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        Monday’s child is fair of face,

        Tuesday’s child is full of grace,

        Wednesday’s child is full of woe,
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      He stood in the wings waiting for his moment, Mr Max, the school senior ballet master, behind him. Though not as small now for his age – he used to be an elf – Doone still barely came up to Mr Max’s breast pocket; naturally – he was only thirteen. No boy of that age, in Mr Max’s remembrance, had been entrusted with dancing a solo role in a ballet at the Royal Theatre. ‘Tamara Trepova danced the Nightingale in Le Rossignol when she was twelve,’ said Olive Hurley, doyenne of the ballet mistresses at the Junior School, whose memory was that of an archivist.

      ‘That was in Monte Carlo,’ said Mr Max, ‘not here.’ The directors had tried to persuade Yuri Koszorz to accept a boy from the Senior School, but Yuri had been adamant: ‘I need Doone’s slightness and smallness; above all, his elevation, and his musicality and feeling for my Cygnet.’

      The other boys had teased Doone: ‘Swans are for girls.’ In ballet, with rare exceptions, they were. Anthea Dean herself had just danced the Swan Princess in Swan Lake; Doone’s own Ennis Glyn of the enigmatic face and long graceful body The Swan of Tuonela, and ‘Flutter, flutter, flap, flap,’ mocked the boys, and ‘You’ll wear a white tutu and a little crown of feathers.’

      ‘All swans can’t be girls,’ Doone had retaliated. ‘Yuri’s dancing the grown Swan and he’s Zeus.’ That silenced them. Who could be more male than Yuri Koszorz or a greater dancer?

      The hierarchy of Her Majesty’s Ballet and the Royal Theatre made their plans well in advance: Leda had been planned a year before and kept secret, and it was not until an afternoon late in last summer’s term that Doone had caught a glimpse of his cygnet dance. Coming through the garden of Queen’s Chase, Her Majesty’s Ballet’s Junior School, on the way to an English lesson, he had heard music pouring through the windows of what had once been the salon of the big white house and, as always with music, drawn as by a magnet, he had run up one of the flights of double steps that led to the balcony outside.

      The panelled walls of the salon, its ceiling of delicate plasterwork, its marbled fireplace suggested minuets or chamber music. This music was anything but that delicate intimacy – a torrent of sound, eloquent, forceful – and Doone had pressed his face against the window to see what on earth was being danced.

      It was not quite of earth; it seemed, too, of air. Though Doone had as yet no inkling it was anything to do with him, Yuri Koszorz was in fact showing Mr Max how he wanted Mr Max, presently, to coach him, Doone. ‘Wings are power, speed.’ Doone could hear Yuri through the window. ‘You must make him lift himself up. Up!’ The swift circling did seem like flight. Then why, when the music changed, was Yuri driven into a corner, afraid? He made quick darting movements of his head as if hurt came from every side, fast small attacks like pecks.

      The music changed again, and now Yuri seemed to be alone, away from his persecutors; he stood, slowly looking himself over in wonder – a wonder that grew greater. ‘He must have his chest out,’ Yuri was telling Mr Max, ‘be proud and as tall as he can.’

      Now Yuri’s arms were held wide, first one, then the other, the free hand caressing, stroking downwards. ‘I see. He’s feathering,’ said Mr Max. Then, with music, came a brief flight, a tumble, despair; and Doone felt his heart wrung as Yuri’s hands stretched out again and again, pleading, as if asking the whole world for help. He was a wonderful actor, and the music sounded as if Jonah, the pianist, was tearing the old upright piano apart. Then, suddenly, courage, a new flight, more sure now, even and beautiful, and ‘Ah!’ breathed Doone. ‘Ah!’

      ‘You’re supposed to be at our English class.’ Amanda, Doone’s special friend and contemporary, had come up beside him. ‘Come on. We’ll be late.’

      ‘Hush,’ said Doone.

      ‘You had fourteen spelling mistakes in your last essay. Better come.’

      ‘Hush! Listen,’ said Doone.

      ‘Never mind if he’s clumsy,’ Yuri was telling Mr Max. ‘He’s meant to be clumsy. It’s his first try at flying.’

      To tell a dancer he could be clumsy was perplexing, and Doone and Amanda looked at one another puzzled. ‘What is it?’ asked Doone.

      ‘Perhaps it’s a bit of Yuri Koszorz’s new ballet they’re beginning to talk about,’ said Amanda. ‘Though why he’s doing it here I don’t know.’

      ‘But what’s it about?’

      ‘Something to do with the story of the Ugly Duckling,’ said Amanda but, along with the hundred thousand things Doone Penny had never heard of, was the story of the Ugly Duckling, and ‘A duck! That’s not a duck,’ he said. ‘It’s something else.’

      It was indeed something else. Yuri’s ballet differed from the legend. It began with Leda, the young virgin, innocently looking for shells on the lake shore. Now, beyond the standing green stage reeds, Doone could see the suggestion of the lake into which presently he himself would have to look, as in a mirror, to see his own reflection. There were, too, palisades and bales of straw to suggest a poultry-yard. Above, in the flies, were blue curtains like clouds that would suggest Olympus. Leda/Anthea Dean wore a little looped maroon gown that opened to show a line of scarlet as she skimmed and turned. Besides being endearing, Anthea was the prettiest and neatest of dancers. It was only a prelude; the music changed, the clouds came down, and Doone could feel an almost magnetic stir in the audience beyond the orchestra pit. ‘This is new, quite new.’

      He knew the auditorium of the Royal Theatre, one of the greatest opera and ballet houses in the world. Paris, Milan, New York, Copenhagen, Sydney – he would come to know them all, but the Royal Theatre, for an English-born dancer, was not only the Mecca, the peak of ambition, but also home.

      He had seen it in rehearsal – rows and rows of empty velvet-covered seats; tiers of balconies in white and gilt, their rose-shaded lights unlit; the cavernous stage with its great depth and heights, its mysterious walkovers and steel ladders given over to the stagehands or to shirt-sleeved men working on the lights – just as he had seen it packed with those all-important people, the audience. ‘You dance for them,’ said Yuri. ‘Always remember that.’ If he looked through a narrow crack at the side of the curtain, Doone could see the people – though hardly see them, the lights in the orchestra pit were too bright. Far back, across semi-darkness, he could see exits, light-marked, but the audience was there between, waiting, breathing, alive. ‘If you dance for yourself,’ said Yuri, ‘the dance stays hidden. You must feel it, of course, but you must tell them. Tell them.’

      The first time Doone had been in that audience was when he was five. That had been by a lucky accident; but, then, everything that had happened to him had been by accident – or was it luck? As one of the children of Her Majesty’s Ballet School, he had sat up in the amphitheatre – twelve seats were always kept for them and given strictly in turn – sat watching the tiny oblong of stage whose floor, which in a moment he would have to try to cover, now looked so wide and bare. He had danced on it at the School’s annual performance as one of perhaps twenty boys and girls; had been a page and one of the children in Konservatoriet, but then surrounded by the Company. Now he would be alone.

      Perhaps for a dancer there is no greater exhilaration than the moment when, after weeks, months of rehearsing in classrooms, rehearsal rooms, even the theatre, to a piano, suddenly he has to dance that same role with a full orchestra. It brings an euphoria. ‘You can do anything – anything,’ said Doone. ‘I think even if you broke your leg you’d go on.’ It takes a trained experienced dancer to sustain that impact and, even after all the rehearsals, it had broken afresh in Doone; his heart seemed not to be thumping but whirring in his chest and stomach; again and again he flexed his legs. He was raring to go, but Mr Max laid a restraining hand on his shoulder. ‘Steady.’

      Zeus, in his splendour, had looked down and seen Leda, but now his nine wives, headed by Hera, stopped him in his headlong rush to earth. They had had enough, they told Zeus – it was an extremely funny mime – had had enough of Zeus descending on Danaë as a shower of gold, a bull for Europa. If he wanted to be a swan he could, but he would have to take on swanhood completely: first as an egg, then as an ugly dark cygnet – echoes of the Ugly Duckling Amanda had talked of. The great Zeus, too, was to be henpecked in a humble farmyard and know what it is to be penned, yearning for the world outside. At first he was too clumsy to fly, then, lifted by the innate wildness and strength of his kind, flew. Yuri’s ballet had almost Christ-like overtones; Zeus, God, had to suffer in his earthly form.

      As Doone danced, he would have to cast off shreds and pieces from his dark-feathered tunic to show the white down beneath; his final flight circled the great spaces of the stage – ‘Use all of it,’ Yuri had commanded. Will I ever be able to? thought Doone. It ended in a leap off so high that Mr Max had to catch him and, as the music of the dance slowly ended, a single feather would fall from the flies on to the stage. A swan’s wing-feather, pure white.

      The Cygnet grown, Doone’s part would be over, but the ballet went on. Leda, in her wandering dance, came back and the Zeus Swan appeared, immense, white-winged – at rehearsal Doone had heard Yuri give a most down-to-earth curse as his foot caught a stanchion. He and Leda danced a wooing pas de deux, its tenderness overcoming Leda’s terror. Yuri had the Swan’s preening virtuoso’s courtship solo; then for Leda an adage of yielding until, as the music rose to a crescendo, in a final giant swoop, the Swan swept her off her feet and, half-hidden by the great wings, they fell together, locked.

       

      On stage the lights were hot; Doone was sweating even before he had danced. Behind, and all around him, in the dim spaces off-stage, were other dancers in their costumes, tense in a last-moment warming-up, turning and stretching, bending legs and bodies, arms and heads; others were testing their shoe ribbons once again or were at the resin-tray. Peter Morland, who in minutes would be dancing the Cock, was throwing one leg, then the other, high in grands battements as he held on to an iron wall-ladder – it was perilous to go near those powerful legs. Doone heard the Company’s ballet mistress’s agonised ‘Where are Joyce and Natasha? They should be here by now,’ and a fierce ‘You’re late!’

      The Goddesses had finished their scene and the music changed back to the theme of the poultry-yard; he could hear the Cock crowing and, though he could not see the audience, Doone knew from the laughter, the oohs and aahs of tenderness, that the egg had now been pushed on and the minute Claude, smallest boy in the Ballet School, in his costume of brown fledgling down, had opened the egg and come out. ‘He’ll steal all the applause,’ Yuri had smiled. Yuri had been as gentle with little Claude as he had been stern with Doone over every step, every move. Claude had only to pick himself up, walk and waddle, moving his tiny bent-elbow wings as he was coaxed away by a Mother Hen, while he, Doone…

      The Hens gathered, dancing with the Cock, who was showing off. Then the conductor held his baton still: Mr Max felt Doone shivering under his hand, shivering not with nerves but with impatience. The opening of the Cygnet music began; a stagehand whispered ‘Good luck’. Doone could not thank him because ‘Now,’ said Mr Max, lifting his hand. ‘Now.’
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      ‘Crystal, you must take Doone with you today,’ said Ma. It was Saturday morning when Crystal went to her dancing class.

      ‘Do I have to take him?’ Crystal almost wailed. ‘Why do I always have to have him tagging along?’

      ‘Well, I can’t have him under my feet all morning; besides, he ought to go out and get some fresh air.’

      ‘And he’s your little brother, Chris.’ Ma winced; she did not like Pa calling Crystal ‘Chris’, but ‘Madame Tamara says he sits still as a mouse’ was all Ma said.

      ‘Which is more than you would have done at his age,’ Pa told Crystal. ‘Sitting for an hour or more, just watching.’

      ‘Oh, well!’ said Crystal. ‘I suppose he can carry my shoes.’

      Carrying Crystal’s shoes was the beginning.

       

      Ma was Mrs Penny, the big brassy wife of William Penny, greengrocer and florist of Porlock Road, Pilgrim’s Green, a northern suburb of London.

      Pilgrim’s Green, though officially part of the great city, was almost as much a village as the village in Devon from which Pa, Mr Penny, came. ‘Near Porlock it was; I was born on the farm there’ – so it had seemed a happy omen when he found the shop in Porlock Road. Pa’s elder brother, John, had inherited the farm, he and his wife Mary. ‘So I had to do something, didn’t I?’ and Pa had become a greengrocer and prospered. He now had a second shop in the larger suburb of Stonham – ‘Right in the High Street,’ he boasted – but Porlock Road was home and he liked the quiet of Pilgrim’s Green; there were people living there who had never been – never wanted to go – to, for instance, London’s West End.

      Pilgrim’s Green had its town hall, its schools, its cinema that doubled as a bingo club, its churches – on Sundays the air was filled with the sound of bells. It had a common with cherry-trees, stretches of grass, and ducks on a shallow pond. ‘Everything one could want,’ said Pa.

      ‘Depends who the “one” is,’ said Ma.

       

      From the day she was married, Ma had ‘longed and prayed for a little girl’ – that was the family saga – ‘And then,’ she always said it reverently, ‘God sent me Crystal.’

      ‘He took a long time about it,’ said Hughie.

      First there was Will – William, after his father. It had looked as if Will would be an only child, but five years later there had come ‘the Blitz’, as Ma called it: the twins, James and Timothy – Jim and Tim; a year afterwards, Hughie.

      ‘You certainly made up for lost time, old girl,’ said Pa. ‘Three in two years – all boys!’

      ‘Don’t you think four’s enough?’ asked the doctor, but ‘One more try’ – Ma was not finished yet – ‘and I was right!’ Two years after Hughie, there was another baby and it was a girl.

      ‘A little girl,’ the nurse told her.

      ‘Are you sure?’ Ma had not dared believe it.

      The nurse had laughed and held the baby up for her to see. ‘Look! It’s clear as crystal’; and ‘That’s how your sister got her name,’ Ma told the boys. Privately she thought it ought to have been Diamond.

      Pa had always known that Ma had ‘notions’. She had read that in the royal family the children called their parents Papa and Mamma and thought it would be pretty if her children did the same. ‘But we’re not royal,’ Will had pointed out and all of them refused, so that Mr and Mrs Penny ended up as Pa and Ma. ‘Worse than Mum and Dad,’ Ma had said. ‘Well, Papa, Mamma, does sound sissy to me,’ said Pa.

      She would, too, have liked to live in one of the houses on the Green. ‘But they wouldn’t have allowed a shop there,’ said Pa. The Pennys lived over theirs at number 19 Porlock Road, a roomy Victorian villa with its staircase coming down into a hall that had a front door to the street and two doors at the back, one leading to the shop, the other opening on to a courtyard that could have been a garden but was needed for the van, for the delivery lorries and a shed. ‘I should have liked a garden with roses.’ Ma had visions of a pergola with rambler roses, flower-beds and a rockery, bright purple in the spring with aubritia set off by daffodils; but ‘We have to earn our living, Maudie,’ said Pa.

      It was difficult to believe Pa had once been a romantic young man who, when he was not learning to be a greengrocer, willingly went without tea or supper to go to a musical or a revue. He had picked Ma out ‘at once’, he often said, and had waited at the stage door with a bunch of roses. Ma had never had roses before, ‘and that was that,’ she said but, ‘Still,’ she said wistfully, ‘I used to be a dancer.’

      ‘In the third row of the chorus,’ said Pa.

      ‘Yes. I never made the West End.’ Ma had to admit that. ‘Pa saw me in Golders Green, but it runs in my family’; and she added what the Pennys knew by heart: ‘My Great-Aunt Adelaide Turner used to be a Gaiety Girl.’ Ma had a suspicion now that what the Gaiety Girls did in their musicals was ‘vulgar’, a word she winced from, just as a split or a high kick filled her with distaste. ‘Vulgar!’

      ‘Nonsense, Maudie. It was fun and pretty.’

      ‘I meant from the point of view of dancing.’

      ‘What dancing?’

      ‘Ballet. That’s what I should have done – could have done.’ She could not say that to Pa, but ‘ballerina’ was a beautiful title. There was another more beautiful: ‘ballerina assoluta’. It was a shock to Ma when she was told: ‘We don’t use those names now. They are just called “principals”,’ which was sad because ‘ballerina’ matched Ma’s dream exactly.

      It was more than a dream, it was a vision, because she knew it was real, though where she had seen it or heard of it she did not know – perhaps from a glimpse on television. She was in a huge theatre, the most famous in London, all red and gold, with tiers and tiers of balconies rising up to a great dome, and each tier lit with rows of candelabra. The seats were filled with ‘elegant people!’ The stage curtain was velvet, embossed with the initials of the Queen, and below the stage the pit held a whole orchestra, whose gentlemen were tapping their bows on violins and cellos to join in the applause as the curtains opened to show a young girl in a full-skirted white net dress with a little satin bodice and flowers in her hair; beside her was a handsome young dancer, a prince, but Ma’s dream was on the girl as, gracefully and modestly, she curtsied. Single flowers were thrown down from the balconies on to the stage, but footmen in livery and white wigs brought on bouquets and baskets of flowers. The girl broke a rose off from one, kissed it and gave it to the Prince, who kissed it, too, then kissed her hand, and the clapping and cheering went on and on. Ma heard it in her sleep. ‘Maudie, you’re kicking me. Is anything the matter? Got a pain?’

      Not a pain – an ache. She could not tell him that, but Pa was astute.

      ‘Maudie,’ he cautioned her. ‘You know a dancing mother is a kind of joke.’

      ‘But what if you are one?’ asked Ma, and ‘I think I am justified,’ she said with dignity.

      Crystal certainly showed signs of being able to dance. ‘From the time she could toddle,’ Pa said proudly.

      ‘She never toddled,’ said Ma. ‘From the beginning she walked on the tips of her toes.’

      They had all heard that story, too. ‘It must be in her stars or as if she was born with a mark on her forehead,’ said Ma.

      ‘But how did I come?’ Doone asked Will.

      ‘You? You came out of an acorn,’ teased Will.

       

      Two years after Crystal, Ma had had at last to accept the unwelcome fact that another baby was on the way. ‘How dared it come! How dared it!’ she almost shrieked at Pa when she told him.

      Pa was upset because she made him feel guilty. ‘It’s not its fault,’ he said.

      ‘No, it’s mine.’ Ma was furious. ‘I couldn’t believe it. After five children my times are all upset; now it’s too late.’

      ‘Too late? Maud, you don’t mean you would have…?’

      ‘Indeed I would.’

      ‘But our child. Yours and mine.’

      ‘We’ve five already. Isn’t that enough? All those great lumps of boys…’

      ‘Look, love.’ Pa tried to comfort her. ‘Now we have broken the’ – he was going to say ‘spell’, but instead he said ‘pattern’ – ‘most likely it’ll be a girl.’

      ‘I have a girl. I don’t want another.’

      ‘Think of a pair – you could have a duo.’ Pa still thought of dance in terms of revue and of the music-hall. ‘They could do an act together. You hadn’t thought of that, had you?’

      ‘Don’t be silly’ was all Ma said, and Pa tried another tactic. ‘Crystal’s yours. Well, this one’s going to be for me. I tell you, Maudie, often I’m quite jealous of you and your Crystal. This one’ll be mine and I’ll call her after that Exmoor book: Lorna Doone.’

      ‘Lorna’s a pretty name,’ Ma conceded, but the baby was a boy and quite unlike the others, who had all been fine babies. This one was small, dark-haired, with a little pointed face. ‘Sweet,’ said the nurses.

      ‘Take him away,’ Ma almost screamed at them, and, ‘You and your Lorna!’ she said to Pa.

      Pa looked at the small dark head of the bundle sleeping happily unaware in the hospital cot, and, ‘I guess you’ll have to be just Doone,’ he said. Poor Pa. He had no inkling of what that would mean.

       

      There was no room for a baby at Porlock Road. The shop and storerooms took up all the ground floor of the house. On the first floor there was the big sitting-room; next it, the kitchen where the family also ate; then Pa and Ma’s bedroom, next to them Crystal’s, then a smaller one, Will’s, and the bathroom. Above, in the attics, another bathroom had been made and a big bedroom with a steep sloping ceiling, shared by the twins and Hughie. ‘If we put Doone in there…’ Pa began, but ‘Not on your life,’ said Hughie. ‘We don’t want a squalling baby,’ said Jim, and, ‘He’ll keep us awake,’ said Tim.

      The natural thing – it had not occurred to Pa that it would not happen – was to turn Crystal’s room into a nursery. ‘What does a two-year-old want with all that?’ asked Pa, but ‘It’s a little girl’s room,’ Ma said firmly; in pale blue and white, it was the best room in the house, ‘And Crystal will need it later on,’ said Ma. ‘Our only girl.’

      The only place for Doone was the boxroom. ‘But there’s no window there,’ said Pa. ‘That’s not good for a baby.’

      ‘We’ll put in a ventilator,’ said Ma. Pa put in the ventilator, papered the walls with a nursery-rhyme paper, bought a rug and repainted the family cot. ‘There – it’s as nice as can be,’ said Ma, but Pa was still worried. ‘Maybe, till he’s older, Maud, we should take him into our room.’

      ‘No, thank you,’ said Ma.

      It seemed strange that Doone belonged to the Penny family. Their hair varied from Will’s neat mouse-brown to Hughie, who had gleams of gold in his like Ma’s, while Crystal had golden curls. Doone’s hair was dark and, cut into what Ma called ‘a pudding-basin’ shape, gave him the look of an elf. Their eyes were grey or blue, Crystal’s so dark a blue they were almost violet – she was a beautiful little girl. Doone’s were green hazel without a hint of blue and looked large in his pointed face. Will said his ears were pointed, too. ‘Nonsense,’ said Ma, who hated anything peculiar, but it gave her an added resentment against Doone.

      In any case, he was an unsatisfactory child. The others ‘paid for dressing’, said Ma, but Doone was persistently ragamuffin, his socks falling down, his shoes scuffed; his feet were never still. He usually had a gap showing between his jersey and his shorts or jeans, or else the jersey hung in folds. Ma had forgotten his clothes were seldom bought for him but handed down from the others, who were far plumper, and he had to wear them until they were too tight. His hair seemed unbrushed from his habit of ruffling it up when he was puzzled; he was often puzzled and, often, when spoken to seemed curiously absent, too dreamy to be trusted with the simplest message. He was to be a failure at school – every term a worse report – did not learn to read properly till he was ten and was so silent that he seemed to Ma secretive. ‘Well, you don’t exactly encourage him,’ said Pa.

      The first word Doone learnt to say was not ‘Ma’ or ‘Pa’, but ‘Beppo’. Beppo was a mixture of a porter and a shop boy, though he was no boy, a squat little man, so short he was almost a midget; his stubble of stiff brown hair was like coconut fibre and his eyes were so black they looked in his white face like currants in a bun. Beppo was strong enough to carry a sack of potatoes as easily as if it were Doone. ‘Well, he used to be an acrobat,’ said Pa.

      ‘An acrobat?’ The boys were interested. ‘In a circus?’

      ‘Till he got his face burnt when the Big Top caught fire.’ Beppo had been badly burnt which was why the skin on his face was thick, white and stiff as paper. ‘Poor soul,’ said Pa, ‘but he was lucky to keep his eyesight.’

      ‘Ugh!’ said Ma.

      From the first she had objected to Beppo. ‘Circuses! We don’t want anything from them!’

      ‘What’s wrong with circuses?’ demanded Pa. ‘All that lovely razzmatazz!’

      ‘Exactly.’ Ma pursed her lips. ‘It’s vulgar.’

      ‘Vulgar!’ Pa spluttered into his soup, which made Ma angrier still. ‘Not as vulgar as some of your turns, my girl. What about that time when you had to be an ostrich with feathers and wriggled your bottom?’

      ‘Never,’ said Ma. ‘I was a powder-puff.’ But the boys were guffawing.

      Crystal had been a powder-puff, too, the first time she danced in a competition, when she was five years old. Doone, at three, was too young to remember, but now and again, as he grew older, he was allowed to look in the cupboard where Ma kept Crystal’s costumes. Sometimes he was allowed to touch the powder-puff dress with its pleated blue silk folds and border of swansdown; there was a swansdown hat to match, and Ma had kept the little white kid shoes. ‘Sure you don’t want a glass case,’ Pa had teased, but he had been as proud as Ma when Crystal won the competition. ‘Of course she won,’ said Ma.

      It was partly because of Crystal’s competitions and dancing classes that Doone had spent most of his baby life among the fruit and vegetables at the back of the shop where Beppo watched over him. Beppo taught Doone to crawl by rolling an orange in front of him and made him a playpen with crates of cauliflower. When Doone could walk, Beppo would take him out into the yard at the back of the shop where the lorries and vans came in and give him a seesaw on the scales that weighed the sacks. As he grew older, when the yard was empty, they would play ball with a cabbage, and when Doone was tired Beppo would play him to sleep on his mouth-organ.

      Sometimes Doone cried in the night. Pa would hear, but Ma said: ‘Leave him. You need your sleep.’ She herself would not get up – she had had enough of getting up for babies. ‘He’ll go off on his own,’ she said, settling herself down, but Doone did not go off. He cried and cried; often he was wet and uncomfortable, but soon he learnt to climb out of his cot and make his way downstairs. The door leading to the shop was locked on the inside but, if he tapped softly, Beppo would hear and come at once, unbolt the door and gather him up, make him dry and comfortable with a towel and take him into his bed where they slept peacefully together. Ma never knew; Beppo had to be up at dawn to make Pa a pot of tea before he drove to the market, and Beppo would carry Doone, fast asleep, upstairs and put him back in his cot. ‘You see,’ said Ma. ‘He settled.’ Pa guessed but kept quiet because ‘I don’t know how Doone would have grown up without Beppo,’ said Pa.

      ‘He gives me the creeps,’ said Ma. ‘Looks like a horrid clown.’

      Beppo slept in the small storeroom behind the shop. There was just room for a narrow iron bed he had picked up in a junkshop; the mattress was thin as was the pillow; it had some old army blankets, and Pa had added a quilt. An old china sink served as a washbasin, and there was a strip of carpet on the floor and a small electric fire; some hooks over the bed held Beppo’s few clothes, and in a basket under it he kept what underclothes he had and his pair of acrobatic shoes; in a shed in the courtyard he had a trapeze on which he still practised. ‘When you big I teach you,’ he told Doone.

      Besides the trapeze, Beppo had three other private possessions, which were kept on an upturned orange-box beside the bed; on it were Beppo’s comb, the mouth-organ he played so beautifully – ‘I teach you that as well,’ he told Doone – and there was, too, a little plaster figure in blue and white whom Beppo called ‘Our Lady’. ‘Can I play with her when I’m big?’ asked Doone, but Beppo was shocked. ‘Never!’ said Beppo. ‘Never. She not for play’ – by which Doone knew she must be somebody important; perhaps, though she looked too young, a statue of Madame Tamara, Crystal’s dancing teacher, to Doone the most important person he knew.

      At first Ma had taught Crystal herself from what she could remember; it was not until she saw Ennis Glyn’s classes for four- and five-year-olds with free running and skipping, foot exercises done on the floor to strengthen insteps and ankles, the careful placing of the small feet for pliés – knee-bends – the clapping of rhythm and simple mimes that made the children listen to the music that she knew how over-ambitious she had been. ‘Get the basics right, then you can begin’ was the ballet tradition. Crystal had had no basics because Ma had grown more ambitious still when she heard of Madame Tamara.

      ‘Is she good?’ asked Pa.

      ‘She must be. She’s Russian. Ballet started in Russia’ – in which Ma was mistaken. Soon, though, Crystal was going to Madame Tamara’s school on Tuesdays and Saturdays for special teaching and, on Wednesday afternoons, attending the open classes held at the Empire Rooms, classes of a kind that in fact belonged to Madame’s youth, and used to be called ‘fancy dancing’, truly ‘fancy’: a mixture of elementary ballet and Greek, with a simplified character dance thrown in for interest, besides waltzes and polkas.

      ‘At least I teach the children to hold themselves up, to run and stretch, to curtsy properly and not tread on their partners’ toes,’ said Madame Tamara. ‘Those classes do no harm.’ They were, too, the largest part of her income, being popular, almost a social event, for the Pilgrim’s Green mothers. To Ma they were her pride and joy, especially when Crystal was called out to show off a scarf dance or a tarantella with her tambourine to which Ma lovingly tied a whole rainbow of ribbons.

      ‘An odd kind of tarantella to be danced by a seven-year-old,’ Stella, Ennis Glyn’s fiery little assistant at the Ennis Glyn School, was to say when Ma told them of it.

      ‘They’ll dance anything,’ said Ennis Glyn. ‘It’s how they dance it that’s so pathetic.’ All the more pathetic because Ma thought it was perfect. ‘Of course, Crystal has extra classes,’ she boasted to the other mothers, ‘but I must say Madame Tamara’s a good teacher.’

      ‘She is, when she’s allowed to be.’ That was Mr Felix, Madame’s old pianist. Ma had not realised she was sitting so near the piano, nor that when Crystal danced she did not keep time with Mr Felix but Mr Felix with her – ‘For Minnie’s sake,’ he would have said. Mr Felix called Madame ‘Minnie’. Ma could not think why. He was an innate pianist, sympathetic to any child who was in earnest, but, for him, playing for the classes at the Empire Rooms was routine; he simply had to beat the music out, ‘so that any little donkey can hear it!’ and so, at the same time, he read a book propped up on the music-stand. Ma found the book an insult. ‘Couldn’t be less interested. At least he could be polite,’ but there were certainly no smiles for mothers or little girls, and ‘Such a disagreeable old man!’ said Ma.

      Wednesday was early-closing day for the shop, but Pa sometimes used it for clearing out and rearranging stock. Then he needed Beppo, and Ma had to take Doone, as well as Crystal, to the Empire Rooms. ‘You must sit still as a mouse,’ Ma said as she always said. Mice are not still unless they are frightened but, as he sat beside Ma, Doone did not know he was still because he was transported: the music, the lights, the little girls – it seemed to him a hundred little girls – all in party dresses and dancing shoes, moving to the music in what seemed to him a miracle of marching, running, leaping; doing intricate little steps, using their arms in a wonderfully pretty way and, in the midst of them, Madame Tamara, in a black dress glittering with what Doone thought were black diamonds, giving commands in a clear high voice. When, at the end of the class, the little girls came from the corner two by two and curtsied to Madame Tamara, Doone almost swooned with delight. ‘Ma, can’t I go to dancing class?’

      ‘Of course not; you’re a boy.’ Ma seemed to have forgotten that, without boy dancers, there would have been no prince for her visionary girl. There were certainly no boys at the Empire Rooms, and it was only now and then that Doone went there. Usually he had to stay with Beppo. ‘Never mind,’ said Beppo. ‘I teach you other things.’

       

      For Doone’s fifth Christmas, Beppo made him a Christmas tree; it was the tip of a tree that had been left unsold, and Pa had said Beppo could have it. He planted it in a pot covered with red paper made pretty with the paper grass that came with the boxes of tangerines. Beppo threaded strings of holly berries and nuts, wound them like necklaces in the branches and hung them with walnuts. ‘I no use silver,’ he told Doone, ‘because, after, we give it to the birds.’ He hung tangerines, too, and for a star at the top he used a scarlet poinsettia flower that had broken off its plant. Doone thought the tree beautiful and it was his own.

      There was a big tinsel tree in the living-room, but this was private and he left it where it was, in Beppo’s storeroom. Only one thing he took off it – the best of all. On the tree was a present, hanging by a ribbon; it was a mouth-organ, smaller than Beppo’s, primrose colour with silver chasings. Beppo could have given Doone no greater treasure. ‘I play big one. You play little one and quite soon you learn,’ said Beppo. Doone’s eyes shone as none of the family had seen them shine, and that night, when ostensibly he had been sent to bed out of the way, he took a cracker he had saved down to Beppo. They shared a crystallised pear that had fallen out of a broken box. Beppo cleaned Doone’s sticky hands and mouth with a shop paper bag and he fell asleep while Beppo played ‘Silent Night’ softly on his big mouth-organ.

      It was not long before Doone was playing that on his mouth-organ and other music as well; not the sort the boys listened to. ‘What they call “pop”,’ said Beppo. ‘I can do that, too.’ He could, and extremely well, but he liked to play songs, ‘O sole mio’, ‘Lucia’, or arias from opera, ‘La donna è mobile’, ‘Vesti la giubba’ and others, some soft-sounding, some exciting when he stamped and danced. Doone liked the melodies best of all and soon he, too, could play them. Now and then he was allowed to play Beppo’s big mouth-organ, and, ‘That boy has an ear,’ said Pa. ‘He’s quite a little musician.’

      ‘Gets it from me,’ said Ma. ‘I had a sweet voice, remember?’ and she sighed.

      To play the mouth-organ was not the only thing Doone learnt from Beppo. As a tiny boy, Beppo had made him do exercises and now he hung a small trapeze beside his big one in the shed. Below he laid a mattress he had bought in the secondhand market so that, if Doone fell, there was something soft to fall on. Beppo taught him to swing on the trapeze, legs taut, feet held together like a true acrobat and, presently, to swing his body up, up, and, still holding, turn a somersault and swing down. Sometimes Doone fell, but on to the mattress, and ‘Had enough?’ Beppo would ask; but as soon as the little boy had recovered his breath he shook his head. ‘Try again.’

      Besides the trapeze, Beppo bought a strip of coconut matting and, on it, taught Doone to somersault. He played leap frog with him – not ordinary leap frog but with the acrobats’ way of leaping and landing – and Doone began to be able to jump into a somersault. He tried, too, to copy Beppo’s flip-flaps, when he threw himself over on his hands and landed standing upright, but it was too difficult. ‘Soon, soon you will,’ encouraged Beppo. ‘Flip-flap and back somersault.’ He was amazed at Doone’s agility and was all the more careful, making him bend and touch his toes after everything he did. Doone could catch hold of his heels and raise his legs above his head, sit on the ground, hold his ankles and knock his forehead on the ground – and do cartwheels. ‘I couldn’t, not at five,’ said Beppo. ‘But you must balance right.’ To teach Doone to stand on his hands Beppo would hold his legs. ‘Head! Head up,’ and ‘Soon,’ said Beppo, ‘soon,’ but Doone had to finish learning handstands by himself because he and Beppo ran into trouble. Bad trouble.

      It happened in the February after that Christmas, one of those fine February days that can be as warm as spring. Beppo had fetched Doone from school. As Doone was now five, he had begun school and usually came home with Crystal, but on Wednesdays she and Ma were at the Empire Rooms, so Beppo fetched Doone, which both of them liked. Beppo always bought Doone an ice cream.

      As it was so warm and sunny he brought the mattress and matting into the courtyard. No one was about. The boys had a football match. Pa was checking accounts in the other shop. With two shops now he was more than busy, and ‘Maud, couldn’t you take over this one for me?’ he had asked Ma.

      ‘Me! Work in the shop?’

      ‘You did when we first married.’

      ‘It was different then – just you and me. We hadn’t the boys, nor Crystal.’

      ‘Nor Crystal.’ Pa said it a little bitterly. With Crystal, he often thought, had come even more ‘notions’. ‘You could get a woman to help you in the house,’ he suggested – one came in already for the mountain of washing and ironing – but ‘I like to do the rest myself,’ said Ma and, to give her her due, in spite of the ‘notions’, she looked after them well; no boy was ever sent to school in a dirty shirt or muddy shoes; Pa’s greengrocer apron was ironed impeccably; the house was shiningly clean and smelled of polish and good cooking and was full of the pot plants that Pa got at cost price. But the shop! Ma wrinkled up her nose, and Pa had to engage Mrs Denning, a plump good-natured woman with a frizz of dark hair and cheeks red as apples – ‘Beauty of Baths. Delicious!’ said Pa.

      She was, of course, not there on Wednesday afternoons and, on that particular one, Beppo and Doone did not notice how quickly time passed and, suddenly, when Beppo had just done a double somersault and was encouraging Doone to try, a voice sounded from the downstairs house door which opened on the courtyard: ‘Beppo!’ The voice was ecstatic. ‘Beppo! You can do that!’

      It was Crystal in her spring coat and matching beret, white socks and shoes with buckles. ‘Beppo!’ she cried like any ordinary little girl. ‘I’d love to do it.’ She threw off her coat and beret, dropped her shoebag, and: ‘Teach me, Beppo. Beppo, please.’

      Beppo was flattered. This was Miss Crystal, who never spoke to him; he had always looked on her as someone apart, but still he hung back. ‘Mamma?’ he questioned. ‘I think she no like.’

      ‘She’s upstairs.’

      ‘But – what she say?’

      ‘She can’t say anything if she doesn’t know. Anyway, it’s part of dancing. Beppo, please.’

      ‘Not in that dress. Not in those shoes – you can’t.’

      In a moment Crystal, who usually argued about everything, had stripped off the party dress, so carefully ironed by Ma – she would not trust it to Mrs Simms – tossed it behind her in the doorway and took off her shoes. ‘Will socks do?’ she pleaded. Beppo had never heard Crystal ask like that before. ‘Teach me, Beppo. Please.’

      It was not as easy as with Doone, which amazed all three of them – Doone had thought Crystal could do anything – but Madame Tamara seemed to have made Crystal slightly stiff and her feet were not flexible. ‘You must hold on with your foot,’ Beppo had said when he tried her on the trapeze; and on the mattress: ‘You must land steady. Foot must be like your hands.’ But Crystal’s were not. She could somersault but not use the trapeze, nor cartwheel. ‘Never mind,’ said Beppo. ‘It will come if you work’; but Crystal did not like work, and ‘Beppo,’ she called, ‘could I do the splits?’

      ‘Anyone can do splits,’ said Beppo – he called them ‘e-split’ – but Crystal had to try and try. ‘I’m nearly there. I’m there’; and ‘Bravo! Bravo!’ Beppo started to clap when from the courtyard door came a screech: ‘Crystal! God Almighty! Crystal!’ It was Ma standing in the doorway. She had no idea that splits and handstands were part of a true dancer’s training; to her they were a dangerous vulgarisation. ‘Do you want to ruin your dancing?’ She advanced into the courtyard; she had picked up Crystal’s dress and shoes. ‘Go upstairs at once. You, too, you naughty little boy,’ she said to Doone, who had done nothing. ‘As for you,’ she said to Beppo, ‘how dare you!’ Beppo, who had always been afraid of Ma, quailed. ‘How dare you come anywhere near Miss Crystal! Teaching dangerous things to children! Well, I’ll teach you,’ stormed Ma. ‘A clown like you! Out! Take your things and go.’ She went into the shop, driving Beppo before her, opened the till, took out some five-pound notes and threw them on the floor. ‘There’s your money. Pack your things and go, and never, never show your face here again. Out! Out!’ screamed Ma.

       

      ‘You should have asked me first,’ said Pa. When Pa was angry, unlike Ma, he became quiet, so quiet now that Ma was frightened. ‘But handstands,’ Ma defended herself. ‘He might have broken Crystal’s back – and splits!’

      ‘You used to do the splits.’ Ma ignored that.

      ‘Circus tricks!’ she said, and, looking at Pa’s face: ‘I’m sorry, William, but I couldn’t risk spoiling Crystal’s career.’

      ‘How do you know she’s going to have a career?’

      ‘I know,’ said Ma, but she did not feel comfortable.

      ‘And what about Doone?’ asked Pa.

       

      Doone had not gone upstairs when Ma had ordered him but had followed her and Beppo into the shop.

      ‘Doone, I told you…’ Doone had paid not the slightest attention. He was frightened; he could not understand what had happened or why Ma had screamed ‘Out! Out!’ He only knew something was happening to Beppo and he clasped Beppo round the legs and pressed his face against him. It was Beppo who gently removed his hands and stood him back. ‘Be a good boy,’ said Beppo, ‘and, Doone, remember…’ Beppo could not go on.

      Doone’s mouth quivered. ‘What, Beppo?’

      ‘You practise every day. You promise.’

      Doone nodded.

      Most people can show by their faces if they are glad or sad, shocked or frightened, but Beppo’s had been so badly burnt that it could not. Only his mouth twisted like one of the clowns Ma had called him. Then ‘Go like Mamma says,’ he told Doone. ‘Go upstairs.’

       

      Beppo left his blankets neatly folded on his bed, the quilt on top of them. He left the clothes Pa had given him, the five-pound notes on the floor where Ma had thrown them. He had taken the basket with the underclothes and shirts that belonged to him and his acrobatic shoes, his comb and the precious little statue, but propped against his pillow was his mouth-organ and a two-word message printed in large letters: ‘For Dune.’ Pa and Ma looked at it, and ‘How are you going to explain this?’ asked Pa.

      ‘Doone’s just a baby,’ said Ma. ‘He’ll forget,’ but it was now that Ma had a taste of what she was to call ‘Doone’s obstinacy’.

      ‘Where’s Beppo?’

      ‘Where’s Beppo?’

      ‘Where’s Beppo?’ It went on, day in, day out. ‘Where’s Beppo?’ Until Ma, exasperated, said flatly, ‘Beppo’s gone.’

      Then it changed to real anxiety. ‘Mamma’ – Doone was the only one who had realised Ma’s wish and, brought up by Italian Beppo, said ‘Mamma’ – ‘Mamma, Beppo’ll come back? Come back?’

      ‘Of course he will.’ ‘Anything for peace,’ she told Pa, and perhaps she really did think Beppo would come back. ‘He knows which side his bread is buttered,’ but Beppo did not come back, and ‘I’m not surprised,’ said Pa. ‘When you lose your temper, Maud, it’s not nice, not nice at all.’

      Soon there were no more questions. There came a night when Doone woke and, as in all the other nights since Beppo had left, struggled out of bed and went down to the door which he tapped. That night he did not tap. He stood by the door, put his cheek against it, then climbed wearily back to bed. Presently he reached out his hand in the dark, found the big mouth-organ and softly, under the bedclothes, played himself to sleep.

       

      Perhaps Ma was sorry. She was less impatient with Doone. Sometimes she even put her arm round him, drew him close and kissed him; but Doone, who once would have been filled with happiness and kissed her back, freed himself as soon as he could. It was not that he held anything against Ma; he knew she had sent Beppo away but, then, Beppo, in some way he could not understand, had hurt or threatened to hurt Crystal. Crystal, Doone knew, was all-important, but suddenly he was no longer what Ma said he was, a baby; he was an independent little boy who had somehow grown proud, and not only with Ma; it was no use Pa patting him on the head and giving him money to buy an ice cream; no use Will being kind and offering to jump him up on the trapeze – he could reach it himself if he stood on a stool. It was just that Doone knew quite well and quite clearly that now there was nobody who wanted him.

      He would have loved to go and play football with Hughie, Jim and Tim and their Gang on a piece of waste ground they had taken for their own, but when he ran after them Hughie commanded him to go back.

      ‘You’re too small,’ said Hughie.

      ‘And a thudding nuisance,’ said Jim.

      ‘Go home,’ ordered Tim.

      ‘Home! Push off,’ the Gang told him.

      Crystal had her own important life with her dancing and her friends; Doone had no friends. Even Mrs Denning in the shop could not put up with him. ‘I really can’t be responsible for Doone,’ she told Pa. ‘Now Beppo’s gone I seem to have so much to do.’

      There is an emptiness in being unwanted, an aloneness when there seems nothing to which you belong and, ‘Maud,’ said Pa, ‘that child’s not right. He’s grieving.’

      ‘Grieving? He’s just growing,’ said Ma and, though she was tired and did not want just then to be bothered with Doone, she said what was the wisest thing anybody could have said at that moment: ‘Let him grow,’ and presently Doone discovered he did have something to which, mysteriously, he seemed to belong.

      ‘Doone!’ Ma’s voice was so shrill that he heard it in the shed and came out. ‘Where have you been? It’s long past tea-time.’

      Doone did not know it was past tea-time; he hardly knew that time had passed. He had been working on the trapeze – not his small one, but Beppo’s big one – standing on the stool to reach it, then kicking the stool away. True, he had fallen, but he had been careful to do as Beppo had told him, ‘Always put the mattress underneath.’ He had been trying to do handstands, too, and was nearly there. When he was tired he had sat on the stool and played the big mouth-organ – Ma could not hear him in the shed – and he played ‘Lucia’ and other things Beppo had played. Time had meant nothing, nor food; he was rosy and tousled – and happy, thought Ma, surprised and, ‘What have you been doing?’ she asked.

      ‘I…’ Suddenly Doone decided he was not going to tell Ma, or anyone and, ‘Nothing,’ he said, but it was from that afternoon that Doone discovered he had two things that, quite apart from the family, were his companions – had had them all the time; acrobatics and music were his as well as Beppo’s, so much his that he wanted to keep them secret.

       

      Other things began to blot Beppo out but when, as a bigger boy, Doone saw the ballet Petrushka, with its strange other-world music, and the poor Clown puppet with his stiff face beating on the wall of his booth for love of the Ballerina with her rouged cheeks, Petrushka was so like Beppo that Doone could not bear to watch.
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