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Reconnaissance



I stopped the car at the top of the hill and looked down the broad cleft to the sea. I braked without knowing why, obeying a kind of reflex so that it took me a moment or two to recall that this was the exact spot I had stopped for a last look back on the way out of Redcliffe Bay, more than thirty years ago. I was twenty then and travelling hopefully if desperately: I was over fifty now and pretty much resigned to rootlessness and loneliness. All the same, it cost me a moment of desolation to come to terms with the grinding passage of the years.


I knew then, looking down into the bay, that I had made a mistake coming here at all. There was little likelihood that anyone down there would remember me, or that I should recognise a single Redcliffian who had his being there in the late nineteen-twenties and early nineteen-thirties. Too much time had passed, too much had happened, and I had left it far too late. Yet curiosity nagged at me; curiosity and the strong tug of nostalgia. I didn’t want to reintroduce myself to anyone – I had made up my mind about this – but I did want to potter round the old town, and smell the weed that used to pile up under the breakwaters. I wanted to watch the sun set on the red, slabsided face of Mitre Head, the western promontory. I wanted to feel the uneven surface of the promenade tarmac under my feet. I wanted to make some kind of assessment of what I had missed; if anything.


The place was all but unrecognisable and I realised this as soon as I dropped down the long slope to the heart of the town. Every house and every shop looked raw, like the buildings in one of the towns in northern France over which two wars have rolled in one generation. I knew that Redcliffe Bay had been the target of any number of hit-and-run raiders between 1940 and 1943, but I hadn’t bargained for change on this scale. All the old High Street shops, that had once looked like illustrations in a book of fairy tales, had been replaced with glass and chromium showcases and most of them displayed names you could see in any High Street anywhere in Britain. There was a busy roundabout at the entrance of the old town, and then three or four sets of traffic lights. There was a huge black and white sign reading “REDCLIFFE BAY WELCOMES CAREFUL DRIVERS” that would have made any original Redcliffian gape with amazement. In the old days we didn’t give a damn how visitors drove just so long as they crowded into the boarding houses during the all-too-short summer season. In any case, in those days very few of them did drive. They arrived by train from the Junction, clutching strapped suitcases and looking wan, hunted and bewildered.


The railways did not seem to be handling much holiday traffic today. Every street was jam-packed with cars, honking and writhing and daring one another. The atmosphere reeked with exhaust fumes. I found a car-park in what had once been the yard of Trumper’s Auction Mart and walked through a side lane I didn’t remember into Stump Enclosure and here at least I recognised something. The Stump was still there at the apex of a triangle of green, chequered with rectangular flower-beds, shaded by about a dozen horse-chestnuts. The Stump, crowned by a bronze lifeboatman, commemorated the loss of the Redcliffe Bay lifeboat crew, in 1871. It was Redcliffe’s sole claim on posterity and in my day the Square and its enclosure used to do duty for a village green. In the nine out-of-season months groups of youths and girls gathered here of an early evening, passing and repassing each other, and scuffling and skylarking, as they did around the bandstand in high summer. Old men used to come out here too, staking a claim on one or other of the elm seats, each marked “R.B.U.D.C.” to establish Council ownership. In a way the Stump, east and west, was the heart of the town between late September and early June, and a number of Redcliffe Bay’s most prominent citizens had their place of business here.


The Stump itself hadn’t changed at all but it looked very incongruous indeed among so many new buildings. I remember we used to joke about the memorial, asking each other what the sou’-westered lifeboatman on the top of the column expected to see under the palm raised to shield his eyes from the glare of the sun. When the memorial was built in the late seventies it was then assumed he was looking at the wreck in the bay but the facetious would argue that wrecks never occurred under conditions of strong sunshine so, being level with first-storey windows, he might have been playing Peeping Tom to pass the time. The Tivoli Cinema, at the top of East Stump, was now a Bingo Hall and where Gloria Swanson had displayed her curves was a shocking pink poster announcing that fortunes could be won inside three times a week. Scatty Wallace’s ironmongery store, a few shops down from the Tivoli, was gone and in its place was a clinical-looking supermarket. Noting this I wondered what had happened to Scatty, his indomitable wife and four daughters, especially Esta Wallace, his youngest, who had played such a major role in promoting my exit back in 1932.


Over on West Stump there were more startling changes. A block of flats occupied the site of Myfanwy Pritchard’s Gift Shop and the local Council School, and this recalled to me the marriage of Myfanwy and Owen Rees, the headmaster, soon after Myfanwy had rescued his aged mother from a fire when Owen was away conducting a school glee chorus in the Albert Hall.


I felt more at home down here but much more nostalgic. It was like returning from the dead after a couple of centuries. Every step I took as I circled the Stump raised another ghost. Barclays Bank was still there and I remembered the peppery little manager of my day, who was also the tyrant of the Redcliffe Bay Operatic and Dramatic Society. On East Stump, close to the junction of Frog Terrace, there was still a Congregational Church but it was not the building I recalled where the pastor, the Reverend Rex Sweetland, once laid siege to his deaconess-organist but sent her packing when he realised we had our eye on him, and became reconciled with his wife, Alison. Nearby Hansen’s music shop was gone and I wondered what had become of Ken Pigeon, who looked like a cheerful rook and had married Hansen’s solemn daughter, Greta. The Rainbow Café was gone too, so that one could no longer peer through its misted windows on winter nights and watch the elegant Dora Gorman mince to and fro with plates of hake and plaice, while her husband sliced away at the chip machine in the corner. Suddenly I became greedy for memories and walked on down Frog Terrace (so named because the French emigrés had lived there when Redcliffe Bay was still a fishing village) towards the sea-front, in my day a half-mile strip dignified by the name ‘Esplanade’.


I thought changes would be less obvious here but I was wrong. It wasn’t my sea-front any more but a broad, featureless mile, with chalets and beach-huts on one side and a new sea wall on the other. Heavy concrete groynes had replaced the old wooden breakwaters and there was a swimming bath, paddling pool and parking-ground where the captured German guns had stood. There was no capstan or coastguard station and where the lifeboat house had stood was a snack bar, its entrance hung around with rubber floats and strings of postcards. The postcards were views. There were no comic ones featuring red-nosed husbands, irate wives and blonde sirens with jutting breasts and mountainous behinds. The old golf links had been built upon and all the shanties had been cleared from the Dock area. The beach itself was crammed with sunbathers, some displaying braces, others nearly all they had to show. The racket down here was terrifying. An endless stream of cars rolled back and forth along the lanes, an aimless, prowling, tooting avalanche of chromium and cellulose, and the people sitting in them looked neither happy nor unhappy but just blank, as though they were awaiting a climax to this business of patrolling, a tidal wave perhaps, or an invasion from the sea.


I decided that the Stump area was the best of a bad job and retraced my steps there, returning via the shrubbery that ran under Frog Terrace and passing recesses with Council seats in them where, on the way home from the band enclosure on summer nights, I had embraced most of Redcliffe Bay’s flappers at one time or another. Recalling some of them, their little artifices and high spirits, and recalling too how young and hopeful everybody was in those days, my disappointment ebbed a little and when I was back on Stump, and sitting under a chestnut tree within yards of where my old studio had stood, I began to get the feel of the old town again. Not as it was, that was beyond me, but how it used to be.


It always strikes me as odd that successive generations create tinsel legends about decades that are passed but close enough to be recalled in detail by the living. When I was a boy people used to talk about the Gay Nineties and the Edwardian Afternoon, and recently there has been a cult of the twenties but it has no real affinity with the twenties as I recall them, or not as they were lived out in a place like Redcliffe Bay. Anyone relying upon television for a picture of what it was like to be young in those days could be forgiven for supposing we were all caught up in a non-stop orgy, stamping our way through endless sessions of the Black Bottom and Charleston in our Oxford bags and waistless dance frocks. People behaved like that and dressed like that in musical comedies but that was about all. We locals danced the Charleston now and again at Church Hall hops, and I tried (and failed) to learn to play the ukelele, but as I recall it most of us were primarily occupied earning anything up to thirty shillings a week. Money was scarce everywhere, particularly among dwellers in small towns who lived by taking in one another’s washing. What the popular conception misses, I think, was the self-containment of those days, and the sense of belonging that has gone for ever from Western Europeans. The twenties was not really a period of great change. Most of the conventions and traditions of Victorian and Edwardian England survived the war and people not only knew their place but accepted it without bellyaching. In places like Redcliffe Bay there was still a carefully-graded social scale but the restrictions it imposed didn’t bother anybody but a few eccentrics. At the top of the scale was the so-called gentry, mostly professional people and retired service families who lived in what we called ‘The Valley’, under the western slopes of Coastguard Hill, the eastern buttress of the town. Nearer the sea-front, and in and about the High Street and the Stump, lived the tradesmen who were largely responsible for administrating and diverting the community. Down near the tiny dock were the dozen or so rows of redbrick terrace houses named after Boer War battles and these gimcrack terraces sheltered the artisans and their families, all of whom left school at fourteen and went to work the next day if they could find anything to do. The three grades intermingled very freely, the Valley folk extending patronage and the terrace house families paying them deference but not too much of it. Everybody seemed instinctively to know where to draw the line and the tradesmen, some of whom were comfortably off, acted as a kind of buffer between the two extremes, so that it was possible for people in all income groups to work together in harmony, particularly on behalf of a locally inspired event, like the annual water carnival.


I said we were self-contained but we were more than that really. We were like a big, tumbling family, feuding, and fraternising as the fancy took us, and we paid very little heed to what went on up or down the coast, or more than a few miles inland. Perhaps communities like ours still exist in isolated areas of the country but I hardly think so. The telly and the transistor, the small car and the tourist agencies, have seen to that. Not one percent of the original Redcliffians I knew had travelled abroad if one excepts war service, and in the late nineteen-twenties a man who owned any kind of car was automatically upgraded. I’m not blowing a horn for those days. All I’m saying is that the era is as far removed from today as we were from the mid-nineteenth century or before that. There were injustices, plenty of them. Most people were grossly underpaid and under-privileged. Three spectres haunted all of us – Unemployment, Sickness and Old Age, each spelled out in capital letters, but in spite of this most people, especially young people, were both gayer and more tranquil than they are today. They seemed so anyhow because so few of them expected much. I was the local exception and that was my misfortune or otherwise, whichever way you care to look at it.


I sat under the chestnut a long time lighting one cigarette from another, reflecting on some of the folk who had once lived around here and, in the process, trying to decide whether I had won or lost by acting the way I did. I suppose I was one of the very few of my generation in Redcliffe Bay who had actually achieved what I had in mind at that time, namely to make money, to go places, and to be someone if, in fact, anyone is anyone when the books are balanced. I began as apprentice to a seedy, small-town photographer, and had finally made the top league, photographing international clowns like Hitler and national institutions like Churchill. The middle-aged men I had known when I was a boy in Redcliffe Bay had served in one war but I had had a ringside seat at a dozen, without having to live in a ditch on plum and apple jam. A few of the Redcliffians in those days had had a quick glimpse of one sovereign but my work had taken me into the presence of every important head of state in a generation. There was hardly a country I hadn’t visited and my personal experiences were, by Redcliffe Bay standards, immensely rich and varied. I had earned and spent a lot of money and failed in marriage. I had a good many expensive possessions but no home to put them in. I had no children and no one who cared a damn what happened to me when I began to run down. Sitting here under the big chestnut tree, where it had all begun so long ago, I realised that I had been searching for something a good deal more elusive than I had found during this thirty years traipse. I wasn’t sure, even now, what that something was, unless it was some kind of human relationship that I could have had for the asking, without setting foot outside the town, and this set me pondering about something else. What, precisely, were the factors that had launched me into space? I had always supposed that I knew them but now I saw that I did not, or not with any kind of certainty. Yet I wanted very much to know, and that was why I sat here such a long time, poking among forgotten scenes and circumstances as a man rummages a pile of dead leaves with a stick.





1


The atmosphere of the town, greatly changed as it was, worked upon the memory like a powerful stimulant so that faces and voices left behind over the years began to catch up, like stragglers who sense that something important is happening ahead of the line of march.


Staring up at the bronze lifeboatman on the Stump, for instance, I suddenly recalled the day the rhythm of my life in this place faltered. I even remembered the date, January 6th, 1932, within about a month of my twentieth birthday. That was the day Esta Wallace and I came to our understanding; it was also the day I met Lorna Morney-Sutcliffe. If I was really looking for a starting-point here it was.


By then I had the business pretty well under my hand, for Birdie Boxall, founder and proprietor of the Grosvenor Studios on West Stump, was beginning to fail and sometimes didn’t show up for days on end. He said it was his bronchitis but I knew better. He had been putting it back for years and was no longer fit for anything but routine work and not too much of that. I didn’t resent his withdrawal, in fact I welcomed it, because some of the mothers who came in to have their cherubs photographed objected to Birdie’s beery breath and his fumbling preliminaries with the lights. As to outside work, taking the kind of pictures we sold to the County Press and the Messenger, our local paper, he was past that altogether. You would ask him to get a shot of a breached sea-wall after a gale and he would come home with a close-up of a gull on a lamp-standard and an angled smudge of cotton-wool sea in the bottom right-hand corner.


I had worked with Birdie getting on for six years then, first as his clerk and errand boy, then as his apprentice, latterly as his factotum. Before he began drinking heavily he was a very good photographer, with plenty of energy and original ideas, but after his wife died he went to pieces. He taught me everything I knew about studio photography and getting newspaper pictures under difficult lighting conditions, and he was only just in time because if I hadn’t been interested enough to stay on he would have had to close up altogether when the lease ran out on the studio two years after I joined him straight from school. As it was, old Rufus Trumper, who owned a lot of the property in and around the Stump, renewed his lease on a yearly basis and we not only kept going but increased our turnover. There was no other photographer for miles around and in the summer season we developed thousands of Kodak snaps for the visitors. Winter business was quieter but more interesting. We photographed every wedding group in the area, scores of family album subjects and also grossed about five pounds a week taking half-guinea pictures for newspapers. On the rare occasions when anything sensational happened, a wreck, a bad fire, a landslide, or anything of that kind, we acted as local agents for the daily papers and were paid on results.


I liked Birdie and I liked the job and it was just as well I did, for there wasn’t much in the way of alternatives in those days. My father had been killed on the Somme, and my mother died soon afterwards so that when I was five, or thereabouts, I had been sent down to Redcliffe Bay to make a home with some of my mother’s cousins who fed and clothed me on the small army pension my mother had been allotted. They were kind, unremarkable people called Frisby, who lived in one of the older Jubilee terraces behind the railway goods yard. Fred Frisby worked in the local timber yard for sixty shillings a week and his wife, Meg, earned extra money as a daily woman at one of the big houses in the Avenue. They don’t come into the story because I moved in with Birdie the week after his wife died and he found a woman to cook and clean for us. He paid me fifty shillings a week and keep, which was reckoned generous in those days, and it was understood that when he died, or retired, the business would pass to me.


I was happy enough with these arrangements, happier than I have ever been since, and I think this was partly because, even then, I regarded Redcliffe Bay and Birdie’s Studio as a jumping-off place, the starting point of a brilliant career I would launch myself upon as soon as I had two or three hundred pounds in the Post Office Savings Bank. I had no clear idea where I would go or what I would do, apart from qualifying as an ace photographer and graciously consenting to hire myself to a daily newspaper, but I didn’t think of the future consciously. You don’t when you are twenty, well fed, and living inside a friendly circle.


Birdie was an exceptionally easygoing boss and I knew everyone in town, many of them by their Christian names. We youngsters, boys and girls, had all attended the same Secondary School and in those days the classes were co-ed so that most of us succeeded in bypassing the awkwardness and shyness between the sexes that stems from segregated education after kindergarten days. By the standards of the day, I suppose, we were precocious but not by today’s standards. There was a great deal of flirting, and squeals in the map cupboard, but it seems to me that the local girls had more sense and the boys more scruples than have the average teenagers today. The girls set certain limits and the boys accepted them without much resentment. When a girl did find herself pregnant, as happened less often than it does today, there was a family row, a two-family conference, a registry office wedding, then all parties were more or less satisfied. There were several marriages of this kind among the Secondary School set but they worked out pretty well, without benefit of Welfare Officers, magistrates, clergymen and Marriage Guidance Counsellors. Pre-marital sex is the subject of any number of tedious discussions in the Press and on television today, but we didn’t talk about it much. If there was a prospect of marriage we practised it and if there wasn’t we usually didn’t, because neither boy nor girl cared to run the risks involved. We certainly took sex for granted in a way that not even the Archbishop of Canterbury is prepared to do today and if we, as youngsters, had made an issue of it, no one would have taken us seriously.


Birdie Boxall was an old-type photographer, a leftover from the Watch-the-Birdie era, hence his local nickname. He was lean, wind-blown and jocular, with a shock of iron-grey hair and a twinkle in his eye. He had practised in the very early days of studio photography, when every client was carefully posed beside a potted palm or under a rustic arch, wearing a glassy smile and looking damnably uncomfortable in his Sunday best. Birdie’s imagination, however, came into play during freelance work and in his day he had captured some impressive shots of the bay, the shores east and west of the town, the deep woods that covered the further slopes of Mitre Head, and the miles of heather and pine country between the extreme limits of the town and the road leading to Paxtonbury, our nearest city nearly twenty miles away. He was good at photographing antiques for auction catalogues and old buildings for house agents’ advertisements. Taken all round Redcliffe Bay was lucky to have him until he began to soak it up in the Lamb and Flag, Redcliffe Bay’s most popular pub at our end of town.


That day, January 6th, began like any other day.


Birdie called me into his bedroom and said his bronchitis was frightened of the east wind, already chasing the dead leaves round the Stump and I assured him that I could easily cope with the day’s commitments entered in the diary by Beryl, our pound-a-week cashier-receptionist. It looked like a full but routine day and the first job was to execute a commission for Messrs. Duckworth’s, who had at last got a footing in the town by buying George Wayland’s Penny Bazaar from his widow, Olga Wayland. The sale had caused a considerable stir in the town because the local tradesmen walked in fear of company shops and had closed their ranks against infiltration, despite the comparatively high prices offered for premises that became vacant. Wayland’s Penny Bazaar was the very first to go on our side of the town and neighbours of Olga Wayland had sent a deputation to her, begging her not to sell. The deputation came away with a swarm of fleas about their ears, for Olga was a plain-speaking woman and George hadn’t left much money. Local loyalties, if she had ever had any, were certainly not strong enough to reject an offer of four thousand and the deal was about to be completed. Duckworth’s intended to extend the premises and were sending in a building firm but they wanted a record of the old building before the demolition team went to work.


I went out across the enclosure, turning up my collar to the keen wind. The sun was very bright but there was no warmth in it and I could see, looking south-west, that it was going to cloud over pretty soon and probably come on to blow hard. All our gales came in from the south-west but we were accustomed to them and much preferred them to snow. With a south-westerly the temperatures always rose and something told you winter hibernation was more than halfway through and that daffodils and narcissi would soon be showing in the beds of the Stump enclosure. That meant that summer wasn’t all that far away and with it the bustle and variety of the holiday season. We Redcliffians always looked forward to the holiday-makers’ arrival but we were just as glad to see them go.


I took a spread of pictures in and about the Penny Bazaar and on the way back along East Stump I ran into Ben Dagmar, editor and owner of the local paper, the Redcliffe Bay Messenger that came out every Friday. He and I were on good terms and he had always helped and encouraged me, suggesting pictures I might take and hawk around the county if he didn’t want them. This time he told me about Scatty Wallace’s whistling kettle and advised me to call on Scatty and get a picture of it.


‘You never know,’ he said gravely, ‘the kettle might amount to something and if he gets it patented a picture of the original, and the workshop he made it in, would be saleable to a technical paper. Supposing someone had had a chance of photographing Stephenson’s Rocket!’


I wasn’t much impressed. I had photographed a good many of Scatty’s inventions and the only one to show a profit was the pressure cooker that blew up and set fire to his out-buildings. Scatty was Redcliffe Bay’s most popular eccentric. He was an ironmonger by trade, whose premises were about half-way along East Stump and always decorated with strings of pots, pans, fireguards and other hardware but Scatty took no interest whatever in his shop, leaving its administration to his hard-pressed wife and daughters. He regarded himself as an inventor and had worked on a variety of gadgets, mostly kitchen gadgets, one of which was always going to set the family up and enable Mrs. Wallace to buy a boarding house and dower her four daughters. He never patented any, of course, but he went right on trying and fires and explosions were routine in his workshop. Mrs. Wallace did not resent her husband’s dedication to science. In fact she was the one person in Redcliffe Bay who took him seriously and behaved as if she considered it a privilege to serve a genius in the shop, the kitchen and in bed. Her daughters were unremarkable girls, at least, three of them were, and they were still unmarried and thus a source of some anxiety to their mother whose second priority (after nurturing her husband’s genius) was to get them off her hands. She showed a certain ingenuity in her efforts, organising a string of parties to which all Redcliffe Bay’s eligible young men were invited and her front-room, back-room and kitchen were at the disposal of any regularly employed young male at all hours of the night. After a dance at the Church Hall you could always be sure of coffee, buns and privacy at the Wallace’s, so long as you observed the protocol based on the seniority of the girls. Myrtle, the eldest, entertained in the parlour and Nancy, the next eldest, had the run of the dining-room. If you had a fancy for Jonquil, the third girl, you had to make do with the kitchen, where the love-seat was a bagged-out horsehair sofa. I passed several hours in the kitchen with Jonquil, who was fair and forthcoming but that sofa encouraged me to transfer my affections elsewhere. It had a glacial surface and no matter how you arranged yourself on it you kept sliding off on to the floor. It was cold too, for Mrs. Wallace allowed the use of the gas fire in the parlour but drew the kitchen stove before she went up to bed to listen to Scatty’s recital of the day’s progress in the workshop. Neither of them bothered about their daughters’ virtue once the lights were out. It was often after three a.m. before things settled down at the Wallace’s place.


The fourth daughter, Esther (she preferred to spell her name “Esta” and we always thought of it as that), was different. She had almost nothing in common with her sisters and very little, I would say, with either parent. She was slightly below medium height and very small-boned but her figure was neat and nicely proportioned, suggesting not only energy and agility but latent strength, at all events strength of will.


She was a person you had to know to appreciate, and I don’t mean solely as regards her character. Esta’s figure had a kind of uniform shapeliness that only registered after you had come to terms with its neatness and symmetry. It was the same with her general appearance. She wasn’t pretty, yet her face grew on you once you had learned to evaluate her features individually and discovered that they added up to something pleasing, original and elusive. Her hair was very dark and plentiful, her skin clear and pale, but whenever she was pleased or excited two bright spots of colour glowed on her prominent cheekbones. She had big brown eyes and a generous mouth that was very pleasant to kiss because it was soft and more submissive than most. Her chin was small but resolute, rather too resolute for a person with so much femininity. It gave a false impression of obstinacy but Esta Wallace was not obstinate; she was just steadfast and exceptionally self-contained.


Perhaps it was the quality of self-containment that misled people, especially boys on the make. She wasn’t as popular as her extrovert sisters, Myrtle, Nancy and Jonquil, and some would have said that she was either shy or slightly aloof when, in fact, she was neither to any marked degree. In those days, when I still had a great deal to learn about lighting and posing, I devised my own method of getting “through” to the character of a sitter and tried to slot each of them into a specific period, even seeking some kind of help in this artificial attempt to settle an approach by consulting the reproduction of famous paintings in a set of volumes Birdie had brought home from an auction sale. I think Esta was the first person on whom I practised this haphazard technique. I always saw her as an early Victorian, the kind of girl to be found on the edge of a crowded canvas by a painter like Frith. She had that kind of innocence and honesty but also, held in check, a certain promise. When I got to know her well I never revised this assessment. She was innocent and she was honest. She had promise too but it wasn’t the kind that encouraged you to push beyond the point where you had to begin thinking of mothers-in-law, rate demands and a perambulator under the stairs.


Esta Wallace was not very popular with the boys but there was one who singled her out and pursued her with a stolidity and singlemindedness that often embarrassed her. This was Cecil Trumper, the lumpish son of Rufus Trumper, the local auctioneer, and the nephew of Alfie Trumper, the local bookmaker. Cecil, at school and afterwards, was always a bit of a butt. He was ungainly, slovenly, and afflicted by a slight stutter. Notwithstanding this he would have been regarded as a good catch by local mammas had he been able to exploit either of the commercial possibilities open to him as the only son of an auctioneer and the nephew of a bachelor bookmaker. His handicap prevented this. It would have taken him about ten minutes to dispose of one lot in his father’s mart, and by the time he had accepted and repeated a bet over the telephone the result of the race would have been broadcast throughout the country. Poor old Cecil. I can see him now, mooning about his father’s Fore Street premises, getting by with a little clerical work and a certain amount of van-loading but all the time, year in year out, feeding upon his yearning for Esta Wallace like a man living on his own fat. Esta was gentle towards him, as she was to almost everybody, but she wasn’t at all interested in his suit.


There wasn’t much for girls leaving school in Redcliffe Bay in the year 1932. The shops paid miserly wages and only those living in the terraces beyond the railway yard could think of seeking the slightly higher weekly rate paid to domestic servants. Esta went off on a furrow of her own and decided to train as a nurse, getting a post as probationer at the Cottage Hospital, at the far end of the Valley. At the time of which I write she was about halfway through her three-year apprenticeship, working ten hours a day, six days a week, for forty pounds a year. It was hard and exacting work but she stuck at it. She stuck at most things, having her father’s belief that one day something splendid would happen, providing she went her own way at her own pace. In a way, I suppose, she was rather old-fashioned. I remember standing beside her and her sister Myrtle at a Church Institute hop when Cecil Trumper had been more than usually persistent and hearing Myrtle say, ‘Why on earth don’t you put Cecil out of his misery Esta? He’s got money coming to him, hasn’t he and that’s more than you can say of most of the boys round here!’ Esta had replied with an edge to her voice, ‘When I marry it won’t be to put anyone out of their misery and it won’t be for money either!’ Myrtle could be obtuse and failed to take the hint. She said, ‘Well I’d snap him up I can tell you, if he was mooning after me!’ ‘I’m sure you would,’ Esta said, snappily for her, ‘but then neither you, Nancy or Jonquil mind who puts their hand down your neck. I suppose I’m just that much more fussy!’


Myrtle was naturally annoyed that she said a thing like that in front of me and would probably have clouted her if I hadn’t stepped up and whisked Esta on to the floor but neither of us referred to the conversation during our dance. I remember I thought at the time that her attitude to her sisters was a little priggish but now I see that it about sums Esta up. As I was to discover shortly after the incident she was very far from being a prude but she was unique among the Wallaces and all the other girls in Redcliffe Bay.


On this particular morning I was on the point of leaving Scatty Wallace’s workshop in the yard behind the shop when Esta called from a second-storey window at the rear of the house. I knew it was the bedroom she shared with her sister Jonquil, and also that she was probably going to bed because she had been doing a spell of night duty at the hospital. She looked very chirpy as she shouted, ‘Come on up, Pip! It’s my birthday!’


I was glad to see her, not because she attracted me more than any other girl in town but because she had always interested me as a person. I know that, like me, she had ambition because we had talked about the subject at a recent dance in the Church Hall. I had seen her home that night but as all the courting space at the Wallaces was already occupied by her sisters we had said goodnight in the porch which was open to the punishing east wind. We hadn’t stayed out there long but long enough, I recalled, to catch colds after sweating it out at the dance.


I went through the kitchen where Mrs. Wallace was busy over the stove and all she said was ‘Go and wish Esta many happy returns! She’s eighteen today, Pip!’ I said I was on my way to do just that and halfway up the dark stairway I had an idea.


The week before I had completed a photographic record of old Mrs. Snell’s collection of porcelain, ivories and miniatures and the old lady, who was very kind-hearted, had handed me a little gift to mark her appreciation of the trouble I took on her behalf. She gave me a little gold locket, containing a portrait of her grandmother painted in the early nineteenth century. It was an odd present to give to a boy but she said, with a laugh, that it would save me buying a Christmas present for my best girl. I kept it handy, meaning to exchange it for cash at Myfanwy Pritchard’s gift shop, but now, without in the least knowing why, I made up my mind to give it to Esta although there was no question of her being more than a convenient dancing partner.


I was right about her coming off night duty. She was already in her nightdress and dressing-gown and combing out her dark hair and very pretty she looked, I thought, with her back to the light and winter sunshine flooding the little room. I said, ‘Many Happy Returns, Esta!’ and leaned over the back of the chair and kissed her and then I put the locket down on the homemade dressing-table that she and Jonquil used and it was fun watching her reflection in the swing mirror. She picked it up and examined it very carefully, releasing the little spring and studying the portrait inside.


‘It’s absolutely beautiful!’ she said at length. ‘It’s the nicest present anyone has ever given me, Pip!’ and suddenly she jumped up and threw her arms round me, kissing me in a way she hadn’t kissed me in the porch or at any of the parties we had attended together since we were kids growing up together.


I was flattered, particularly as her dressing-gown wasn’t sashed and her artificial silk nightie was thin. It seemed to me that the locket was paying a dividend in record time and we held each other for about a minute before she disengaged herself and examined the locket again. She said, giving me a sharp, sidelong glance, ‘What made you give it to me? You didn’t know it was my birthday, and anyway, where and when did you buy it?’


‘I didn’t buy it,’ I admitted, ‘it was given to me “for my best girl” by old Mother Snell. She was pleased with some pictures I took of her china and made me a present of it as I was leaving!’


‘It’s eighteen carat gold; did you know that?’


‘Yes,’ I said, although I hadn’t been sure.


‘And we’re not even going together, are we?’ “Going together” was current slang in Redcliffe Bay for a semi-permanent but unprejudiced arrangement between old friends.


‘Well no, I suppose not,’ I said, ‘but we’ve got to start some time, haven’t we?’


I have no idea why I said that, unless it was prompted by the pleasure I had derived from the embrace. I’m not sure even now that it was so. It might have been no more than an expression of high spirits, or a simple desire to please. At all events I was taken aback by her reaction for she said, quietly and with obvious sincerity, ‘I’ve never been the least interested in anyone else about here, Pip. But you know that I suppose?’


No, I told her, I hadn’t known it. She had not seemed all that much interested in me on previous occasions we had met and danced and kissed but she said this was because she didn’t approve of the chop-and-change techniques of her sisters, or their theory that the only way to get a husband in a dead-and-alive place like Redcliffe Bay was to egg a man on until he was safely hooked. ‘Most of the girls around here do that,’ she added, ‘even if they don’t realise what a dirty trick it is!’


This time she did sound priggish and I laughed but she didn’t qualify her opinion in any way but gave me another of her level, disconcerting glances, saying, ‘It’s not so funny, not when your own mother encourages it!’


‘How does your mother encourage it?’


‘By looking the other way. Why else do you think she gives every boy with a steady job the run of the house after dark?’


I must have been a good deal more naïve than I thought myself. Up to that moment I had never considered this as an explanation of Mrs. Wallace’s excessive tolerance but now that I did it seemed reasonable. Mrs. Wallace had an inventor husband and four daughters to house and feed out of a small-town ironmongery business, and no one could blame her for doing her best to insure against the future. I said, ‘You could marry Cecil Trumper tomorrow, Esta. That would be one daughter off her hands!’


It wasn’t a very tactful remark and if it had not been for the locket it would have been my exit speech. She threw up her head and looked as angry as I had ever seen her look but then, quite suddenly, the sparkle left her eyes and she seemed tired and defeated. She sat on the bed, leaned back on her hands and said, slowly, ‘Can you imagine me spending my life with Cecil? Don’t remind me he’s a good match, Mother’s always telling me so and I daresay he is, for girls like Jonquil and the majority of our crowd. But I’m not that hard up, Pip. I want a man with a bit of go in him, someone who doesn’t just accept the prospect of getting a living wage, and living and dying in Redcliffe Bay. I want someone I could look up to and maybe help a bit. That, and someone I enjoyed going to bed with!’


I was more interested in her assessment of Redcliffe Bay than in the implied compliment. ‘I never realised you were that much fed up with living here,’ I said, ‘I remember telling you last time we met I hoped to make the break sooner or later but I got the impression you were keen on nursing for its own sake.’


‘Nursing is a means to an end as far as I’m concerned,’ she said, surprisingly, and then, with obvious deliberation, she changed the subject abruptly, adding, ‘I suppose you’ll be going to the Hospital Ball tonight, Pip?’


I said I would, everyone was going, and Birdie had been commissioned by Doctor Morney-Sutcliffe to take some limelight pictures of the event. We did this every year and I sometimes wondered what he did with them afterwards. Probably he pasted them in an album entitled ‘The Miraculous Achievements of the Emperor of Redcliffe Bay’, for that was how Morney-Sutcliffe thought of himself and how most locals thought of him. He was one of those men who get a more-than-alcoholic kick out of subservience, who was not merely a big fish in a small pond but a bloody great pike enjoying every moment of his isolation in a tank stocked with minnows.


Esta said, resignedly, ‘I can’t go. Almost all the hospital staff will be there, but I’m only halfway through my night-duty spell.’ Then, eagerly, ‘Look Pip, it goes on until two a.m., and Matron and Sister won’t be back until about two-thirty. Couldn’t you slip out half-an-hour before it’s over and come up to the hospital? I get a supper break about then and well … you could tell me about it! I wouldn’t feel so left out. Will you do that, seeing it’s my birthday?’


I said I should be very glad to and I was telling the truth. This casual encounter with Esta had made a powerful impact on me and I began to think of her as a cut above every other girl in town. I wanted to kiss her again too, and maybe adventure a little further. I had a conviction that she wouldn’t object and it would be something to look forward to, especially if the dance was as stuffy as it usually was, with Morney-Sutcliffe’s insistence on boiled shirts and all the Valley girls dancing with our sort as though they were carrying ashcans round the hall. I said I would be at the hospital about one-thirty-five and that if I could slip into the refreshment room on the pretext of filling my camera I would steal one of the half-bottles of champagne Morney-Sutcliffe put aside for the organising committee. She laughed at that. As a probationer who had had more than her ration of Morney-Sutcliffe’s pomposity it must have seemed a good opportunity to score over him. Very few of we townsfolk liked him but the younger nurses hated his guts.


‘I’d better get tucked in now,’ she said, picking up her locket. ‘I’ve been on duty since six o’clock last night and it gets too noisy to sleep when the girls troop up here and mother begins her lunch-time clatter underneath.’


She slipped out of her dressing-gown and climbed into bed, snuggling down like a cat and looking as if she could purr like one. She put the locket under her pillow. ‘It’s nice,’ she said, smiling up at me, ‘wish you were here!’


‘So do I, by God!’ I said, and I meant it. Although I had known her since we were ten-year-olds I was seeing her now for the first time, not simply as a girl who was desirable but as a person of quite extraordinary cosiness, someone who could offer, in addition to sex, any amount of warmth and understanding, someone who it would always be fun to have along, who would grow on you a little every day.


‘Do you know about the old-time custom of bundling?’ she said, ‘when the man does his courting sitting beside the girl’s bed?’


‘Yes,’ I said, ‘but it never seemed much to write home about. They sew up the girl in a damned great bag, don’t they?’


‘I’m not sewn up!’ she said.


I slipped her nightdress from one shoulder and stroked her small breast. This was Licence Number One in Redcliffe Bay at that time and I had done it before but this time it was different. Then I kissed her breasts, both of them, without hurry or fuss. It was one of those moments that can be isolated and rescued from the flux of time, held up, looked at, and put by for a rainy day. Such moments are not common; you can only catch them by the tail once or twice a year.


I looked at her carefully and it struck me, quite suddenly, that she was prettier than her sisters, prettier than any girl in town. Her dark hair, spread across the pillow, had a deep, satisfying sheen and in her brown eyes there was laughter and mischief too, of a special kind. I replaced her shoulder strap and kissed her mouth and as her hand emerged from the bedclothes to stroke the back of my head she said, lazily, ‘What a lovely thing to happen on a birthday! Suddenly I mean, right out of the blue!’


Ordinarily, I suppose, a remark like that, made in those circumstances, would have put me on my guard but this time it didn’t. I went out of there understanding that something important had happened. Important, exciting and different into the bargain.
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I


The local magistrates wouldn’t ordinarily have granted a drinking licence for a Church Hall dance and very few promoters got an extension until two a.m., but Morney-Sutcliffe was a J.P. and there wasn’t anyone big enough to stand up to him on the Bench. That was why the Hospital Ball was reckoned the most important of the year. Admission tickets were five shillings and there was a buffet supper for an extra half-crown. I went in on a Press card, having arranged to write a paragraph or two of copy to go with my pictures for the Messenger.


It was never any good attending a local dance until round about ten-thirty, so as soon as I had got into my dinner jacket (most of the locals wore tails at this ball but I didn’t own a set) I went across to the Lamb and Flag to get steamed up, and as soon as I entered the public bar I realised that something unusual was afoot. It was crowded and very noisy and there was a general air of expectancy among the regulars and the landlord and his wife, Dick and Mabel Bannister. It didn’t take me long to find out what was due to take place. They were all preparing to play a practical joke on the new police chief, Inspector Crisp, who only that week had replaced the tolerant Inspector Baxter.


It seems that Crisp was wielding an officiously new broom and had promised himself the pleasure of pouncing on the regulars in the sawdust bar for taking gross liberties with the licensing hours. They had posted sentries at each end of the Stump and were all set to create a terrific hullaballoo at about a minute to ten, which was closing time during out-of-season months. Then, when Crisp showed up, they planned to make a mass exit through the kitchen and over the yard wall into the railway goods siding. They assumed that Crisp would look and feel an idiot when he found the bar empty at two minutes past ten and that it would stop him getting too uppity and encourage him to turn a blind eye to minor infringements in the future.


I thought I would wait around a little and see the fun and it worked out exactly as they planned. At five minutes to ten the uproar issuing from the public bar could have been heard at the top of High Street where the police station was situated but the moment Dudley Snell, the solicitor’s clerk, popped in to announce that Crisp and the Sergeant were converging on the pub from either end of the Stump, the place emptied in a matter of seconds. Everyone rushed into the yard and climbed over the siding wall so that when the Inspector marched in there was nobody there but me and Mabel Bannister, the landlady. She said, with gravel in her voice, ‘I’m afraid I can’t serve you, Inspector! It’s gone time you know!’ I thought she was asking for trouble because Crisp was liable to be calling the tune around Redcliffe Bay for the next five years but I daresay she knew her business. Crisp was a snappish, good-looking man about forty, a great contrast in appearance and manner to the leisurely, pot-bellied, ex-Bow Street runner, who had been with us ever since I could remember. He asked me if I had been drinking and I told him no, I was there to take a picture and I took one to prove it, which seemed to amuse Mabel Bannister. He went out then without a word and Sergeant Wright winked at us behind his back.


I said goodnight to Mabel and went out and along West Stump towards High Street. The Rainbow Café was doing a brisk trade and Dora Gorman was there as usual, sweating it out in a cloud of steam but still managing to look like the proprietoress of a Cathedral Close teashop who had lost her bearings. She was untypical of our part of the world and looked, I always thought, half Italian or Sicilian. She had calm, classical features and a very stately way of walking. Nobody could ever understand how she came to marry Syd Gorman, a pallid, diffident man, with no eyelashes. Dora brought a good deal of trade into the Rainbow. She never flirted with customers but the men liked to study her figure while they were waiting for their piece of hake and threepennyworth of chips. Dudley Snell, who coined or relayed most of Redcliffe Bay’s salty stories, admired her and used to raise a laugh in the bar of the Lamb and Flag by pretending to be revolted by the notion of Syd Gorman making love to the stately Dora when the blinds were down and the smell of frying fat hung over the bed. ‘Ugh!’ he used to say, ‘it’s sacrilege, my friends! Beauty and the Beast; and the Beast with grease on his fishy paws!’ Personally I don’t think it was like that at all. Dora was the kind of woman who was married to the till-roll.


The wind had dropped but there was a moderate frost and sounds carried a long way in the deserted streets. I could hear the orchestra beating it up in the Church Hall, which stood at the junction of High Street and Old Fore Street, a very large building for a town like ours and having an excellent pine floor capable of accommodating three hundred couples at a pinch. I even remember what they were playing, a new and popular waltz called Auf Weidersehn with a haunting lilt and false rhymes in the lyric. It was one of the tunes that was to have significance for me all my life.


I had a job to do in there but I didn’t intend to stay long because it wasn’t my kind of dance. The majority of people attending it would be middle-aged and there was sure to be a depressingly high proportion of dances like the Valeta, the Boston Two-Step, and Paul Jones, where you were likely to find yourself prancing round with a succession of corsetted old trouts. I thought I would take my pictures, have a word with the M.C. for caption material, then walk up the valley to the Cottage Hospital. If Matron and Sister were safely out of the way I would have the run of the place and the bright stars overhead made me think pleasantly of Esta.


The stage had been very attractively decorated with ferns, potted plants and great bronze chrysanthemums, and Ned Willis’s Dance Eight were providing the music. The Eight was a Paxtonbury team and very expensive. We didn’t get them down here more than twice a year and all the younger set admired Ned’s saxophonist, who would have earned big money nowadays but was then a musician by night and a garage assistant by day.


I took my pictures, had a dance or two and then went into the buffet bar to reconnoitre the half-bottle of champagne that I had promised Esta. It was there all right, sitting in a crate beyond the ice-cream tub and I edged along the trestle table awaiting my chance to grab it. I almost had my hand on the crate when a fruity voice at my elbow said, ‘Ah! Young Stuart isn’t it? Just the man! Oblige me by giving my wife a turn or two, young feller-me-lad! She hasn’t danced with anyone under fifty all evening and is threatening to go home!’


It was Doctor Morney-Sutcliffe himself, huge, baby-faced and hectoring. He talked to everyone as though they were five years old and getting under his feet. I never once heard him say “please” or “thank you”. Somehow I don’t think he knew the words.


His wife was standing beside him in a dance frock of green brocaded silk that didn’t come from a local shop and would have attracted a window-shopping crowd in Paxtonbury Close. It was obviously my day for reassessing the local talent. She looked beautiful, with her red-gold hair cut in the then fashionable long bob and curled under, and as I glanced at her I remembered her as a person who was very seldom seen at local functions and was said to regard the whole lot of us, including Morney-Sutcliffe, as a rabble of chawbacons. I recalled also that she was reported to have been “discovered” by the Doctor on the Left Bank of the Seine, and brought home in modest triumph to live in the largest and best-appointed house in the valley, a place standing in two acres of ground and called, for some inscrutable reason, “Heatherdene”. There were all kinds of vague rumours about her, some of which were hard to believe seeing that presumably she had married the Emperor of Redcliffe Bay of her own free will. Some said she had been a painter, others a fan dancer at the Folies Bergère. She was also said to have married the Doctor for his money which was probably true, and also that she had been down to her last five-franc piece when they met, which seemed to me very unlikely. She was English – I knew that because I had once talked to her on the telephone – but her voice didn’t match her hauteur or, for that matter, the valley in which she lived. Almost all the women in the valley either honked at you or spoke as though they were balancing plumstones on their tongues. The Anglo-Indians did the honking and the people who had made small fortunes out of the war did the plumstone-balancing. Mrs. Morney-Sutcliffe’s voice was pleasantly pitched but direct, telling you that she wasn’t interested in anything you had to say but was prepared to be reasonably polite for five minutes. She said, with a bleak glance at her husband, ‘Why the hell should a boy his age want to dance with me? There aren’t so many young men here but there are plenty of pretty girls!’ And then, to me, ‘Don’t let him bully you into wasting your time, Mr. Stuart. People your age ought to enjoy themselves, even at a grisly wake like this!’


The Doctor was not in the least offended by this declaration of independence. One of his strongest characteristics was an armour-plated skin and you couldn’t insult him or upset him under any circumstances because he never listened to anything anyone said except “Yes, Doctor!” or “Certainly, Doctor!” All he replied now was, ‘Well, hustle along, the pair of you! I’ve got to arrange the draw and I’ll come for you when it’s time for you to pick the winners, Lorna!’ And then he was gone and she lifted her shoulders, expressing the impossibility of coping with his elephantine lack of tact.


I would never have asked Lorna Morney-Sutcliffe for a dance. At previous dances of this kind I had sometimes drawn a Valley daughter, or a Valley matron in a Paul Jones and it was never any good trying to make polite conversation with them. Sometimes they replied to your remarks in brusque monosyllables but more often they didn’t answer you at all. Apart from that they held themselves stiffly, so that your points of contact with them were restricted to one hand on the shoulder and the other enclosing the tips of their fingers. For all that I was glad the Doctor had singled me out for the honour. She was by far the most attractive woman in the room and now that I looked at her closely I realised that she was younger than I had imagined when I had seen her driving her red sports car along Stump, or passing in and out of Barclays Bank in the mornings. I judged her to be about twenty-eight, or maybe a year younger, and she had a full but nicely proportioned figure, with a very shapely bust and a neat little bottom. Her features were small but very regular, with a short, straight nose, a full and rather discontented mouth, and hazel eyes with flecks in them. Like Esta her best feature, however, was her hair, which really was red-gold and changed colour under differing degrees of light. Out here, under the supper-bar strip lighting, it was almost blonde but in the softer light of the hall a much darker tint crept into it and it glowed like the coals of a fire that someone has forgotten to stir. She was using a perfume that was new to me and was as exclusive as her gown. Round her wrist she had a diamond bracelet and the sapphire ring on her fourth finger was the size of a pea and must have cost Morney-Sutcliffe the equivalent of several appendix removals, with any number of half-guinea visits thrown in.


She said, as soon as he was out of earshot, ‘You don’t have to dance, you know! We could sit out and have a drink. Would you like a drink? They’re on the house for me!’


I said I would prefer to dance if she didn’t mind, so we moved out on to the floor where I discovered that she was a supple partner and far more easily led than any of the local girls. She made me feel that I was a good deal more expert than I was and we foxtrotted round for five minutes or so without saying anything. She didn’t have to talk as far as I was concerned for her perfume was poetry enough.


When the drums rattled to a finish she said ‘Thank you, that was nice! I should have been permanently crippled if I had danced with any more of those councillors. Would it be asking too much for you to stay around until it’s time for the draw? I think they’re beginning again!’


They were, a blues number called Muddy Water, and it turned out to be a limelight dance for soon the main lights were dimmed and the suspended kaleidoscope went into action. It was a slow number but movement in any case was difficult because by now the floor was crowded, the half-light tempting all the bad dancers to bestir themselves. We shuffled round and as we passed within close range of the band she said, clearly and distinctly, ‘You can loosen up a little, Mr. Stuart, I won’t break!’ which I took to be an invitation to hold her a little closer.


It was a long time since I had enjoyed a dance as much as I enjoyed that one but the bonus was still to come. When the number ended, and the final flourish was in progress, they seemed to have a little trouble restoring the lights and she pressed her thighs against me in a way that made me tremble. At first I was so astonished that I assumed the movement was accidental and that she was being projected towards me by jostling couples behind her but it wasn’t so. It was quite deliberate and once I had recovered from the shock I felt drunk with triumph. From that moment, and it was no more than a moment, stemmed all the false surmises I was to make and harbour about Lorna Morney-Sutcliffe.


The lights went up just in time. I couldn’t have stood there indefinitely without indicating the extreme pleasure she was giving me and even as it was she was by no means unaware of the effect she was producing because she laughed and said, ‘I think you could do with a drink now, couldn’t you Mr. Stuart?’, and led the way back to the supper bar where we found a table under one of the rustic arches they had erected for the occasion. She bought two double whiskies and two ices, getting served ahead of the queue. I didn’t drink whisky then and I had already had two pints of bitter in the Lamb and Flag but I pretended to like it and it certainly helped to steady me.


‘I don’t think we have met before, have we?’ she began and I said we hadn’t but that I knew all about her, as everyone living in Redcliffe Bay did.


‘I’m not sure I like that one!’ she replied, smiling. ‘What do they know exactly?’


I said that it was common knowledge that she had lived in Paris and had been a painter there, and that the doctor had met and married her some years ago and this had surprised everyone in town because it had been taken for granted he would always remain a bachelor.


She laughed again, saying, ‘Well, they’re on the right track. I wasn’t a painter but my father was. As a young man he hobnobbed with some of the Impressionists and even tried to be one, so I imagine that would rule him out as an artist in the eyes of Redcliffe Bay. The final word in painting around here is Holman Hunt’s Light of the World, isn’t it Mr. Stuart?’


I was interested in the sneer for it proved that the local rumour-mongers had one thing right. Mrs. Morney-Sutcliffe obviously did regard everyone in town as a lout, with mud on his boots and a pig under his arm.


‘Don’t keep calling me “Mr. Stuart”,’ I protested. ‘No one does around here. I’m generally called “Pip”.’


‘“Pip?”’ She said it as though I ought to apologise for it rather than proclaim it and this was the first time her bitchiness put me on the defensive. There were to be countless such occasions in the future.


‘It’s just a nickname,’ I mumbled. ‘A lot of people about here have nicknames.’


‘They do in all farmyards,’ she said, ‘but why “Pip”? It’s a diminutive isn’t it?’


I wasn’t at all sure what a diminutive was, so I told her that my mother’s cousins had given me the name of the hero in Great Expectations because, having no parents, I had come to Redcliffe Bay to be cared for as a kid.


‘Have you any expectations?’ she asked.


‘No,’ I said, ‘not in the general way, but when Birdie – Mr. Boxall that is – retires he’s promised to give me the business.’


‘What business is that?’


‘The photographer’s studio on West Stump, the Grosvenor Studios.’


She wasn’t as impressed as I had hoped but seemed to ponder my prospects whilst taking minute sips of her whisky and soda. Finally she said, ‘You mean you’ve settled for that? At your age?’


I knew what she meant but I played stupid and asked her to elaborate. She said, looking me straight in the eye, that I had disappointed her because she found it difficult to believe that anyone my age could be content to stay on in a place like Redcliffe Bay and think of a small business here as an end in itself. ‘If I was in your shoes,’ she said, ‘I would be out of here like greased lightning, expectations or no expectations! You may make a living here but there’s more to being alive than that, isn’t there? This is the kind of place people come to die when they’re old and tired. It’s no place for anyone under sixty!’


I stayed on the defensive although, in a sense, I enjoyed being goaded by her and found it flattering, especially after that thigh pressure of hers when the limelight had lingered. I said that Redcliffe Bay was a good deal livelier than some seaside towns I knew. There were plenty of young people around and anyway, jobs were not all that easy to get without a specialist training of some kind.


‘But you’ve got a specialist training, haven’t you? How old are you Pip?’


I told her I would be twenty in a month’s time and she seemed to think this over, the way she pondered most of my replies.


‘Have you got a girl?’


I told her I hadn’t and it wasn’t a conscious lie. Since dancing with her the memory of Esta, smiling up at me from her bed that morning, had receded.


‘Now why is that?’ she asked, gaily. ‘You’re a husky lad, not bad looking and a very good dancer for Redcliffe Bay.’


I must have looked confused for she smiled again, this time in a friendly fashion, saying, ‘Look, don’t take a damned bit of notice of me! I’m on edge tonight and I know why. It’s having to be here, as if it wasn’t enough to spend one’s life in the place without going on show every now and again!’


The Doctor bustled in just then and said, in his en-route-to-the-operating-theatre manner, ‘Stir your stumps! The draw is about to take place on stage! Don’t forget to pick three green tickets and three red, my dear!’
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