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      for Austen

   
      
      
      ‘Innocency bath its present answer, wisdom requires time’

      
      Sir Henry Yelverton

   
      
      Chapter One

      
      The year Aunt Hat came to us, my main ambition – apart from rescuing someone from drowning or winning the Victoria Cross –
         was to go down to Jock’s Icecream Parlour in the main street of Monks Ford and eat as many Knicker-bocker Glories as I could
         pay for. Ellen, our mother, said this was a pretty limited ambition for a girl of twelve and that I ought to have learned
         by now that icecreams made me sick. Boyd said that was why I wanted them: it was a clear example of a man’s reach needing
         to exceed his grasp, what else is heaven for? Ellen said that if I got on with my school work and didn’t waste so much time,
         I would have better things to think about. Boyd said wasting time was the best occupation he knew, for someone my age.
      

      
      Ellen said he spoiled me. Our mother was always worried that Boyd was spoiling us and that his easy ways were distracting
         us from the main purpose of our lives, which was to work hard at school and pass our exams well. Joanna said that worrying
         was a symptom of middle age.
      

      
      Joanna was almost eighteen and worried herself, about getting old. She had a theory that twenty was the beginning of the dull,
         dangerous age in life. Young people under twenty were all right, and old people over sixty. In between, if they weren’t careful,
         they became faceless and boring, empty envelopes filled with worries and unpaid bills. She didn’t blame them, she just knew
         it was the common fate and in-tended to avoid it herself. It wouldn’t be easy, she said: Boyd was the only person she knew who had grown old without losing his sense of proportion.
      

      
      Boyd was our stepfather. His name was Archibald Arthur Boyd and we called him by his surname because when he and Ellen married,
         Joanna who was eleven then, and shy, had called him Mr Boyd. We – Ellen, Joanna, Poll and I – were the only family he had
         ever had. His grandparents were dead when his parents married, his mother died when he was born and his father had been killed
         in the First War, when Boyd was six years old. He had been brought up by his mother’s uncle, an ex-Army Colonel who had retired
         to Monks Ford. Once, when we asked Boyd what his uncle was like, he said, ‘He was the sort of man who would bury nails in
         his front lawn to teach the errand boy not to ride his bicycle across it.’
      

      
      The old man died in 1939. Boyd joined the army as a doctor and served in the Far East until he was invalided out towards the
         end of the war. He took a temporary job as house surgeon in a London hospital while he studied for a specialist exam in gynaecology
         and met my mother in an Outpatient’s Clinic with Poll, five months old and suffering from colic. She used to scream with pain
         every time after her bottle. Boyd told Ellen to stop leaving her in the council nursery and stay at home with her for a while.
         Ellen thanked him for his good advice, but said it was impracticable. She worked, teaching in a Junior School, because she
         had to.
      

      
      We were living then, as we had done for a year, in a flat off the Mile End Road. The walls were stained like a map; lying
         in bed, we could see the whole of the Americas on the opposite wall. The windows had panes missing that were filled with corrugated
         paper, there was no bathroom and we shared a lavatory with an old man on the ground floor who suffered from stomach trouble:
         the whole house was filled with his smell which was sour, like cooking cabbage. The street, with its bombed, half-derelict
         houses, was a desert that filled Ellen with despair.
      

      
      ‘The end of civilization used to be just a phrase I read in the newspapers,’ she said once when we were walking Poll – pram-pushing was the only thing that soothed her – through a labyrinth of ugly streets and ugly houses to the only green
         space for miles, a graveyard at the back of a bombed church. Sometimes, on fine Saturdays, we took sandwiches there and ate
         them sitting on the fallen tombstones. The grass was rank but green, and there was a smell of earth.
      

      
      To some extent, we shared our mother’s misery. We had been country children and found London a terrifying waste. We went to
         a school where the other pupils, though they were no worse dressed than we were, sneered at our la-di-da airs: we said ‘Please,
         Miss Piggot’ instead of ‘I say, Miss’, and carried clean handkerchiefs every day. Being small, I was treated with a certain
         rough kindness, slum children are not cruel to babies, but Joanna had suffered. Apart from the handkerchiefs, she had braces
         on her teeth: fancy bridgework at that date, betrayed your bourgeois origin. There was one fat girl with a runny nose who
         fell upon her every morning as she entered the playground and pummelled her until the bell went. Though Joanna fought back,
         she got the worst of it. She was always in trouble, with her teacher for coming into class dirty-faced, and with Ellen for
         coming home with torn clothes. For pride’s sake we never told the truth, but bought needles and thread with our pocket money
         and stopped at a bomb site on the way home to cobble up the worst of the damage before Ellen saw it. The bomb site was overgrown
         with willow herb. Joanna told me, years later, that she could never see a crop of that pink weed, waving in the breeze on
         a railway embankment, without a suffocating tightness in her chest. Joanna was not brave, on the farm where we had lived she
         had always refused to go into the field with the bull in it, but that year she was forced to be. One morning she picked up
         a broken milk bottle from the gutter, spat on the ground for courage, and went for her tormentor. After that her life was
         not easy, but it was better.
      

      
      Boyd married our mother within a month of meeting her at the Clinic, and took us all to live with him at Monks Ford. When
         we asked Ellen about it, she said that he married her to cure Poll of her stomach pains. We found this answer perfectly reasonable: it seemed to us that any man would be glad to
         re-organize his life for Poll.
      

      
      Although he rescued us from circumstances which had been, for a whole year, somewhat disagreeable, our stepfather got no gratitude
         from us. Nor, I imagine, did he expect it. He was a sensible man. We liked him because he made no demands. Ellen was always
         complaining about our behaviour – she had unnecessarily high standards – but he never did. Indeed, I never heard him complain
         about anything except the war wound in his leg, sometimes when the weather was cold.
      

      
      It was cold the beginning of that year, a long, sharp cold. We ran home from school in the afternoon with the hairs freezing
         in our nostrils. Our shoes squeaked on the blue, hard snow.
      

      
      Joanna and I had to fetch Poll from her school on our way home. Her class was late out and Poll last of all. She was a bustling
         but disorganized child whose hat was never on the peg where she knew she had put it. When she finally appeared she was red
         with the effort of collecting her possessions and disposing them about her person; her coat was buttoned askew, her open satchel
         stuffed with the books she took to school as an insurance against boredom during lessons; she clutched her khaki painting
         smock, her rubber shoes, and George, her bear. I re-buttoned her coat and Joanna knelt on the snow to tie her shoe laces while
         Poll talked full tilt in her curious, husky voice that cracked sometimes, like an adolescent boy’s.
      

      
      ‘I got a gold star today but Gully got two. It’s not fair but Miss Carter says I’ll get one tomorrow if I try to write nicely
         but I can’t because my poor hands get so tired. Miss Carter says we’ve got to be specially good this year because it’s a special
         year, the Queen’s going to be crowned in Westminster Abbey and they’re going to roast a whole cow on the floody field down
         by the Water Works and we’re all going to get a bit.’
      

      
      ‘Not a cow, an ox,’ Joanna said.
      

      
      ‘Miss Carter says an ox is a sort of cow.’ Joanna grinned and Poll said passionately, ‘Oh, you can laugh if you like, but
         Miss Carter knows more than you do, she’s a teacher.’ Her eyes, which were a fierce, deep blue, blazed at us. ‘She says this
         is a very important year, one we’ll remember all our lives, so there.’
      

      
      ‘I expect that’s right, if she says so,’ Joanna said soothingly, getting up and dusting the chipped snow from her skirt. She
         glanced across the playground. ‘We’d better hurry.’
      

      
      I saw why. Miss Carter herself had emerged from the door marked ‘Infants’ and was making a bee-line for us. She was a very
         tall, very thin woman, with a tortured face; high forehead and beaky nose, white and shiny like bone, and a big, grimacing
         mouth that sprayed spit as she talked. She was Poll’s teacher and our neighbour. She was also in love with our stepfather
         and a great trouble to us.
      

      
      It was too late to run: she was upon us. We composed our faces into blank, pleasant smiles.

      
      ‘What nice girls to fetch your little sister!’ She spat effusively. ‘I’m sorry if you had to wait, but we were having such
         an interesting lesson, weren’t we, Poll, that we couldn’t bear to stop?’
      

      
      Resigned to her company, her ghastly, ingratiating brightness, we left the playground. Joanna said, ‘Poll says you were telling
         them about the coronation.’
      

      
      ‘Yes, dear. I was explaining that they were going to be the New Elizabethians and telling them about this year’s Project.
         We are going to put up big sheets of paper all round the Assembly Hall and write down on them the great things that are still
         to be done. All the advances we hope to make, in medicine, housing, education. … I want them to look forward. I believe this
         year will see the beginning of a great up-surge of energy, as there was in the time of the first Elizabeth. New poets, new
         discoveries…. I want to rouse them up, to make them see they can be doctors, teachers, explorers, that there are mountains
         to be climbed, great areas of the world to be civilized, diseases to be conquered…’
      

      
      ‘Aren’t they a bit young to be told they’ve got to climb Everest or discover a cure for cancer?’
      

      
      Miss Carter laughed, as if Joanna had said something clever instead of something rude, and lifted her wild, sad face to the
         sky. We were walking along the side of the park; the wind swept across the snow-buried football pitch and made her eyes water.
         The light from the street lamp was reflected in the tears on her cheek and glinted on her prominent white teeth.
      

      
      ‘Of course we won’t mention cancer, dear, or anything dreadful like that. My idea was to tell them about the children in Africa who don’t have enough to eat and who have diseases like river-blindness and leprosy. Ah – the misery that still lurks in
         the dark places of the world!’
      

      
      She gave an inappropriate, loud laugh, and glanced sideways at us. ‘I expect your poor Papa is very busy just now, so many
         poor people must be ill, in this dreadful weather.’
      

      
      I looked at Joanna, who fixed her gaze on the ground. We had known she would mention Boyd sooner or later. There had been
         other ladies in love with him – he was a sympathetic doctor – and we knew the symptoms of the malady. Miss Carter was still
         in the early stage of trying to edge her way into our regard in order to bring the conversation round to him. She had not
         yet begun to pester Ellen, calling at the front door on the pretence of having mistaken the hour of the surgery and lingering,
         with lamentations about missed buses and cries of false regret, until asked in to wait. The ladies who did this were middle-aged;
         they had a record of minor illnesses but what chiefly ailed them, Ellen said, was that their children were grown and their
         husbands no longer noticed them. Ellen always asked them in though she knew it would mean weeks of misery ahead, offerings
         of home-made jam, cakes, not brought as neighbourly gifts, but as an entrance fee. Often, these ladies sat in the kitchen
         and cried, while Ellen poured tea. Our mother was a sharp, easily irritated person, and social occasions bored her, but with
         Boyd’s hangers-on she was gentle, even going so far as to shield them by pretending they had really come to see her, or by finding some hidden talent in them and displaying it before us like a talisman to dispel our scorn. ‘Really, she’s very
         gifted, she plays the piano beautifully,’ or, ‘She does the most marvellous embroidery.’
      

      
      We dreaded the time when Ellen would begin to unearth Miss Carter’s special abilities; it tired her so, and when she was tired
         she was hard on us. And we could see that Miss Carter was likely to be more of a nuisance than any of the others had been.
         Once winter was over, all she would have to do would be to linger in her garden, on fine weekends, and pop up behind the privet
         hedge. Her infatuation, therefore, must be nipped in the bud before summer began, and Joanna and I had already settled on
         a plan to achieve this. It was a good plan, but we could not put it into action while Poll was with us, so I merely answered
         her, politely, that Boyd was no busier than usual, for January.
      

      
      Joanna said, ‘Of course there’s ’flu about. But not many night calls, not many confinements. We don’t get a rash of babies
         till April. Nine months from the August holidays.’
      

      
      Miss Carter said that she didn’t think Joanna ought to talk that way, in front of her little sister.

      
      I said, ‘Why not? Childbirth’s a natural function. Boyd says children are old enough to know things as soon as they want to
         know.’
      

      
      ‘Why do you call your father Boyd? That’s rather unusual, Kate, isn’t it?’ Miss Carter said.

      
      ‘Because he isn’t our father.’

      
      Joanna glared at me. This was something she hated to get about. I thought it stupid of her. I was proud we had a stepfather,
         it marked us off from other people.
      

      
      Miss Carter said she hadn’t realized, we looked so much like him.

      
      ‘We look like our mother,’ Joanna said.

      
      Both Boyd and Ellen were light-haired and brown-eyed, as we were. Only Poll was different from the rest of our family; her
         hair was so dark that it was almost black, and her eyes were a rich, pure blue. I saw Miss Carter look down at her and knew she was guessing who Poll must be like. Embarrassed, I began to skip ahead, dragging Poll with me.
      

      
      ‘Don’t pull me, I want to walk with Miss Carter.’ Poll freed her hand and ran back, smiling up at her teacher in a sycophantic way.
      

      
      I felt stupid because I had run on ahead, so I ran faster, pretending to be absorbed in jumping the cracked paving stones.
         I was too old to behave like that, so perhaps it was reasonable that Miss Carter, when they caught me up at the traffic lights,
         should speak to me as if I were a child, Poll’s age.
      

      
      ‘A little bird tells me you’re having a visitor today,’ she said, coyly rolling her large, pale eyes.

      
      Joanna said, bitter because she had had to apologize for me, ‘I told Miss Carter Aunt Hat was coming, that’s why you’re in such a hurry to get home.’
      

      
      ‘She’s not really our Auntie,’ Poll said. ‘She’s an old sick friend. She’s been in hospital having her insides out.’

      
      Miss Carter looked startled. We were passing Boots’. ‘Look, Poll, I began, but there was nothing to draw her attention to
         except a display of hot-water bottles in the main window.
      

      
      ‘Her womb,’ Poll said. ‘Ladies have to have that done sometimes when they get old. I know what it’s called but I disremember
         the name.’
      

      
      ‘Shut up, Poll, I muttered.
      

      
      Boyd had explained the functions of the body to us and also, when suitable occasions arose, what could go wrong with it. He
         always used exact, medical terms. His theory, and our mother’s, was that this would teach us not to be afraid of disease,
         but, like many educational theories, there were disadvantages in practice. People were rarely shocked when we paraded our
         learning – that would have been gratifying; they were more often merely uneasily amused, and I hated to be laughed at.
      

      
      But Miss Carter seemed neither amused nor put out. She only murmured, ‘Oh, the poor thing!’

      
      ‘We’ve got to keep quiet and not bother her too much,’ Poll told her, as the lights changed and we crossed the main road.
      

      
      Passing Woolworth’s, Joanna’s eyes met mine. We both had the same fear, that Poll would go on and spill out the rest of Aunt
         Hat’s story, or a garbled version of it, anyway, which was all she could have overheard by chance – a blow by blow account
         of Aunt Hat’s hysterectomy might have been thought suitable for Poll’s ears, but the true reason for her visit was not. And,
         certainly we did not want Miss Carter to know it. Joanna thought it shameful, but I had a different reason. I was not too
         young to know that nothing pleases people like a good disaster, especially if it is still fresh and smelling of blood, so
         to speak: I did not like Miss Carter well enough to want to give her that pleasure. Besides, I had been warned not to tell….
      

      
      Luckily the coffee-roasting machine was working in Cullen’s window and Poll forgot Aunt Hat to look at it. Joanna and I were
         glad to stop too. Joanna could see Will Saxon inside the shop, buying his mother’s groceries, and knew that if she waited
         until he came out, she could affect surprise at seeing him and linger, talking, until we went on ahead and they could walk
         home together. I was prepared to indulge her, and Poll, because I still enjoyed watching the coffee machine too, though I
         was too old to admit to it. The rattle of Cullen’s roaster, and the smell of coffee, remains one of the good memories of my
         childhood.
      

      
      There are plenty of others. Monks Ford is twenty-five miles from London. There was once an abbey there, on the River Lance,
         and a prosperous community based upon it and upon an earthenware industry. Like the abbey, it no longer exists, but when we
         lived there some of the pots were still displayed in the town museum, a dim, close-smelling room above the Council Offices,
         along with several cases of stuffed birds and a collection of Zulu weapons dating from the Boer War that had been presented
         by General Claud Archer Fantom who had also given the town the stone drinking trough, inscribed with his name, that stood
         beside the Market If Cross. The trough was no longer filled with water, only sweet papers and icecream cartons and empty cigarette
         packets. The Mental Hospital, the Fire station, the Junior School and the Grammar, had all been built in the years 1901-1906,
         during General Fantom’s reign as Chairman of the local Council. That was the time, too, that the old houses in the main street
         had been pulled down and the ugly, flat, yellow ones built. The pots in the Museum and the Market Cross remained the only
         signs that Monks Ford had a past before General Fantom’s heyday – it was said that he would have pulled down the Market Cross
         if the Antiquarian Society had not been active in organizing local resistance.
      

      
      There was no industry except a timber mill down at the lock, where the Lance flowed into the Thames, and, behind the station,
         a dental factory which had a window where sets of false teeth were displayed on small plinths, like archaeological specimens.
         All the same, the town was growing, new housing estates spreading slowly across the surrounding fields like a skin disease.
         Most of the men and working girls commuted: factory hands to Slough, professional middle-class and typists to London.
      

      
      Monks Ford was ‘dead’, most people said. We could never understand why. There were seven public houses, three churches ̫ Anglican,
         Roman and Methodist – two cinemas, a golf course, a tennis club, a Dramatic Society. What more did they want? Brothels? Casinos?
         Whatever the dissatisfactions of our elders, it seemed to us that Monks Ford was a satisfactory place and superior, not only
         to the Mile End Road, but also to the country where we had lived before. There was so much more to look at. Boots, Sainsbury’s,
         Woolworth’s, Jock’s Icecream Parlour – the shops in the main street were Aladdin’s caves; winter afternoons, before curtains
         were drawn, the houses in the residential roads were theatrical shows, put on for our benefit. If we wanted trees and grass
         there was the park which was better than a country field: there were no cow pats in it. (Cow pats had no virtue, unlike horse
         dung which was a lucky thing to step into.) We could even, if we wished, gather blackberries – slightly dusty and shrivelled, but tasting as good to us as the bilberries we had picked in Shropshire – from the high hedges in the lane
         that led from General Fantom’s house, now lived in by his son and daughter, to the lock. Unsurprisingly, the Fantom’s house
         was called Lock View: it looked directly down the lane to the river, over a stretch of what was almost country. There were
         country smells there, may and dead nettle instead of laurel and privet, and there were no buildings except the Water Works,
         a great, high, solemn building, aloof as a cathedral, standing alone in the flat field; Poll’s floody field, where, this summer,
         they would roast the ox.
      

      
      Watching the coffee machine, Poll forgot about Aunt Hat and remembered the ox. Turning to Miss Carter, she said, ‘Will we
         have to take what bit we’re given? What if we don’t like fat?’
      

      
      I expected this question to floor Miss Carter and watched her face for that look of stupidly superior, amused puzzlement with
         which adults conceal their lack of mental agility, but she said that though we should have to take Pot Luck, perhaps there
         would be separate portions set out for people who liked lean, and people who liked fat. She spoke sensibly, as if she had
         given the matter some thought, and I was disappointed: I hated to concede her any good qualities.
      

      
      Will came out of Cullen’s, blushing at the sight of Joanna. He had thick, sandy hair that fell straight from one point on
         his crown, like a wig. I thought he was undistinguished because of his blushes and the bi-focals he wore, and wished Joanna
         could have picked on someone better-looking to love. I had decided that her trouble was that she rated herself too low because
         she was miserable about her figure: she was only a little plump, but when she looked in the glass she saw, not a pretty girl,
         but a grotesque distortion, a comic postcard horror. She went without vests in winter and, however hot the summer day, always
         wore her school blazer over her frocks, to conceal her silhouette. Now, as Will approached her, scarlet between his freckles
         and nonchalantly swinging his shopping bag, she glanced furtively in the shop window and assumed a curious, unnatural posture, sucking in her stomach and hunching her shoulders forward to conceal her bosom.
      

      
      Miss Carter spoke brightly to me. ‘We’d better hurry on, hadn’t we, Kate? We’ll freeze if we stand here much longer.’ She
         gave me a small, meaning smile, which I ignored. Although Poll protested that she was not cold, but boiling to death, she allowed Miss Carter to lead her away.
      

      
      I lagged behind, anxious to avoid the moment when we would reach our respective gates and Miss Carter would say, archly, wistfully,
         ‘I wonder if Anyone could find room for just one teeny, weeny piece of cake?’ Or sweets, or icecream, or cinnamon toast. Joanna
         and I were always embarrassed when she coaxed us like that. She was exposing herself to our pity, and it made us ashamed for
         her.
      

      
      All we could do was to keep out of her way as I was doing now, more determinedly than usual – when we turned into our road,
         I dodged into the Saxon’s driveway – because I had an additional reason for not being trapped today. I had wasted enough time,
         waiting for Poll, watching the coffee grinder; suddenly I could not bear to waste another minute. I had to get home to see
         Aunt Hat.
      

      
      My motive was not affection. Aunt Hat was a dim figure from our Shropshire days, pre-Mile End Road, pre-Boyd, when she had
         been evacuated from London with her stepson, Dick, and rented the cottage next to ours. As far as I could remember, we had
         only seen her once since, but she and Ellen must have remained close, or she would not have turned to our mother in trouble,
         nor would Ellen have reacted with such distress when she received her letter. She had said, ‘Oh, no, Oh no,’ repeating the words with stunned disbelief, and there were tears in her eyes as she handed the letter to Boyd, across the
         breakfast table.
      

      
      He read it and said, ‘She’d better come to us, as soon as she’s well enough.’

      
      ‘Can she? We haven’t really room.’ Ellen reddened slightly: she was often forced, with Boyd, into putting the ungenerous side
         of an argument. Boyd was generous to a fault, as they say, the fault in his case being that his generosity was so natural, his goodness so easy-seeming, that he
         could make more practical people seem mean and carping. But in this case Ellen’s objection was not merely practical. Once
         we had left the table and she thought we were out of earshot, I heard her say, ‘It’s a dreadful thing for the children to
         have to hear about. What can we tell them? It’s no good expecting Hattie to keep quiet.’
      

      
      ‘Tell them the truth, they won’t be able to do enough for her,’ Boyd said.

      
      We did not find the truth so dreadful. Parents are forgetful – or, perhaps, ignorant is a better word: they prefer to forget
         what their own memories could tell them, which is that children are not so easily harmed. Unless it takes place in their immediate
         vicinity, they are not shocked by violence; it only whets their appetite for life which is, they suspect, rather different
         from what they have been told.
      

      
      Aunt Hat’s third husband, Jack, was an infrequently employed docker whom Aunt Hat supported by charring and taking in lodgers
         at her house in the East End of London. Among them, when he was home on leave, was Dick, the son of her second husband who
         had been killed at Dunkirk. One night, when Aunt Hat was just out of hospital, Jack had come home in a sour mood; he had attacked
         Dick, and, when Aunt Hat tried to intervene, knocked her senseless. A neighbour had called the police and Aunt Hat was in
         hospital again, suffering, not so much from her injuries as from shock and weakness. The husband had been remanded in custody.
      

      
      ‘I hope he gets a good, long stretch,’ Ellen said savagely. ‘Oh – it makes my blood boil! When I think what she’s taken from
         Jack all these years!’
      

      
      ‘Has he always knocked her about? Why didn’t she leave him, then?’ we asked practically.

      
      Ellen shrugged. ‘She’s the sort to put up with things. There are a lot of women like that, they put up with things, often
         because there’s nothing else they can do. That’s one of the reasons why it’s important that girls should be properly educated
         and trained….’
      

      
      Here followed the familiar lecture on how necessary it was that we should not fritter our time away, but work hard at school
         and get into good universities so we should always have ‘something to fall back on.’ We often felt, though I think this was
         not Ellen’s conscious intention, that we were only being educated so that later on we could run away from our husbands if
         we wanted to.
      

      
      Since we knew what Ellen was going to say, there was no point in listening. I watched the fire that was giving out little
         puffs of green smoke and brooded on Aunt Hat and her fascinating situation, only returning to my own when Ellen said, ‘If
         I were you, I shouldn’t say anything about this at school’
      

      
      ‘Why ever not? It’s the sort of thing everyone would be interested to hear about.’

      
      ‘You mean it’s the sort of thing you’d enjoy telling,’ Ellen said, rather more tartly, and Joanna chimed in: it wasn’t exactly
         the sort of thing we wanted to get about Monks Ford, was it?
      

      
      ‘For Aunt Hat’s sake,’ Ellen said quickly. ‘Use your imagination, Kate. How do you think she’d feel, if she thought everyone
         round here knew all about what had happened? And a bit extra, I expect, if you have a hand in it.’
      

      
      Though I was hurt by the implication, I saw this was reasonable. But I knew I would find silence hard to bear. I had a taste
         for a good story which was not often satisfied in Monks Ford. In the time we had lived there things had happened, of course: there had been a robbery in the Post Office, some boys had got into the timber mill and started a fire
         which blazed gloriously all one summer night, and, three years ago, Mr Saxon, Will’s father, had run off with the pretty girl
         in the chemist’s shop but had got no further than the big roundabout, five miles beyond the town, when his car was hit by
         a gravel lorry. Though the girl was unhurt – and, in fact, returned to the chemist’s the following week – Mr Saxon was doomed
         to carry round for the rest of his life the visible consequences of his one misdemeanour: his spine had been injured and his
         neck enclosed in a pink, plastic collar which rose up round his chin and gave him a jointed appearance, like a ventriloquist’s doll.
      

      
      But that was all. You could count the good, meaty scandals on the fingers of one hand, and none of them had been personal, in the sense that we had inside knowledge to give us stature. I remember that we did what we could with the fact that the
         Saxons lived next door but one and that Will stayed with us for a week at that time, but Will, just fifteen then, had volunteered
         no information and Boyd – this was one time he was stern with us – threatened Joanna and me with hell and high water if we
         asked him so much as one single question, so we really knew nothing beyond the plain facts, and everyone who was neither an
         infant nor senile knew those….
      

      
      ‘Promise me, Kate,’ Ellen said.

      
      ‘All right,’ I agreed reluctantly. I thought a minute. ‘Why should he go for Dick in the first place?’ I asked, but Ellen
         went suddenly deaf, looked at the clock and said she hadn’t realized how late it was, we would have to run if we were to be
         at school on time. She followed us into the hall and said, ‘Now remember, Kate,’ before kissing me suddenly on the cheek,
         surprising me: she didn’t kiss us very often.
      

      
      I had kept my promise for more than a week now, though once or twice I had been sorely tempted. It would have helped if I
         could have discussed it with Joanna, but she wouldn’t talk. At first I thought she was being prissy, then I began to wonder
         if she knew something I didn’t. Had I been given an edited version? Thinking along these lines, I came up with Ellen’s refusal
         to answer my question about the stepson: perhaps there was a relationship between Dick and Aunt Hat that Ellen thought unsuitable
         for me to hear of. Though I knew such things took place in literature, I did not really believe they could happen in life,
         but the idea served to lift Aunt Hat into the realm of tragedy and invest her, in my mind, with glory. A woman who had been
         through such an experience could not be ordinary. How would she speak, behave? Not like other people. I imagined her, walking
         the house at night, groaning and wringing her hands like Lady Macbeth.
      

      
      By the day of her arrival I was bursting, not only with excitement, but with dedicated resolve: I would be so good to Aunt
         Hat. When she was uttering great Shakespearian cries she might not mind an audience, but there would be other times when she
         would just want to sit and cry quietly by herself. I would be good to her then, and make her tea, and keep Poll out of the
         way. If she wanted it, I would sit by her chair as she mourned and let silence form a tender bond between us. I would be her
         companion, her comforter….
      

      
      I longed to begin. Peering from behind the Saxon’s gate post, it seemed an age before Poll and Miss Carter disappeared through
         her gate. Immediately, I dodged out of my hiding place, raced the few yards to our house, through our gate, up the path…. The front door was always left on the latch. I catapulted across the hall and into the living room.
      

      
      Aunt Hat was sitting by the fire, alone. She said, ‘What’s the matter duckie-doo? Got a train to catch?’

   
      
      Chapter Two

      
      She sat with her skirts lifted to the flames and looking quite ordinary. I felt a slight disappointment – only slight, because
         Lady Macbeth would really have been rather difficult to live up to – and then shyness. She was a complete stranger to me.
      

      
      She said, ‘I don’t suppose you remember your funny old Aunt Hat, do you? Well, here she is, turned up like the proverbial
         bad penny.’
      

      
      For a moment I had the queer feeling that there was someone else in the room. It was a feeling that was distantly familiar, a faint echo in my mind. Then I remembered slices of fresh bread, buttered, and stuck with brightly coloured hundreds
         and thousands. I could almost taste the grittiness of the sweets on my tongue: it went with grazed knees, consolation, and
         a strange habit of talking about oneself in the third person.
      

      
      ‘Now, which of the kiddies are you? No – don’t tell Aunt Hat. You must be Kate. Fancy! How the years roll by!’

      
      She was rosy and plump with soft, cow-brown eyes that had a tender, liquid look. Her hair, a rich copper colour which looked
         false, but was not, had been arranged in little curls on her forehead in a way that made her appear like a slightly aged,
         Botticelli angel. She was dressed in the fashion of a few years before, known as the New Look: a full, tight-waisted skirt
         and girlish, frilled blouse, fastened at the neck by a brooch of painted shells. The curls and clothes gave her a romantic
         air. Her talcum powder smelt like icing sugar and, indeed, she reminded me of a frosted cake, soft and meltingly sweet, as
         I came shyly into her arms and she kissed me.
      

      
      ‘So you’ve met Kate,’ Ellen said, coming in with the tea trolley and kicking the door shut with her foot.

      
      Aunt Hat held me at arm’s length and looked raptly into my face. Her gaze was so ardent and searching that I imagined she
         must have gipsy gifts and was about to tell my fortune. But all she said was, ‘She’s like you, Ellen, she’s got your nose,’
         a remark that she followed with a deep, satisfied sigh as if great intellectual effort had enabled her to make a major pronouncement.
         ‘Your colouring too, bless her little cotton socks,’ she went on, and pinched my cheek. I didn’t mind, because I could see
         she meant to be nice, and it was pleasant to be told I looked like Ellen. I thought my mother beautiful.
      

      
      Ellen said, ‘Joanna, too,’ and hesitated before she added, ‘Not Poll, though.’

      
      There was a warning note in her voice which I recognized as the one she used to me when she was afraid I might say something
         tactless or unkind.
      

      
      Aunt Hat said quickly, ‘Oh, I wouldn’t speak out of turn, dear,’ dropping her use of the third person as we were to discover
         she often did, when upset, and colouring a little. I felt an immediate affection for her: I could see that like myself she
         was used to criticism that assumed she was going to do things she had no intention of doing.
      

      
      Ellen apologized, as she never did to me. ‘Sorry, Hattie. No offence meant.’

      
      Aunt Hat said, ‘None taken, dear, I’m sure,’ and they both smiled as if at some private joke between them.

      
      Ellen asked where Poll was and I said next door. Ellen said we really mustn’t bother Miss Carter and I was going to point
         out that it was more a matter of Miss Carter bothering us, but Aunt Hat diverted me. She put a napkin on my lap and a plate
         and, to my astonishment, began to coax me to eat. ‘Have one of these dear little scones, my duck. Look, they’re lovely and
         fresh. Shall Aunt Hat jam it for you?’ she asked strangely, as I glanced at Ellen to see how she was taking this behaviour:
         she objected to children being treated like babies.
      

      
      But she only smiled as Aunt Hat spread my scone with jam and watched lovingly as I ate it as if I were doing something clever.
         Then she dropped two lumps of sugar into her tea, sighed happily and said, well this was nice, wasn’t it, the cup that cheers.
         Though the trolley, with scones and chocolate cake on it, had been placed in front of her, she took nothing to eat. When Ellen
         offered her cake, she said, ‘Oh, no dear, Mr Avoirdupois, you know.’
      

      
      Ellen said, ‘Go on, Hattie, just a small bit of cake won’t hurt you,’ which surprised me as she usually accepted one’s refusal
         as final on these occasions, and actually cut a piece of cake for Aunt Hat and put it on a plate and brought it over to her.
      

      
      Aunt Hat shook her head in mock disapproval, said, ‘Oh, you temptress!’ and proceeded to cut the cake in tiny squares and
         eat them, her little finger elegantly crooked. When she caught me looking at her, she winked. ‘Sweets to the sweet,’ she said.
      

      
      Later, we were to become accustomed to her gentle, irrelevant archness, but it was strange at first. This time, I worried how to respond to her – I smiled, but felt I should say something
         jolly as well – but only for a minute because, as she turned towards me, the light from the table lamp beside her shone full
         on her face and I saw, marring the rosiness of her skin, the remains of a dark, disfiguring bruise.
      

      
      I felt myself go red to the roots of my hair. Fear that she would notice my colour and understand the cause of it, made matters
         worse: my cheeks burned shiny and hot like chilblains when you come out of the cold. I contemplated dropping my tea cup, or
         spilling the sugar bowl on the carpet to create a diversion, but Joanna and Poll came in then, and did it for me.
      

      
      Aunt Hat’s delight at their arrival could not have been greater if they had been her own long lost children, torn from her
         by some terrible circumstance and miraculously returned, after a lapse of years. In the space of the first few minutes, she
         called Poll her duckie-doo, her angel-pie, and in an odd American accent, her honey-chile. These endearments temporarily disorientated
         Joanna who stood stock still in the middle of the room, awkwardly fingering her Prefect’s badge and looking as if she did
         not know where to put herself, but they pleased Poll who could take any amount of fuss without shame. She didn’t hesitate
         when Aunt Hat said, ‘Hasn’t someone got a little kiss for her funny old Auntie,’ but went straight to be hugged and kissed
         and then sat, very composedly, on Aunt Hat’s lap while she held out her free hand to Joanna, who moved forward and took it,
         her fingers stiff with reluctance. Aunt Hat said, ‘Goodness, how the years roll by’ – her version of the more usual, ‘Haven’t
         you grown?’ and then, ‘Well, well, and how’s Joanna?’
      

      
      ‘Dead. Working my fingers to the bone,’ Joanna said in the drawling, nasal voice she assumed when shy. She withdrew her hand gently,
         plumped heavily down on the sofa and blew out her lips. ‘Actually, I’m working for my A levels. Latin and Greek. It’s a fearful
         sweat,’ she said.
      

      
      Aunt Hat widened her pretty eyes. ‘Fancy! What a clever young person. Beauty and brains, I see.’ The fringe of copper curls danced as she shook her head gaily. ‘Let’s hope it’s not all work and no play. That makes Jill a dull girl, doesn’t it? But I expect you have lots of fun, too, lots of parties and boy friends, don’t you? Ah
         – don’t look shy. Aunt Hat remembers what it’s like to be seventeen!’
      

      
      Joanna stared at her blankly for a moment and then, suddenly, smiled. I saw she had decided to like Aunt Hat and was glad,
         because she easily might not have done. There was an awful, self-conscious coyness about Aunt Hat’s way of speaking which
         almost concealed her innocent intention to give pleasure.
      

      
      Ellen said, ‘She’ll have plenty of time for that sort of thing later on. Just now she’s got enough on her plate, working for
         her university entrance. So don’t put ideas into her head, Hattie. Please!’
      

      
      I was astonished by the fierce abruptness of her tone – as if poor Aunt Hat had been tempting Joanna into an orgy of meaningless
         frivolity. That was not only unfair, it was also silly, I thought indignantly, and then, looking at Ellen, saw that she was
         really upset: her eyes had grown huge and dark in her thin face and she was sitting tensely on the edge of her chair. I decided
         that she was disturbed, as grown-ups often were, not by something that had actually been said, but by something else altogether.
         I was afraid Aunt Hat might not understand this and would simply feel she had been snubbed, but she only said, mildly, that
         she hoped Joanna wouldn’t pay any attention to her, she was a great tease, and proceeded to pour Poll a glass of milk and
         spread jam on a scone for her as she had done for me.
      

      
      Later, when we were doing our homework upstairs after supper, Joanna said that the trouble with Ellen was that she worried
         too much about our future. ‘She’s scared stiff that if we start thinking life ought to be just fun, we’ll get slack and not
         bother and it’ll make things hard for us later on. Though how Plautus is going to make it so bloody easy, I don’t know. Dirty old man.’
      

      
      I said, quoting Ellen, that classics were a good training for the mind and that once she was through university, she would be able to get a good job, teaching or in the civil service.
      

      
      Joanna looked gloomy. She wasn’t sure she wanted to go to a university, she said, and added quickly, because this was a near-heresy
         in our family, ‘It’s just that sometimes I get bored with thinking years ahead and never being able to relax and have a nice
         time.’
      

      
      ‘But we do have a nice time,’ I protested. I knew Ellen had sterner ideas about our upbringing than most mothers, but they
         had not incommoded me so far. ‘We have birthday parties and go to the pictures.’
      

      
      ‘Saturdays,’ Joanna said. ‘Saturdays.’ She got up from her chair and began to pace up and down the room, swinging her arms and breathing deeply. There was not much
         room to pace as Aunt Hat was to sleep in my room and my desk had been brought into Joanna’s and a safari bed set up against
         the wall. ‘Oh,’ she cried in a wild, demented voice, ‘Sometimes I feel like… like a young horse, tethered.’
      

      
      ‘You look more like a caged elephant to me,’ I said, not meaning to be disagreeable, but because her cramped, swaying movements
         had reminded me of just that: a sad, grey beast seen at the Zoo, lurching rhythmically backwards and forwards in a cruelly
         small space. I was not altogether sorry I had said it, though. I did not object to Joanna striking theatrical attitudes, but
         she was so bad at acting that it embarrassed me. Poll was a natural actress, had been since birth, and I had a good sense
         of timing and a feeling for the right phrase, but Joanna always overstated everything; she made large, irrelevant gestures
         where a shrug or a lifted eyebrow would have served the purpose better, and falsified her emotions by the use of loud, extravagant
         words. She was cleverer than Poll or I would ever be, but she did not know a good performance from a bad one.
      

      
      Even when Joanna was acting properly, on the school stage, she ruined her parts by dramatic vulgarities, forcing her voice
         to soar too high or sink too low, and drawing in her breath with a terrible hiss when a simple pause would have been more effective. She had been Portia last year, chosen, I suppose because she was statuesque and striking and could
         be trusted to learn her part conscientiously. Afterwards she asked me if she had been good and, because she had been praised
         enough and it was bad for her, I said it would have been all right if the Merchant of Venice had been grand opera. She burst
         into tears and Ellen was angry with me. She said it was petty to be jealous, but Boyd took me aside later on and told me that
         he did not think I was jealous, only stupid. He said it was silly to be too critical of an amateur performance and, for an
         amateur, Joanna had done very nicely; it was not her fault if she had not inherited our father’s talent for the theatre as
         Poll and I had done. I asked him, then, if our father had been a good actor and he said he had never seen him, but he believed
         he had been very good indeed. He hesitated a minute and then added that he thought Joanna was anxious to act, when she could,
         because she wanted to be like him.
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