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About the Book

When Rose was four the scandal broke about her head.  She was really too young to understand what was happening - only that her mother was in disgrace and that they were leaving Aunt Mabe in America and returning home to England.  The following May, Joanna - ‘Jon’ - was born.

Rose and Jon were totally different.  Jon was vivacious, fun, liked a good time, and always got what she wanted, even when what she wanted happened to belong to Rose.  Rose was reserved, controlled, never wanted to leave her home or Gloucestershire, and was - well - an ordinary girl who grew into an ordinary woman.

But as Jon raced from disaster to disaster, from one violent relationship to another, Rose, in her quiet way, salvaged the family, held them together, pasted over the cracks of tragedy and emotional upheavals whilst at the same time fighting her own personal crises.

It was much later - when the children were growing up, when life at last seemed tranquil and settled - that Jon precipitated Rose across the Atlantic and into the most extraordinary event of her life.  When Rose finally returned from America no-one could ever again think of her as an ordinary woman.
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An Ordinary Woman

Susan Sallis


One

FROM A FOUR-YEAR-OLD viewpoint, the house looked like a palace. For one thing it had marble pillars and a staircase that arched up one side of the enormous Cinderella ballroom, and down the other. A real chandelier with real candles dominated the upper atmosphere – Rose had been there when a man had lowered the entire iced-cake contraption and cleaned out the sconces and stuck in about two hundred million candles. And she’d screamed a bit when an hour ago someone else had lit the whole lot with a kind of flame-thrower. She stood just under the stairs and looked at it and wondered what would happen if it all came crashing down. There was no carpet to burn. Not much furniture either. The chairs and tables and carpets and sideboards and cocktail cabinets and china cabinets and everything else were all in side rooms. Later on, people were going to dance under the chandelier and did not want to bump into things. But if the chandelier bumped into them they’d know it. That’s what Aunt Mabe’s factotum said – ‘If you don’t look where you’re going, girl, you’ll know it!’ Often and often Rose wanted to argue with him on that point, but she loved him too much to hurt his feelings. She always smiled at him sweetly and said, ‘I know, Fack. I know now.’ His name wasn’t Fack of course. Aunt Mabe and Uncle Joe called him Tom, like in Uncle Tom’s Cabin, but Rose had looked at the pictures in a copy of that book and couldn’t bear to think of him as Tom. He was a factotum which was a long and important word and took him right out of the servant or servile class. She would remind him of it daily. She called him Fack.

He was here tonight. He’d driven them there in the Chrysler which looked as if it was blown up with a bicycle pump, it was so puffy and rounded. They only lived down the block and had been back and forth all day helping with tonight’s preparations. But they’d had to come in the car because it was cloudy and might rain and they’d got on their best clothes.

Not that it could possibly rain on VJ night surely? Rose did not believe that God would allow it. Her mother had read bits of the last letter from home aloud to her and it had been good weather there for VE day. So if God had arranged that – when England was well-known for being constantly rainy – then it wouldn’t be so much trouble to postpone any of Connecticut’s famous thunderstorms.

Nevertheless it was nice to arrive in the Chrysler and sweep up to the enormous porticoed front and have Fack hand her out like a queen. No, like Cinderella. Because most of the time she ran around the farm in coveralls and a tattered straw hat, and tonight she was dressed in a long frock right down to the floor. She’d chosen the material and described the design herself. Rose-coloured satin, like her name. A green velvet sash and green velvet bows down the bodice. She did not realize that she was influenced by Disney’s Snow-White until she stood before the mirror. Her hair was dark and – unusually – parted in the middle for the occasion. Her eyes were intensely blue with excitement and her mouth suddenly fuller.

She said tentatively, ‘Mummy, do I look a little bit like Snow-White?’

And her mother said, ‘You look the most beautiful girl I’ve ever seen.’

But then her mother always said things like that. Mothers did. And Aunt Mabe never noticed her. And Uncle Joe insisted on calling her his ‘chickadee’ all the time. And when she asked Fack what he thought he said severely, ‘It’s more important to be good than beautiful, girl. And if you ain’t, you’ll know it! One of these days, you’ll know it!’

She sighed. ‘Yes. I know. Now. Ackcherly.’

Because already she secretly suspected it was her fault Daddy had been torpedoed in the Atlantic. Surely if her mother hadn’t been expecting her and had come to Aunt Mabe’s to get away from the bombing, Daddy wouldn’t have tried to cross the sea to visit them so wouldn’t have been . . .

Fack said suddenly, ‘You ain’t bad-looking, girl. I’ll give you that.’

She flung her arms around his knees and hugged him hard and he lost his balance and fell back on her bed and Aunt Mabe came into the room when they were laughing fit to bust.

‘What the hell’s going on?’ she asked in a voice like a lemon that had been kept in an icebox for two years.

Rose said, ‘I was cuddling Fack’s knees, Aunt Mabe, and he fell over and he looked so funny, we laughed.’

She was surprised Aunt Mabe needed an explanation. It was so obvious what had happened. But Fack got up, all embarrassed, and said, ‘Will there be anything more, Missee Mabel?’

And Aunt Mabe said, ‘I don’t think so. Do you?’

And Fack was out of the room very quickly.

Mother and Aunt Mabel came through one of the doors with Mr and Mrs Laben and their two grandsons. One was called Eric and the other Lennox. They were not much older than Rose and they wore grown-up black suits and stiff white collars like the waiters. Mrs Laben said, ‘She must be somewhere, girls, don’t panic. Aileen, I can’t tell you how lovely it is to see you looking so beautiful. The end of this dreadful war, my dear. The beginning of something new. Especially for you. Hm?’

Mother said, ‘Well. England isn’t new of course. But, yes, you’re right. I must look forward now.’

Aunt Mabe said, ‘Why don’t you stay here, darling? From what I hear, England is pretty much Drab-land at the moment.’

Rose held her breath. She’d never seen England, but her mother spoke of it every day. There were nursery fires with brass fireguards around them and hot buttered scones for tea and everything was always the same. That was what Rose wanted: for everything to be always the same.

Eric shouted, ‘Oh, there’s Rosie-posie all the time! Hi brat!’

Mrs Laben said, ‘Behave yourself, Eric. You are escorting Rose, remember. When the senator arrives I want you to present her properly. Miss Rosamund Harris. Can you remember that?’

Eric said, ‘Oh Grandmother!’

Lennox said, ‘I’m glad I’m escorting you, Mrs Harris. You look simply marvellous.’

Lennox always talked like that. On the whole Rose thought she preferred Eric’s approach. She stood by his side in what Uncle Joe called ‘the line-up’, and shook hands with some of the arrivals, was picked up and admired by others. No-one said she looked like Snow-White. And Mother hadn’t replied to Aunt Mabe about staying in Connecticut.

In the dining room the Victory cake was waiting on its own special table. It was as big as the sandpit at the farm, but it wasn’t all cake. Only the outside was edible. In the middle there was a hole covered with white cardboard that looked like the icing. That was why the cake had its own table with a cloth going down to the floor. You could go underneath the cloth and stand up in the middle of the cake. At the appointed time an actress – a real actress from the summer theatre – was going to pop up out of the cake wearing a dress and hat made entirely of the Stars and Stripes. At first Mrs Laben had suggested Rose should be the girl. She said Rose would represent the new generation of peace. Also as Rose was sort of English, it would be kind of hands-across-the-sea. But luckily Mother had explained that Rose couldn’t possibly do anything like that as she was so shy, and they had hired the actress.

As soon as the dancing started under the chandelier, Eric left Rose to her own devices and went to find Lennox. Rose looked for her mother and saw her dancing with Uncle Joe and felt fairly safe. She went back under the stairs and kept an eye on the chandelier for ten minutes and tried not to think about Aunt Mabe wanting to adopt her. Then she saw Fack walking very sedately towards the dining room and knew something was up. Fack never appeared to hurry, but he never dawdled either, and this time his tread was so exactly measured that it amounted to dawdling. She followed him.

It was quiet in the dining room, but the air was tense with anxiety, condemnation, fury. Half a dozen maids and two menservants stood around the tablecloth surveying a hole in the cake. Not the proper, permitted hole through which the actress was going to explode, but a wedge-shaped jagged lump from the perimeter. Slivers of icing littered the carpeted floor, crumbs were everywhere. It was as if a giant mouse had savaged the cake. Already another maid had appeared at the far end of the room, lugging a vacuum cleaner.

One of the male servants – Mr Laben’s ‘man’ – was saying thunderously, ‘Who is responsible for this desecration!’ And it was obvious he’d said those words several times. He wasn’t even asking the question, but applying the words like a whip across the bowed heads of the capped and aproned girls.

Fack arrived.

‘Shall we leave responsibility until later?’ he said smoothly – and Rose noted that his accent had changed and he did not sound in the least like Uncle Tom.

‘It needs to be cleared and – and disguised – in some way,’ he went on a little less certainly. ‘Move away ladies, let us at least vacuum the carpet.’

He’d said ‘ladies’, not ‘missies’.

The vacuum went into operation. Mr Laben’s man stood there like a rock, frowning massively. Fack got on his hands and knees and crawled beneath the tablecloth. The maids drew back and gazed after him uncertainly. Rose got behind a chair. She knew Fack would find a solution. And he did.

He emerged with a wedge-shaped piece of white cardboard in his hand. The cleaner was switched off.

‘There’s a lot of this stuff underneath. I guess it’s to support the funnel arrangement in the middle.’ He went across to the hole. ‘If we build it up around this gap it will look like icing and we can take some of these garlands . . .’ he began to improvize. If you knew what had happened it wasn’t much of a disguise, but if you didn’t it wasn’t too bad.

Mr Laben’s man said, ‘Rubbish!’

But the other manservant said, ‘It’s not at all bad. We can cut from either side of it. No-one will know.’

Mr Laben’s man said, ‘I intend to find out who did this. Whosoever needs to know, will know.’

Rose shivered. It sounded like the Bible. She dropped to her knees and tried to crawl beneath the sofa. Her dress hampered her; she clawed it up around her waist and ducked her head under the chintz valance. Six inches away black eyes, highlighted in very white whites, met hers. She squeaked.

‘Shut up!’ A voice hissed furiously. ‘Get down and shut up, for the good Lord’s sake.’

She sank to her tummy, conscious that her white socks and patent shoes were visible to anyone who looked behind the furniture.

The vacuum cleaner was switched off and the voices became more reasonable. She heard Fack say, ‘Nothing to be done about it. Not really. If it was Master Eric—’

Rose wondered where Eric had got to. It was more likely to be Lennox trying to get Eric into trouble.

Mr Laben’s man spoke in a different tone.

‘Well of course, in that case . . .’ He cleared his throat and snapped, ‘You girls stand in front of the repair for goodness sake. Mimi, you can wipe that smile off your face! Where were you half an hour ago, I’d like to know? Yes – that goes for all of you. One peep out of anyone and it’ll be suspicion all around. Is that understood?’

Rose’s eyes, accustomed now to the under-sofa darkness, took in the fact that there were a great deal of crumbs around the owner of the black eyes. And he was wearing a monkey suit and was probably a waiter brought in for the occasion.

Fack’s voice said above her, ‘And what might you be doin’ down there, young missy?’

She backed out and stood up. Fack’s eyes widened. There were crumbs on the old-rose satin bodice.

‘Nothing, Fack,’ she said.

He went on looking at her. Then he said, ‘Then let’s go back in where you kin do something, honey. I reckon there’s young gennelmen out there just waitin’ for you to dance before their evening is made!’

She giggled obediently and took Fack’s hand. She did not even look down at the valance again. No-one must know about the waiter. Not ever.

She danced with Uncle Joe and then with Mr Laben. They picked her up and waltzed solemnly around the floor and people said ‘Oh, isn’t that just sweet. Isn’t that the little English girl. Her father . . . yes. You remember.’

Lennox was dancing with her mother and watching her strangely as if he hadn’t seen her before. She brushed the front of her dress but Fack had given her a good slap-down before they’d gone back into the chandelier room and she knew there weren’t any crumbs left.

Mr Laben set her down gently in front of Eric.

‘Come, grandson!’ he ordered, his voice still slightly accented. ‘Dance with the little lady.’ He realized how similar were his words to the popular song, so he sang out of key, ‘Dance, dance, dance little lady—’ and laughed uproariously. Eric looked mutinous for a moment, then spotted the senator’s lady approaching and took Rose’s hand.

‘For Pete’s sake!’ he lugged her against his chest. ‘I’m too old to dance with you, Rose Harris! And I bet you’ve never had any lessons yet, have you?’

‘I have so,’ she panted, walking backwards as fast as she could. ‘I go in to New Haven to Miss Millward’s Academy.’ Rose stammered the word academy and it sounded as if she had said ‘mad men’. Eric snorted a laugh of derision and did something complicated with his feet and she stumbled against him.

‘Jesus Christ!’ he said.

She was shocked beyond words, and waited fearfully for the Lord to appear with a sword. Instead it was Lennox.

‘May I cut in?’ he asked in that suave voice of his. ‘My turn, I think, little cousin.’

But Rose was thoroughly put out and almost forgot she was shy.

‘I’m not your cousin at all,’ she said. ‘Uncle Joe and Mr Laben were in the old country together and you—’

He laughed and took her firmly around the waist.

‘Little parrot,’ he said. ‘The old country. What do you know about the old country? Stand on my shoes. Go on. You won’t hurt me. Then we’ll show everyone a thing or two.’

Her long dress hid her patents. She appeared to be perfectly matched with Lennox Laben and didn’t much like it. If it had been Eric it wouldn’t have been so bad. Lennox held her clamped against him so that she could hardly breathe. She could smell him. Sort of salty talcum powder. And wine. Lennox had been stealing the wine, which was much worse than the boy who had stolen the cake.

Everyone thought it was marvellous, even Mother.

‘You looked like Snow-White and the Prince,’ she enthused, hugging Rose to her and smiling into her eyes. ‘I had no idea you were doing so well at Miss Millward’s, baby. I’ll have to let Aunt Mabe send you twice a week next term.’

‘But the war’s over, Mummy. We can go home,’ Rose bleated. ‘You said we could go home when the war was over—’

‘Gee, honey. Connecticut is home for you! You were born here—’ her mother was talking with an exaggerated American accent. She smelled of wine too. And she kept lifting her head and laughing at the chandelier. Except that you couldn’t see the chandelier because there was a man hovering there.

Rose said, ‘I hate Miss Millward. She thinks I can’t count and she makes me say one, two three, all the time!’

Mother seemed to think this was the funniest thing she’d heard in her life. She laughed and laughed and the man started to laugh too, and they weren’t laughing at Rose at all but at some secret they shared.

Lennox said, ‘Come on, baby. Let’s do it again.’

‘No thank you, Lennox,’ Rose said primly. ‘I’m going to have a lie-down until the cake is cut. Thank you all the same.’

She made for the curving stairs and went up them slowly. She could see her mother, still laughing upwards into the face of the man. She could see Lennox staring after her. And Aunt Mabe dancing with the senator and Uncle Joe pouring drinks for about six ladies. And she could see, quite suddenly, the cake-stealer, walking through the people who weren’t dancing with a tray held high and expertly. She paused and willed him to look up at her. Sure enough he did. Then she lifted her skirt gently with one hand, laid the other casually on the banister, and continued to the landing. She almost kicked off one of her patents, but that was in Cinderella, not Snow-White. She went into the bedroom Mrs Laben had assigned to her, snapped on the light, and looked at herself in the pier glass.

No, she wasn’t Snow-White or Cinderella or any other kind of princess in disguise. She was Rose Harris who was frightened most of the time and wanted her mother and their own home and nothing to happen to her ever again.

She went over to the bed which had its own curtains all looped up prettily. She flopped on it, not even taking off her shoes. And – rather enjoyably – she indulged in a cry.

She never knew whether she slept or not. But Lennox was there quite suddenly, leaning over her, smiling like a cat.

‘Hi there, little cousin,’ he whispered. ‘Had your beauty sleep, have you?’

She repeated stubbornly, ‘I’m not your cousin,’ and made to sit up.

He put his hands on her rose-satin shoulders and held her down.

‘No need to wake up yet, gorgeous. There. Is that better?’

‘No. Let me up,’ she demanded.

‘Not yet. Listen to me first.’ He went on smiling but his eyes were quite mad. ‘You are my cousin. Really. The English and the Americans are cousins. Didn’t you know that?’

She’d heard people refer to ‘our English cousins’ in a condescending kind of way. She let her gaze slide away from his. His mouth was wet. He’d been drinking wine again.

He said, ‘Was I a kind cousin to you downstairs tonight? When I danced you off your feet – yeah, sure, that’s what I did – I danced you off your feet, little cousin!’ He giggled insanely. ‘Everyone looked at you. Everyone thought you were the cutest thing on two legs in that whole room! Was I a kind cousin then?’

She didn’t answer at first and he pressed very hard on her shoulders. In spite of the soft mattress it hurt.

She said sullenly, ‘I suppose so.’

‘Suppose so?’ He mimicked her very accurately. ‘Serppose so? You don’t guess so, do you, English cousin? You ser . . . pose so!’

She said, ‘Let me up. I want my mother.’

He giggled again. ‘Who doesn’t? Everyone wants the ice maiden. And I reckon she’s melting tonight.’ He screwed up his mouth. ‘I guess she’s melting!’ He threw back his head rather as Mother had done earlier. ‘No guessing about it, honey! I know she’s melting. I’ve just seen her!’

She didn’t know what he was talking about, but foreboding tightened her chest nevertheless. ‘I want my mother,’ she said loudly.

He glanced over his shoulder at the door. It was still open but the noise from below would cover most sounds.

He said, ‘No more yelling. I’m going to stop you yelling.’ And he put his mouth on hers and pressed down hard.

It was horrible. The taste of wine sickened her and she twisted her head on the pillow and pummelled his chest with her fists.

He raised his head, panting.

‘Don’t be a little fool, Rosie. What’s got into you? I’ve fallen for you, that’s all. You should be pleased you’ve got a guy my age on a short string! How old are you – five? Christ, if some floozy had gone for me when I was five I’d never have stopped thanking God!’ He jerked her suddenly upright and dragged her off the bed. ‘Come on – get on your knees and thank God for me! Thank God for Cousin Lennox from the good USA!’

He forced her down by the bed. She sobbed, ‘I’m four! I’m not five till the fall. I hate you—’

‘After what I’ve done for you? Not nice, Rosie. Not nice at all.’ He had her hands behind her back, his knee was in her spine. She put her forehead on the undersheet and prayed hard.

The knee was removed and she thought God had answered her prayers. Then she felt him try to tear the skirt of her lovely dress. It gave her a new strength. She wrenched herself round to face him, screaming at the top of her voice. He put his hand over her mouth but that freed her hands and she pushed at him frantically and made for the door. She was in the upper hallway when he caught her. He held her against him very hard until her struggles died away, then he let her go. She slumped against the wall.

‘I want my mother,’ she whispered.

‘OK. You shall have your mother.’

He frog-marched her up another flight of stairs, down another hallway, opened a door and shoved her inside. There was a bed – a bigger bed than hers – but no drapes. Her mother was in the bed. She was being cuddled by a man. She was smiling, her eyes closed.

‘Mummy—’ Rose approached the bed, intending to get in the other side. ‘Mummy, Mummy—’

Her mother opened her eyes. She wasn’t cross. She said softly, ‘Mummy is resting now, darling. Go and find Eric and have some Victory cake. It’s almost midnight.’

‘I want to stay with you,’ whispered Rose. ‘Can’t I stay with you?’

‘No darling.’ The man raised his head and looked at Rose, screwing up his eyes in puzzlement. Then he turned away and kissed her mother. It was as if Rose wasn’t there at all. But she was frightened to go. Lennox was waiting.

She heard him come up behind her and opened her mouth to scream again. Then another voice said, ‘Come on, kid. Time to go back to the cake.’

She turned round and there was the waiter again, his eyes as black as coals in their whites, his bow tie skew-whiff, but no crumbs.

She said, ‘Where is Lennox?’

And the waiter said, ‘I kicked his ass for him. Was that OK?’

She put her hand over her mouth and laughed through her fingers.

The waiter grinned. ‘I thought it would be.’ He held out his hand and she took it without fear. He said, ‘Say, it was mighty nice of you not to split on me down there. Thanks a lot. You’re a good kid.’

They walked back down the hallway.

‘Why did you do it? Were you very hungry?’

‘No. Just mad with the whole parcel of ’em. Dad included. I wish I could drop an atomic bomb on that cake.’

She didn’t understand. It was such a beautiful cake.

They came to the big curved staircase.

‘I have to go the back way, kid. Look out for that Lennox guy. He’s bad news.’

‘I want to stay with you,’ Rose said, hanging on to the warm dry hand and going through the service door.

‘You can’t do that. You know it. Go on downstairs. The front stairs—’

Fack’s voice cut across the waiter’s.

‘What in hell d’you think you’re doing, boy?’

Fack was standing at the bottom of the narrow stairs, a towel over one arm, sweat glistening on his forehead.

Rose said, ‘Fack. This is my friend. He kicked Lennox in the—’

The waiter said, ‘Dad. No harm done. The kid was in trouble—’

Fack said, ‘Miss Rose. You get back to your folks and stay there. Where you belong. And just forget you ever met Abr’am here. Don’ look so upset, girl. Tidn’t your fault. Why, he’s more’n twice your age and should know better—’

The waiter said, ‘Dad, stop talking like that. It’s 1945 and we’re free. Or d’you want me to say we’se free, pa!’

‘Don’t you talk to your father like that, boy. Get into the kitchens this minute! The cake’s half-ruined. The actress-girl is dead drunk. If somethin’ don’t go right soon, we’ll be free all right. Free as air, we’ll be—’ Fack was up the stairs by this time, holding the back of the waiter’s coat, urging – no, shoving him – downstairs. Then they were both gone and there was nothing for Rose to do but return to the staircase crescent and go down to where Eric was sitting sulkily by Uncle Joe and Aunt Mabe was again dancing with the senator.

At midnight they trooped in for the cake to be cut. Everyone knew about the hollow middle and the cardboard lid and the actress, but they were going to pretend to be surprised anyway. The senator made a very sincere speech in which the words ‘our boys’ featured often. Then, for some reason, he kissed his wife. Then he kissed Aunt Mabe, then the lights dimmed and there was a drum roll. A spotlight leapt across the floor and hovered over the centre of the cake. The lid flipped up and out sprang the waiter.

He was stripped to the waist and apparently covered in oil because he glistened quite frighteningly. He stood there, his arms spread wide, and he looked at everyone from his superior height.

‘Brothers and sisters!’ he said loudly and clearly into the startled silence. ‘We fought together! We died together! Let’s make sure that we live together!’ And then he dropped his arms and looked at everyone with a sort of quizzical smirk and said, ‘Huh?’

Then the spotlight went off, the lights came on, Fack was hustling him down and apologizing to Mr Laben and the senator was saying loudly, ‘How old? Fourteen? Say, I did some crazy things when I was fourteen!’

And he kissed Aunt Mabe again, which must mean he was still doing crazy things.

Rose turned round, glowing with a kind of pride, and found her mother behind her. She wanted to tell her about Lennox and Fack’s boy whose name was Abram, but she was desperately tired and she knew she’d never find all the necessary words. Her mother lifted her and carried her upstairs, whispering in her ear all the time. She undressed her and hung the dress on a hanger. Then she settled Rose within her arm and waited till she went to sleep.

Some time in the night, Rose dreamed that her mother asked her a question. She half-woke and said fearfully, ‘But Mummy, you can’t get married to anyone. You’re already married to Daddy!’

Then she went to sleep again. England was as far away as ever, but she didn’t mind too much now. Abram might do dreadful things, but he was the safety and security she’d been missing for so long.



Two

BUT HER MOTHER did not get married and four months later they were on board the SS Orion bound for Southampton, and Aileen’s abdomen was already beginning to press against her sloppy-joe sweater.

Rose had gathered from the sparky atmosphere of disapproval back at the farm that the new baby was not welcome by everyone. In fact Aunt Mabe had not been the same since VJ night, and had gone around the farm with tight lips between outbursts of what Mother called at first ‘pure temper’, and then, as the weeks went by, ‘harassment’.

Eventually Uncle Joe said tiredly, ‘OK. What’s done is done. Christ, isn’t that the truest word I’ve ever spoken. Sorry . . . sorry, girls. Vulgar, vulgar, vulgar. But Mab, if I have to see that expression of yours much longer . . . Christ, it looks as if you’re holding a pencil in your sodding ass!’

Aunt Mabe had responded to that with a loud scream and Fack had appeared from nowhere and hustled Rose out of the room.

‘Where’s Abram?’ she asked him, not for the first time by any means. ‘What happened after the cake?’

‘He’s been sent away. He’s gone away to a school. A real good school.’

But Fack did not look pleased about it. And Rose was not happy either. Aunt Mabe ignored her for a few weeks after the party, and that was all right because she usually did. But then she started referring to Rose as ‘that poor child’. And then when Rose wouldn’t go over to the Labens to play with Eric, she said, ‘That poor child is positively introverted, Aileen. Leave her with me when you go back. I can do that much for you anyway.’

But unexpectedly, Mother stood up to Aunt Mabe.

‘We’re both going home,’ she said decisively. ‘I’ve brought disgrace to you, Mabel, but I’m not going to sponge on you any longer. I might not have a husband – I might have made a complete ass of myself – but I’ve got a daughter and another child on the way. I’ve got a family. I’m going to look after it by myself.’

Aunt Mabe said in a hard voice, ‘Suit yourself.’

Uncle Joe said, ‘Look here, girls. You’re sisters. You’re family. I look on Rose as belonging to all of us. And this new one . . . well, we shall live it down. Let’s live it down together for Christ’s sake.’

‘What will the senator think?’ Aunt Mabe paced to the window and looked out on the paddock where two horses grazed. The farm was run by a couple who kept disagreeable sights, like clucking hens and manure-streaked cows, out of sight. Aunt Mabe liked to say to visitors, ‘What do I do? Why, I’m a farmer’s wife, don’t you know! I live on a little ole farm in Connecticut!’ But she and Uncle Joe just showed people around. Uncle Joe was in insurance, and Aunt Mabe was in entertaining. It mattered to her what the senator thought.

Uncle Joe said, ‘Who cares?’ Which was a silly thing to say. Even Rose knew that.

‘I care!’ snapped Aunt Mabe. ‘I care very much. I took my baby sister in when she was pregnant before. I’ve kept her all this time – it wasn’t easy for me when Jonathan was killed, you know. A bereaved woman in the house . . . an orphan girl . . . people don’t know what to say. It’s very difficult.’

Uncle Joe protested. ‘But everyone likes Aileen. And Rose. They like their Englishness. Their reserve—’

‘Reserve! That’s funny. After VJ night – yes, that’s most amusing!’ Aunt Mabe whirled round. ‘When I think – when I remember – drunk – hopelessly drunk. You’d have had anyone, wouldn’t you? You were – were – sex-crazed!’

Rose looked at the door, waiting for Fack to come in and take her away.

Uncle Joe said, ‘Christ, are you surprised? Honey, don’t cry. It’s natural! Five years since . . . Listen, just tell me who it is. OK, so he’s married and that’s that. But I’ll knock his teeth so far down his throat he’ll . . . say, don’t cry in front of the kid. It’s bad for you—’

Rose hadn’t realized her mother was crying and she made a dash for her. The door opened and Fack swept her up.

‘Why don’t you go over to the Labens and play with young Eric?’ he asked, wiping her eyes and holding his handkerchief for her to blow into.

‘Lennox might be there.’ She looked up. ‘It’s all right, Fack. Really. We’re going back to England. That’s all that matters.’

‘Yes.’ He sighed from his boots. ‘Reckon you’ll be better off there, honey. Maybe one day you’ll come and see us again, hey?’

‘Yeh. Sure, Fack. And Abram too. Hey?’

Fack said with unaccustomed gloom, ‘Unless he’s in gaol.’

She started to laugh because it was such a joke. And after a while, he laughed too.

Although the new baby was so unpopular, Rose knew she would love it always because it was taking them home. She leaned on the rail by her mother and watched the patterns of water made by the Orion and knew she would never go back to America, not even to see Abram. Already she couldn’t remember what he looked like. And he and Fack had to do as they were told, just as she had. Yes, America was where things happened. England was where nothing happened. She didn’t want anything to happen. Not really. Not happen.

Mother said, ‘I hope you won’t find it too boring at home, darling. It won’t be a bit exciting. Your Grandmother Harris asked us to live with her, but I thought we’d rather have our own little house.’

‘Will it have a nursery for the baby?’ Rose asked.

‘Not really. I suppose the living room will be the nursery for a while.’

‘And I’ll be the nurse,’ Rose said. ‘And we’ll have tea by the fire every day.’

‘All right.’ Mother was actually laughing as if she were happy again. ‘I’ll have it ready for when you come home from school.’

‘School?’

‘Yes, darling. Children go to school when they’re five in England. Sooner sometimes. Actually I shall be meeting you from school, so we’ll get the tea together when we get home.’

Rose hadn’t envisaged school.

‘Will there be millions of other children at school?’

‘Not millions. But quite a few. But you’ll have your very own desk. And your very own pencil case. And writing book. And reading book. And you’ll have a special friend.’

‘Her name will be Margaret,’ said Rose dreamily. ‘Together, we’ll be Margaret Rose like the Princess.’

‘That sounds marvellous,’ said her mother placidly.

Aunt Mabe’s almost-parting words had been, ‘You’ve changed, Aileen. I’ve never known you like this. So confident.’

And Mother had said, ‘It must be pregnancy. I feel confident.’

Aunt Mabe, who would never be pregnant now, said tartly, ‘I should have said smug. Yes, you’re definitely smug, little sister.’

And Mother had kissed her lightly and looked at Uncle Joe and said, ‘Take care, Mab. And don’t drop that pencil!’

Rose hugged her mother and thought maybe pregnancy was catching. She didn’t know what confident or smug meant. But she was happy.

Amazingly, it all worked out as planned.

Grandfather Harris was Secretary to the Society of Auctioneers, and he found them a small terraced house which could be easily run on Jonathan Harris’s pension. The neighbours never knew that Jonathan had been torpedoed in 1941, and they rallied round the young widow with offers of help which Aileen gently turned down. She was going to be independent from now on as far as possible.

They arrived just before Christmas and spent two weeks with the old Harrises. But the new baby did not endear Aileen to her in-laws, and what they did, they did for Rose’s sake. Rose was always conscious that they were there, but once Mother and she moved to their own house they rarely saw the grandparents. Old Mr and Mrs Harris lived in Cheltenham and the terraced house was in Churchdown, a little village on a hill between Gloucester and Cheltenham, accessible to both towns by bus or rail, but far enough away not to be an embarrassment to anyone. The village consisted of the railway workers’ terrace, a few farm labourers’ cottages, a pub, a church and a school. There were fifteen children in the school between the ages of five and eleven. At eleven they could get a scholarship to one of the grammar schools in Gloucester or Cheltenham, or they could go to the nearest secondary modern school. The new system had only just started and people were doubtful about it, but it suited Rose. She found her special friend in a girl called Margaret Ellenbury, who was expected to pass the scholarship and go to the same grammar school attended by her mother and grandmother before her.

Meanwhile the small church school provided everything Rose needed in abundance. The education was closely linked with the seasons, and they came and went with reassuring regularity; slowly at first, then more quickly as she grew older. Mr Brooking, who took the older children, read them a poem by Wordsworth in which the phrase ‘The earth’s diurnal round’ occurred. Rose forgot the poem but remembered the words. When she was interviewed for the grammar school and was asked what was important to her, she did not say ‘skipping’ or ‘reading’ or ‘going to the pictures’. She said ‘The earth’s diurnal round’. She passed of course, and was in the same class as Margaret.

But before that, during the winter and spring of 1946 they settled down in their house. It was number four, Railway Villas. It had a dark brown front door, and one of the first jobs Aileen and Rose managed was to paint it white. Margaret called it ‘Number four with the snow-white door’. Rose gradually reduced this to the ‘Snow-White house’. And so it was called.

On 3 May 1946, the midwife arrived before breakfast and said she’d got Aileen’s message. Rose had no idea when her mother had sent any message, or how, but she knew that no-one would be meeting her from school that day. Margaret came back with her. They crossed the churchyard, holding hands, excited at what they might find when they got to the Snow-White house. They found Mrs Whittaker from next door, allowed to help at last, beaming and kissing everyone in sight as if the baby were hers.

‘The most beautiful little girl you’ve ever seen!’ she told Rose and Margaret as she stuffed them with lemonade and jam sandwiches in the ‘nursery’. ‘The spitting image of her daddy, I’ll be bound.’

Rose found a photograph of her father and gave it to Mrs Whittaker. The hair was covered by his naval cap, and the eyes were intensely blue like Rose’s.

‘Exactly like him!’ Mrs Whittaker said joyously. ‘Have you finished your tea, girls? I expect Nurse will let you upstairs now. I’ll just see.’

Nurse was smilingly welcoming. The baby was dark like Rose and her mother. Rose knew her father had had fair hair.

‘What would you like to call her, darling?’ Aileen asked.

Rose thought hard. She wanted something that sounded like ‘Jonathan’, only a girl’s name. Margaret’s mother had been reading What Katy Did to the girls and Rose said confidently, ‘Joanna’.

Margaret was crying. ‘It’s so lovely,’ she sobbed. ‘And so sad.’ Her mother had explained the whole thing to her and she thought Rose and Aileen, and now Joanna, were like people in a book.

Rose said dreamily, ‘I think I shall call her Jon. For short.’

Aileen looked at her older daughter sharply. She wondered how much Rose knew or guessed. But she did not protest. She had called her husband Jon. It would reinforce public assumption that the new baby belonged to him.

Jon always knew that she and Rose were quite different. Mrs Whittaker – soon known as Mrs Whittie – rubbed it in daily.

‘Chalk and cheese,’ she repeated monotonously. ‘Chalk and cheese!’

It wasn’t so much that Rose was five years older than Jon; nor that she was shy and Jon was not; nor that she was good and Jon was not always; nor that she pulled her weight in all things and Jon was lazy. It was that the sum total of all Rose’s parts added up to ordinariness, whereas the sum total of Jon’s added up to something that was never, ever, ordinary.

The three women lived together so peaceably that Mrs Whittie once described them as ‘too good to be true’. Jon knew, from a very early age, that their three-way harmony was because Mother and Rose would always give way whenever an impasse appeared imminent. Later, she vaguely remembered their indulgent horror when they caught her eating coal from the scuttle and soil from the cabbage patch. She recalled that Rose would always take her out for a walk when the grandparents made one of their rare visits – not that Rose minded them at all, but she knew that Jon found them almost desperately boring.

It was an idyllic childhood. Jon was spoiled by her mother and sister and could easily have been insufferable. But until she was fifteen she wanted nothing that they could not give her. She was a natural tomboy and the hill with its little copses and dells was a delight to her. Their lack of social life never irked her and she put up with the church bazaars and beetle drives because they provided opportunities for what Mrs Whittie called her ‘malarkying’.

When she was seven there was a big picnic for the Queen’s Coronation. The choirboys and men built a bonfire on the south side of the church and there was a tea in the afternoon and fireworks in the evening. Jon was determined to stay to the very end.

Aileen was against it. The weather was typical for an English June: cold and inclined to rain. She had no wish to stand outside herself, let alone permit her baby to do so.

‘Your bit is in the afternoon, darling.’

Jon stuck out her lower lip.

‘Shan’t be able to go to sleep with all the noise,’ she pointed out. ‘And Rosie is going.’

‘Rose is nearly thirteen. And she’ll be with Margaret and the Ellenburys’.

Jon abandoned logic. ‘I want to go with Rosie!’ she wailed.

As usual, Rose intervened. ‘Jon can come with us, Mother. You need not come outside at all if you don’t want to.’

Jon had no wish to be glued to Rose’s side, but she nodded enthusiastically. ‘We’re sisters, after all!’ she maintained.

She’d noticed before how that rallying cry practically always won the others over. Rose always smiled widely and said, ‘So we are, baby.’ And Mother would sigh gustily and look into the sky or the fire as the case might be.

It worked this time.

‘All right then. But not too near the fire, mind, darling. And if the choir start throwing fireworks, bring her straight in, Rosie.’

‘Yes, Mother.’

Jon managed to detach herself from the Ellenbury entourage quite quickly. It was a dark night and once clear of the lurid firelight, all cats were grey. She saw some interesting things. The stationmaster kissing someone who wasn’t his wife. And Margaret Ellenbury’s auntie without her blouse. Two of the choirboys let her smoke a cigarette when she threatened to scream if they didn’t. And the choirmaster gave her a lollipop and said she could call him John.

‘That’s not your name,’ she objected in between ecstatic licks of the lollipop. ‘I’ve heard Mrs Vicar call you Stephen. My name is Jon.’

‘That’s why I chose it. So you’d remember.’

‘I’m not a baby, you know. I’m seven.’

‘I know. I’ve seen you with the Sunday school. You’ve got a good voice.’

‘Have I?’ No-one had told her that before. They told her she was pretty; and lucky to have such lovely curly hair; and bright for her age. But it was generally accepted that she could not sing.

‘Yes. If I can persuade the Reverend Murchison to accept girls into the choir, would you like to join?’

‘What would I wear?’

‘Blue, I think. And a small blue cap.’

‘I’d like that.’

‘You’d have to be a very good girl. Otherwise I wouldn’t have you.’

‘I am good. I’m always good.’

‘Can you keep a secret too?’

‘Oh yes.’

‘Then my name is a secret. My real name. You must call me John.’

‘All right.’

‘Go on then.’

It was getting silly. She intoned, ‘John. John. John.’

He said, ‘And you must give me a kiss.’

She did so without thinking. Entirely without thinking. And when he put his arms around her and cradled her as if she were a baby, she was surprised. He kissed her again. Then again. And she wriggled free.

‘Oh dear. You’re not being very co-operative.’ She could hear him breathing.

‘What’s . . . what you said?’

‘Co-operative? You’re not doing what I asked you. You have to give me lots of kisses.’

She was bored and wanted to get back to the bonfire.

‘I don’t want to sing. I don’t like singing very much.’

His face was suddenly, luridly, lit by an exploding rocket. It was white and strained.

He said, ‘I’m sorry. Sorry, Jon. Forget it.’

But she was caught by the look on that face. She wanted to cry. As if the look was on her face too.

She dabbed a kiss on his nose and ran.

That night she got out of her bed and crept in with Rose.

‘Is anything the matter, Jon?’ Rose whispered into the curly hair.

‘Don’t you wish – sometimes – that we had a daddy?’ Jon whispered back, keeping her head almost under the clothes as if the question were treasonable.

‘We’ve got a daddy, silly.’ Rose used her indulgent voice. The photograph which now sat on the mantelpiece was even more blurred, so it was easy to think that Jonathan Harris was as dark as Jon and Rose.

Jon said, ‘Yes. But a daddy who lives with us. Not with Jesus.’

‘I’m not sure.’

Margaret said that sometimes her parents ‘fought’. Rose was still young enough to visualize sticks, swords; even pistols. And anyway it was hard to imagine a man in the Snow-White house.

Jon gave voice to something she had recently thought out for herself.

‘Rosie. Have you noticed? When people go and live with Jesus, they don’t come back again.’

‘Yes.’

Rose held her small sister very close.

‘So Daddy won’t come back to live with us, will he?’

‘No.’

There was silence in the bedroom while the two girls clung to each other. And then gradually relaxed.

Jon murmured drowsily, ‘Where is heaven, Rosie? Where do they go when they live with Jesus?’

And Rose, nearly thirteen, and very ordinary, murmured back, ‘I think they go to America, Jon.’

And they slept.

The following week Mrs Whittle told them that Stephen Manning, the young choirmaster, had left the village. She thought there might have been trouble with one of the choirboys.

*

When Jon was fifteen, she prevailed on her mother to buy a television set. Aileen’s warning that they would get square eyes had long ago proved false – Jon had gone next door and watched Mrs Whittie’s set from the age of ten. Mrs Whittaker was her godmother and Jon had informed her solemnly that to share her telly was one of her godmotherly duties.

But still she argued that her poor examination marks were because she was so behind in things like current affairs and the arts – all of which, apparently, could be absorbed from television programmes.

‘Rose did not seem to feel the need for a television,’ Aileen argued – hopelessly because she knew that when Jon set her heart on something, it was useless to argue.

‘Rose is a swot,’ Jon explained kindly. ‘Don’t you remember how she and Margaret Ellenbury used to sit in the kitchen for hours before their exams?’

Aileen said reasonably, ‘Which enabled Margaret to go to teacher training collage, and Rose to start as a librarian.’

‘Exactly!’ Jon said triumphantly. ‘I mean, who ever heard of anyone wanting to become a teacher or a librarian?’

‘Oh Jon . . .’ As usual Aileen started to laugh and Jon knew she’d won. She asked again about a telephone but Aileen shook her head vigorously. ‘Never! Our precious privacy would be gone for ever,’ she said.

Jon did not quite know what she expected of the television, but she was disappointed with what she got. It made the Snow-White house more of a fortress than ever. That summer of 1961, when they might have gone with the church outing to Weston-super-Mare, made painful visits to the Harrises in Cheltenham, attended the summer picnic and shopped in Gloucester at weekends, life revolved around the new television. Unfortunately Rose actually enjoyed the kind of things Jon ‘should’ watch. They toured stately homes from the comfort of their armchairs in the tiny parlour; they saw fighting in Cuba and would have recognized the new leader, Fidel Castro, if they’d met him on Churchdown station. Rose was terribly excited when the books she stocked on the mobile library van were mentioned during a review. Aileen copied down the recipes demonstrated by Tony Stopani. Occasionally they would watch a film, but they were always old films. Jon announced loudly that Fred Astaire was the most sexless man she had ever seen. Aileen and Rose laughed comfortably.

It was Jon who decided that Rose’s twenty-first birthday warranted a party.

Rose was scoffing. ‘Not on your life! I want tea here. Potted shrimps please. Margaret can come if she’s home. And I suppose the grandparents. No party.’

‘Everyone has a party for their coming-of-age!’ Jon said dramatically. ‘For heaven’s sake – we shall become completely inconspicuous soon! As it is we’re so well camouflaged no-one knows whether we’re trees or human beings!’

‘Melodrama, Jon,’ commented Aileen, trying to read a knitting pattern which had fallen to the carpet.

‘I shall mention it to Grandmother Harris,’ Jon said unexpectedly.

Aileen looked up sharply. ‘You will do no such thing!’ she said.

But Jon was only temporarily silenced. Instead of coming straight home from school, she cycled into Cheltenham and bearded the Harrises in their den – actually a substantial detached house in Rodney Road.

They greeted her with surprise, then their usual remoteness. But, unexpectedly, they were on her side.

‘Of course Rosamund must have a party!’ Grandmother Harris did not consult Grandfather. ‘We’ll take the town hall. Mills can do the catering.’

Jon knew this was going too far.

‘Rosie doesn’t actually know enough people to fill the town hall,’ she demurred. ‘Besides . . . no, she would hate that.’

Grandfather smiled suddenly.

‘You seem to know Rose very well. What do you suggest?’

‘Well, we mustn’t frighten her off.’ Jon wondered why her concern for Rose endeared her to Grandfather. ‘I think if we do it in the church hall . . . perhaps Mother and Mrs Vicar could do the food. And Mrs Whittie will help.’

Grandmother was disappointed. ‘We can’t wear evening dress to the church hall,’ she objected.

Jon said simply, ‘None of us possesses an evening dress anyway.’

So it was decided, and, eventually, after overriding many objections, it was arranged. Jon was much more excited than Rose. She bought material and patterns with Rose’s money and they set to to make themselves suitable dresses.

And then, out of the blue, something absolutely marvellous happened to Jon. At the age of fifteen, she found out what she wanted from life. Fleetingly she recalled the long-ago choirmaster whose name had been Stephen and had asked to be called John. She knew what he had wanted from life too. It was simply . . . someone to love.

She felt guilty about it. She had Mother and Rosie. They needed no-one else. Why did she? But she did. Immediately she met Rick, she knew she did.

It was at – of all boring occasions – a thé dansant. Jon never stayed to anything after school; she was much too anxious to get home. But when a whole gang of girls suggested playing truant from French and going to the Cadena thé dansant – relic of pre-war days – she agreed without a thought.

They did what they could with their school uniforms: cinched in their waistbands, opened their shirt waister dresses to vest-level, rolled the elbow-length sleeves up to the shoulder seams and removed hated ankle socks. But they were still unmistakably schoolgirls and the older clientele gave them a wide berth. They danced with each other and pretended they were having a wonderful time, but Jon began to understand Rose’s dislike of dances and parties. They were just another boring way of passing time. Worse than Tony Stopani and Fred Astaire put together.

Then the door opened and some new arrivals pushed in, all male, all in long trousers, all obviously – like the girls – looking for a lark.

They sat around two tables and ordered tea. And then, surreptitiously, began to look around them.

Jon knew immediately that the one with red hair would come over to the girls’ table first. But she was not at all sure that he would ask her to dance. Sheila McConnery was very much the leader of their little group. She was blonde and blue-eyed and looked a bit like Marilyn Monroe.

Jon leaned across to her.

‘Hey. She. I dare you to go and ask that dark one for a dance. Go on. I dare you. You’re scared, aren’t you?’

Sheila handed out one of her quelling looks and did nothing. Jon glanced over at the table and saw that the red-haired one was about to make a move. She said desperately, ‘All right, if you won’t, I will!’ Everyone gasped and Sheila looked as if she were about to stick her tea-knife into Jon’s gingham. Jon stood up and said very casually, ‘I’ll leave you the dark one. I’ll go for poor old carrot-top!’

She reached the table just as he was pushing his chair back. His eyes were going past her but she smiled brilliantly at him and said quickly, ‘I’m doing this for a dare. Will you dance with me? Just once around the floor will do.’

He was surprised. He refocused his eyes and took in her dark, impish prettiness. Everyone was laughing. Now that she was close to them she saw they were much older than boys. Older than Rosie probably.

He said, ‘Sure. Come on, kid. What can you do? Three-quarter turn?’

‘I think so.’ They had ballroom dancing classes at school, but they were better at twisting.

They did a sedate quickstep around the room. She clung to him hard as he passed the girls’ table for the second time. ‘We might as well go on to the end of the number, mightn’t we?’ she asked.

He laughed. ‘Sure. I was going to ask . . . but she’s dancing with someone else anyway.’

She glanced sideways. Sheila was still sitting at the table, stony-faced. So he hadn’t been going to dance with her after all.

Jon said, ‘My name is Joanna Harris. We’re all skiving French. Thought it would be fun to . . . you know.’

He laughed again. He had a lovely laugh. Full of fun.

‘I know only too well. We all work at Prov. The insurance company, you know. We’re supposed to be on the road.’

She giggled. ‘I’m shocked.’

He looked down at her. ‘No, you’re not.’

She said, ‘Well, I ought to be. I’m a well-brought up child. If my family thought I was skipping school they’d have a fit.’

‘What about if they knew you were dancing with someone who was skipping work? What would they think then?’ He was teasing her; humouring her. She didn’t care. She wanted to dance with him like this for the rest of her life.

‘They’d die!’

He laughed and she felt suddenly disloyal. ‘Actually,’ she went on, ‘my family consists of Mother and Rosie. My sister.’

He leaned back to look at her again. ‘Three women? Sounds interesting. Like a small convent.’

She nodded vigorously. ‘It is like that. Very . . . self-contained. My father was killed in the war and I think Mother and Rosie went into retirement then.’

‘Rosie is older than you?’

‘She’s twenty-one on September the twenty-first.’

‘How . . . appropriate.’

‘Yes. Everything about Rosie is like that. Proper.’

He was interested. Curious. ‘And you’re the pretty one?’ He was being mock-serious.

But she answered him solemnly. She had to be just.

‘Yes. But Rosie is beautiful. Rather like a nun. She’s got these very blue eyes. And when she left school she folded her hair back into a bun. Mother says she looks like Snow-White. In the Disney film. Our house is called the Snow-White house.’

He was definitely intrigued. The music came to an end but he stood there with her on the edge of the dance floor, still smiling.

She said suddenly, ‘Wait there. Just a minute.’

She went over to the four-piece band in the corner. Piano, double bass, violin, drums. She spoke to the pianist.

‘Could you do something . . . you know, sort of jivey? We’d all like to twist.’

He looked around the room. The girls and the young men from the insurance office made up perhaps half of the dancers.

He said, ‘Just one number then. Can’t offend the regulars.’

She said fervently, ‘Thank you so much.’

The drummer gave a roll. The pianist said in to the microphone, ‘Shall we twist again, folks? Like we did last summer?’ And they were away.

Rose did not look forward to 21 September, but when it came everything was so perfect, it would have been churlish to object to the party any more. The weather was halcyon, glowingly warm, the leaves beginning to blaze into magnificent old age. The postman brought a stack of cards; even Miss Marchant and Miss Smithson from the central library sent separately. Margaret, in her last year at college, delayed her return and joined Mother and the Murchisons in the village hall. ‘You’re not to come near the place till this evening, Rose! D’you hear me?’ She was beginning to sound like a teacher already.

They lunched with the Ellenburys in their big farmhouse, then Rose and Aileen went home to rest for a hour. Jon arrived hotfoot at five, looking flushed and excited beyond reason. And after a cup of tea, they began to get ready. They all wore blue; Aileen was in a long tube dress of French navy; Rose had made a very conventional summer frock, but it was in the material chosen by Jon and the cornflower blue cotton made her eyes blaze. Jon had run hers up without a pattern; it was quite unsuitable; nylon layers with a big shawl collar that left her shoulders bare.

Aileen looked at her daughters and thought of the terrible four years in Mabel’s house when she had been a nuisance, a poor relation. She said, ‘We’re happy, aren’t we, girls? Really happy?’

Rose said immediately, ‘Couldn’t be happier, Mother. Don’t worry about tonight. I don’t actually mind, you know. It’s just that . . . well, it would have been just as nice to take an evening picnic on to the hill.’

Aileen laughed. After a while Jon joined in.

They walked single file close to the hedgerow. There was no footpath and that hadn’t mattered when they came here first, but now the motorists had discovered the charm of the village and its pub. There was plenty of traffic in the evenings and at weekends. It occurred to Aileen that perhaps their hideaway was being discovered by life, and they would be unable to sustain its pleasant uneventfulness much longer. Jon would be able to cope. She wasn’t so certain about Rose.

They found Grandmother and Grandfather waiting for them in the porch. There were hugs and kisses for Rose; Grandfather hugged Aileen and Jon; Grandmother opened the inner door and went ahead of the others. Mrs Vicar had even provided a band; the church organist was on the piano and the local skiffle group backed him with a great deal of heavy percussion. Rose had to be delighted. Everyone she knew was there; her old schoolfriends, Margaret Ellenbury of course, Mr Brooking and Mrs Whittaker; her colleagues from the County Library. The band played ‘Happy birthday’ and the vicar asked her for a dance. There was fruit punch and a cake and lots of savoury rolls and sandwiches.

Later, Grandmother said, ‘So. You’ve reached your majority, Rosamund. Congratulations.’

‘Oh. . . . thank you, Grandmother.’ Rose wondered what her options had been. Only death presumably.

Grandfather said, ‘You’ve done well, Rose. Very well. Looked after your mother, got a good job. We’re proud of you. We know it’s not been easy.’

Rose was surprised. ‘Well . . . it has, actually. I mean it’s not been difficult. It’s just . . . happened.’

Grandmother looked at her sharply, ‘Nothing just happens, Rosamund. Not unless you’re a fatalist, and we hope you’re not that. You can make the best of things. Or the worst. You’ve made the best.’ She looked smug. ‘That is something you’ve inherited from our side of the family, of course.’

Grandfather said, ‘Your father would be proud of you, my dear. I can’t say more than that.’

Rose thought of the fair young man of the photographs. He hadn’t been much older than she was now when he’d died. Well, that had just happened. Nothing much you could do about death.

She said again, ‘Thank you.’

Grandfather cleared his throat and said jovially, ‘Feel like taking me round the floor, my dear? It’s a waltz. The only dance I can do.’

They gyrated sedately beneath the paper garlands which were brought out for every social. Grandfather did not hold her at arm’s length like the vicar, nor too close in a way she did not like though did not know why. They could look at one another now and then and smile, yet were near enough for him to hear her when she spoke. She thought, objectively, that he was a nice man and said, ‘D’you know Grandfather, I think I would have liked my father.’

‘Well of course you would, Rose!’ Grandfather was surprised. ‘You’d have got on like a house on fire!’

‘Yes. I know what you mean. But I meant – I think I would have liked him. As a person.’ She smiled. ‘When you’re little, you don’t think of your family as separate people, do you? So I must be grown-up now!’

He laughed, then said, ‘What on earth made you think of your father as a person just then, Rosie?’

‘Because of you,’ she said simply.

She saw his Adam’s apple jerk in his throat and hoped she hadn’t upset him by talking about his dead son.

When the dance finished they stood on the floor, clapping gently, and then he said, ‘That is the best compliment I’ve ever had, Rose. No-one can tell Jonathan that he takes after his father. But to be told that I take after him . . . ah, that is better still.’

She felt a rush of affection for him and took his arm. ‘It was a lovely birthday present, Grandfather,’ she said. ‘Thank you.’

They had given her the obligatory gold watch, an exquisite Swiss watch on a bracelet. It must have cost the earth. Mother and Jon between them had given her a silver locket bought from one of the antique shops which clustered around Gloucester Cathedral. She had loved it so much, the watch had come a poor second, and her thanks had been as formal as the present itself.

‘Well. Not original. But someone has to give you a gold watch!’

Grandmother came up to them, smiling.

‘You’re having a nice time,’ she said approvingly. ‘I just wish your sister would take a leaf from your book.’

Rose looked around the room in surprise. Jon was dancing with a young man she hadn’t seen before. Probably a relative of one of the villagers. Tall, with fiery red hair, and a laughing, open face. They confronted each other, twisting fiercely.

Rose said, ‘Oh, I think Jon is having a very good time, Grandmother.’

‘She’s only fifteen,’ Grandmother said repressively.

‘But they’re not even dancing properly.’

Grandmother Harris snorted derisively. ‘This new dancing reminds me of some of the animal displays seen immediately prior to cop—’

Grandfather cleared his throat. ‘Absolutely. Absolutely . . . innocent.’

‘Rubbish!’

Rose said, ‘Jon is very athletic, you know. She was in the tennis tournaments at school in the summer. Mother and I went twice to watch the games.’

‘Hmph!’

‘You should come, Grandmother. You’ve always told me how much you enjoy Wimbledon week.’

Grandmother said nothing and Grandfather took over. ‘Yes. Well . . . perhaps if Jon stays on at school we might manage to come to a match next summer. Eh, dear?’

Rose said eagerly, ‘She plays hockey for the first eleven, too.’

‘Winter. Bad for your Grandmother’s chest.’ Grandfather said diplomatically.

Rose was not at all certain that Jon would be at school next summer. She planned to do the shorthand and typing course this year which meant she would not be sitting her exams next summer and could slip out of school almost any time she wished.

It happened so gradually that Aileen and Rose barely noticed it. The red-haired young man, whose name turned out to be Rick, called the next day with a handkerchief he thought might be Jon’s. Rose knew it wasn’t, but Jon said it was and asked him in. The front room of the Snow-White house was small enough with the three of them; when he stood by the mantelpiece they felt they could
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