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      I was a seashore child, my playground strips of yellow sand held tight by wave-worn concrete groynes streaked with emerald seaweed. At low tide, summer season rock pools saw tiny toes nibbled by even smaller crustaceans, bucket and spade-built castles and a rubber ring held by one or other parent support a small girl learning different swimming strokes. In winter, storms eroded beach and seawall, sending steel-grey waves crashing over painted white railings pockmarked with rust. Retreating breakers deposited blobs of grimy scum that swiftly departed in gale-force winds. The aftermath of storms drew bounty hunters to scoured sand where children squealed with delight on finding the shiny coins fallen from the pockets of summer visitors, while adults searched for glittering jewellery. At the foot of crumbling sandstone cliffs, a row of beach huts identical in shape and colouring, stood sentinel-style on the promenade facing the bay. Six kilometres off the coast, a patchwork quilt island would be clearly visible on fine days, its chalky cliff stacks evidence of rim unravelling.

      Adolescence added a wide river meandering through urban and rural landscapes to the sea. A line of sailing boats tethered to coloured buoys, bobbed near its banks, halyards singing in the breeze. Beside the river’s upper reaches, swathes of lush grass and weeping willows provided perfect locations for lovers on summer days, dappled sunlight caressing pale skin as limbs entwined.

      Sea-river woman, I lived on the town’s leafy perimeter, raised two sons in a detached redbrick house built for larger nineteen-thirties families. From Monday to Friday, I drove away from both salt and fresh water to a boxy sixties-style school built on former farmland, where I taught French to assorted adolescents. At weekends, my family and I oscillated between riverbank and seaside parents in the short space remaining after household chores and children’s sport and the pull of Quaker currents. Quaker being the usual name applied to members of the Religious Society of Friends, the faith community that shaped all our lives as surely as wind, waves and moon tides.

      New retiree, I rattled around in vacant rooms papered with multi-hued memory, wishing my still-working husband would agree to downsize. One of the new bungalows strung along the cliff-top road where solid Edwardian mansions once stood would have suited me. I wanted to complete the circle, end my days where I began, facing the sea, looking towards a shoreline invisible to the naked eye even on clear summer days. The land of my maternal grandmother, who a century before had left her suffocating French provincial life to chase the dreams infusing heart and soul.

      Sixty years after grand-mère, I too had yearned for seagull wings to carry me away from birthplace cliffs and beach and sea:

      
        
        
        ‘Je veux voler comme la mouette

        j’ai vu ce matin sur la Falaise

        ses ailes blanches déployé comme

        voiles contre the ciel bleu’

      

      

      

      
        
        
        ‘I want to fly like the gull

        I saw this morning on the cliff

        white wings spread like sails

        against the cerulean sky’

      

      

      

      But unlike grand-mère, I had lacked the courage to soar, could only put the dream on paper, preferring – or so I’d convinced myself – the solid structure of familiar surroundings. Taking the soft option, I’d followed the plotted path, an obedient young woman smiled upon by parents, college tutors, the Quaker Meeting. Fair weather vessel, I had scurried back to safe anchorage following a fleeting foray into uncharted seas.

      La mouette, how free she had seemed on that crisp January morning as I slouched on a cliff-top bench watching her soar and dip over a calm sea. Salt-tears falling, thoughts churning, I could only watch and trust I had made the right decision. First passion discarded like the empty chocolate wrapper drifting past my booted feet; first love embraced, familiar texture, comfort food to savour all my days.

      Grand-mère of course would not have had a moment’s hesitation, passion far outweighing love in her Gallic consciousness. She had accompanied a handsome English stranger to Paris, Basle and London, only bothering to marry him when world war threatened both their homelands.

      I still have the hand-embroidered tablecloth she sent for toi et le jeune homme des cheveux noirs – you and the young man with black hair – unaware I had already ended the passionate relationship hinted at in pale blue airmail letters. She didn’t know his name and only ever saw the untidy black mop framing an olive-skinned face in a photograph taken in London’s Petticoat Lane. Faded now, like all the other sixties images arranged so carefully on thick black pages, silver photo corners protecting the borders of snapshot memory.

      Forty years on, at last I’m preparing to take my leave of sheltered shores. Sea bird wanderer, ‘je souris et je m’élève’ into a sky pregnant with possibilities. Except, unlike my youthful poem, I intend to ‘smile and soar’ through birthplace idiom, rather than take refuge in grand-mère’s mother tongue as I had done that seagull-wishing morning.

      I’ve always been grateful for a second language so easily and eagerly acquired during childhood holidays on the other side. Following English grandpa’s death, once more grand-mère traversed La Manche – in her presence, never refer to it as the English Channel my mother warned – to reclaim her place in French society. White-haired grandmother, content to walk alone on Breton beaches, recalling youthful passion in the heady summer days before the war to end all wars birthed a generation destined to repeat the tragedy.

      Grand-mère had a stroke before I could confess my failure to take flight, so she never knew how an ardent autumn interlude ended in such heartache. Sitting beside her bed in an overheated bedroom pervaded by the cloying scent of sickness, I could only hold her hand, trust she could hear my feeble explanation and forgive.

      What would she say today to her grey-haired granddaughter closing the lid of a suitcase containing both an unused tablecloth and a tarnished pair of Siamese silver earrings, given to mark the first anniversary of a Christmas gathering encounter at Westbridge Quaker Meeting House?
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      Inside their small and unadorned Meeting House close to the centre of town, Westbridge Quakers congregated for a Christmas gathering. The word ‘party’ with its connotations of alcohol and uninhibited fun, would not have occurred to the mostly middle-aged committee in charge of organising the evening, and if it had, no doubt would have been deemed inappropriate.

      Thirty-odd adults clustered around a square room furnished with metal and vinyl upright chairs and several wooden benches set against bare walls, while a small group of children played boards games on the faded carpet. Three trestle tables, each covered with a white cloth had been erected in the centre of the room, each one embellished by plates of food positioned according to their sweet or savoury content. A few sprigs of holly and mistletoe arranged in mismatched vases, completed the decoration.

      Most of the few adolescent Quakers – known as Young Friends – had already escaped to the small room normally used for committee meetings, where a parent had thoughtfully installed a portable record player complete with a stack of contemporary LPs, on the low table beneath the room’s single window. The exception – Jane Simmons, sixteen but small for her age – stood outside in the corridor facing the closed door, her slender fingers resting on the handle as though she was unsure what to do next. Sea-green eyes flickered in a face devoid of make-up and her free hand tugged at the hem of her new black mini-skirt as she plucked up the courage to enter the room.

      Once inside, her spirits sank when she realised that best friend Linda Fry wasn’t among the group standing around the record player. Standing by the door, shifting awkwardly from one foot to the other, Jane debated whether to stay or beat a hasty retreat. She had almost decided to join the group when Eric Brown, a skinny eighteen-year-old prone to making rude remarks about the braces on her top teeth, looked her way. His subsequent greeting – more a sneer than a smile – destroyed her modicum of confidence, triggering an immediate departure to safe territory. Flushed with embarrassment, she hurried back down the corridor to the social room.

      After what seemed an eternity, Linda appeared, announcing the reason for her late arrival in a shrill voice guaranteed to annoy her already flustered mother. Mislaid car keys had entailed a search of the entire house – they were discovered hanging on a tap in the downstairs toilet. A few paces behind Linda, short plump Beryl Fry attempted to make an unobtrusive entrance but was hampered by the large strawberry and cream double sponge held at arm’s length to avoid contact with her ample bosom.

      Seated on a bench between two elderly Friends, Jane bit her lip to stifle a giggle and took a sudden interest in her black patent shoes. Fleshy legs, clad in tight tartan, approached, prompting unkind thoughts about her friend’s fashion sense, quickly dismissed when Linda asked if Jane was the only Young Friend present. ‘No, they’re all listening to records in the committee room.’

      ‘Then why haven’t you joined them?’

      ‘Eric,’ Jane replied in a small voice.

      ‘He won’t bite you know.’

      Forgetting the hated braces, Jane looked up and smiled.

      ‘I need a drink after all that key-searching.’ Linda pulled Jane to her feet and propelled her towards the old-fashioned kitchen, separated from the social room by a doorway and an open hatch where a middle-aged woman was setting out cups and saucers on the adjacent tiled surface.

      Flinging the door open, Linda almost collided with Jane’s father, who was trying to balance a tray laden with plates of iced cakes and glasses of lemon squash.

      ‘Slow down, girls,’ Edward gasped. ‘I could have had a nasty accident.’

      Jane murmured apologies but Linda remained drink-focused, grabbing a glass from the tray with a hurried, ‘Great, just what I needed.’

      ‘Manners, Linda Fry,’ the hatch-Friend demanded.

      ‘Thanks, Edward,’ Linda muttered.

      ‘Are we having supper soon, Dad?’ Jane asked, anxious to deflect attention from her guzzling friend.

      ‘When all the food is arranged. Now, if you two would get out of the way.’

      ‘Sorry, Dad.’ Jane flashed a smile before manoeuvring Linda away from the door. From a safe distance, she watched her father, a respected Quaker Elder, make his way over to the trestle tables and almost laughed out loud when she realised he was wearing a white apron edged with a pink frill over his white shirt and dark trousers. Thank goodness her mother was absent this evening, due to one of her frequent headaches. Monique Simmons never assisted with catering at Quaker functions or with the morning tea served following meeting for worship. She preferred to browse the dusty tomes lining old wooden shelves in the small library adjacent to the meeting room. Food for the soul assuaged Monique’s appetite; she had no time for fancy fairy cakes or insipid tea.

      The sweets table being fully occupied, Edward began to set out his wares on the savoury table, next to plates of sausage rolls, sandwiches and cheese straws. Now and then he glanced longingly at the strawberry and cream double sponge perched high on a glass-legged platter, but ever conscious of his expanding middle-aged waistline, sighed before averting his eyes.

      At one end of a bench, Jane and Linda huddled together discussing their favourite pop stars, the Beatles. Immersed in a realm of love-lyrics and handsome young men, the pair failed to notice the other Young Friends enter the room and loiter with intent around the food tables. Only when Edward proposed grace in an authoritative tone, did the two girls surface and dutifully bow their heads as tradition dictated.

      A short silence followed.

      ‘Thank you, Friends.’ Edward smiled indulgently at the younger children standing quietly, before heading back to the kitchen to remove the frilly apron.

      ‘Have you met the new family from Cambridge?’ Linda asked Jane as they filled their plates. ‘I’m surprised they’re not here tonight.’

      ‘No, I haven’t, but Dad visited them last week. A large family, he said, five children. I do hope someone told them about tonight.’

      ‘It was in the newsletter,’ Linda mumbled, her mouth full of sausage roll.

      ‘They may not have received it, and they weren’t at meeting last Sunday to hear the clerk’s notices.’

      Any response dissolved as Linda’s name, repeated ad nauseam, resounded from a far corner.

      ‘Oh Lord, what does she want now?’ Linda wiped crumbs from her mouth with the back of her hand. ‘Save a seat for me, will you?’

      Jane nodded and carried her supper over to a half-empty bench. She ate with relish, enjoying especially the gooey cakes rarely seen at home. No one filled the vacant space beside her, and she noted with relief that tactless Eric Brown was sitting at the other end of the room with several boys. With luck, he would ignore her for the rest of the evening. Content with her own company, she drifted into daydream, envisioning her favourite Beatle, Paul McCarney with his mop of dark hair and handsome face. In between mouthfuls, she quietly hummed melodies.

      When a cold draft reached her stockinged legs, she shivered, and glancing towards the door that led to the main entrance, noticed a group of late arrivals standing in the doorway. They appeared to be together but before she could count the children to see if they were the new family, a welcoming Friend had whisked them away to the kitchen where no doubt a fresh pot of tea would be made, and lemon squash handed to the children. Bored now, Jane pushed the empty plate to one side, wishing Linda would return to fill her head with buoyant chatter and ease the shyness always experienced even in familiar company. But Linda remained out of sight, trapped by her mother’s ceaseless monotone.

      ‘Mind if I sit here?’ an unfamiliar voice inquired as once more, Jane studied her shoes.

      Startled, she found herself focusing on a pair of denim-clad legs that seemed to go on forever. ‘Er, not at all.’ Her gaze shifted from blue jeans to worn corduroy jacket to crumpled white shirt.

      ‘Thanks,’ he said, squeezing into the narrow space between her empty plate and the end of the bench.

      ‘Sorry.’ She quickly moved the plate back to her lap.

      ‘No problem.’ He grinned, then tossed his mop of dark blond curls. ‘I’m Peter Greenway, by the way.’

      Such exquisite blue eyes! For a moment she forgot her own name. ‘Jane Simmons,’ she stammered, covering her embarrassment by offering her right hand in the Quaker way.

      His handshake was warm and seemed to last longer than necessary.

      ‘I’ve just moved to Westbridge from Cambridge. It’s great to meet someone my own age. I get fed up with entertaining my brothers and sisters. I’m the eldest you see, so I’m always lumbered with babysitting.’

      Uncertain how to respond to matters outside her only child experience, Jane offered a sympathetic half-smile.

      ‘It will be better next year when I leave school. I’m hoping to get a place at Southgate University. Accountancy. Then I’ll be able to live away from home.’

      ‘I’m going to be a teacher,’ she ventured, surprised by the sound of her voice, her atypical declaration. ‘I love children.’

      ‘Reckon you could stand the noise?’

      She nodded. ‘I practice by taking the Children’s Meeting twice a mouth.’

      ‘That might explain why I didn’t see you at meeting last Sunday.’ Looking down, he picked up his knife and fork to begin demolishing his heaped supper plate, leaving her free to contemplate his profile.

      Full lips, well-shaped nose, dark lashes fringing those gorgeous blue eyes – he was by far the best-looking Young Friend she’d ever met. And he probably preferred girls his own age, she reflected, aware there must be at least two years between them.

      ‘It’s hot in here,’ he remarked, suddenly, wiping his forehead with his jacket sleeve. ‘How about going onto the balcony for a breath of fresh air?’

      ‘Fine by me,’ she answered without the slightest hesitation, then added quickly, ‘Not for long though, otherwise my father will wonder where I’ve got to.’

      Leaving his empty plate on the bench alongside hers, Peter ushered her out of the room and along the short corridor leading to a side entrance. He obviously knew his way around, even though by Jane’s estimation he couldn’t have been inside the Meeting House on more than a couple of occasions. Politely, he held the door open before following her onto the small balcony overlooking the town centre. Standing side by side at the railing, they watched traffic weave in and out of the narrow streets leading to a large roundabout, a steady stream of lights illuminating rain-washed pavements and huddled buildings dark with shadow. A cold wind blew in from the sea and Jane shivered, her lightweight jumper scant protection from December chill. Without saying a word, Peter slipped off his jacket and placed it around her shoulders, bending down as a parent would to fasten the three buttons.

      ‘Thanks,’ she murmured, ‘but now you’ll get cold.’

      He shrugged and stepping back, studied her with laughing eyes. ‘You look ridiculous! On a girl your size, it’s more like those greatcoats soldiers wore during the First World War!’

      She was considering whether to smile or rebuke him for his impudent remarks when Peter pulled her close and kissed her firmly on the lips. Despite her limited experience – quick kisses at parties during games of Postman’s Knock – she knew this was no ordinary kiss and longed for more. Too soon he released her and stood leaning on the railing, his white breath wafting into the winter sky. ‘I’m sorry,’ she said, concerned he now regretted the kiss. ‘I should have told you I’m only sixteen.’

      Turning to face her, he said softly, ‘A tiny fragile bud waiting for someone to turn you into a beautiful flower.’

      Shyness enveloped her, she stared down at the glistening street, empty now of traffic. No one had ever spoken to her like this; only actors made such remarks in romantic films. Unbidden, tears welled up and trickled down her flushed cheeks. She was trying hard not to sniff when Peter pulled a crumpled handkerchief from his jeans pocket and tenderly wiped away tears before kissing her again. A second kiss, moist and sweet as summer strawberries dipped in chocolate.

      ‘I want to see you again and nothing’s going to stop me,’ he declared, his lips so close to her mouth she caught a whiff of sausage roll and cream sponge.

      ‘I’m only allowed to go out on Saturday night, and then I usually go to the pictures with Linda or play records at her house.’ She paused to take a deep breath. ‘You could come to the pictures with us if you like?’

      ‘Actually, I don’t like.’ He kissed her lightly on both cheeks in the French fashion. ‘I’m asking you out, Jane, just you and me.’

      Blushing, she searched her mind for the right response, managed only a nod and smile.

      ‘I’ll take that as a yes.’ He took her hand and squeezed it gently. ‘Don’t worry, I’ll ask your dad if it’s okay.’

      ‘Thanks, he’s a bit over-protective.’ She tugged at his free hand. ‘We’d better go inside, or he’ll be worrying.’

      Back in the social room, Peter glanced at his watch and sighed. ‘I suppose we’ll be going soon. My sisters get cranky if they have too many late nights.’

      ‘Never mind, there’s always Saturday.’

      ‘I can’t wait.’ He grinned down at her, a boyish gesture that further endeared.

      She was watching the way his top lip curled around his teeth as the grin slowly subsided when his expression suddenly altered to one of solemnity. Blue eyes darted across the room, alighting on a middle-aged couple sitting on upright chairs slightly apart from a group of elderly Friends arrayed along a bench like birds perched on a garden fence.

      ‘Would you like to meet my parents?’ he asked, turning back to Jane.

      ‘I’d be pleased to.’

      They had almost reached the other side of the room when his mother stood up and came towards them smiling.

      ‘Ann Greenway,’ she said before Peter could introduce them and held out her right hand.

      ‘Jane Simmons, Edward’s daughter.’

      Ann smiled and shook Jane’s hand. ‘Ah, the kind Friend who came round last week to welcome us. I’m so pleased Peter’s found someone to talk to.’ Leaning forward, she added in a soft voice, ‘He didn’t want to come tonight. Kept on and on about boring Meeting House gatherings.’

      A tall, sandy-haired man joined them. ‘Jack Greenway. Pleased to meet you, Jane.’ Instead of the usual handshake, Jack gave her shoulder a friendly squeeze.

      Looking up, Jane gazed into another pair of twinkling blue eyes and blushed at the memory of balcony kisses. ‘Pleased to meet you too.’ She lowered her eyes to his scuffed brown shoes.

      Jack stepped back. ‘I imagine Peter’s told you that we’ve just moved from Cambridge?’

      Jane struggled to think of something to say, but following a lengthy pause managed to ask Jack how he liked living in a seaside town.

      ‘I’ll tell you in the summer. Right now, I find the town a bit bleak, quiet too. We had a much larger Meeting in Cambridge.’

      ‘I like it here,’ Ann countered. ‘I see much more of Jack these days and the girls love living by the river. Billy and Ben have settled in well, too. Peter’s the only one complaining.’

      Peter squirmed. ‘I’m not that bad, Mum. I just wish I could have finished my last year of school in Cambridge. I could’ve stayed with Robert and joined you here next summer.’

      Jack moved towards his eldest son. ‘Enough of that, Peter, we’ve been through it umpteen times. Why don’t you introduce Jane to the rest of the family?’

      ‘Where are they?’

      Ann gestured towards a group of children sitting on the carpet playing dominos. ‘Round them up, would you? It’s past their bedtime.’

      Peter sighed and grabbing Jane’s hand, marched her over to the children. ‘Got to leave now you lot.’

      Two small girls and an older boy acknowledged his statement with mournful expressions.

      ‘Rosie, Judy, Billy.’ Peter pointed to three of the children.

      The little girls smiled shyly, prompting Jane to introduce herself. The boy got to his feet reluctantly, shuffled towards her and extended his hand. ‘Billy Greenway.’

      ‘Where’s Ben?’ Peter asked before Jane could respond to Billy’s greeting.

      ‘Don’t know.’

      ‘We do,’ the girls chorused. ‘He’s talking to a girl.’ Rosie pointed in the direction of the kitchen where Linda stood in the doorway talking to an unfamiliar teenage boy. ‘He’s got a girlfriend. He’s got a girlfriend!’

      Peter grimaced. ‘Oh, do shut up.’ She turned to Billy. ‘Go and fetch him.’

      ‘Fetch him yourself!’

      Peter groaned. ‘Sorry about this, Jane. They can be little sods at times.’

      Jane suppressed a laugh as Billy pulled faces behind his brother’s back. ‘Ben?’ she queried as Peter strode towards the kitchen.

      Billy remained silent; the little girls nodded in unison.

      ‘I’d better go over to meet him.’

      The little girls trilled goodbyes.

      Before long, Jane was introducing herself and shaking hands with a younger version of Peter. Their father’s genes must be dominant, she mused, recalling Ann Greenway’s grey eyes and straight brown hair.

      ‘Good to meet you, Jane,’ Ben answered, the pitch of his voice lower than his older brother’s. But I’m afraid it’s going to be hello, goodbye, Dad’s trying to attract our attention.’ He glanced at his watch. ‘Time to leave, I guess.’

      ‘See you at meeting tomorrow, perhaps?’

      ‘Sure, we’ll be there.’

      Behind him, Linda frowned. ‘Oh Lord, Mum wants me again. See you, Ben, bye Jane.’

      ‘Wrong way, Pete,’ Ben chided, as his brother grabbed Jane’s hand and led her towards the chairs his parents had recently vacated.

      ‘Tell them I won’t be long,’ Peter snapped before bending down to whisper in Jane’s ear, ‘I can’t wait to take you out next Saturday.’

      Warm breath fluttered over her neck, inducing yet another blush. ‘Don’t forget to call my dad first.’

      ‘Course not.’ He nibbled her ear.

      ‘Peter,’ Jack Greenway called from the door leading to the main entrance. ‘Hurry up will you.’

      ‘Coming.’ Glancing at the elusive chairs, he sighed loudly.

      Jane watched him amble across the room, blushed again when he swung around to blow her a kiss before joining his family.

      The heavy oak entrance door slammed shut behind the Greenway family, but Jane remained rooted to the spot, reliving strong arms around her waist, warm lips covering hers, his determination to take her out. ‘Just you and me.’

      

      Less than an hour later, only a few Friends remained in the kitchen putting away crockery and cutlery. Edward Simmons, having finished his washing-up stint, emerged to find his daughter standing alone staring at the door. ‘Ready to go, Jane? Ted Jones has offered us a lift home.’

      Still lost in a dream, she turned slowly. ‘Yes, I’m ready.’

      ‘I see you met the Greenways. Pleasant family, aren’t they?’

      ‘He’s coming around next Saturday.’

      ‘Who is?’

      ‘Peter Greenway.’

      ‘Right, dear. Now run along and fetch your coat.’

      In the privacy of the empty cloakroom, Jane studied her reflection in the tarnished mirror. Flushed cheeks and unnaturally bright green eyes, red lips, kissed lips. Kissed on the Meeting House balcony, a large corduroy jacket draped around her narrow shoulders. Nothing could have been further from her mind when she’d entered the familiar space earlier that evening. ‘Have I changed?’ she asked her reflection.

      A horn blared in the street. Leaving the question unanswered, she buttoned her coat and ran out to the waiting car.

      

      Had I changed? A little, perhaps, although not in the momentous manner I believed that night, as I sat in my bed confiding revelations to the diary balanced on my raised knees: “the end of childhood, no more carefree days untroubled by complex emotions. From now on I must learn to handle the novel sensations created by close contact with a handsome young man’s lips and hands.”

      How raw I was then, how ignorant of sensuous response, yet it wasn’t from lack of knowledge. My half-French mother had schooled me well in the facts of life, explaining everything I would need to know before I embarked on romantic relationships. She’d also supplied several books on the subject, including ‘Towards a Quaker View of Sex,’ considered radical when published in 1963. But nothing read or discussed could have prepared me for what would soon become a serious liaison, a first love presumed by all those within the tight-knit Quaker community to be my last.

      First and last – positions on a lifeline barely uncoiled. Sixteen years old and a future decided for me: the constant smiles of approval guaranteed to dissolve dissent.
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      The Greenway family settled in quickly, bringing a level of vitality to Westbridge Meeting not seen in decades. Ann and Jack, promises to spend more time together tossed aside, became heavily involved in Quaker committee work, much to the relief of those that had served the Meeting for lengthy periods.

      Under Ann Greenway’s expert – she’d trained as a maternal and child welfare nurse – the Children’s Meeting flourished as never before. As a mother of five, Ann interacted well with children, encouraging them to voice their own opinions and make their own decisions.

      Jack Greenway, being a practical man, offered his services to the Premises Committee and soon new shelves appeared in the Meeting library, much to Monique Simmons’ delight. Sagging guttering was repaired and plans made to redecorate the kitchen in spring. Suffocated by the closed-for-business town, Jack welcomed any after-work or weekend activity that deflected his attention from winter’s dank gloom.

      During summer, Westbridge was crowded with noisy holidaymakers, but the onset of winter saw a thick blanket of peace and quiet envelop the small seaside town. Most of the hotels strung along the clifftop closed for several months, weary hoteliers dipping into their bulging bank accounts to fund long lazy cruises in warmer climes. Walking the almost deserted streets of the town centre, Jack wanted to turn back time, return to the ancient university town where a cornucopia of students ensured a vibrant atmosphere whatever the season.

      Although Jack wasn’t alone in his dislike of Westbridge in winter, some residents, including Jane’s father, a bank manager, enjoyed the unhurried pace. Long dark evenings freed Edward Simmons from gardening duties, allowing extra time for Quaker committee work. Apart from being one of the Elders responsible for the spiritual life of the meeting, Edward held the position of Treasurer, convened the Finance Committee, and took a leading role in the Literary Society, a small group that met to discuss both spiritual and secular books. By contrast, Jane’s mother, Monique, who taught French at Westbridge Girls Grammar School, remained content to serve as librarian for the meeting, but having no desire to confine herself to Quaker committees, spent two evenings a week as a volunteer counsellor with the Samaritans.

      Consequently, evenings for only child, Jane were often spent alone, her parents rushing off to their various commitments immediately after dinner dishes had been cleared away. This was a recent development. Prior to her sixteenth birthday, Edward and Monique had organised their after-work activities to ensure one or other was always present but now considered her old enough to fend for herself. Over post-birthday months, Jane had learned to ignore the creaks and groans of a tall narrow Edwardian house subject to the vagaries of clifftop weather, instead of imagining that someone was breaking in or a loose drainpipe was about to fall to the path below.

      One Saturday in February, walking home with Peter from an evening at the town’s only cinema, Jane discovered that he too had similar issues with his equally virtuous Quaker parents. ‘But at least you’ve got brothers and sister,’ she remarked, followed his string of complaints. Secretly, she was envious of the noisy tribe inhabiting a weather-beaten old house down by the river.

      ‘You try getting an eight-and ten-year-old to bed. It’s Peter, I want a drink of water, Peter read me a story. I’ll tell Dad you smacked Rosie, you’re a very naughty boy!’

      ‘Oh, do shut up about your sisters, we’ve got a much bigger problem. We can’t spend every Saturday at the pictures, it’s too expensive and I hate playing those silly board games with your parents.’

      ‘It’s better than being with your parents, all they ever do is read! They’re like bookends, sitting in their armchairs either side of the dining room fireplace. Why they won’t let us go in the lounge is beyond me, it’s bloody uncomfortable perching on those dining chairs trying to have a private conversation!’

      Jane remained silent, reluctant to supply the embarrassing explanation that her father permitted only one coal fire to be lit during winter, unless illness forced a stay in bed, when the gas fires installed in each of the four bedrooms could be used. Warmer weather would solve that problem.

      ‘What we need,’ Peter continued, ‘is an organised Young Friends group. Table tennis, playing records, discussions, even a summer camp.’

      Jane sighed. ‘The trouble is we don’t have enough Young Friends in Westbridge and it’s too far for those in Southgate to visit every week.’

      ‘Then let’s not confine it to Quakers. There must be some young people down the road at the Methodist chapel.’

      ‘We could speak to Reverend Albright after meeting tomorrow. Dad’s a good friend of his.’

      Deep in thought, Peter slowed his pace. Beside him, Jane stamped her feet to retain circulation, wishing they hadn’t stopped for coffee, so missed the last bus.

      Following a lengthy pause, Peter began to speak, unwittingly adopting not only his father’s committee idiom but also Jack’s tone. ‘I propose a meeting of interested parties in the Meeting House library, with me as Clerk and you as Assistant Clerk. Membership of a small committee comprising both Friends and Methodists, to investigate possible venues, finance, etcetera, will be decided by those present.’

      Jane pouted. ‘So long as I don’t have to be on this committee with obnoxious Eric Brown.’

      Still in Quaker clerking mode, Peter said, ‘Jane my dear, that’s not very Quakerly, remember that of God in everyone.’

      ‘Everyone except Eric Brown.’

      Peter laughed and resuming his role as eighteen-year-old boyfriend, bent to plant a kiss on her sulky mouth.

      

      Like his father, Peter Greenway possessed a knack for organisation, so within weeks, Young Friends together with teenagers from the nearby Methodist and Congregational churches, had joined forces, calling themselves South Westbridge Youth Group. Their inaugural function – a dance and supper – was planned for the second Saturday in March, Reverend Albright having given permission to use the large hall adjacent to his chapel, on condition no alcohol was served, and any mess cleared up afterwards. Peter’s request to place a notice in the hall advertising a ‘Bring and Buy Sale’ at the Meeting House in April, had also met with the reverend’s approval. Westbridge Friends had agreed that money raised at the sale could be used to purchase a folding table tennis table and a record player for use in the social room.

      The March event proved a great success, teenagers coming from all over the town, attracted, Jane believed, by Peter’s colourful posters placed in schools and churches two weeks beforehand. Jane wasn’t the only Young Friend impressed by the posters, Eric Brown suggesting Peter consider studying advertising instead of accountancy.

      ‘Not an option,’ Peter explained to Eric as they stacked chairs and tables in the Methodist hall after the dance. ‘Mum did the artwork. I just gave her the ideas.’

      ‘You’re a lucky sod. My mum never helps me. It’s always not now Eric, can’t you see I’m busy.’

      ‘Why don’t you try helping her in exchange? I cooked supper while Mum worked on the posters.’

      ‘Good idea, but my cooking skills are limited to beans on toast, and I don’t think my family would appreciate the same meal every night.’

      Peter punched his arm lightly. ‘Recipe books are helpful. Check out your mum’s.’

      

      By the end of April, South Westbridge Youth Group had raised sufficient funds to purchase a table tennis table and organised a loan system amongst members to augment their range of LPs – a Friend had donated a record player. The folding table was stored in the Methodist hall where the group met every Saturday evening, tea, coffee and cake supplied courtesy of the Ladies’ Auxiliary. Records and player were kept in a cupboard in the Children’s Room at the Meeting House, Friends having agreed, after careful consideration, to the Youth Group meeting on Fridays. Tea, coffee and plain biscuits were available in the kitchen on condition crockery was washed, dried and put away. The group planned a summer camp and spent hours cleaning and renovating old camping gear donated by family and friends.

      Pale sunlight and showers heralded the arrival of spring, Westbridge inhabitants welcoming the end of hibernation as the sharp sting of raindrops washed winter woes from streets, homes and storm-battered beaches.

      

      A breath of fresh air, my father said, referring not to the change of season but the Greenways’ arrival and subsequent effect on the Meeting. A much-need spring clean, my mother maintained, having often bemoaned the dearth of vitality and preponderance of elderly Friends set in old-fashioned ways like Portland cement.

      A complete change of climate, I thought, but kept quiet, certain my parents would assume my relationship with Peter to be the sole reason, when his entire family had contributed to my budding self-esteem. I’d never met a family like the Greenways, so warm and welcoming, so boisterous, so alive! Even Quaker grace felt different in their home. Gathered around the large oak dining table, we would all join hands, silently give thanks for the food we were about to eat, then wait for Jack to declare with evident delight, ‘Time to tuck in, folks.’ At 37 Cliff Drive, we Simmonses bowed our heads, raising them only when my father indicated with a slight cough that the meal could begin.

      Faith and fun seemed easy companions in the Greenway household; comfortable with their beliefs yet open to change, a long line of Quaker ancestors seen as blessings rather than pious pilgrims they felt bound to emulate.

      The opposite of the families I had grown up with, serious and solemn, wearing their Quakerism like a tenebrous cloak.
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      A warm, mainly dry June conveyed the promise of a good summer. Holidaymakers, determined to beat the August crowds, poured into the town’s hotels and bed and breakfast establishments. Waiting at bus stops became fraught for permanent residents, double-decker buses crammed with tourists, flying past on their way to the beach and shops. Some workers rose early or walked to town, others queued impatiently and having at last boarded a bus, found themselves squashed between folded pushchairs and sticky-handed toddlers.

      High on Cliff Drive, Jane often observed the summer scene from her third-floor bedroom – sloping walls and a dormer window tucked under the roof. Canvas deckchairs, hired from students already freed from university and college, blanketed the yellow sand; small children played in the shallows, and ice-cream vendors – students employed for the season – trundled carts along a broad promenade that fringed the wide bay. The row of beach huts perched cheek to cheek at the base of the cliff remained hidden from view, but Jane knew their doors would be open wide, holiday hirers arrayed in garish swimwear, spilling from freshly painted interiors.

      Following Meeting for Worship the previous Sunday, she and Peter were walking along the promenade when he’d remarked on the number of northern accents, the lily-white bodies fresh from factory and mine.

      ‘E by gum, lad,’ Jane had replied, sunlight crinkling the corners of her eyes. ‘We allas come to Westbridge. ‘Tis a grand place t’ play int’ sand an’ sun.’

      Peter had laughed at her tourist impersonation but soon was complaining the crowded promenade made walking a trial, what with the constant weaving in and out between groups of deckchairs and avoiding small children running full pelt towards the beach.

      Thoughts of subsequent Sunday walks with a grumpy boyfriend, distracted Jane’s focus on the day’s homework. They would have to abandon walks along the promenade after Meeting to climb the path zigzagging across the cliff face that emerged almost opposite her home. Considering alternative possibilities, she remembered the river winding behind rear gardens on River Avenue remained a quiet place during summer, being too shallow for sailing craft. At the bottom of the Greenways’ overgrown garden, a wooden gate opened onto the riverbank – a broad swathe of grass dissected by an often-muddy path – where apart from the odd canoeist, ducks alone ruffled the river’s smooth surface.

      A brief telephone conversation – she wasn’t supposed to call Peter on schooldays – confirmed the new Sunday venue, enabling Jane to concentrate on homework.

      

      Following a makeshift lunch in the Greenway kitchen, the heel of day-old bread and a lump of cheese all Peter could find in the pantry, he rushed into the rear garden, urging Jane to hurry up before his little sisters spotted them.

      ‘Aren’t you supposed to be looking after them?’ she called as he vaulted over the garden gate.

      ‘Ben’s at home. It’s time he pulled his weight.’

      ‘I agree. You do seem to do all the babysitting.’

      Peter swung around to open the gate. ‘For God’s sake, get a move on, Jane.’

      Miffed by his impatience, she took care to fasten the gate securely behind her.

      

      Long summer grasses rippled in river breeze, Peter grabbing her hand to hasten his flight from sibling responsibility. Two hours of freedom stretched before them, both sets of parents trapped in the Meeting House by the long agenda of Preparative Meeting, precursor to the Monthly Meeting for Business rotated around the meetings within a fifty-mile radius of Westbridge. They walked steadily, following the river upstream until they reached the old stone bridge no longer connected to the busy main road. Concealed beneath the first arch, they leaned against cold damp stone exchanging hot moist kisses, oblivious to the river water lapping their Sunday shoes.

      Beyond the bridge, they came to a small stand of trees, remnants of the wood cut down ten years earlier to make way for a new more substantial bridge. ‘This looks a good place,’ Peter remarked, removing his jacket to spread it over the grass beneath dense overhanging branches. ‘No gardens backing onto the riverbank up here, so we shouldn’t be disturbed.’

      ‘A lovely spot.’

      Heads close together, they lay on their backs, legs facing the water, fingers entwined as the summer river slid by on its journey to the sea, weaving languidly between the weed-ribbons floating midstream. A tranquil pastoral scene, similar to those lauded by countless generations of poets and artists sitting beside English rivers armed with notebook or sketchpad, but Peter remained agitated. Angry and frustrated, he wanted to erase the smile from Jane’s pretty mouth, knock the serenity from her freckled face. Surely, she possessed the same feelings, yearned for more than holding hands and embraces under a cold stone arch? ‘We’ll have to stop meeting for a bit,’ he said curtly, rolling onto his stomach to hide a growing erection. ‘I can’t cope with all this and study for A-levels. My math teacher wrote to Mum and Dad last week asking if I was ill or had personal problems. My grades have been far worse than usual this term.’ He sighed loudly. ‘I’ve got a problem alright. You!’

      Shadows clouded Jane’s sunny face. ‘Sorry, I didn’t realise I was a problem.’ She sniffed back tears. ‘I thought you enjoyed my company.’

      Determined to salvage something, Peter reached out to stroke her wrist. ‘I do like you, Jane, too much, that’s the trouble. Just give me some breathing space. Exams are in three weeks, so I’ll be free by the first week in July. We can have a reunion at the camp.’

      Smiling weakly, she struggled to her feet. ‘See you at camp, then. I’ll find my own way home. Go and do your homework.’

      Convinced he’d ruined his chances, Peter loitered on the way home, kicking clods of damp earth into the river, and when his sisters pestered him about returning without Jane, it took great self-control not to slap their faces.

      

      The weeks flew by, Jane holed up in her attic bedroom, studying far into the night for the first round of her mock A-levels. Exam results were pleasing, she obtained a high grade in English language, English literature and French. Best friend, Linda Fry, barely scraped through her subjects, but when Jane asked what was troubling her as they walked to the bus stop after school, she refused to answer.

      Following a lengthy silence, during which Linda focused her attention on the cracked asphalt pavement, she wailed, ‘It’s alright for you, Jane Simmons, you’ve got Peter. No one wants me; boys don’t like girls with spots and now I’ve started putting on weight! I’m going to end up looking like my mother!’

      ‘Perhaps you could try dieting,’ Jane suggested, but Linda had already fished a giant chocolate chip biscuit from her satchel and was munching noisily.

      A yellow double-decker bus drew to the curb, the two girls clambering up the stairs to the top deck. They found a vacant twin seat at the front – their favourite position – but despite Jane’s attempt to raise her friend’s spirits, Linda remained sunk in despair, grinding teeth and smacking lips her only conversation. When the bus pulled into Cliff Drive, Jane disembarked with relief.

      After changing from her school uniform into shorts and a cotton shirt, Jane settled down to read her library book, there being no homework post-exams. But today, she found it difficult to concentrate, even though the narrative had seemed interesting the previous day. Linda’s outburst echoed through the empty house, aggravating a doubt deliberately buried deep. Her relationship with Peter could be past tense by now, the promise of a camp reunion forgotten. They had been going out for just six months, but she would be a ship cast adrift without Peter by her side. Affectionate, fun and dependable – he was always on time for their dates – his presence had added another layer of security to her sheltered existence; welcome cushioning from the harsh realities of a rapidly changing world.

      Each Sunday since the dismissal, Jane had seen Peter at Meeting for Worship, but afterwards, they exchanged few words over cups of tea in the social room, the subject of their relationship never broached. The previous Sunday, he’d been whisked away by his parents even before she had a chance to say hello! Standing in the tea and coffee queue, she’d watched the Greenways depart with a flurry of farewells, the younger children still munching biscuits. Disappointment and annoyance submerged the morning’s bright buoyancy; Peter hadn’t even glanced her way.

      

      Sweet sixteen anguish, first love flaying at the edges threatening to unravel. Why did I teeter on the threshold of adult independence, clinging to the security blanket of a six-month relationship when mid-sixties Britain offered opportunities undreamed of during my parents’ youth, tainted as it was by depression and world war? Jobs were plentiful, college and university education a possibility for anyone possessing reasonable intelligence, irrespective of class or gender, and at last most parents no longer considered marriage to be the pinnacle of achievement for their daughters. Armed with a degree or diploma, a sixties girl could support herself, even if equal pay remained a distant dream. Young women had begun to leave the parental home long before marriage, sharing furnished flats with friends, buying cars or the popular Vespa scooters that zipped through Britain’s narrow streets.

      Freedom beckoned, marriage and children a choice, not a given. And if a girl chose to marry at a young age, the new contraceptive pill available to all married women, enabled her to delay pregnancy while she built a career she could return to once the children went to school.

      Sweet sixteen summer, lost now in a haze of changing seasons.
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      A Quaker family, keen to encourage the fledgling youth group – they had three teenage children – offered the use of their farm for the summer camp. Campers had to supply their own tents and erect them in the vacant field adjoining a small lake that supplied water for the property. Beside the lake, a lop-sided wooden structure housed two canoes and a small rowing boat, which the group could use on condition everyone wore a lifejacket. A short distance from the farmhouse, a large barn with an ancient but still functioning shower and toilet at one end, was made available on condition the campers left it clean.

      The third weekend in July marked the start of the summer school holidays and for once the weather forecast proved correct, Saturday dawning fine and warm. By mid-morning, parents were ferrying their teenage children through forest and villages to the Bennett farm, an hour’s drive east of Westbridge.

      Nine tents were soon pitched, those with Boy Scout or Girl Guide experience assisting novices. Primus stoves were arranged on an old wooden table hauled from the barn with George Bennett’s permission; tinned and packet foods stacked underneath on a piece of plastic sheeting.

      Camp making, meal making, swimming in the lake and sunbathing encompassed the remainder of the day, twilight catching the group unawares. Weary from unfamiliar chores, no one wanted to dance in the barn to Eric Brown’s tinny transistor radio, so Peter suggested a wide game in the woods on the far side of the lake. All agreed, so Peter took charge, splitting the group into pairs, then tossed a coin to determine which pair would stay at camp while the others found hiding places. Eric and Linda – lucky or unlucky winners depending on one’s point of view – remained behind to wait the designated ten minutes before beginning to search.

      Grabbing Jane’s hand, Peter propelled her along the lake shore and into already darkening woods. Beyond a stand of pine trees, he was delighted to discover a small clearing dotted with overgrown rhododendron bushes. ‘In here,’ he whispered, pulling Jane into dense foliage. By crawling over and under branches, damp earth staining hands and knees, they reached the middle of the bush, a leaf-strewn space large enough for one small girl and a lanky boy, provided they sat hunched over with knees raised. Jane tried in vain to suppress giggles, prompting Peter to lean sideways and clamp his lips over her laughing mouth.

      Voices reverberated through the trees, Linda and Eric having discovered several hiding places. Suddenly, heavy footsteps crashed through nearby undergrowth and rhododendron branches began to shake. Folded limbs froze; hot breath hovered on moist lips.

      ‘There’s no one in there,’ Linda called to Eric, after what seemed an age to the pair secreted amongst leaves and branches. ‘Let’s try the boathouse.’

      Footsteps and voices faded. Inching towards Jane, Peter cursed the sharp twigs that scratched his bare wrists. Fingers trembled as he fumbled with the innumerable tiny buttons fastening Jane’s gingham blouse. She helped him out with the last few buttons. Dots of pale skin peeped from the embroidered flowers decorating her white cotton bra, but having no interest in pretty fabric, Peter felt around her back for the clasp, slipping straps from her shoulders when hooks and eyes finally gave way. Soil stained her bra and blouse, but Jane appeared unconcerned, a small sigh emerging from parted lips as his hands cupped naked breasts.

      Entranced by the altered profile of pale pink nipples, she leaned towards his face, wishing a beam of light could fully illuminate the scene. On the odd occasion, they found themselves alone, hands groping under clothing were a poor substitute for the sight of moist lips clamped to a nipple. Roving fingers slid across her stomach to unzip shorts and burrow into matching cotton undies. Around her, thick branches creaked as she fell back into unyielding foliage. Torn leaves tumbled, adorning her flushed skin with an intricate green pattern. Laughter bubbled to the surface but was swiftly swallowed when she saw the look on Peter’s face. ‘Whatever’s the matter?’

      ‘I want you now,’ he declared in a breathless voice she hadn’t heard before. ‘Please say yes.’ Hands moved to his jeans; he unzipped without waiting for an answer.

      ‘No, Peter, you know we mustn’t go all the way. Not now, not here.’ She reached down to fasten her shorts. ‘I’m not ready for this,’ she added, half to herself.

      Fingers stalled on damp knickers; the contours of his face softened. ‘I’m sorry, darling. I just wanted to show how much I love you.’

      Sitting up as best she could in the small space, Jane quickly brushed away leaves before securing bra and blouse.

      

      Hand in hand, they made their way back to camp, stopping for a brief embrace on the edge of the woods. Night had fallen when they reached the row of tents, some illuminated by lamplight, others in darkness.

      ‘I know what you’ve been up to,’ Eric Brown called from the open flap of the tent he was sharing with two other boys. ‘Some people have all the luck.’

      Peter glared at the smirking face. ‘Shut your mouth, Eric. It’s none of your business.’

      Blushing, Jane rushed away to her tent, hoping Linda was already asleep, or at least had turned out the oil lamp borrowed from her mother.
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