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Introduction

Although most of my time is spent writing books, there have been numerous occasions when, perhaps even in the middle of a long family saga, an incident has occured which has sparked an idea for a short story. THE GARDEN was written when I was recuperating from a near-fatal car accident one summer, and whilst confined to bed, I could hear my children playing in the garden and longed to be well enough to go out and join them. A TRUE STORY was indeed true, whereas THE ANGEL AND THE WITCH was entirely imaginary.

Now that so few women’s magazines publish short stories and because I believe very many people, like myself, favour them for bedtime reading, I have collected, from the hundreds I have written, some of my favourites for Variations.

C.L.
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The Snake Belt



 

 

IT all began that February of 1930 when Letty was six.

“Miracles are always possible provided you have sufficient Faith!”

The latent excitement in Sister Bernadette’s voice as she made this pronouncement woke Letty from a pleasant day-dream involving a tree-climbing adventure with her cousin, Christopher.

After two terms at the Convent of the Sacred Heart, Letty knew about Faith. It was believing in God, which she certainly did, although she was still confused about there being three of Him — Father, Son and Holy Ghost. She didn’t like ghosts and preferred not to think about getting confirmed when she was older because, if you hadn’t seen the Holy Ghost before, you were bound to have it descend on you at the ceremony. Nor was she sure if she liked God who, so Sister Bernadette often warned her class of six year olds, had an All-Seeing Eye; which meant that even if no one else saw you stick out your tongue at another girl or laugh when one of the nuns tripped over her habit, God would see and in due course, mete out a suitable punishment. Nor was she all that happy about God the Son: poor Jesus, whose body hung on innumerable crosses in church and in the convent passages, horrible drops of blood pouring from his head and hands and dripping down his body. Sister Bernadette said he died on the cross to save people but he looked to Letty as if he needed saving himself.

“Please, Sister, what’s a miracle?” she asked.

“Quite simply, Letitia, it is a superhuman event; which is to say that ordinary mortals like ourselves cannot achieve the impossible. God, however, can do anything and everything if He thinks fit, and we need only have sufficient Faith in His power and pray and He will perform miracles for us.”

Letty’s face turned pink with excitement. She had almost — well nearly almost — given up hope of getting the snake belt. Christopher had one threaded through the loops of his shorts. Sometimes, if she gave him a toffee or let him borrow her Sorbo ball, he would allow her to wear it but never for long because without it, his shorts fell down. Letty had begged and begged Mummy to buy her one, or to allow her to save up her pocket money and buy one for herself. Every time she brought up the subject, Mummy explained that girls wore dresses and snake belts were for boys’ trousers and would look very silly on a dress. Letty had asked Father Christmas to bring her one but he never did. “It’ll be a miracle if you ever get one!” said Mrs Banbury, the daily. “So if I was you, I’d forget the dratted thing!”

Now, according to Sister Bernadette, she had only to pray, with sufficient Faith of course, and she would have a snake belt. Would God send it by the postman? Or would it come in her Christmas stocking? Or would God just deposit it on the end of her bed whilst she was asleep? Maybe her Guardian Angel would bring it. Maybe …

“Letitia, you are not paying attention again …”

“Oh, I am, truly I am, Sister!” Letty gasped.

“Then kindly repeat the story of the loaves and …”

The bell rang for the end of the lesson and as she left the classroom, Letty decided that the All-Seeing God knew she had been concentrating on Him and shown his goodwill by getting the bell rung early and saving her from yet another detention. A little miracle — but a miracle nonetheless.

Letty prayed. Silently, fervently, continuously she prayed; throughout meals, throughout lessons, throughout netball, before she went to sleep and when she woke up. Most of all she prayed in the big candlelit church, forcing herself to look at the poor, bleeding Son of God instead of at the gentle, smiling statue of his mother, Mary, in her pretty blue mantle, where Letty usually fastened her gaze.

For two whole weeks, Letty prayed. She described the snake belt in great detail to God — the stretchy elastic it was made of, its stripy green, brown and grey colours, the two shiny snake heads which linked around each other so cleverly. She explained that the colours weren’t so important and it didn’t have to be exactly the same belt as Christopher’s and would God be kind enough to leave a note for Mummy saying it was all right for her to wear the belt even though she was a girl.

Either God wasn’t listening, Letty decided, or, more probably, He simply couldn’t hear her. She decided to get up in the night and pray when the dormitory was quiet and everyone was asleep.

Letty, too, was asleep when Sister Bernadette found her still kneeling by her bed. Only partially coherent between her sobs once woken, Letty failed to make the elderly nun understand the importance of the snake belt or, indeed, what it was.

“Our Good Lord would not want you to miss your sleep, child.” Sister said, adding comfortingly, “You must never lose your faith, Letitia. In His own good time, God will answer your prayers. Faith, you know, can move mountains!”

Letty didn’t want to move mountains but in the morning, she woke up with an idea. Maybe the gift of a snake belt wasn’t important enough, big enough, for God to be bothered about it. If he liked moving mountains then perhaps he wanted something more spectacular for His miracle; something like changing her from a girl into a boy who could wear a snake belt. Daddy had said it couldn’t be done; that she’d just have to accept the fact that he had wanted a little girl and he loved her as she was.

Such was Letty’s faith that she knew God could do the impossible.

“God does not always answer our prayers, Letitia,” Sister Bernadette said when three weeks later, Letty could see no sign that she had been changed into a boy and hope, along with Faith, was draining away. “God created you a little girl because that is what He chose for you to be. He has His own purpose. At one time in my childhood, I, too, wished I had been born a boy but when I grew up, I realized God’s purpose — I was to become a nun and dedicate my life to Him. Perhaps this is His intention for you, child.”

“But how will I know?” Letty asked, comforted and even a little excited to think that God had singled her out for special honours; despite the fact that she was frequently naughty and always in trouble for day-dreaming. She told fibs, too, although not always on purpose. Sometimes she just became confused between the stories she made up in her head and real things.

“God will call you in His own good time!” Sister Bernadette said. “You will hear His voice.”

Her problem, Letty decided, had done an abrupt turnabout. It was no longer a matter of God hearing her but of her hearing God. She endeavoured to sit in class beside a window because she would be nearer the sky. When she went to the lavatory, she stood by the skylight listening, because it was the only place in the school where it was quiet. She stopped talking to her friends and, once she was home for the holidays, she barely spoke to her parents.

“Is the child ill?” Daddy asked, looking worried. “She usually talks the hind leg off a donkey!”

“Is something worrying you, Letty?” Mummy asked.

“I’m only listening,” Letty said vaguely. “I just wish people wouldn’t make such a noise.”

Mummy took her to the doctor who said she was a little tense but he could find nothing wrong with her.

“Listening for what?” Christopher asked when he came to stay for a week. He was a year older than Letty and she adored him. He enjoyed her adoration and her willingness to join in any game of his choosing. Letty told him about Faith and Miracles and The Call. For once, Christopher did not support her.

“It wouldn’t be much fun being a nun!” he said. “You couldn’t climb Mount Everest or sail across the world in a dinghy or fly a hot air balloon or anything. I thought you were coming with me when we grow up. I don’t want to take a silly old nun with me and that’s that.”

It certainly altered Letty’s perspective. Sharing Christopher’s adventures was what she wanted most in the world — even more than being a boy and wearing a snake belt. For the rest of the holidays, she only listened for The Call when she had nothing else to do.

“Letty seems much better!” Daddy said. “More her old self!”

Letty sat in the classroom thinking about going over Niagara Falls in a barrel with Christopher when Sister Bernadette started talking about Limbo … a place which was neither Heaven, Hell nor Purgatory. It was, she said in hushed tones, a place where the poor souls went who had not been baptized. Babies went there if they died soon after being born and had not been baptized by a priest. There they stayed, unable to go to Heaven like everyone else.

“Even though they’re too little ever to have been naughty?” Letty asked in a shocked voice.

“I’m afraid so,” said Sister Bernadette. “It is very sad. But you can all help these tiny, innocent souls to find their way to Heaven. You have only to say the sacred names of our blessed Jesus, Mary and Joseph to release a tiny soul to Heaven.”

Letty was enchanted — and at the same time horrified. It was wonderful to think that she — not yet seven years old — had the power to save babies from horrible old Limbo, but shocking to think of the hundreds and thousands which might not be saved. She resolved not to waste a further moment and began at once to chant under her breath, “Jesus, Mary, Joseph; Jesus, Mary, Joseph.” She had managed to save thirteen babies before Sister Bernadette cut her short.

“Letitia, you are day-dreaming yet again. You will remain behind after the lesson.”

Letty found that with practice, she could save time by shortening the sacred names. Jesus, Mary and Joseph became Jeez — May — Joze. In this way she could say them forty times a minute. She decided that the numbers were too large for her to work out and asked one of the older girls to do the multiplication for her. Thus she learned that she could save two thousand four hundred babies if she could keep going for an hour; that if she could manage four hours a day, she would save nine thousand six hundred babies and, if she could keep this up for a year, three million five hundred and four thousand babies could go to Heaven who would not otherwise have got there.

These astronomical numbers were beyond Letty’s comprehension but the senior girl had written them down for her on a piece of paper and at the first opportunity, she asked Sister Bernadette if there might be more than three million babies in Limbo. Sister Bernadette seemed surprised and told Letty not to worry about numbers. But how could she stop worrying, Letty asked herself, remembering just one wailing baby she’d seen in a pram in the park last holidays.

“Letty’s looking peaky again,” Daddy said when she returned home for the summer holiday. “If you’ve anything to say, Letty, speak up please. I don’t like all this muttering!”

“But it takes too long …” Letty tried to explain but Mummy said Daddy wanted to listen to the news and not to bother him now. The doctor thought she needed a tonic, but Mummy said a fortnight by the sea where Christopher lived would probably put some colour back in her cheeks.

Letty asked Christopher if he knew about Limbo.

“We don’t learn about places like that at our school,” he said. “Anyway, if those babies hadn’t got mothers and people to look after them, they’d die anyway. I should think your nun was making it all up to keep you out of mischief. Grown-ups are always thinking of ways to keep us out of mischief. Let’s go down to the beach and swim. I’ve got a new swimming costume now I’m at my new school. I’ve got all new uniform. I’ll show it to you if you like.”

Letty agreed it was very smart, especially the scarlet blazer with the black braid and gold buttons.

“But that’s not my bestest,” Christopher said, opening his dressing-table drawer. “How about that!” He dangled in front of Letty’s face a scarlet and black snake belt and watched with satisfaction the look of admiration and envy that spread over Letty’s face.

“It’s beautiful!” she said with all the enthusiasm he could have wished for. He felt kindly disposed towards her and said generously, “Here you are, Letty — you can have my old one. I don’t need it any more. That is, if you still want it …”

Letty could only nod as she fastened it round her waist. Her small hands linked the snake heads ecstatically. It was hers — for ever and ever, to wear whenever she pleased; to take to bed with her, to wear under her pyjamas and silly girls’ dresses.

“I’ll wear it over my bathing suit,” she announced when she could speak.

“It’ll get wet, silly!” said Christopher. “Come on now, we’re wasting all the afternoon. Bet I get down to the beach before you.”

It was only as she ran down to the water’s edge where Christopher was already splashing his feet, the snake belt securely around her small waist, that Letty paused. A point of enormous importance had struck her. Even if Sister Bernadette was wrong about Limbo and even if she had been wrong in thinking that God would call her, Letty, to be a nun, she had been right about the thing that really mattered. ‘God works in mysterious ways,’ she had said. Sister Bernadette had never met her cousin so how could she possibly have known — any more than Letty could have guessed — that He would use Christopher’s new school uniform to give Letty her miracle?


One in Three



 

 

AS I left the Customs Hall behind me and pushed my trolley through the doors into the meeting area, my eyes searched the crowd milling up against the metal railings of the barrier. There was no sign of Patti.

‘If there’s no one there to meet you, take a taxi!’ she had said. ‘It isn’t far!’ So I walked to the end of the railings where a group of drivers stood holding up their cards. My name was not on any of them.

My depression deepened. I was not looking forward to the interview facing me this afternoon. In fact, unless it had been imperative, I would not have come back to England at all.

The crowd round the barrier had thinned slightly, but there was still no one to meet me. I thought they just might have been delayed, so I’d give it ten minutes and then I’d go and find a taxi.

I found a group of chairs where I could keep an eye on the barrier. A young woman came towards me wearing the uniform of an air hostess. Very attractive, I thought — and then I noticed the small boy she was holding by one hand. She dumped him in the empty seat beside me, saying, “You can wait here for me, Paul. I’m going to telephone your mother to say we’ll be late back. We don’t want her worrying. There’s a flight due in from Spain in half an hour. If your father isn’t on it, we’ll go home.”

The boy’s eyes followed the trim figure as his companion walked over to the bank of pay phones. As usual, there was a queue. He turned his head to stare at me and for a moment, I thought he had recognized me. He returned my smile with that English shyness I had all but forgotten. In Spain, children of all ages would converse with you unabashed if given half a chance. At first, I had been fascinated by their large, liquid brown eyes but gradually I took them for granted — just as I took for granted the brilliance of the sun, the violence of the colours, the unlimited variety of subjects to paint.

England in November was not a welcome alternative. But for the fact that a London gallery had offered to give me an exhibition, I would not be here, despite my wife’s recent letter demanding I return home to discuss what she called ‘an amicable divorce’. Here I was, aiming to kill two birds with one stone and utterly shaken to find myself sitting next to the son I had not seen for three years. There was no mistaking him — he looked exactly like his mother.

Paul had been little more than a toddler when I’d gone to live in Spain — blue eyes in a plump face, hands and knees still slightly dimpled. Now he was a thin, lanky little boy with bony wrists and knobbly knees. He was very clean — unnaturally so for a six year old. He’d probably been spruced up for the occasion. Who, I wondered, was his companion?

“Your air hostess is very pretty!” I said.

“Yes, and she’s nice, too. She flies all over the world. I’m going to be a pilot when I grow up. Janie says I’ll have to work hard and pass all my exams. She lives next door to us.”

He was surprisingly articulate for his age.

“I’m not supposed to talk to strangers!” he added by way of an afterthought.

I wanted to tell him then that I wasn’t a stranger — I was his father, but somehow I wasn’t yet ready for the emotional consequences. I had not expected to be so … so moved. As a baby, he’d looked like me — or so everyone had said. Now he was so like his mother that it brought back memories I thought I had forgotten. Suddenly the past had come so close, it reached out and touched me, as if it was trying to hold me.

I had not come home to be chained again to that old torture of quarrelling with Patti; of hating and loving her; of hating myself. I was not in the least surprised that she wanted a divorce. We’d been separated so long, our lives had drifted apart. She had written from time to time, mostly with news of Paul. The letters were always impersonal, unemotional and I replied in the same vein.

At first, it hadn’t been easy to sell my paintings, but gradually I found good outlets and I was able to send money home. I owed Patti that, for when I’d left we’d been heavily in debt. Patti wrote that her mother had come to live with her so that she’d been able to return to work. The money she earned together with what I sent, made it possible for her to take out a mortgage on a tiny cottage in the country not far from Gatwick Airport.

In those early days after I’d walked out, I wasn’t sure whether Patti welcomed my departure or not. All she had said when I told her I was off to Spain, was, ‘When will you be back?’

‘How the hell do I know!’ I’d answered. She had not seemed to understand that I’d needed to go … to prove to her as well as myself that I wasn’t a failure; that I could make a living as a painter.

I missed her terribly at first. I’d loved her with all the passionate ardour of any young man of twenty in love for the first time. Gradually, the coolness of her letters and her failure to plead with me to return, had their effect. I realized that the incessant rows and quarrelling must have got her down as much as they had me.

I glanced down at the child beside me — the child of our love — and I was suddenly afraid. I wished I were back in Spain where I had no ties — nothing that could threaten my freedom.

“Janie thinks my dad might be on the next plane!” the boy said, as much to himself as to me. “I think he’s probably lost. It’s easy to get lost in an airport — there’s so many passages.”

I asked him how old he was.

“I’m six. I’ll be seven next year.”

I was touched by the way he drew himself up stiffly to gain another few inches.

“If I can’t be a pilot, I’m going to be a footballer,” he announced. “I want to go to a football match, but Mum says it’s dangerous. Toby — he’s my friend — often goes to them. His dad takes him.”

“Perhaps your dad will take you!”

He shook his head.

“I don’t expect he will. Mum says he’s coming on business and probably won’t stay long. He’s too busy painting things all over the world. I’d like to go all over the world but Mum says artists want to be on their own.”

So Patti hadn’t told him that our separation was to be final; that we were shortly to become one of the ‘one-in-three statistics’ for divorce. Maybe it was one-in-two for couples who’d married when they were little more than children themselves.

I could see the air hostess was now chatting on the phone. One part of me wished she would hurry up and reclaim the boy; another less welcome part needed more time. Remembering my surprise that my son had not recognized me, I said, “What’s your dad look like then?”

Paul seemed unsurprised by my curiosity.

“I’ll show you,” he said, pulling a dog-eared photograph out of the pocket of his anorak. It was an old one — taken the summer before I went to Spain. I looked at it horrified, seeing a rather lean, excessively untidy drop-out with over-long hair and a shaggy beard. It had been my wanting-to-look-like-Gauguin phase, I recalled. What a ridiculous, stupid young poseur I’d been!

Some of my inner feeling of repulsion must have shown in my expression. Paul was frowning. To reassure him, I said quickly, “You don’t look a bit like him!”

“Mum says I used to. She says I look more like her now, but I’m growing up to behave just like my dad. Granny says ‘Heaven forbid!’ I don’t think Granny liked my dad very much. She often says nasty things about him. Mum gets cross when she does.”

Good for Patti! Granny’s attitude was not news, however. Patti’s mother had never liked me. Looking back, I could see why. Penniless, jobless, I must have seemed a very bad choice of husband for her only daughter; and my irresponsibility in landing her with a baby even before we were married was the last straw. In those days, her antagonism had spurred us both on to embark on a marriage for which we were undoubtedly far too young. Patti had been only just eighteen and was so beautiful, she could have taken her pick from a dozen other boyfriends. Poor Granny! At least she had been proved right in her predictions of disaster, and she must have been delighted when she finally got Patti all to herself again. Perhaps it was she who had talked Patti into asking for a divorce. I wondered now if it really was what Patti herself wanted; if, in fact, it was what I wanted.

“Why didn’t your mother come to meet your dad?” I asked Paul.

“She’s looking after Geraldine — my sister,” he explained. “It’s boring having a sister. She always wants to play with my toys.”

My heart was hammering.

“How old is she?”

“Nearly three.”

I was shattered. The child must have been conceived before I went away. Not only did I have a son who did not know me, but I had a daughter of whom I was totally ignorant. Why hadn’t Patti told me? Geraldine — feminine of Gerald, my name. I felt very angry. Patti had had no right to keep such a thing from me. If I had known, I would not have left her. Was that the reason she had remained silent? If I had stayed, she would have known that the news of another baby on the way would keep me tied — not my love for her. She wouldn’t have wanted that …

“You all right, Paul?”

The air hostess had returned and was smiling at me in a way that was a definite come-on; but I was no longer in the mood to appreciate her attributes.

“I’m OK. We’re talking!” Paul replied seriously.

The girl gave me a quick look, decided I was harmless, and announced that she was going to make another call.

“The plane will be in soon,” she said as she went back to the telephones.

“Will you be very disappointed if your father isn’t on it?” I asked.

It was a silly question and I should not have been miffed by the answer.

“I don’t suppose it’ll make much difference really.”

How could it! They were well accustomed to being without me.

“Perhaps your mother …!”

“I don’t think so. She was going to buy a new dress but Granny said it was a waste of money, seeing as how my dad probably wouldn’t stay long, so Mum bought a new winter coat for Geraldine and this anorak for me instead. Granny said it was a sensible thing to do and she was glad Mum had come to her senses at last.”

The boy was frowning.

“I suppose Granny’s right — but when Mum got Dad’s letter saying which plane he’d be on, she bought a whole lot of magazines and found a dress she really, really wanted. It was a sort of white lacy thing with beads all over it. I didn’t think it was anything special but she said it would make her look like a princess. I think stories about princes and princesses are stupid. I like books about space, but Mum really did want it — until Granny put her off. I don’t like it when she looks sort of sad.”

I knew exactly what he meant. I’d seen that lost, helpless look on Patti’s face so often after one of our blazing rows and I’d been regretting my vile temper but was too proud to apologize. It had torn me to pieces — and so I’d run away.

“What do you want most in the world?” I asked my son. I knew it wouldn’t be me!

“To go to a football match!” he said without hesitation.

“And Geraldine?”

“Oh, she likes eating. She’s very greedy, and ever so fat. She’s …”

He broke off as his escort beckoned to him. Another plane-load of passengers were pouring through the Customs doors. “I’ve got to go now,” he said, standing up.

I stood up too, and held out my hand. He looked pleased and shook it hard, delighted with the man-to-man relationship I was implying.

“I hope we meet again,” he said politely. I could see my ma-in-law’s training — Manners Maketh Man! Perhaps after all she was right to be so adamant. Perhaps she had always been right …

“I’m sure we will,” I said, and I, too, walked away to make enquiries as to the time of the next train to town.

 

I was furious when Gerry telephoned to say he’d been delayed and wouldn’t be arriving until the following day. It didn’t seem to bother him when I told him Paul had been to the airport and hung around for hours waiting to meet him. I suppose I shouldn’t have been surprised. He’d never really loved his son — or me. Mum’s quite right. He’s never been anything but irresponsible, inconsiderate and utterly selfish. As Mum said, what else could one expect of an artist?

When I stopped feeling angry, I realized I was disappointed. There was a tiny part of me which had gone on nurturing the childish, romantic notion that one day Gerry would come back to us; that despite all the rows and the way he walked out on us, Gerry did love me; that our ill-fated marriage might, like some fairy story, still end ‘happily ever after’. After all, I used to comfort myself when I was in one of those maudlin moods, he had never asked me to divorce him despite our long separation. I was the one who wanted the divorce, so that I could marry Tim.

I’d long since got over the feeling of utter desolation and despair which had devastated me when he first announced he was going off to Spain to paint. I’d hated him then for hurting me so much. I still don’t think he could have walked out on us if he’d really loved us; but I’ve come to terms with it. I’ve realized that truly creative people need a certain amount of freedom in order to create. I always knew his career was vitally important to him and I understand now that he felt he had to prove himself to me; to Mum; to himself. To give him his due, he has done so. The exhibition in London is recognition of the fact that he really does have talent. According to his last letter, he is only going to be in England for a few weeks and then he is off to Italy. As for me — I’ve already decided to marry Tim.

Tim is everything Gerry is not. He is in banking and commutes every day to the City. His life is planned, orderly. Because he is exceptionally good looking, erudite and a first-class tennis player, he is the most popular bachelor in our neighbourhood, and I was immensely flattered when he chose to spend his spare time with me, rather than with the unmarried girls who chased him.

At first, this salve to my pride was the only reason I went out with Tim; but gradually, I began to like him for other reasons. For one, he is sweet with the children. Geraldine, in particular, adores him. He does not get on quite so well with Paul, mainly because their interests differ. Paul is so like Gerry at times — a dreamer with no sense of time or accuracy; and when things don’t go the way he wants, he can erupt in violent tempers which always remind me of his father. I often wonder how Gerry would react to Paul now. He was a difficult baby and Gerry had no patience with him. Tim’s patience is inexhaustible, and I am grateful for it.
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