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PREFACE TO THE THIRD EDITION


The Greengage Summer is true, or partly true: when I was fifteen, my elder sister Jon seventeen going on eighteen, two totally self-involved adolescents, our mother, Mam, driven by despair over us, made an announcement: ‘We are going,’ she said, ‘to the Battlefields of France’ – those words were in capitals – ‘and perhaps when you see the rows and rows of crosses for those young men who gave their lives for you, it might make you stop and think of your selfishness.’


Mam had never been to France or anywhere on the Continent. She spoke no French but this was a crusade; her cheeks were flushed, her blue eyes determined. ‘We have to change trains at Rouen and have two hours to wait so I shall take you to the market place to see where Joan of Arc was burnt’ – she had read it all up thoroughly – ‘St Joan, too, might make you think. And,’ she added, ‘you are not to tell Aunt Mary. She thinks we are going to the seaside.’


We did not see where Joan of Arc was burnt; all I remember of the time in Rouen were the first French strawberry tarts we ate – Rose our youngest sister in heaven – she and the next sister, Nancy, were with us. We spent the whole two hours in a patisserie opposite the station because Mam could go no further. She had not absolutely deceived Aunt Mary; we had been at the seaside in Varengeville in Normandy for three weeks and there Mam had been bitten on the leg by a horsefly. On the train her leg began to swell with agonizing pain. Jon and I knew enough about fevers to know she had high fever; by the time we arrived in Paris she was helpless.


I can see us now, the four of us on the platform of the Gare de l’Est, grouped around Mam who sits on our suitcases. ‘Children you . . . Jon . . . Rumer . . . you must . . .’ is all she can say, but though Jon and I were, to our minds, quite old, not children at all, we were oddly inexperienced and tongue-tied into shyness and dismay.


Mam had asked a clergyman friend for advice and he had told her that Château Thierry, a town on the Marne, had been the American Headquarters in the war. ‘If you want to see the battlefields there can be no better place,’ he had said and recommended a small pension, the Hôtel des Violettes. As with Joan of Arc, we failed to see the battlefields but we did reach Château Thierry.


Not without a private battle. ‘Jon, you must get a porter and ask him,’ I said.


‘You speak better French. You ask him.’


‘I don’t speak better French.’


‘You do.’


‘Girls,’ said Mam feebly, and, ‘Go on,’ commanded Jon.


I had to beard a horrible and extortionate porter like a bear in a blue blouse and station cap; at first, he could not understand a word I said – which was not surprising – until at last, ‘Château Thierry,’ he shouted; it sounded as if he were swearing and we wondered what was wrong with Château Thierry. Mercifully the train left from the same Gare de l’Est. He shouldered and swung some of our suitcases, we carried the rest, another porter almost carried Mam and, after parting with far too many francs, we found ourselves in a second-class compartment, bumping slowly through a flat countryside.


It is difficult, with the novel I was to write about those two months in Château Thierry and the film that followed it, to know what I remember as happening, what is transposed in the novel, and what is overlaid by the film; each seems to shimmer through the others. I do not know if we really had to walk from the station, Jon and I one on each side of Mam holding her up, a boy pushing our luggage in a handcart, Nancy and Rose trailing behind as, ‘Hôtel des Violettes,’ we said over and over again.


‘Si,’ said the boy, ‘si,’ and nodded ahead to where trees, iron railings, and tall scrolled iron gates showed, behind them, a big house with lights. ‘Hôtel des Violettes.’ We felt a tingle of anticipation.


In the book and film, the hotel was called the Hôtel des Oeillets-carnations, but, as I write, I smell the ‘Violettes’ smell of warm dust and cool plaster, of jessamine and of box hedges in the sun, of dew on the long grass – the smell fills the garden – and, in the house, it is of Gaston the chef’s cooking; of furniture polish, damp linen, and always a little of drains. There are sounds that seem to belong only to des Violettes: the patter of the poplar-tree leaves along the courtyard walk, a tap running in the kitchen with a clatter of pans and china, mixed with the sound of high French voices, especially of the chamber-maids as they call to one another out of the bedroom windows; the thump of someone washing clothes in the river sounds close and barges puff up-stream; a faint noise comes from the town and near, the plop of a fish; a greengage falls.


The river was the Marne; and beyond the hotel’s formal garden of gravel paths, statues, small flower beds edged with box, an orchard stretched to a wall in which a blue door opened on to the river bank. The orchard seemed to us immense; there were seven alleys of greengage trees alone; they were ripe and in the dining room, Toinette, the waitress, built them, on dessert plates, into pyramids. ‘Reines Claudes,’ she would say, to teach us their names; always afterward we called this time the greengage summer.


Madame – I will call her Madame Chenal – was kind; few hotel keepers would have accepted a critically ill foreign woman with four children. The doctor was there that night and she comforted and reassured us, calling in an Englishwoman, a Mrs Martin staying in the hotel who, herself, had a small girl. Mrs Martin coaxed Nancy and Rose to eat supper and put them to bed; meanwhile Jon and I were almost overcome by the hotel.


The Hôtel des Violettes had been a château; it had elegant rooms, a great hall from which a painted panelled staircase led up to a first and second floor of bedrooms – there were attic bedrooms above with mansard windows. The salon was panelled too, with sofas and chairs in gilt and brocade; the dining room had – what particularly impressed me – blue satin wallpaper. Our bedrooms were large with four-poster beds – it seemed at first that there was only a hard bolster, no pillows; we were surprised when we found them in the vast armoires. The windows had shutters too heavy for us to close; we could see lanterns lit along the drive and, even in that night of distress, we lingered, breathing the warm fragrance and, again, felt the tingle of anticipation.


Mam had septicaemia, acutely dangerous in the days before penicillin.


‘Are there no relatives we could send for?’ asked poor Madame Chenal and before I could open my mouth, ‘None,’ said Jon firmly.


Poor Mam! How could she have known it would all turn out the opposite of her innocent plan. To begin with, Château Thierry was in the champagne country, a luxury town to which the buyers came for the vintage. It was, too, famous for its liqueur chocolates – Jon was to be given boxes of them. We gorged ourselves, and on the delectable food, especially the ripe fruit in the orchard. Perhaps part of the feeling of being in a dream was because we ate so much; we were, too, out of ourselves from being so suddenly immersed in France.


There was shock after shock. ‘Do you know,’ asked Nancy who managed to discover everything, ‘Madame Chenal has a lover. What’s a lover?’


Jean Pierre, a French Canadian, was big, handsome with heavy-lidded eyes, astonishingly blue, and a mass of wiry dark hair. He smelled of sweat and drink – he was often drunk. Years afterwards, I discovered he was a spy who was trading on Madame’s bounty. He fell in love with Jon, at first furtively. He used to get a ladder and climb up to our window as we undressed for bed. The first time I froze with terror and let out a scream but Jon’s hand came like a clamp on my lips.


‘Be quiet!’ and, ‘You’re not to tell – ever.’


‘Suppose he comes in?’


‘He won’t.’


‘Why?’


‘Because he knows that I don’t like him. He keeps on bothering me,’ said Jon, ‘so I asked Toinette what to say and I said it. Salaud,’ said Jon with relish . . .


‘Weren’t you afraid?’


‘No. Why should I be?’ She gave a shrug. ‘Men do what you want them to,’ said this new Jon. I was speechless.


It was not only Jean Pierre. There was Mr Martin, husband of the kind Englishwoman; he was English too, young, slim, with lazy good manners and perfectly dressed.


They had a four-year-old daughter, Betsy, and to our relief, took charge of Nancy and Rose. Mr Martin, Madame told us, worked in a bank in Paris; he left every morning before we were up and came back late but during weekends he was there and, in his magnificent car, drove us out into the green and gold countryside, its white roads winding between vineyards, where the grapes were heavy. He took us to a restaurant overlooking the river and let us order as we liked. ‘Comme il est gentil,’ said Madame Chenal, but I saw him looking at Jon, not as Jean Pierre looked, avidly, but with a half-unwilling tenderness and this time Jon looked back.


The weeks passed, the vintage began, and everything, the hotel, the whole town, was filled with bubbling life. I saw men and women drunk; I remember a gutter running with wine from a broken cask and children scooping it up to drink. The young men were rowdy and no longer stared at us but sometimes would not let us pass. I knew enough to know they would not have given even a wolf whistle for me – it was Jon.


That August she was eighteen and, for her birthday, Mam let her choose herself a dress which is imprinted on my memory as are many of Jon’s dresses. This was strawberry-pink French voile piped with white, and chic – which none of our dresses had been.


The hotel guests clapped when she came in to dinner wearing it. There were murmurs of ‘Ravissante’ . . . ‘Charmante’ . . . ‘Adorable’ and ‘Heureuse anniversaire!’ – Madame had told them it was her birthday – ‘Heureuse anniversaire!’ they called and raised their glasses. It was the first time I saw Jon blush.


One of the buyers, Monsieur Bosanquet, sent a bottle of champagne over to our table. Jon and I sipped it reverently. We took the bottle up to Mam who could sit up now and walk a little; as she drank her wan face took on a little colour, her eyes had an echo of her sparkle. ‘I had forgotten how it tasted. Nectar!’ she said and looked at Jon with love and pride, but that was the last night of our dreams.


Next morning we woke to find the hotel in chaos and full of police, the gates guarded by gendarmes, even the blue door in the orchard. Mr and Mrs Martin and Betsy had gone in the night and a Paris bank had been robbed, ‘Of millions and millions,’ said Toinette. Mr Martin was a well-known international thief; Mrs Martin was not his wife but an accomplice and Betsy was not their child, she was borrowed or hired to add to the illusion of their being an ordinary English family.


We were interviewed by the police, even Rose. When Mr Martin took us out, where did we go? Did he meet anyone? Did he leave us in the car and go anywhere? Had we heard Mr and Mrs Martin talking? Jon was stiff and as non-committal as if she hated them but I felt like a heroine, shielding Mr Martin and talked willingly until, out of the corner of her mouth, Jon hissed, ‘Stop, stop.’


‘But I’m only trying to help him. Don’t you mind about Mr Martin?’


‘Mr Martin!’ Jon made a sound like ‘p’fui’.


It was over. Mam was soon able to travel, though painfully, and took us home.


There was an unexpected – and touching – sequel. One day of Mr Martin’s last week at the Hôtel des Violettes, as he was leaving for work, the handle of his attaché case had come off – it would have been called a briefcase now – and Jon had lent him hers, a small case but made of crocodile leather from a crocodile Fa had shot. Jon treasured it but it had disappeared with Mr Martin.


He was not caught but three months later the case came back, posted to Eastbourne from the South of France – he must have taken a considerable risk to send it. When Jon opened the wrapping and saw the case she burst into tears.
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On and off, all that hot French August, we made ourselves ill from eating the greengages. Joss and I felt guilty; we were still at the age when we thought being greedy was a childish fault, and this gave our guilt a tinge of hopelessness because, up to then, we had believed that as we grew older our faults would disappear, and none of them did. Hester of course was quite unabashed; Will – though he was called Willmouse then – Willmouse and Vicky were too small to reach any but the lowest branches, but they found fruit fallen in the grass; we were all strictly forbidden to climb the trees.


The garden at Les Oeillets was divided into three: first the terrace and gravelled garden round the house; then, separated by a low box hedge, the wilderness with its statues and old paths; and, between the wilderness and the river, the orchard with its high walls. In the end wall a blue door led to the river bank.


The orchard seemed to us immense, and perhaps it was, for there were seven alleys of greengage trees alone; between them, even in that blazing summer, dew lay all day in the long grass. The trees were old, twisted, covered in lichen and moss, but I shall never forget the fruit. In the hotel dining-room Mauricette built it into marvellous pyramids on dessert plates laid with vine leaves. ‘Reines Claudes,’ she would say to teach us its name as she put our particular plate down, but we were too full to eat. In the orchard we had not even to pick fruit – it fell off the trees into our hands.


The greengages had a pale-blue bloom, especially in the shade, but in the sun the flesh showed amber through the clear-green skin; if it were cracked the juice was doubly warm and sweet. Coming from the streets and small front gardens of Southstone, we had not been let loose in an orchard before; it was no wonder we ate too much.


‘Summer sickness,’ said Mademoiselle Zizi.


‘Indigestion,’ said Madame Corbet.


I do not know which it was, but ever afterwards, in our family, we called that the greengage summer.


‘You are the one who should write this,’ I told Joss, ‘it happened chiefly to you’; but Joss shut that out, as she always shuts out things, or shuts them in so that no one can guess.


‘You are the one who likes words,’ said Joss. ‘Besides . . .’ and she paused. ‘It happened as much to you.’


I did not answer that. I am grown up now – or almost grown up – ‘and we still can’t get over it!’ said Joss.


‘Most people don’t have . . . that . . . in thirty or forty years,’ I said in defence.


‘Most people don’t have it at all,’ said Joss.


If I stop what I am doing for a moment, or in any time when I am quiet, in those cracks in the night that have been with me ever since when I cannot sleep and thoughts seep in, I am back; I can smell the Les Oeillets smells of hot dust and cool plaster walls, of jessamine and box leaves in the sun, of dew in the long grass; the smell that filled house and garden of Monsieur Armand’s cooking and the house’s own smell of damp linen, or furniture polish, and always, a little, of drains. I can hear the sounds that seem to belong only to Les Oeillets: the patter of the poplar trees along the courtyard wall, of a tap running in the kitchen mixed with the sound of high French voices, of the thump of Rex’s tail and another thump of someone washing clothes on the river bank; of barges puffing upstream and Mauricette’s toneless singing – she always sang through her nose; of Toinette and Nicole’s quick loud French as they talked to one another out of the upstairs windows; of the faint noise of the town and, near, the plop of a fish or of a greengage falling.


‘But you were glad enough to come back,’ said Uncle William.


‘We never came back,’ said Joss.


The odd thing was, when that time was over, we, Joss and I, were still sixteen and thirteen, the ages we had been when we arrived on that stifling hot evening at the beginning of August. We were Mother, Joss, I – Cecil – Hester and the Littles, Willmouse and Vicky. It must have been nine o’clock.


‘Why were you so late?’ asked Mademoiselle Zizi. ‘There are plenty of trains in the day.’


‘We were waiting in the Gare de l’Est for Mother to get better.’


‘And she didn’t get better,’ said Willmouse.


‘And we had nothing to eat all day,’ said Vicky, ‘but some horrid sausage and bread.’


‘And the oranges we had with us,’ said Hester, who was always accurate, ‘twelve oranges. We ate them in the train.’


Mademoiselle Zizi shuddered, and I burned to think that now she must know we were the kind of family that ate oranges in trains.


There had been no taxis at the station, but after a stress that I do not like to remember – the whole day had been like a bad dream – we found a porter who would take our suitcases on a handcart.


It was beginning to be dusk when our little procession left the station; men were coming back from fishing, women were talking in doorways and in their stiff gardens where gladioli and zinnias seemed to float, oddly coloured in the twilight, behind iron railings. ‘French people don’t have gardens,’ Uncle William was to say, ‘they grow flowers.’ Children were playing in the streets; Willmouse and Vicky stared at them; I think they had thought they were the only children in the world kept up to this late hour.


All round us was the confusion of the strange town, strange houses, strange streets. The people stared at us too, but we did not feel it. We did not feel anything; our bodies seemed not to belong to us but to be walking apart while we floated, as the flowers did, in the dusk. Perhaps we were too tired to feel.


The handcart bumped over cobbles that, even though we had not walked on cobbles before, we knew were unmistakably French. Mother gave a small moan each time the porter turned into another street. It seemed a long way, and by the time we came to the hotel gates lamplight was showing in the houses and most of the doors were shut. At Les Oeillets every night after dark the dogs were let loose and the outer gates closed, leaving only a wicket-gate unlocked; the handcart would not go through that and we had to wait – still apart from ourselves – while the porter rang the bell.


It clanged. There was a deep barking. We did not know Rex and Rita then but could tell it was a big dog’s bark; two voices commanded it to stop, a woman’s, shrill, and a man’s – or a boy’s talking like a man; that was a good guess, for it was a large boy who appeared. He had on a white apron; we saw it glimmering towards us. His apron flapped, his shoes flapped too, and a lock of hair fell into his eyes as he bent forward to pull the bolt; he held the gate open to let us pass, and we smelled his smell of sweat and cigarettes and . . . ‘Is it onions?’ I whispered.


‘Not onion, garlic,’ Hester whispered back. ‘Don’t you remember the sausage in the Gare de l’Est?’ He was dirty and untidy and he did not smile.


Then we went into the hotel and – ‘Good God! An orphanage!’ said Eliot.


Afterwards he apologised for that. ‘But you were all wearing grey flannel,’ he said, and he asked, ‘Why were you wearing grey flannel?’


Hester looked at him. ‘Perhaps you haven’t been in England for a long time,’ she said gently. ‘Those were our school clothes.’


In England we – except Joss – had been proud of them. There are two sorts of families; for one a school uniform is a step down, the feeling of being like everybody else; for the other that feeling is an achievement, the uniform a better, more complete set of clothes than any worn before. We belonged to the second category, and Willmouse’s grey shorts and jacket, our St Helena’s coats and skirts and hats, were our best clothes, the only ones suitable for travelling.


‘Other girls have other clothes,’ Joss said often.


‘Not when an Uncle William pays for them,’ said Mother.


Now Joss’s eyes threw darts of hate at Eliot though he could not have been expected to know who she was. Our school hats were soup-plate shaped; Vicky in hers looked like a mushroom on two legs, but Joss’s was small on her mass of dark hair and showed her forehead. She looked almost ugly in that hat, and the pleated skirt of her suit was too short.


Of course a great many things happened before Eliot said that about the orphanage; he did not even come in until later; but it was Eliot whom we remember of that first evening. He was its ace.


‘When he came there was no more dreadfulness,’ said Hester, but I had to add, ‘Except the dreadfulness.’
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‘What! Only two passports?’ said Mademoiselle Zizi when I took ours to the office next morning.


‘Joss, my sister, has hers; the rest of us are on my mother’s.’ I hated to have to say that. The hotel boy who had let us in was listening – his name, we knew now, was Paul; he was scornfully polishing the brass grille and could squint down at the passports. His look said plainly that he would not go about with a mother.


I had fought about that passport. ‘Why should Joss have one and not I?’


‘She is sixteen,’ said Mother, and added, ‘You forget how young you are.’


Three years separated each of us children – Father’s expeditions usually lasted three years – but Joss and I had always been the Big Ones, as Willmouse and Vicky were the Littles, with Hester in a no-man’s-land between. Joss and Cecil, it had been one word though it had meant I had sometimes to be older than I conveniently could; now I was relegated to a no-man’s-land myself. I could see it was inevitable – thirteen is not child, not woman, not . . . declared, I thought, as Joss was now – but it hurt. The separate passport was a public confirmation of the status Joss had taken for herself; she had moved into it quite naturally, leaving me behind as she had moved from the bedroom we had always shared into one of her own. ‘There are things,’ said Mother, purposely vague though she knew I knew perfectly well what those things were, and she had let Joss change with Willmouse, moving him in to me.


Hester would have been a more natural companion, but she could not be separated from Vicky. ‘I have to sleep with my foot in her bed, you see,’ said Hester.


‘Your foot out, in her bed?’ I asked.


‘Yes, or she won’t go to sleep.’


‘But isn’t it cold?’


‘Sometimes.’ Hester added I was not to tell Mother. A great deal of the peace in our house was kept by Hester, but I was shocked. I spoke to Vicky. ‘But that is how I know she is there,’ said Vicky as if that justified it.


‘But it’s naughty.’


‘I don’t mind being naughty,’ said Vicky.


A line might have been run through our family dividing it, with Hester, Vicky and me on one side. Joss and Willmouse on the other. Our surname was Grey; I wished it had been Shelmerdine or de Courcy, ffrench with two small ‘ff’s, or double-barrelled like Stuyvesant-Knox, but it was, simply, Grey. ‘Better than Bullock,’ said Joss. We had not quite escaped that; Uncle William was a Bullock, William John Bullock, and Vicky, Hester and I were as unmistakably Bullock as he, short, bluff, pink-faced, with eyes as blue as larkspurs.


It was not as bad for Hester and Vicky, because the Bullocks made pretty children; Vicky, fair-haired, with pearly flesh, was enchanting, and Hester, with her ringlets and rosiness, had kept her appeal; but in me, as in Uncle William, the plumpness had become a solid shortness, the fair hair was mouse, the rosy cheeks a fresh pinkness. No one ever looked as normal as Uncle William, and I wanted to look startling. Why could I not have been born to look like Joss, to be Joss? Joss and Willmouse were dark and slim, with such an ivory skin that their lashes and hair looked darker. ‘Like Snow White,’ said Hester with the only trace of envy I ever heard in her. They were, too, delicately unusual; Willmouse had the peaked look of an elf while Joss’s eyes had the almond shape that had given her her nickname. ‘Because Chinese people have slant eyes,’ said Joss.


‘Are supposed to have them,’ Father had corrected her on one of his times at home. ‘Most of them have eyes as straight as anyone.’


‘They have them in paintings,’ said Joss, who knew all about painting. She and Willmouse were equally vain – and clever; Joss was a serious painter and Willmouse had what we called his ‘dressage’. It was years before we found out that that had to do with horses not clothes. Willmouse’s scrapbooks and workbox and the dolls that so distressed Uncle William – ‘Dolls! Gordon’s ghost!’ – were part of it; the books held a collection of fashion prints, designs, and patterns of stuffs; Willmouse needed his scissors and pins for draping his designs – ‘I don’t sew,’ he said; ‘that will be done in my workrooms’ – while the dolls, his models, Miss Dawn and Dolores, were not dolls but artist’s lay figures carved in wood with articulated joints. They had been given to Joss by Uncle William to help her in her painting, but to Mother’s bewilderment she would not touch them, while Willmouse had annexed them. Mother could deal with us little Bullocks. Though we were often rude or obstinate, ‘That is normal,’ said Mother, but with Joss and Willmouse it was as if, in our quiet farmyard, she had hatched two cygnets and, ‘Everything I do is wrong,’ said poor Mother.


It seemed to be; for instance, when Joss complained that the art mistress at St Helena’s was no use Mother enrolled Joss in a London correspondence art course, but that had led to difficulties. ‘Dear Mr A . . .’ Joss wrote in the second lesson to her far-off master, ‘I send you the design you asked for using a flower, St John’s Wort, and the drawing of the woman – my mother – I am sorry I cannot find a naked man anywhere.’


With Joss and Willmouse even the Grey in their names took on an elegance; Joanna Grey, William Grey, had a good sound while Cecil or Victoria Grey were nothing, though Hester Grey suited Hester.


It had never been fair, but now, I thought, it was growing more unfair, for Joss had blossomed; that was what people said of young girls and I saw it was the right word; she was like a tree or a branch where every bud was breaking into flower.


She would not undress with me any more, and I was glad because my pinkness was still distressingly straight up and down while she had a waist now, slim and so supple I could not help watching it, and curves that tapered to long slim legs, while her breasts had swelled. I knew how soft these were and that they were tender, for once, out of curiosity, I touched them and she had jumped and sworn at me. As Joss grew, she grew more irritable, with flashes of temper that were sometimes cruel; she was restless too, as if she were always excited, which was odd because her face was serene and withdrawn, almost secret, I thought, with only the palest pink flush on her cheeks to tell of the excitement inside. ‘Is Joss beautiful?’ I asked with a pang.


‘Just now,’ said Mother, ‘just now.’


I tried desperately to keep up with Joss. Cecil de Courcy, de Haviland, Cecil du Guesclin, Winnington-Withers . . . Winter. That was a beautiful name, and I thought, I shall use it when I am a writer, or a nun; Cecil Winter, Sister Cecilia Winter; but I was not yet a writer, or a nun, nor did I know that I should ever be either. At the moment I was more like a chameleon, coloured by other people’s business, and now I burned as I had burned about us eating oranges in the train when I saw Mademoiselle Zizi’s lips twitch as she read out our names from Mother’s passport. There was barely room for us all in the space.


‘You went chasing across France with that gaggle of children?’ Uncle William said afterwards.


‘We didn’t chase,’ said Mother, ‘we went quite slowly by train.’ Sometimes Mother was no older than Hester and that passport with its single stamp, in spite of all the names, looked like a child’s.


‘Et votre père?’ asked Madame Corbet.


‘Yes. Where is your father?’ asked Mademoiselle Zizi.


‘In Tibet,’ said Hester.


‘Ti-bet?’


I should have done better without Hester, who could never learn to temper anything. It was odd – and annoying – that I always wanted us not to be ordinary, but when we were a little extraordinary I blushed.


‘Juste ciel! What is he doing in Tibet?’ asked Mademoiselle Zizi.


‘Picking flowers,’ said Hester.


‘Picking flowers!’ Mademoiselle Zizi repeated it in French, and Paul gave a short guffaw which made me rap out what was almost a French sentence: ‘Il est botaniste.’ I added, in English, that he was on an expedition. ‘He usually is,’ said Hester.


Mademoiselle Zizi and Madame Corbet looked at one another. ‘Mon Dieu! Mon Dieu! Eh quoi?’ said Madame Corbet. ‘Il n’y a personne pour s’occuper de tout ce monde-là?’


They began to talk about us in French as if we were not there. ‘They have not been in France before,’ said Mademoiselle Zizi, looking at the passports.


‘They have not been anywhere,’ said Madame Corbet.


‘We have,’ I began hotly. ‘My sister Joss was born in India. Mother’s old passport expired, that’s all . . .’ but they did not listen.


‘And they don’t speak French.’


That was wounding, because up to that moment I had believed that Joss and I, particularly I, spoke French very well. ‘You ought to,’ said Joss, ‘you learned enough.’ That was not kind, for learning French poetry was a punishment at St Helena’s.


‘Never mind,’ whispered Hester. ‘Look how it has helped you, being bad.’ Certainly it was the only thing at which I ever beat Joss and the hours I had spent over ‘Le temps a laissé son manteau, De vent, de froideur et de pluie’, ‘Mignonne, allons voir si la rose’ and the Verlaines I had grown to love, and stood me in good stead; I had been able to understand, all that nightmare day, what people had said, and really it was I, more than Joss, who had piloted us all here. I did speak French, but, as if he knew what I was thinking, Paul sniffed and drew his finger across his nose and wiped it on the back of his trousers, which looked rude.


‘We cannot be expected to look after them,’ Madame Corbet was saying.


‘We can look after ourselves,’ I said with dignity. ‘We are not little children.’


Mademoiselle Zizi picked up Joss’s passport and then threw it down on the desk. ‘Sixteen,’ she said, ‘a child,’ and asked me in English, ‘Have you no relative, no one at all who could come?’


Before I could stop her Hester had answered. ‘Uncle William.’


Uncle William was Mother’s brother, ten years older than she . . . ‘though it might have been a hundred,’ said Joss. Most grown people are like icebergs, three-tenths showing, seven-tenths submerged – that is why a collision with one of them is unexpectedly hurtful – but Mother was like a child transparently above board and open, ‘To any scallywag,’ said Uncle William.


I sometimes wondered if he ranked Father as a scallywag, but he did not say it and Uncle William said most things. ‘If you had listened to me,’ was his favourite. I do not think Mother had listened to him when she married, but, all the same, when she brought Joss back from India – babies cannot go on expeditions – he had met them and brought them to Southstone, ‘And Belmont Road,’ said Joss bitterly.


‘How did we know enough to hate it?’ she asked afterwards, ‘when it was all we could remember?’ We disliked and were ashamed of the ugly cheap little house with its pebbledash, its imitation Tudor gables and leaded windows. ‘Silly to cut glass up into all those bits,’ said Willmouse, but it was one of Uncle William’s houses – he owned several in Southstone – and he kindly let us live in it. ‘He is so kind!’ Mother said and sighed.


Uncle William spent money and time and effort on us children, ‘and words,’ said Hester, ‘heaps and heaps of words,’ while Father came only at long intervals and, when he did come, hardly lifted his eyes from his collections of ferns or orchids to look at his wife and children. I think he could scarcely tell the Littles apart, yet we loved him and longed for him to come home; we ran our legs off on his errands and were proud of belonging to him. ‘Oh well,’ said Hester, ‘I will look after Uncle William when he is old.’


Did we need Uncle William? I could never make up my mind, just as I could never make out if Mother were very silly or very wise. Take her dealings with Willmouse. ‘He says he won’t wear it,’ she had said, handing back his new school cap at his school.


‘Then he must leave,’ said the headmaster.


Mother consulted with Willmouse and, ‘He would rather leave,’ said Mother, and Willmouse left, until Uncle William heard.


‘Why can’t I go to a girls’ school?’ asked Willmouse. ‘They don’t have caps and perhaps I could wear my muff.’


‘Gordon’s ghost!’ said Uncle William.


The muff was white fur lined with satin; Willmouse had bought it with the money Uncle William gave him for his fifth birthday.


‘What did you buy, boy? A cricket bat? A train?’


‘A muff,’ said Willmouse.


‘Gordon’s ghost!’ said Uncle William. We never discovered who the ghost was, but Willmouse often made Uncle William say things like ‘Gordon’s ghost!’ and ‘The only boy amongst them and he isn’t a boy!’


Willmouse was little then, but I think we, ourselves, sometimes wished we had a proper boy. ‘He is Willmouse,’ said Mother. That was what she understood about him, about us all, even Joss, in our different ways. Perhaps if she had been left to deal with us alone there would not have been the discontent and rudeness.


I think now that the discontent was because we were never quite comfortable in Southstone and the rudeness came from the discontent; it was as if a pattern-mould were being pressed down on us into which we could not fit. For one thing we were much poorer than the people we knew, poor to be Uncle William’s sister, nieces and nephew; and we had this curiously absent father while other girls’ fathers went to offices and caught trains and belonged to the Sussex Club. Mother too was not like other mothers, nor like a grown-up at all; she patently preferred being with Vicky or Willmouse or any of us than playing bridge, or organising bazaars, or having coffee or luncheon or tea with the select Southstone ladies. When any of us – except Hester, who was at home anywhere – went out to tea in one of the big red-brick houses, with lawns and laurel bushes and meticulously gravelled driveways, we felt interlopers. We were odd, belonging and not belonging, and odd is an uncomfortable thing to be; we did not want to belong but were humiliated that we did not. I know now it was not good for us to live in Southstone. We should not have been as odd somewhere bigger, in London perhaps.


‘In London,’ said Joss dreamily, ‘you can be anyone. You never know whom you are sitting next to. He might be a beggar or a duke.’


‘Or a thief,’ said Uncle William, who had decided views on London.


‘Southstone . . .’ I began.


‘Is where you live,’ said Uncle William.


‘It’s all middle, middle, middle,’ I said. It was. No beggars and no dukes. ‘Just middle.’


‘My dear child, that is the world.’


‘The world is not all middle,’ said Joss.


‘Most of it is. Why should you be different?’


We could not think of any reason, yet we knew we were; every heart-beat told us that. ‘How shall we ever get out of Southstone?’ I asked Joss in despair.


Then we were rude to Mother again and she took us to Vieux-Moutiers – Vieux-Moutiers and Les Oeillets.


I do not know what it was that drove her to it. Probably Joss and I had been more than usually difficult and unkind, for I had followed Joss in this new bullying of Mother, of being horrid to Hester and snapping at the Littles, of criticising; I joined in from habit and from principle.


‘Oh, Mother! You are so slow!’


‘Do we have to have that disgusting old tea cosy?’


‘Must you wear that hat?’


I think at that time, she was only happy when she was with Willmouse and Vicky; she and Hester were too alike to know if they were happy together or not; it would have been like trying to know if one were happy in one’s own skin.


‘Why do you have to have a shopping bag?’ Joss would say.


‘To put the shopping in,’ said Mother, astonished.


‘Why must Hester wear plimsolls in the street?’


‘She is going on the beach.’


It was on the beach that it happened.


We did not go away for the summer holidays – ‘Or any holidays,’ said Joss discontentedly – but spent long days on the beach, picnicking. ‘Must we?’ asked Joss.


‘I thought you liked it,’ said Mother, but Joss shuddered.


Our picnics were even more family ones than most; we had baskets and bags bulging with bathing towels and Thermos flasks, and a dreadful aluminium food container, brought home by Father from India, that was always coming apart in the street. We had buckets and spades and shrimping-nets, jerseys and paper bags. ‘Like a bank holiday,’ said Joss; ‘and must Hester talk to everyone? She’s such a blatant child.’


We had to wear what we called our scarecrows, old faded-out patched cottons. ‘I can’t help it,’ said Mother. ‘I can’t let your good clothes get covered with salt and oil.’


‘We haven’t any good clothes,’ said Joss.


Mother was gentle, but that day we went too far. I do not remember what we did, but she lost her temper. ‘You are abominably selfish,’ she said.


When she was angry she did not go white as Joss did – she went pink. ‘You never think of anyone but yourselves.’


We stared. Whom else should we think of?


‘Everyone tells me you are badly brought up and it’s true.’


‘You brought us up,’ said Joss.


‘It’s true,’ repeated Mother.


‘What are you going to do about it?’ I asked as insolently as I could, and Hester stole a hand into hers.


‘I shall do something.’


‘What?’


Mother took a deep breath. ‘I shall take you to the battlefields of France.’


‘The battlefields of France!’


We were still speaking rudely, but it was feeble, the last intermittent gunfire before surrender. ‘Why?’


‘So that you can see what other people have given,’ said Mother, ‘given for your sakes; and what other people will do in sacrifice. Perhaps that will make you ashamed and make you think. And Saint Joan,’ said Mother, ‘Saint Joan at the stake. We shall stop at wherever it was and see where she was burned.’


‘Oh, Mother! Not in the middle of the summer holidays!’


‘Holidays or not,’ said Mother, and shut her lips.


‘Pooh! You haven’t enough money,’ said Joss, but she sounded a little frightened.


‘I shall use the legacy.’


‘The legacy is for college,’ said Joss.


‘This is college,’ said Mother. ‘It is education. You need to learn . . . what I cannot teach you,’ said Mother, her voice quivering.


She did not ask Uncle William’s advice. She went to Mr Stillbotham.


Mr Stillbotham was an elderly Theosophist, who lived in Belmont Road and was the only person in it, as far as we knew, who travelled. Father, of course, could not be said to live in Belmont Road. Mr Stillbotham spent his winters in the South of France; we admired him for that and thought him distinguished with his silver hair, pince-nez, blue-and-white-striped shirts and bow-ties. We also liked his manner to us which was full of courtesy and admiration – particularly for Joss.


‘Standing with reluctant feet,


Where the brook and river meet,’


Mr Stillbotham would say when he saw her. Altogether he seemed a suitable person to advise us, and we approved.


‘You wish to visit your dead?’ he asked when Mother told him about the battlefields. ‘They are not dead but liv . . .’ but for the purposes of our visit Mother needed them dead and she cut him short. ‘Can you tell us of an hotel, not too expensive, and near the cemeteries?’ she said.


‘Les Oeillets at Vieux-Moutiers.’ That was the first time we heard its name. ‘You will find plenty of motors at the station.’


Saint Joan had been burned, it seemed, at Rouen. ‘But you can break your journey there if you go by Newhaven-Dieppe, which will be cheaper,’ said Mr Stillbotham; ‘or if you preferred it you could spend the afternoon in Paris.’


Spend the afternoon in Paris! Saint Joan had not the slightest chance after that. ‘I shall see the Louvre,’ said Joss. ‘Mona Lisa. The Winged Victory.’


‘I shall see the shops,’ said Willmouse and, as always when he was stirred, his face went white.


‘Do you remember those strawberry tarts, little strawberries in syrup, that Father once brought back?’ asked Vicky. ‘They came from Paris,’ she said reverently.


Hester and I, as usual, were far more ordinary; she would be happy buying postcards and taking snapshots with her Brownie camera, while I, the chameleon, would be with them all in turns. ‘Well, you enjoy it more in that way,’ said Mother. We were all equally excited.


‘If you listen to me . . .’ said Uncle William, but nobody listened.


‘Very well,’ said Uncle William. ‘When you get into trouble don’t ask me for help.’


‘We shall not need help,’ said Mother, dignified; but the day before we left she was bitten on the leg by a horse-fly. ‘A little fly,’ said Hester, ‘to do all that!’


When Mother took down her stocking in the train from Dieppe, the leg was swollen and the skin looked purple, green and blue. ‘Like a bruise,’ said Hester. ‘Did you bruise it? All over?’ she finished uncertainly.


Mother shook her head. She fumbled with her handbag as if she could not control her hands and she shivered although she was hot.


‘You are ill,’ said Joss accusingly, and Mother could not deny it.


It was altogether a disappointing as well as a dismaying day. From the train France did not look very different from England; it had the Constable, Peter Rabbit colours we had grown up with, and in Paris we did not see the Louvre, nor the shops, nor eat strawberry tarts. We did not buy a single postcard, nor take a photograph; we waited in the waiting-room for Mother to get well. The attendant in a dark-blue overall with a black crochet shawl came and looked at us, but we were too shy to speak to her. ‘Why didn’t you go to Cook’s? Lunn’s? The American Express? Any of them would have helped you.’ Uncle William has asked us that often, but Joss and I had then only one idea: to get Mother, the Littles, Hester, ourselves and our suitcases to Vieux-Moutiers and Les Oeillets.
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