a blink would spill the balanced tears. Goodbye, goodbye – goodbye my childhood, goodbye my youth, tomorrow to fresh woods, it sinks and I am ready to depart, the moving finger writes and having writ, the end of a chapter. Book One: The Awakening; Book Two, what? Daddy. Daddy had been in the Air Force and had blue eyes. He had gone to Australia when June was a baby as sales representative for his firm and had been going to send for Mum and her as soon as he had a house and everything ready for them. Then he had got ill and nearly died and his savings had dwindled and he’d had to stay in the sanatorium for years and years, with his 27lungs getting better and then worse again, and now at last his will to live had pulled him through and he was coming home …

         He had been in the Air Force and had blue eyes. He had fair hair like her own, but in the wedding picture with Mum it had waves in it, while her own was straight. In the picture he had his arm through Mum’s and their hands were clasped together so that it looked like a double fist, welded together. He had a flower in his buttonhole with a big bit of fern on it, and he looked serious. Mum was smiling; her hair was longer then and she was slimmer but she was still just like Mum, and the hand that wasn’t welded into Daddy’s held a small bouquet with more of the same fern and she wore a fur cape. She hadn’t got one now, perhaps the moths had got it …

         ‘… Jervis’s, Jervis’s,

         Throughout the years we’ll be your WIT-nesses!’

         With a triumphant thunder and rustle the three hundred and fifty girls reseated themselves to listen to the speeches and watch the giving of awards.

         Miss Chatham interviewed all the girls who were leaving. They waited in the corridor outside her study, where a light over the door burned red if she were engaged, leaning against the wall and whispering together, longing to be gone yet conscious of importance. Apart from one moron from 5B who was leaving 28at fifteen, the others were Sixth Form girls, women really with their busts and dignified voices, one of them with her long hair up in a knot. Two of them had University places, and another was going straight into a big chemical firm. These three talked together self-consciously while the other leaned against the wall, pushing the cuticles down her fingernails. This was Hilary Sanford who wore eyeshadow and had once been sent home for having her hair done up so high – it had a sort of sausage inside it with the real hair brushed over it, and people said she never took it down, not even at night. She was wearing nail varnish now, although that was forbidden, but as she was leaving there was nothing Miss Chatham could do about it. June studied her surreptitiously, for although Hilary Sanford was awful (in the winter holidays she wore black stockings and white shoes like skewers) she did actually look rather smashing, especially in contrast with the other three, with their queenliness and their ties a little crooked.

         ‘Ah June, come in. Sit down, my dear.’ This was special, you always stood if Miss Chatham sent for you during the term, even if it was about something nice. Across the honey-coloured width of the desk she smiled at June. Although it was fashionable to criticise Miss Chatham, June had always liked her. She smiled back now, despite her nervously thumping heart. 29

         ‘Well, June. I’m very sorry this is your valedictory. Your mother telephoned me this morning and told me she had broken the news to you.’ June nodded. ‘I’m glad she did because otherwise I should have had to let you leave without an opportunity of talking to you, and that would have been a pity. You have done very nicely while you have been with Jervis’s and I’m sure you will do equally well at your new school if you make up your mind to it.’

         ‘Thank you, Miss Chatham. I’ll try.’

         ‘Do, June. Apart from the responsibility of making the best of the brains that God has given you, it means a great deal to your mother – to your parents,’ she corrected herself.

         June began to blush. It took a long time and she stared down at the clasped hands in her lap waiting for the embarrassment of it to finish.

         Miss Chatham leaned forward on the desk. ‘How do you feel about your father’s return?’ she asked bluntly.

         ‘Well – nothing really. I mean, it’s hard to take in …’

         ‘Your mother said you were upset last night.’

         ‘It was such a surprise. I mean, I think she ought to have warned me. She’s gone and got a house and everything and never let on one word to me. Honestly, I couldn’t believe it.’

         ‘But you must have known that your father would return one day and that you would all be together again?’ 30

         ‘I never thought about it.’

         ‘You can hardly blame your mother for your own lack of thought.’ Miss Chatham’s smile robbed the words of rebuke. ‘It’s a terrible truism, but there really are always two points of view. The same set of circumstances can always be approached in two different ways. Perhaps she should have told you as soon as it became possible that your father might be coming home, but think how unsettling that would have been – especially for you, with your rather romantic imagination. And how disappointed you would have been if, in the end, his plans had fallen through. Don’t you think that then you might have turned round to your mother and said, “Why did you tell me if you weren’t certain it was going to happen?”’

         ‘I suppose so.’

         ‘Your mother came to see me as soon as she knew it was definite and asked me what I thought. It was just before the examinations were due and I advised her to wait. It’s unfortunate that there’s so little time now before you actually do leave Havenport and go to your new home, but it can’t be helped. In fact, it should act as a challenge. “Act, act in the living present” – who?’

         ‘Wordsworth.’

         Miss Chatham sighed. ‘Longfellow. Of course, it’s all rather a shock to you. You will all three of you have to make tremendous adjustments and allowances for 31one another. That’s really what I wanted to say to you, June. It’s going to be difficult for you to get used to sharing your life with a father you hardly remember but think how hard it is going to be for your parents.’

         ‘But they’re married.’

         ‘But a long time ago. Twelve, thirteen years’ separation. People change. In many ways it will be easier for you, not having known him before, than for your mother.’

         ‘But how can it? I mean, she knows what to expect. And she’s had letters all the time.’

         ‘So have you.’

         ‘Yes, but they never said anything.’

         ‘Perhaps hers didn’t either.’

         ‘But they’re married.’

         Miss Chatham leaned back again in her chair. It was a moment before she spoke, for this needed care. ‘June, I’m talking to you now not as I should if it were about your schoolwork, when I should be your headmistress speaking with authority, but as one friend to another, without any preaching or speechmaking but as somebody who really does know and understand young people in spite of being what probably seems to you very old.’ She smiled faintly; she had been fifty last birthday, which still seemed ludicrous to her. ‘People don’t feel older because they get older – at least, not after their teens. Things still happen 32to them. They can be just as unhappy or happy and form relationships and start new lives just as when they were young. They can even fall in and out of love. They don’t stop feeling emotions just because they have felt some of them before. This is one of the things one has to realise: one’s capacity for suffering – or joy – doesn’t grow any less, no matter how old you get. You just learn to bear it more quietly. That is what I want you to try and remember for your parents, especially for your mother. This will be a tremendous upheaval for her. Your understanding of that will be a test of your own maturity.’

         What could she read in the delicate face across the desk, with its full mouth closed shut, the skin that held its blush like a glaze over the flesh, the surprisingly dark eyes now hidden by lids thin and stubborn as egg skin? June sat with her head a little bent, the wings of her hair swung forward, studying the clasped hands in her lap, thinking what? Understanding? Perceiving, perhaps for the first time, the possibility of compassion? Or just waiting for Miss Chatham to stop preaching at her?

         ‘June,’ she said sharply. The head came up and they regarded one another, the woman determined to compel response, the girl impenetrably defended. ‘Try to imagine what your mother has been through these years your father has been away. She has brought you 33up single-handed from a baby, has provided you with a pleasant home and a good education and every possible love and care, without any help from anyone, not even financial. She has earned your and her own living by running the shop, with all the worry and responsibility that entails. Have you any idea what all this has meant to her?’

         ‘Yes.’

         ‘I wonder. I wonder if you’re really able to put yourself in her place for a moment and realise what she must have gone through in these years. The separation and anxiety about your father – can you have any conception of what that must have meant?’

         She was too wise to hope for more than an instant for a response; indeed, almost as she finished speaking she regretted having done so, for she knew one cannot penetrate the closed world of the adolescent by embarrassing her. So she smiled, warming her voice again. ‘It’s always hard to put oneself in another person’s place. But do, June, try and show some of the understanding and love I know you do feel for your mother during the next few months. You can be of enormous help and comfort to her, you know. And I do hope you will buckle to and get really good O-Level passes next year. I know St Maud’s, the school you will be going to, and they have an excellent record. Some of their buildings are more modern than ours too – I 34think they had to rebuild partially after the bombing. I expect you’ll join their Dramatic Society?’

         ‘I don’t know.’

         ‘I thought last night’s production was one of the best I have seen,’ and as she said this Miss Chatham really did think so, for time could never really wither her passion for English Literature which, when she was June’s age, had been going to crown her with professorships and fill the shelves of libraries with her brilliant works, and which still – yes, at fifty – budded unseen in books of notes for a life of Mary Wollstonecraft. ‘Perhaps you will send me the school magazine with a notice of whatever play they do next year. I should like to follow your progress.’

         She pushed back her chair as a signal for June to rise, got up herself and came round the desk to shake the girl’s hand. ‘I won’t say goodbye because I hope you’ll come and visit us again one day. Au revoir, June – and try and remember what I’ve so often said to you – we are all members one of another. Especially of our families. I shall think of you very often during the next months and of the happiness I’m sure you will all find in your new home.’

         ‘Goodbye, Miss Chatham. Thank you.’

         She was at the door and out of it, it had closed behind her. The 5B moron was still waiting and looked questioningly at her as she went past. Although 35it was undignified, she rolled her eyes and pulled down her mouth in an expression of sufferance as the light above Miss Chatham’s door went off and the elder girl moved forward to go in. Dignified or not, June no longer cared. She was out of Miss Chatham’s jurisdiction now, she could run and shout in the corridors, kick up the grass on the front lawn, slam all the desk lids, undo her tie and wear nail varnish if she liked. She was free, free – free of the preaching and prying; and she was angrier than she had ever been before, an anger made bitter by embarrassment and shame. She had liked Miss Chatham, had loved the school, and now Miss Chatham had spoiled all June’s good emotions by preaching and lecturing, telling her what she ought to feel. She was not a two-year-old child to be talked at and made to feel guilty; she was capable of understanding things for herself. And because in her heart she knew she had not really considered any of the aspects of her father’s absence and return which Miss Chatham had put to her, she was full of resentment; embarrassment too at being made to look at grown-up people’s emotions, which should not exist. Miss Chatham had forced her into guilt and anger, and she shut her mind on the love she had felt for her and for Jervis’s as deliberately as she shut the lid of her desk and the door of her locker, leaving her school scarf in the dust at the bottom where it had 36fallen months ago. Someone else could find it, wash it, pin up a notice about it if they wanted to and sell it to some new girl if they could. It was no longer any concern of June’s.

         ‘Shall I see you up at the Lido tomorrow?’ asked Marilyn (to bathe in the sea was common, June and her friends always went to the swimming baths).

         ‘I don’t know, I don’t expect I’ll have time.’ Already she had gone beyond Marilyn and the rest, stuck down in their childish activities. ‘I’ve got to go to Bristol to see the house and all, choose curtains and carpets and things. And I’m going to London to stay with my godmother …’

         ‘Shan’t we see you again?’ asked Joyce, awed by the largeness of it all.

         ‘I’ll try. But there’s masses to do. I’ll give you a ring.’ With a wave of her hand she turned and ran out through the swing door, the satchel of gleanings from her desk humped under her arm. They stared after her admiringly, yet glad it was not they who went.

         
             

         

         The days after leaving school passed quickly, for there was much to do. Mrs Baxter needed help in the shop, for in preparation for its new owners she was trying to stock-take as well as run it during the last ten days of her ownership; but June had not much time to spare for that. The accumulation of her childhood was 37greater and more interesting than she had imagined and nothing could quickly be discarded or retained. Babyish things which her impulse was to throw away yet tugged at her affections, her sense of identity, so that she was constantly taking objects out of the rubbish box again and putting them, with straightened ears and scotch-taped bindings, into the box of treasures. She had not realised how full her past had been, nor how interesting she herself was, until she saw it all laid out around her in a litter which only with difficulty could be tidied sufficiently for her to get into bed at night. ‘I just won’t touch your room till you’ve tidied it up, June. It’s like a pigsty,’ her mother said; but it was not a pigsty so much as a memorial, and of course Mrs Baxter could not forbear to keep it clean, no matter how severe her face.

         Slowly the sorting boxes filled. By the window, open to the sunny air in which she ought to be, June would sprawl engrossed in the diary she kept when she was nine, the autograph album full of signatures of her best friends, half forgotten now, old birthday and Christmas cards intended for a scrapbook never made; while in the other rooms and in the shop Mrs Baxter worked methodically through the detritus of her own past. There was not much; she was an orderly person and life in Havenport had not been so full that the boxes overflowed. 38

         June knew she should not be loitering upstairs absorbed in what were solely her own concerns. But Miss Chatham’s talk, though it achieved the right effect had the wrong result. Now, unless they were safely hedged about by domesticity, June was embarrassed by her mother. She did not want to think about Mum at all or to consider what she might be feeling, for that she might be vulnerable to feel anything would shake the image of absolute security that she had always presented. The future lay ahead of June, brightly lit like a stage set on which the action had not yet begun, and she did not want to think about the past or to consider a future in which she were not the central character. Mum was security, unshakeable, unchanging. She had no right to intrude emotions too large and personal for June to tolerate.

         Yet, since Miss Chatham’s talk, June knew she was at fault. That her mother must have a hidden emotional life she had always known, of course, with the intuition of an intelligent child who records but does not analyse tones of voice, expressions quickly changed, sentences half overheard, and with the jealous dependence of child for parent. She had not known what it was she knew; and as she grew older and more entranced with her own existence she had forgotten that she knew anything at all. She had gobbled her mother down whole with the greed of the 39fledgling for a worm – gulp, and it’s gone, warm and solid inside, always renewable. Now Miss Chatham had destroyed her heedlessness and reminded her of what she ought not to have forgotten. Only deliberately now could she ignore that her mother was a person, not merely a symbol of security.

         Covertly June studied her for some sign of stress, some trace of the emotional agonies which embarrassed but which might, perhaps, be turned into something romantic and unreal, given time and imagination. But there was nothing. Mrs Baxter’s face was the same as ever, abstracted sometimes, sometimes anxious, but that was apparently because of some practical complication of which June knew – the removal date, a discrepancy in stock, the problem of washing curtains without which the bedrooms could not really be inhabited. These problems Mrs Baxter discussed with June as she had always done, as one woman to another, but now June could not respond. Instinct told her she was being fobbed off with trivialities even while she recoiled from the possibility of being involved in anything more serious. She shut her eyes on one aspect of the future and turned her back on the other; and all the while she surreptitiously searched her mother’s face for reassurance that all was still secure and yet, finding it, could not believe. Save in the most trivial context, they did not mention her father. 40

         As soon as the new people took over the shop Mrs Baxter and June spent two nights and a day in Bristol. It was an awkward journey, with a long wait at the junction, and June left her raincoat in the Ladies. They arrived irritable and took the wrong bus from the station yard, having to go back to the town centre for the right one. June could make no sense of the city. Roads in every direction crammed with traffic and walled with modern shops or what looked like warehouses; the blackened filigree of ancient churches amidst wastelands or the prim grass of municipal lawns; steep hills, slums, plain terraces of high-nosed Georgian houses; and in the middle of weltering chromium and traffic a huddle of small masts, hulls, muddy water – were these indeed the docks?

         ‘Oh do wake up, June!’ cried her mother. ‘This is the one we want.’

         ‘Why can’t we take a taxi?’ But Mrs Baxter was already pushing towards the bus.

         It took them up a crowded hill at the top of which loomed a great tower, then on into wider streets of stucco houses, trees at the kerbside. Here they dismounted and walked to Fernleigh Private Hotel, where they shared a room. One of the taps had dripped a rust stain down the meagre basin and the only light was in the middle of the ceiling, cupped in an inverted glass tulip. Although the carpet in the corridors and on the 41stairs was thin, it seemed to dominate; the air smelt of carpet, the walls were papered with what looked like carpet, and the wan illumination on the stairs seemed the colour of carpet. It was the first hotel June had ever stayed in and she didn’t think much of it.

         It was a fine afternoon and the villas which replaced the stucco Victorian houses round Fernleigh glittered with cleanliness as though in seaside air. They were smaller than those among which the Baxters lived at Havenport, with less front garden and pinched façades, yet bright and self-respecting.

         ‘Here we are,’ said Mrs Baxter. She stopped and opened a wooden gate which had a sun with its rays cut out in its upper half. The privet hedge behind the fencing was beginning to sprout untidily and grass whiskered the central flowerbed. The front door was high waisted like a Regency lady’s dress, the upper panels leaded in coloured glass. The smell of dust and plaster came to meet them.

         ‘I’m glad the sun’s shining,’ said Mrs Baxter. ‘The first time I saw it it was pouring with rain and the walls hadn’t been stripped. It did look miserable. At least it’s clean now.’ Her footsteps echoing, she went into the front room. June followed. A pair of builders’ steps and half a dozen paint tins occupied the middle of the floor, and in the grate stood a pair of boots. ‘This will be the lounge. We get the sun in the back, so I 42thought perhaps primrose yellow for the paint in here and a pretty paper to warm it up. I expect we’ll mostly sit in the back.’

         They went out into the hall again and into the second room. The sun filled it and through french windows could be seen a narrow garden, hardly neglected yet. ‘Look, there’s the apple tree I told you about. My word, I believe the apples are turning red already. Look, dear.’ She put her arm round June as they stood looking out. ‘It’s a nice size, isn’t it – not too much grass to cut. We’ll have Daddy to do that now. I thought we’d use this room mostly for ordinary living, have the wireless in here and that. The kitchen’s next door.’

         June followed her out and into the kitchen. A large pail encrusted with whitewash stood in the sink, which was splashed with tea leaves and plaster drums, and three dirty cups and an unrinsed milk bottle were on the draining-board. A tap dripped. ‘They might at least leave things clean,’ said Mrs Baxter. She rinsed the bottle and sluiced out the sink. ‘They can do their own dirty cups. We’ll bring our own cooker down, of course, and I thought we’d have one of those really gay papers, you know, the ones you can wash down, make it look like something out of a magazine. The same curtains will do and there’s room for your oak tree on the windowsill when it’s all cleaned and painted. What d’you think, dear?’ 43

         ‘Yes.’

         ‘Come and see upstairs and then you can tell me what you think about wallpapers and so on.’

         They went out and up the stairs. The balustrade had hearts cut out of the wooden struts.

         ‘That’s the bathroom. I thought we’d leave that as it is, it’s only been done a few months and it’s quite pretty.’ It was green and white, with a panel of goldfish paper over the basin. The bath appeared to have been used for mixing size. ‘And this is your room.’

         Like the one downstairs, it was full of sunlight and looked out onto the garden. It was completely empty, walls and paint stripped down, sweet with the smell of sun-warmed boards. A cupboard was built into one of the alcoves, its door half open. It and the room seemed waiting to be filled.

         Against her will, pleasure came into June’s face. ‘It’s nice.’

         ‘You can choose your own colour scheme, dear, only we must keep the same carpet.’

         ‘I’d like pink and white. White walls and pink paint and a lilac cover for the bed. And candy-striped curtains, pink and white, that shiny kind.’

         ‘Pink, in a sunny room …?’

         ‘You said I could choose.’

         ‘Of course. Pink’s always pretty. And your beigey carpet will go quite well.’ 44

         ‘And I’ll make the bed up like a couch, with masses of scatter pillows all different colours, lemon and black and red. And I’ll have a frill round my dressing table of the stripes – or perhaps of the lilac? No, the stripes, and lilac to cover the chair.’

         ‘What chair?’

         ‘I’ll need a chair, to sit in and listen to records or have for my friends. And I could have one of those contemporary desks, just a couple of drawers long, on thin legs, one side of the window and a great big rubber plant standing on it and an Anglepoise lamp …’

         ‘My goodness, you make your plans fast!’ Mrs Baxter was laughing.

         ‘Well, you said.’

         ‘I know, dearest. It sounds lovely.’

         June came to her mother and for the first time for many days put her arms round her, kissing her cheek. ‘I like it, Mum. It’s going to be a real proper bedsitter where I can have my friends – records all over the floor and Coca-Cola …’

         ‘We haven’t got a gramophone.’

         ‘Honestly Mum, they’re not gramophones anymore, they’re record-players! We could get one. I could save up.’

         ‘We’ll see.’ Smiling, Mrs Baxter rested her cheek against the warm hair, feeling the ribs going in and out, the deep-buried heart beating near her own. ‘We’ll go 45and see the builders tomorrow and choose the papers. They’ll be shut now.’

         June broke free and went to the window. ‘You can see the apples ever so plain from here. And look, next door there are gnomes. Look, Mum.’

         Together they peered at the neighbouring gardens, the one on the right uninterestingly full of golden rod and bolting Michaelmas daisies, the one on the left like a sampler, each bed stitched in with a scalloped edging, filled with a petit point of plants, a birdbath with a concrete bird perch on its rim, flanked by two plaster gnomes with red caps. The gardens backed onto replicas of themselves but these were masked by small trees full of birds; even with the window shut Mrs Baxter and June could hear their warblings, for the sun was beginning to decline.

         June turned from the window, looking again round the room already hers. ‘Will it be done in time? Can they ever get it all done?’

         ‘They say so. There’s nearly three weeks. As soon as we say the word tomorrow they can get straight at it.’

         ‘I’m ever so hungry.’

         ‘Let’s go then. We’ll find a café in the town.’

         ‘Could we go to the pictures?’

         ‘We might.’

         They left the room, June reluctantly. On the landing Mrs Baxter hesitated. ‘And that’s our room,’ 46she said, nodding her head towards the front room. ‘Shall we just peep inside?’

         After the sunshine of the other this one seemed dark. A trestle-table bore rolls of lining paper and the grate was full of half-burned rubbish. ‘I’m just having a plain floral paper here and the paint’s all right as it is. Perhaps we can do it up ourselves later on if we feel like it.’

         June said nothing, hardly inside the room. Mrs Baxter glanced round it, her face suddenly closed. For a moment she was totally absent, as though before June’s eyes she had vanished, leaving June deserted. Then with a smile she turned and came out onto the landing. Together they went downstairs. The tap was still dripping. ‘I must get a new washer for that,’ said Mrs Baxter. ‘In fact, I must make a list of all the things that want seeing to.’

         They pulled the front door shut behind them and found a bus that took them back into the city.

         
             

         

         Now June had something to work on. Now she had seen the house (and a house is better to live in than a flat), could visualise her own room (larger and prettier than the one at Havenport), had walked a little along the asphalt paths on the Downs, peered through the gates of her new school (all concrete and glass, far more modern than Jervis’s), fantasies could begin to 47colour the plain fact of upheaval. In this new house and city she would cease to be a schoolgirl. Life would open up for her here; she would have a job, go to dances, buy her own clothes, even marry. From that house the whole pattern of her life would change and grow, who knew in what direction? A secretarial job among the test pilots, honours at the University, the Theatre Royal, marriage at eighteen – any of these could happen to her here. At Havenport all that had ever happened was that she had grown.

         And her father. Impossible to imagine him in the rooms where she and Mum had lived their women’s lives but easier in the house in Hellebore Road. He would sit in the back room reading the newspaper, would mow the lawn, would walk up the front path banging the gate with its sunrays behind him, whistling. June had seldom heard anyone whistle, girls don’t, but it was something fathers did. A joking, confident father, indulgent but firm, understanding, smelling of after-shave, nice-looking rather than handsome.

         She begged the wedding picture from her mother and studied it, creating what she could out of the image there. He was not tall; well, that was all right, too big a man would dwarf them and the house. He was fair, with hair brushed back in a faint wave; it might be thin by now but he would not be bald. She would not countenance a bald father. He had a pleasant face, a 48squarish jaw, a nose that looked straight in the photograph, and Mum had often spoken of the blueness of his eyes – forget-me-not blue, she had described them – and June felt they should have laugh lines round them, crinkles of good humour and wisdom, and perhaps partly due to scanning the skies and prairies of Australia. Of course he would be older than in the photograph. He was the same age as Mum, and while she had got thicker since the wedding picture, he would be thinner because he had been ill; but perhaps, with the sea voyage and the excitement of seeing them, he would have filled out a bit. A father should be solid. And he would have a lovely tan.

         In the last few days at Havenport she did her best to help her mother, washing china and dusting their few books ready for the removal men, doing her own packing and, on the last morning, taking down the curtains in her room and stripping the bed without being asked. The pictures she had created for herself of the kind of father that was coming home, the kind of family they were going to be, her mother’s serene efficiency in dealing with the upheaval, made it easy to forget what Miss Chatham had said and to accept again the stability of which her mother had always been the source and symbol.

         She rushed in and out of Shirley and Marilyn’s houses to say goodbye, too big with change to do 49more than leave her address and show off; and the day before she went to London she bought her mother a brooch made of Havenport shells and gave it her with gestures of love that were perhaps just a shade overdone, as was her excitement about going to London for ten days. On the station platform she hung on her mother’s arm, peeping out of the corner of her eye to see if people were noticing her, acting young, loving, ingenuously excited, chattering down the apprehension that waited to pounce.

         ‘I’ll think of you tomorrow, Mum, eight o’clock and the moving vans driving up, and hope it won’t rain. I hope they don’t break anything or leave anything behind. Won’t it be a business! I wish I was staying to help you, Mum. D’you think people will notice the vans and all come and stare at our things going out …?’

         ‘Give my love to Auntie Norah, dear, and thank her.’

         ‘Will she recognise me? Supposing she doesn’t? Whatever shall I do, shall I wait at the ticket collector’s or go to the Ladies or what?’

         ‘She’ll recognise you,’ smiled Mrs Baxter, ‘and anyway you’ve got her address in your pocket.’ The shell brooch was pinned to her coat. She put her hand over June’s clasped round her arm. ‘Take care of yourself, dearest. You’ve got two pairs of panties and another 50slip, just in case. Put your ticket in your purse safely, I would. Tell Auntie Norah I’ll write.’

         ‘What time does the train get there? I wish I could have dinner on it.’

         ‘You’ve got your chocolate and apples in the holdall. It’s only just over two hours, three fifty-six.’

         ‘What will you do, Mum?’

         ‘I shall go to bed early. There’s still my desk to sort out. I’ll just make myself an egg and a cup of tea and get to bed early.’

         ‘I hope Auntie Norah and me have our supper out somewhere. I’d like to go to a real expresso and see all the beats. Is Gloucester Road near Chelsea?’

         ‘Not far.’

         ‘If I spend all my money d’you think I can ask Auntie Norah to lend me some?’

         ‘You must buy her a bunch of flowers when you leave, Junie.’

         ‘I know and I may not have enough left.’

         ‘You must put some aside.’

         ‘I bought your brooch, you see.’

         ‘It’s so pretty.’

         Steam, porters, a tea trolley rattling by, the stink of soot merging with the crisp sea air under the green roof that looked like part of a pier with its ornamental edging, slot-machines and pale boards scoured by salty winds. There were not many passengers leaving 51Havenport midweek, and those that were looked grumpy and over-heated, cross to be leaving the seaside at which others still lingered.

         ‘Mum?’

         ‘What, dear?’

         ‘D’you mind if I get in? I want to get settled.’

         ‘Of course.’

         June jumped into the compartment, plumping down in her corner seat and hugging the holdall against her. The man in the corridor end already had his eyes shut, the woman opposite June drew in her feet. The guard walked along the platform, his flag under his arm.

         ‘You’ve got your magazines, haven’t you, dear? Don’t leave them in the train, Auntie Norah might like to see them. Did you put your ticket in your purse?’

         ‘Ugh, the sill’s all dirty!’

         ‘Be sure and thank Auntie Norah for having you, won’t you.’ Doors were slamming along the train. ‘You’re just off now, I think. Goodbye, my darling.’ June leaned forward and they kissed through the open door. Mrs Baxter gripped her hand, her face suddenly strained. ‘Junie darling, you don’t mind?’

         She pulled free. ‘Careful, Mum, he’s slamming the door.’

         Mrs Baxter stood back. The door crashed shut, the whistle blew. With a jerk the train began to move. 52

         ‘Goodbye, Mum. Goodbye, goodbye!’

         ‘I’ll write. Take care. Give her my love …’

         The train moved off, slowly, faster, swiftly out onto the open track, fringed with a few waving hands, presenting soon only its square diminishing rear.
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