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      To Traute Sington
      

   
      
      Part One     CRYSTAL

      
      One autumn evening in 1940, when she was four years old, Annie-May Gates passed within a yard of her future husband, her future
         mother-in-law, and neither of them noticed her.
      

      
      Not that this was surprising. It was war-time, the lighting was minimal and the station was alive, like an ant heap. There
         was just that feeling of endless, aimless scurrying and bustling; as if the ground itself were heaving in perpetual, pointless
         motion. It was only when the tannoy music was interrupted for an incomprehensible announcement that the swirling and the eddying
         stopped, that anxious, listening faces became briefly individual: a tired soldier with a pack, a young woman in a red coat,
         leading a straggling crocodile of mothers and babies and unaccompanied children.
      

      
      Giles and Crystal Golightly were standing on the platform when they filed past to wait for the train. The children carried
         gas masks in cardboard containers, teddy bears, crumpled comics, bags of sticky sweets. Labels, pinned to their chests, announced
         their identities and destinations. Giles, noticing the labels, but with his mind on his mother, felt, for a fleeting second,
         that he was posting her like a parcel.
      

      
      He said, ‘But of course it’s not absurd for you to leave London, dearest. What point would there be in your staying?’

      
      His question was not even faintly ironic. There was no possible connection in Giles’s mind between his mother and the women
         who manned the A.R.P. posts, drove ambulances while bombs were falling, worked in munitions. His father, Colonel Basil Golightly
         (chronically unfaithful and always compensating for it) had conditioned him to think of her as someone to be cosseted and cherished like some delicate
         and prized possession. The obvious course in time of war was to despatch her to safety like a piece of good porcelain or a
         valuable painting.
      

      
      She said, ‘All the same, I wouldn’t go if Daddy hadn’t insisted.’ She gave a deprecating but complacent smile. ‘He does worry
         about me so.’
      

      
      ‘Well, of course. Stuck up there in Scotland!’ Giles, who was aware (as his mother was not) of his father’s sexual habits,
         was struck suddenly by the thought that the Colonel’s concern might be exaggerated by some new occasion for guilt. Otherwise
         he would surely have sent for her to come to him, rather than suggesting she went to her own mother, in the country? The colour
         rose in his cheeks which embarrassed him; afraid she might notice and guess the reason, he stared past her at the waiting
         children. They stood in a tired, meek line and one or two of the smaller ones were snivelling. He thought, poor kids – and then of his mother’s comfort. He said, ‘I’m afraid you’ll have a crowded journey,’ and looked at her anxiously.
      

      
      She was a very pretty woman in a restrained and ladylike way. (‘Ladylike’ was not a word Giles would have spoken aloud but
         it was a concept he would unconsciously employ when assessing a member of the opposite sex.) A smooth, oval face, wide, healthy,
         grey eyes, a barely lipsticked mouth. She was thirty-six but looked barely older than Giles, just eighteen and fresh as a
         lettuce in his stiff, new uniform. In fact (he was proud of this) people often took them for brother and sister. Even for
         lovers – when they’d had tea at the railway hotel, the waiter had found them an especially quiet table for two, in a corner.
         Remembering this, Giles blushed again.
      

      
      Crystal said, ‘Oh, the poor children! I shan’t mind them.’ She glanced at them with vague pity and thought of Giles, ten years
         younger, fair-haired and grey-flannelled, waving goodbye. She said, with sudden emotion, ‘If you were that age, darling, I wouldn’t send you away like that.’
      

      
      He answered without thinking. ‘You did, to school.’

      
      She looked at him, shocked, and he felt guilty at once, though he hadn’t meant to hurt her. But she was so sensitive, it was
         difficult not to. He began to wish the train would come and then felt guilty about that, too. Heaven knew when he would see
         her again!
      

      
      He said, ‘I know that wasn’t quite the same thing!’ Of course there was all the difference in the world between a rich little
         boy, off to his good school, and this sad, raggle-taggle lot. Had it felt different, though? The worst thing was leaving one’s mother, though naturally one couldn’t admit that. Apron strings were
         a bad thing to be tied to – he could remember his father saying something of that sort and his childish bewilderment: he had
         never seen his mother in an apron. He hadn’t cried, at least not in public as some of those quite big boys were doing (there
         was one fat, unattractive child with jade green snot streaming unchecked from his nostrils), but recalling his own, hollow
         sense of loss at much the same age brought a sympathetic tightness to his throat.
      

      
      He said, ‘I expect they’ll be all right once they get where they’re going, railway platforms are always the worst part,’ and
         felt better.
      

      
      She put her gloved hand on his arm. ‘Darling, did you hate going away?’
      

      
      Her eyes were moist, and for a moment he had an impulse to tell her (after all, he might never see her again!), but she said,
         ‘I can’t think you did, you always seemed happy, but it upset me quite dreadfully. I used to sit in your room and cry for
         hours after you’d gone. It felt so empty.’
      

      
      He said, ‘Poor sweet,’ and touched her cold cheek. She looked solemnly into his eyes for a second, then smiled and sighed.
         ‘I should have had ten children, Giles, then I wouldn’t have been such a silly.’
      

      
      He said, ‘Listen a minute.’ The voice over the tannoy sounded as if the speaker had a gag in his mouth or was shouting through
         fog. ‘Not ours, is it?’ Crystal said, but people had begun to run down the platform. A laden porter jostled them and Giles
         put an arm round his mother. He said loudly, ‘Careful, now!’ The porter glanced at him and jerked his head. ‘You’ll have to
         move along, the coaches this part’ll be reserved for the children.’
      

      
      The train was shunting in backwards. The slowly moving connecting rods gleamed, then a sharp hiss of steam rose, hiding them.
         The carriage windows were obscured. Some of the people who had run down the platform passed them again, hurrying back. ‘Which
         way did he mean, to move along?’ Crystal said, but the porter had gone and there was no sign of another. Only anonymous strangers
         with intent, worried faces, pushing past them. Giles kept his arm round her shoulders.
      

      
      He said, ‘There’s no hurry, there’s plenty of time.’

      
      He thought, Not long now, and felt an extraordinary sense of relief as if a heavy weight had been lifted from him. The day had been a bit of a strain,
         perhaps; he could admit it now. Now it was over and he had nothing to do except catch his own train, join his unit tomorrow.
         And he was looking forward to it, he didn’t know what was going to happen next but he was looking forward to it, whatever
         it was. It was all, quite suddenly, so immensely exciting that he could hardly endure to stand still another minute. Everything
         was exciting, the whole business of war and movement and not knowing exactly where you would be tomorrow. He felt so strong
         and eager and energetic that he was quite sure other people must feel the same way. Even those kids, one or two of them, anyway,
         must be finding this fun, a new and marvellous adventure …
      

      
      The children were boarding the train. A young woman in a red coat, standing by the carriage door, was swinging the little
         ones up. Giles caught her eye; although she looked tired, she grinned at him cheerfully. He took his mother’s case and swung it lightly as he led her down the platform.
      

      
      The train was longer than he had realized and most of it seemed set aside for the children’s evacuation. The only unreserved
         coaches were full already; the soldiers, sprawled across the seats, looked as if they had been settled in for hours. And even
         the corridors were filling up: quite elderly women, he was shocked to see, were sitting uncomfortably on their suitcases.
      

      
      He said, ‘Try the other end,’ but as he wheeled her round, they met other voyagers, surging back. He forced forward, against
         the tide, peering in through the smudgy windows. Some of the reserved compartments seemed only three-quarters full; children
         took up less space than adults. He found one with an empty window seat and put the suitcase down to open the door but a uniformed
         man – a guard or a porter – slammed it almost on his fingers. ‘These coaches are reserved for special passes,’ he said, looking
         angry, or perhaps only harassed. ‘Never mind, I can catch the next train,’ Crystal said.
      

      
      Giles felt his heart sink. But he smiled down at her. She said, ‘Really, I can quite easily …’ but he had caught sight of
         the young woman standing alone by an open door and watching him. He hurried Crystal towards her. He said, ‘D’you think you’d
         have room for my mother?’
      

      
      The girl nodded and moved aside. She was a year or so older than Giles, perhaps, but not much more. The way she smiled at
         him acknowledged their joint youth so brightly and openly that it was almost a sexual invitation. Or so it seemed to Giles.
         He caught his breath: that was another thing to look forward to!
      

      
      Crystal was saying something. He didn’t know what; didn’t want to know. He whispered in her ear, ‘You’ll be all right here,
         better than with the coarse soldiery,’ and helped her in. There was room for her case on the rack, a seat by the window. The girl got in behind them, waited in the corridor. A whistle blew.
      

      
      Crystal kissed him on the mouth. She said, ‘My darling, take care!’ No time for more, luckily – he was very conscious of the
         girl, standing there. Not that Crystal fussed over leavetakings (coming from an Army family she was used to them), but she
         had been sad, shutting up the flat, and he had seen tears in her eyes in the taxi. He said, ‘You take care of yourself, that’s
         more important,’ and stepped back, off the train, brushing past the girl as he did so. Their eyes met and hers were very lively
         and friendly. He thought, I could have kissed her too! The train began to move and he ran beside it, watching the girl through the smeary glass and waving and smiling. Crystal,
         standing by the open window, was astonished by the brilliance and gaiety of his smile.
      

      
      And also a little hurt. He looked so happy and free and she felt so bereft, suddenly. It had been a dreadful day, leaving the flat and all her pretty things and now Giles was gone,
         too. A tired depression came down on her spirits and the journey seemed unlikely to lift it. The carriage was dimly lit, only
         one blue bulb in the centre, and the bigger children were making such a noise, shouting and giggling and roaring up and down
         the corridor. Crystal felt her head begin to ache. The girl in the red coat smiled at her and said, ‘They’re excited, that’s
         all, they’ll give over later.’ She was clearly too busy to quieten the noise; there were so many smaller children who were
         crying or clamouring to go to the lavatory. Crystal wondered if she should offer to help but the girl seemed so competent
         and she was also afraid of being rebuffed: children were always unpredictable and these were much wilder and rougher than
         the ones she was used to, almost a different race, with their ill-fitting clothes (either too large or shrunken) and their
         running noses and their raucous voices. The young teacher’s voice was ‘common’ too, but Crystal, whose ear was carefully tuned to differences of accent, placed her a social notch above
         her charges. She seemed a ‘nice little person’, she would even be pretty if it wasn’t for that frizzy, permed hair, and she
         was certainly kind: when she had settled most of the babies with comics or sweets or thumbs in their mouths, she sat opposite
         Crystal with one particularly inconsolable little boy on her lap. He had been crying softly ever since the train began to
         move; now, as the girl cuddled him and talked to him gently, only an occasional, helpless sob shook him. He looked about six
         and was thin and wretchedly pale with huge, dark, luminous eyes that roamed desperately round the carriage. ‘What beautiful
         eyes,’ Crystal could not help saying. The girl smiled, rather blankly, and the little boy began to wriggle on her lap. She
         tried to hold him still, to soothe him, but he wailed, ‘I don’t want to be safe without Mummy,’ and began to cry again, and
         kick. The girl stood up and carried him into the corridor. Crystal watched her, walking up and down and holding his head against
         her shoulder.
      

      
      She stared at her reflection in the glass window beside her until it began to mist and blur. The child’s sad little statement
         had made her eyes burn. For a moment she could have wept for him; then his unhappiness became a kind of fiction, to turn to
         her own use. She thought, I don’t want to be safe without Basil or Giles. It didn’t have quite the same pathetic ring but she felt, she was sure, the same desolation and loneliness. Growing older
         didn’t make you less vulnerable; you could feel as miserable at thirty-six as you did at six or sixteen. And there was no
         one to comfort her – even Giles, who was usually so sensitive, had not understood what a wrench it was to leave home …
      

      
      When the girl came back, the little boy was asleep. She sat down, carefully turning his face from the light, and smiled at
         Crystal. ‘They’re all dead tired, that’s half the trouble, we’ve been on the move since this morning. Most of the time just hanging about, that’s been the worst part. And most of them don’t understand what’s happening or why, and
         the parents haven’t helped much. D’you know what this kid’s Mum said to him? When she put him on the bus this morning she
         said she was coming on the train too and she’d meet him at the station.’
      

      
      ‘Maybe she couldn’t bear to tell him the truth,’ Crystal murmured, and the girl tossed her head. ‘Then she ought to be shot.
         Oh, that’s silly, but it’s the sort of thing makes me so mad! Poor little rats, they’ve got enough to bear without being lied
         to as well.’
      

      
      Though she knew it to be ridiculous, Crystal felt a stab of jealousy. All that young, indignant sympathy – and none of it
         for her! She said, ‘One mustn’t exaggerate. Children’s emotions are very ephemeral, it’s the mothers that feel it. My son
         went to school when he was seven and I know how I felt! And of course for these children there’s a good side, too. I don’t
         mean just escaping the bombing, but it’s a wonderful chance for them to get out of the city. Where do you come from?’
      

      
      ‘Stepney. Creechly Road Juniors and Mixed Infants,’ the girl said, rather shortly. She looked at Crystal with a sudden gleam
         of battle. ‘A bit of a slum but they don’t know that, do they?’
      

      
      Crystal thought the poor girl was probably tired. She said, gently, ‘Well, then. Fresh air, good food, woods and fields to
         run round in …’
      

      
      ‘Cows and manure,’ the girl said. ‘I was evacuated last year, with my training college. I’d never been to the country, only
         to the seaside, and I hated it.’ She stopped, frowning; her eyes darkened and she looked much younger, suddenly. ‘I think
         I was scared, really. It was so hot and still to begin with and so dead dark at night, and everywhere so empty and waiting – as if something awful was coming.’
      

      
      She was looking quite white, Crystal thought. She said, brightly, ‘I expect it was just that at that time no one knew what was going to happen. The phoney war feeling.’
      

      
      The girl smiled uncertainly but her eyes remained shadowed and fearful.

      
      ‘What else could it be?’ Crystal said. ‘It’s bound to seem quiet, after town life, of course. But I had the happiest childhood in the country!’
      

      
      Not that her homecoming, this dark night of war, was particularly cheerful. She had trouble getting a taxi at the station
         and the driver was surly when he found he had to drive up an unmade road that the rain had turned into a swamp in places.
         And when she arrived, there wasn’t much welcome, either. It was a year since she had visited her mother and the condition
         of the cottage dismayed her. Dust everywhere, chairs hidden beneath piles of books; used cups and plates on the table, several
         encrusted saucepans standing in the hearth. And her mother, wearing an old, moth-holed cardigan fastened across her flat chest
         with a huge safety pin. As Crystal looked round the room, she began patting and pulling at her clothes. Crystal said, ‘Mother,
         you’ve been ill! Why didn’t you tell me? I’d have come long before!’
      

      
      ‘Afraid of that,’ her mother said in a queer, mumbling voice; then flushed and added, more clearly, ‘I didn’t want to worry
         you.’
      

      
      ‘Oh, how silly!’ Crystal said, speaking gently, though the old irritation had begun to rise up in her. All her childhood,
         dirt and muddle; her mother deep in some book while the dinner burned on the stove! Turning up at school prize days, hatless
         and vague-looking – Crystal had always felt so sorry for her father when she met them, arriving together. He was so well-dressed
         himself, such a handsome man, who liked women to look pretty. She remembered the expression on his face, the first time he
         had seen her in a grown-up ball gown. He was taking her to a charity dance for her sixteenth birthday treat; she came down in her new green dress and pirouetted round, watching him, and herself, in
         the mirror. When she stopped, he came to stand behind her; their eyes met in the glass and he smiled, white teeth gleaming
         under his black moustache. She took a white rose from a vase on the table and turned to him but he caught her hand and said,
         ‘I don’t need that, you’re the flower in my buttonhole.’
      

      
      It took so little to make him happy. Wearing nice clothes and smiling at his jokes. Her mother made no effort to please him,
         never had, as far back as Crystal could remember. She bought clothes only when her old ones wore out and never went to the
         hairdresser. Even as a girl she had been much the same: old photographs showed the same faraway look, the same wild, spiky
         hair. Why they had married seemed a mystery. For her money, someone had once said, in Crystal’s hearing, but Crystal always
         ignored unpleasant gossip and so the mystery remained: her father, so gay and outgoing, her mother only caring for her books
         and her music …
      

      
      The piano was open but hopelessly out of tune. Crystal, who didn’t play but who had inherited her mother’s ear, winced as
         she touched the keys.
      

      
      ‘I don’t bother now,’ her mother said. ‘It’s that wireless you gave me. There are so many good concerts. I’m not up to the
         standard.’
      

      
      Crystal was hurt. She had given her mother a new wireless on her thirtieth birthday. (She liked to celebrate her own anniversaries
         by giving presents; besides, it reminded her mother, who forgot them.)
      

      
      She said, ‘But dearest, that’s not the same thing! I know you play wonderfully well, but you never thought of yourself as
         a professional, did you?’
      

      
      ‘I suppose not.’ Her mother’s hollow cheeks flushed. ‘But I find it’s true what the Greeks said. The best is the enemy of
         the good.’
      

      
      That odd, half-mumble again, as if she were talking to herself! Of course that was it, Crystal thought, she’s been alone so
         much. No one to talk to, no point in cooking for herself – she had got so much thinner, her eyes looked enormous!
      

      
      Crystal refused to feel uneasy. She said, ‘I’ll take my things up. Then we’ll have something to eat and sit by the fire and
         talk.’
      

      
      ‘I’ve got your room ready,’ her mother said.

      
      So she had, after a fashion. The high, iron bed was made (though the sheets were unironed) and there were flowers in a jam
         jar. And a photograph of her father as a very young Captain, smiling at her out of a silver frame. Her mother had put all
         his pictures away when he died; she’d been up to the attic to fetch this, to please her daughter. Poor old soul, Crystal thought, and vowed to be tactful. She would ignore the mess the cottage was in, at least for a day or so. It wasn’t
         really too bad, perhaps – at least, by her mother’s standards!
      

      
      But looking into her mother’s room after she’d washed – peeping in, she thought tenderly, like a child coming home – she saw the worst yet: all in a shambles, a chair overturned, an unemptied chamber pot under the bed …
      

      
      She closed the door quickly. She felt pity for her mother, for herself (what a wretched end to a tiring day!) and then, a
         sudden, dark wave of panic. She thought, As if something awful were coming, and then, immediately, Oh, that silly girl on the train! There was nothing frightening here, only an unexpected degree of disorder. It was just as well she had come before things
         got too bad! Downstairs, her mother started to sing in the kitchen; the true, sweet voice, rather cracked now, sounding old….
         Of course she was old, Crystal thought, that was all it was; people got old, there was nothing to panic about….
      

      
      But it wasn’t all. A week later, Crystal came home from shopping (she had found the larder almost empty except for tins of baked beans and dusty jugs of stale milk) and found her mother asleep in her chair. There were raised spots on
         her cheek, like red pennies, and she was snoring heavily. She was hard to rouse but when she did wake she seemed well enough
         except that her speech was a little slurred and when she stood up she moved stiffly. Although her voice improved, after tea,
         she still seemed to be dragging one leg.
      

      
      Crystal wanted to call the doctor at once but her mother said Will Davies was too busy to be bothered with an old woman’s
         rheumatism. Doubting this diagnosis, Crystal tried to insist – there was so much could be done, nowadays, to help minor ailments.
         And when her mother remained obstinate, went to see the doctor herself.
      

      
      An old man with a veined, knobbly face, he had been due for retirement the year the war started; now his young partner was
         in the Army and he was running the practice single-handed. He listened to Crystal and then said, brusquely, ‘She drinks, you
         know.’
      

      
      Drank himself, Crystal remembered, rather indignantly. That grog-blossom nose! She was sitting facing the window; shutters
         had been closed outside, for black-out purposes, and she could see her reflection in the glass, had been watching it, in fact,
         most of the time she’d been talking. Now she saw that Dr Davies was regarding her covertly, with shy admiration, it seemed.
         She crossed her pretty legs, tilted her head in a way that she knew showed off the vaselike curve of her cheek, and thought
         of the time (years ago now, before her father died) when she had been staying with her parents and had been taken ill with
         pleurisy. Will Davies had visited every day, more frequently than had really been necessary; his hands had shaken when he
         examined her chest and there had been such a look in his eyes! Perhaps he was still a little in love with her, Crystal thought,
         and her indignation faded. She said, ‘Of course she doesn’t, what nonsense! Only her old home-made wine from time to time! Stone jars of it, glug-glugging away all over the house, elderflower, bilberry – horrid
         stuff, to my mind, but hardly a vicious tipple!’
      

      
      The doctor said nothing.

      
      Crystal said, ‘To tell you the truth, I’m afraid she may have had a slight stroke. I didn’t say so before because I know how
         doctors hate patients to say what they think is wrong! But I would like you to see her. And since she won’t come to see you,
         I’m afraid Mahomet must come to the mountain! Pretend it’s a social visit – or that you’ve come to see me. After all, you
         have done before!’
      

      
      She laughed, inviting him to recall what must be a tender memory for him. But he only frowned and tapped his long, yellow
         teeth with the end of his pencil. After a pause he said, ‘Were you ever a patient of mine?’
      

      
      The frown and the hesitation were deliberate. Will Davies remembered the occasion perfectly, could date it, in fact: that
         summer fourteen years ago, the year his wife died. He had loved her passionately; they were both in their fifties but there
         were still times when they could hardly wait to get to bed. When she died (suddenly, in the cold, early spring) he missed
         her in every way, but the sexual loss, for a man in his profession, was particularly agonizing: the bodies of his young female
         patients became a torment to him. He had never once lapsed, thank God, never even (he hoped) betrayed himself, but there had
         been a few girls who had guessed. Amy Haines’s daughter – what was her name now, Golightly? – had been one: spoiled, silly
         tart, sitting up in bed in her frilly flimsies and baring her breasts almost before he was inside the room. She knew his trouble
         all right and enjoyed seeing him sweat – it was clear from the way she watched him, from that arch, sly smile. He should have
         sent his partner, of course, why hadn’t he? Wanted to prove himself, perhaps. Or just unwilling to miss a chance of getting
         his hands on those tits, he thought disgustedly, sitting at his desk after Crystal had gone and putting off summoning the next patient. Then he thought, Oh, be honest! He’d gone because Amy wanted him to and he was very fond of Amy (loving his wife hadn’t made him less susceptible in that
         way; more so, if anything) and she had been so worried about the girl. And he had been worried about Amy, a nervy, fragile
         creature who had already begun to drown her sorrows. Not very great sorrows, perhaps: her husband wasn’t a bad chap, simply
         a military muttonhead (the Army, to its credit, had cottoned on and retired him early), but a cross for a clever woman to
         bear. Pity the girl hadn’t turned out more her sort, instead of a pretty flibbertigibbet; a disappointment for Amy – maybe
         it was guilt over that made her overdo her concern. He remembered (clear as yesterday, suddenly) coming into the cottage kitchen
         and Amy’s flushed, anxious face looking up from the stove. She was stirring something, some fancy sauce to tempt her daughter’s
         appetite. She’d said, ‘Oh Will, it’s no use, everything curdles,’ in a tone of such exaggerated despair that he would have wanted to laugh if he hadn’t seen the tears in her eyes and known
         they were not for the spoiled sauce but for a deeper failure: neither her husband nor her daughter wanted what she had to
         offer, all they wanted from her were the things she did badly. Poor Amy, he thought now, as he pressed the bell on his desk,
         all that talent, all that wit and intelligence lying unused; Lord, how the human race does waste its resources….
      

      
      It seemed to him that his next patient underlined this point. He had never seen her before but he placed her as soon as she
         opened her mouth: the cockney whine hurt his ears, as her situation hurt his mind. Most of the evacuees in his area, mothers
         with babies or children alone, had come from the worst slums of London or Birmingham; a pitiful army whose arrival had made
         him aware of a kind of poverty he had not known existed. Children with lice, children with rickets; most of them chronically underfed. This young woman could have been a beauty, he thought, if she had
         not been so thin (by country standards her face was almost emaciated), though her child seemed better cared for than most
         he had seen; a solid little girl with red cheeks and straight, black hair.
      

      
      Perhaps her mother was a cut above the average: certainly there was considerable intelligence in what Will Davies was oldfashioned
         enough to think of as her ‘fine’ dark eyes. And though for him her dreadful accent was a stumbling block to regarding her
         as a thinking, reasoning, human being, her purpose in coming to see him seemed to bear this judgment out.
      

      
      The little girl had a bruise on her forehead. It was nothing much (her mother, sweeping back the child’s fringe for only the
         most cursory of examinations, knew this as well as he did), the real complaint was how she had got it. ‘She fell down the
         stairs on the way to the toilet, missed her way in the dark. I say dark, it was pitch! Not a light in the place – nine o’clock,
         she turns them off at the mains! The child should be asleep at that hour she said when I told her, but Annie-May’s got a weak
         bladder and she’s particular, not like some kids who’d mess their beds and think nothing of it. No convenience in the room
         neither, just a bed and a Bible – Mrs Gates, she said, when I come, I’m taking you in because we’re all God’s creatures, I
         hope you appreciate that, if you don’t, I’ve put a Bible by your bed to remind you. I hope you’ll read it and keep the child
         quiet because of my nerves and as you know the Government don’t pay much so I’ll trust you’ll give me a hand in the house
         to make up …’
      

      
      ‘She’ was a Mrs Herbert Fitch. Will Davies did not attend her because she employed a doctor in Shrewsbury but he had looked
         after her long procession of maids who had come to him, ostensibly suffering from some minor ailment or other but really from
         Mrs Fitch, who drove them to the brink of hysteria with her prurience, her meanness and her slave-owner’s mentality which had, in recent years, acquired
         a convenient, religious gloss: she seemed to believe (or managed to suggest, anyway) that entering her employment was akin
         to taking holy orders. She had told one girl (not, it was generally thought, misquoting deliberately), ‘Who sweeps a room
         as for My laws …’ and another, who was hopeful enough to ask for a rise in wages, that she could not expect to serve both God
         and Mammon. This maid, the last, had left some months ago, and, since she was unlikely to be easily replaced now that the
         war offered alternative employment, Will Davies did not need to be told why Mrs Fitch had elected to perform her Christian
         duty and take in a mother and baby.
      

      
      The young woman did not need to be told either. And was having none of it. ‘I’ll be buggered if I’ll be used as cheap labour,
         not by her, anyway. I don’t mind giving a hand, I’m not so fond of sitting on my backside, but she’d have a chain round your
         neck soon as you showed willing. And even if she wasn’t such an old bitch, it ’ud kill me to stay in that house, bitter cold,
         and all those pictures of dogs eating pheasants, enough to put you off your food. Not that there’s much of that to be put off! Lukewarm tinned pilchards was what Annie-May had for her dinner today and bread and marge for tea and the larder door padlocked! I don’t mind for myself, I’ve lived on bread and scrape before, but it’s not good enough for Annie-May!’
      

      
      There was no point in letting this go on. Will Davies could produce tales about Mrs Fitch beside which locked larders and
         lights out at nine were mild eccentricities. But what could he do? He said, ‘Have you been to the billeting authorities, Mrs
         Gates?’
      

      
      ‘Miss. Miss Mary Gates.’ She spoke loudly and looked him straight in the eye.

      
      He said, ‘I shouldn’t make too much of that, we’re rather oldfashioned round here.’

      
      She said, more gently, ‘I just wanted to be straight with you because I want to ask a favour. The billeting people can’t help.
         I’m lucky to have a roof, they say, and you can see their point – they’ve got kids sleeping on mattresses in the Church Hall.
         So I thought I’d best be independent, get some sort of job where I could live in with Annie, and then, the person to try ’ud
         be the doctor. I mean, going about, you might know of somewhere …’ She paused, looking uncertain, as if, now she had got it
         out, the request seemed presumptuous; when she went on she sounded younger, more vulnerable. ‘I’m strong, I daresay I could
         help on a farm. I wouldn’t want much, just the board, and a few bob on top to get clothes for Annie-May.’
      

      
      He looked at her. The child was half asleep, sucking her thumb; her mother’s arms enclosed her…. For a sentimental moment,
         it came to him that he had room in his own house but he dismissed the impulse to say so. His housekeeper was old and inclined
         to be crotchety; he sensed that this young woman’s character might not be mild enough for peace. It appealed to him though,
         she seemed honest and sensitive – last time he’d visited the Fitch mausoleum, that gory gallery of game birds had made him
         wince, too.
      

      
      He said, ‘They’re small farms round here, family concerns, not much call for hired help. But I’ll ask around, if you like.’

      
      Her response was immediate. She only said, ‘Thank you,’ but with such a smile! It made him see what she could have looked
         like, if her life had been easier. He thought, unfairly perhaps, That spoiled girl of Amy’s …

      
      When he called on Amy Haines, nearly a week later, Crystal was glad to see that her mother made no fuss, seemed to accept
         that this was a social call. To bear out this pretence she chatted a little before excusing herself – she was making jam,
         the garden was full of fallen apples and it seemed a pity to waste them. From the kitchen she could hear them talking, and, once or twice, her mother’s laugh;
         a delightful, unaffected sound, almost girlish. Listening, it struck Crystal that this was the first time she had heard it
         since her arrival and this upset her suddenly. Not that she minded for herself, but it brought back how seldom her mother
         had even smiled at her father’s jokes! They weren’t always very subtle, perhaps, but he enjoyed them so much himself, it seemed
         almost cruel not to share them. He never reproached her, the nearest he ever got was to say, ‘Lighten up old girl, lighten
         up, what’s on your mind?’ And once, one dreadful day, she had answered, ‘Lord Chesterfield’s remarks on the laughter of fools.’
      

      
      Standing over the stove, stirring apple jelly, Crystal remembered the bewildered look on her father’s face, the pain in his
         eyes.
      

      
      Will Davies came into the kitchen. He said, ‘I’ll be on my way now.’

      
      She went with him to the gate. As soon as they were out of earshot he said, ‘I think you were right. She seems to have recovered,
         only a bit of what she calls heaviness left in one leg, but that may go too. Even if it doesn’t, she’s come off fairly lightly.
         I’ve told her to take things easy, but don’t worry if she doesn’t. She might as well wear out as rust out!’
      

      
      Crystal was shocked at this casual approach. Surely there was something more to be done? A regime to be followed, some special
         diet? She said, ‘There’s one thing I do know, she shouldn’t have alcohol. After what you said I’ve been keeping a weather
         eye open and it does rather add up! The elderflower mid-morning, the raisin in the afternoon, and a number of “little glasses”
         in the evening. Quite a bit of tippling, really! And some of these country wines are quite absurdly strong, aren’t they?’
      

      
      She laughed merrily but he didn’t smile. He said, ‘Yes, I suppose so.’

      
      She said, ‘Well, then. I think a bit of sternness is called for, isn’t it?’ Thinking how old he looked in the clear, autumn
         sunlight; fiery red face and pale, old eyes and grizzled, shaving-brush hair.
      

      
      He said, slowly, ‘She hasn’t many pleasures. She’s had a hard life, she might as well enjoy what’s left of it.’

      
      As advice this seemed sentimental rather than professional. But it was the other point that roused Crystal. ‘What hard life?’
         she could not help saying, though she knew exactly what he was thinking of and thought it too bad of her mother! Not that
         she had ever complained but it was the impression she gave. Or had given, when her father was alive. The silences, the martyred
         withdrawal! She said, ‘She’s never been poor, or even ill, until now. If she wasn’t happy with my father, it was her own fault.
         She despised him, that was the root of the trouble and she never attempted to hide it. Oh, I know he wasn’t an intellectual,
         but that doesn’t mean he couldn’t be hurt! And he was, often – I’m their daughter and I saw it! He’d come bouncing in with
         some funny story – like a big, jolly dog with a bone to lay at her feet – and she’d cut him off in the middle. Just turn away.’
      

      
      Tears came into Crystal’s eyes. She made no attempt to hide them.

      
      Dr Davies took his fob watch out of his pocket, opened it, looked at its face through his eyeglass, snapped it shut. He said,
         ‘Your mother is a clever and a serious woman.’
      

      
      ‘Then she should have managed him better. I could always twist him round my little finger!’

      
      ‘I don’t think your mother sees men as objects to be manipulated.’

      
      He spoke so coldly that Crystal was astonished: it was almost as if he were criticizing her! She smiled at him forgivingly
         to show that she knew he had no such intention and thought the colour deepened in his face. He coughed and said, ‘Well, whatever the rights and wrongs, there’s no point in taking it out on her now!’
      

OEBPS/images/9780748127405.jpg
Nina Bawden






OEBPS/images/Art_i.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_common.jpg





