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The Girls

His neighbour on the right stirred her coffee and laid the
spoon in the saucer. ‘All summer,’ she condnued, ‘postcard
after postcard with pictures of Norwegian fords and glaciers,
incredibly blue and impersonal, like blind men’s eyes, if you
know what I mean. They'e camping, of couse. Modern
youngsters are marvellous, don't you think, Mr Armicage?”

He said, “They cenainly make the headlines.' Her eyesight
must be better than his; he hadn't been able to see across the
knives and forks to decipher her place-card. In any case, her
married name would have meant as little to him as his surname
cvidentdy did o her,

"You can't help remembering them when they were small
and ook hold of your hand as soon as you went through the
gate,’ she said. ‘I mean, it docsn't make any difference, burt you
can' help remembering,’ She lowered her green-caked eyelids.
'Of course they mature so much carlier nowadays,’ she said,
and in case she had admitred any hint of sourness, added gaily.
‘Bless them!'

‘My wife and | have no family,” he said, and she looked at
him in the way that women always looked when he said this.
Accusation? Curiosity? Pity? He wasn't sure. Was chis Joan he
wondered, or Phyllis, Beatrice or Judith? More than likely she
was onc of the hockey team whose flat virgin faces looked out
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from the photograph that Alice had hung on the bedroom wall
the day they came home from their honeymoon. ‘Do we have
to have them there?” And Alice said, “The girls? Oh, John, of
course!’

The sight of her coss-stiched nightdres-case lying on
the bed starded and pleased him, and he didn't argue. She had
embroidered it, she told him, in the Upper Fifth. Miss Finch had
heen wild because she hadn't matched the colours properly.

Whichever of the girls the lady on has rght was, she now
tumned her attention to her ather neighbour, presenting him
with an ablique view of her chin and solid bosom. He was In
disgrace. Since the soup, he had accompanied her through a
deniled history of her children. almost from their conceprion,
a1 if since he was amending the Reunion Luncheon a5 a
hushand, it followed thar he must also be a father. Now she
knew her confidences had been misplaced; he should have told
her carlicr that he and his wife were childless. She had been
deceived.

The lady on his left, one of the senior Old Gitls and
ceruinly not in the photograph of Alicc’s hockey team, had
been working through an agenda with her other neighbour
since they ok their places, and was stifl Beroely engaged. Alice
was teated acrom the table from him, two places to the right. In
spite of her artachment 1o the photograph, this was the furst of
these functions she had artended ~ his work. she protested, the
journey to Ireland, the Dahlia Show: in any case. what would
be the poine? It wasn't as if she had kept up with any of them
since she sent (0 cach the first marinee coat. Even Christmas
cards had long since dwindled.

Unexpeciedly. she had decided this year to come, shrugging
his surprise and the Dahlia Show aside. It would be amusing;
they would make an autumn holiday of ir, would stay a night
ot two at the hotel where the Junch was 10 be held, in the rown
that had been their home. It was arranged.

122



The Girls

He looked at her now with the double eye of critic and
husband, hoping she wasn't sorry she had come, making
a private appraisal of her public face. She looked different
from her companions and younger than she did in London.
This was probably because she was wearing on her head that
wisp of black lace and velvet, whereas the other women wese
formally and magnificently hareed. Below the netted threads
her hair blazed, the colour unaltered since it had lain in plaits
on the shoulders of her gym tunic. She wasn't joining in
the conversation, but sipped her coffec as if she was wholly
absorbed in making 2 judgment on it. Then she put her cup
down briskly and began to talk.

He wurned his ear to listen. Alice was never much of 2 talker,
not in public, nor would he have thought of her as 2 name-
dropper. Names fell from her now like teaves in Vallombrosa.
It was blatant, but she was doing well. Even those names her
listeners might not recognise were made to sound significant,
Names of his colleagues in the television world occurred
frequencly.

*So | said to Leonard ~ Leonard Styles, you know — how
do you grow those quite amazing roses?’ Thar was as much 2
she had found o say to Leonard Styles when confronted with
him for a few scconds at a sherry parry — “Your roses are lovely’
~ before someone else had snapped him up. Now she made it
sound like a stroll through a scented garden, bluc fingers of
evening lying on the grass.

‘Estelle Leyland — we bump into cach other sometimes
when 1 go 1o have my halr done.” She thought she had heard
Estelle’s voice once in the cubicle next to hers, but though she
hung about afterwards, she wasn't able to positively identify
Estelle.

Alice looked up and saw him. She knew from the surprisc
on his face thar he had been listening. Instead of the shy look
she usually gave him when their cyes met in public, she threw
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him now a cocky challenge — 'Doing all righr, don't you think?’
and in a voice loud enough for him o hear without effort, she
spoke of the Head of Programmes as if he had been a favourite
uncle.

It hit him then why she was doing iv. Pops and Protests, O
Levels, and Menstrual Sluggishness: these were the topics she
was offered. She chasc her own. Thar thing on her head wasa
flag of freedom flown to colchrate her escape from provincial
convention, to point out her difference before anyone else
pointed it out.

Her small spurc of display ended abrupdy, as it had begun,
and had earmned her no response. As soon as she had finished
her neighbours returned to their discussion of Streaming
in Schools, Teenage Sex and What Was the Church Doing
Anyway? Her lower lip had thickened, her face forbade him o
fook at her and offer any kind of comfort.

Somcone ac the op wmble was rapping for arenton. He
disciplined himself to listen to the speeches.

“The speeches weren't up to much, were they?' she said later
in their bedroom in the hotel. She was sitting at the dressing
table in conference with three reflections of herself. He swod
at the bay window fecling the coolness of the glass against his
hands. Outside, the pale curve of the beach was deserted, the
tide was low, pools already threw back light 10 the sky.

“Thar militant woman who spoke fiest—" he said.

"Mabel? You know she was terrible. She used 10 be Head
Prefect. She was always termible. 've told you how terrible she
used to be.’

‘She was the best of the bunch.’

“Which wasn't saying much.’

"How was Phyllis?" He picked a name at random, hoping
to steer her into some nostalgic schoolgidl chareer.

*Phyllis? Well, you tell me how she was!’
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The Girh

‘What do you mean?’

*You were sitting next w her.’

‘“Was |2 Was that Phytlis”

‘Surely you knew! On your right.’

'lmk,lon!ym%yﬂhm.mddmwdlof&fwm
years ago, for five seconds, milling about in a conducted party
uasmdyhomc—mywy,dwhadn’ndmwholm’

Alice frowned. ‘She should have had.’

‘Oh come off it, he said, though he agreed with her.
‘Hardly over here.’

‘Phyllhmmuldmaubanm—dxchamihh
mad In exams. Anyway, why be so interested?’

He pointed out, 'She was your friend — you're the one to
be incerested.”

“Tell me then - how was she?’

an‘y?'

‘Good worka? She chirsted after good works.'

*No, he said. ‘Children,’

He could have dodged it but he was angsy with her for
beﬁgmmahou:dngbhbaﬁimds.%mhad:hcym
for? He had been ready to smile at sentimental reunions; now
he felt he was on the inside of the photograph, making a claim
for affection.

Sheuid.'Ringdmmdzedd.wiﬂyw.mdmkﬁmm
send up some China tea with lemon.’ When he had done this,
she said, 'I'm ghad we're in one of thesc big front rooms, anyway.
We never really thought we'd be saying here, did we? Yeani ago. |
mean. Do you remember lovking in through the revalving doors
when we were on our way to the half-crown dances at the pier?’

He said, 'l remember. | kept 3 candbosrd calendar in my
lodmandspmurlthedzymutwid:mypmhﬂftfmmhalfmf

She wriggled her feet frce of her shoes. “This carpet, it must
have cost 2 packet. When people nay, 'Of course young folk
marure so much carlier these days', it makes me want to laugh.’
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He remembered Alice on her bicydle, hair like a flag,
turning the corner of the lane from her parents’ house, then
lighting down beside him, all movement suddenly arrested,
and the passionase innocence of the first moments, only their
breath meeting across cheir passive hands. “You're late.”

'} couldn't get away any sooner, John. She made me swear
10 God | would do my piano practice. How English you've got
— more English than ever.’

‘I have not.’

‘You have 50.’

And gradually Alice became Alice.

Now he heard rain on the window and umed. Large
single drops studded the glass. The sparse necklace of lights
was already lit along the promenade, though it was only mid-
afernoon. The dying scason was making the most of itsclf,

‘Phyllis should have known,' she sid. Usually Alice wore
his success modestly, the way she wore her fur stole; now she
seemed inclined to brandish it like 2 banner.

He said, ‘I'll cake a walk. Why don't you go down to the
lounge and meet up with some of them and get all the craic?’

‘Listening to the recumning native!" she mocked. ‘You
wouldn't have said “craic” in London.

‘Why don't you, anyway?’

‘Maybe 1 will when I've had my vea.’

With the arrival of the tray he made his escape. The main
had lificd. He enjoyed walking across the beach, stecring a
course through the tracks the scagulls had made, treading so
that cach imprint was sharp. All the nostalgia he had expecred
to experience vicariously through Alice he now exploited in
himself, He went quickly and was rcady for the bank of shingle
at the far end, remembering how his feet would slide in it.

The man was unfastening the chains on the swings; he
had put up the notice beside the roundabout. No one would
come, not on an afternoon like this at the thin end of the
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summey. The horses and ostriches on their barley-sugar poles
leapr bravely, but they would have no riders coday. From
the shelter 3 few rug-wrapped regulars surned cheir heads to
watch the stranger.

He reached the road and sarted o climb, pausing only
for 2 moment when he came w0 the gate. They had ¢ut the
shrubbery and made a lawn for dlock gold; no vestige remained
of thas eromaric, unmapped jungle. A lentered board hung on
chains above the door: ‘Sea Crest Guest House'. Sauce bordes
showed through the window; an unhurricd gnome fished.

The church was unchanged, the churchyard ddier chan
he remembered it, smelling of lawn mowings. It would have
suited his mood 1o find the grave deep in drenched and sceded
grasses, bur it fooked tame and seemly, an upright stone, a
recrangle of granite chippings surrounded by the far marble
plinth where the words ‘TO THE GLORY OF GOD' were
arved. The rain had filled the letiers, making each ‘O’ into 3
small rock pool. Four O's, four pools.

He took the marbles out of his pocket and polished them
againse his sleeve. then crouched and rook aim. Flicked from
his thumb, they fell accurately into place one after another,
rartled for @ moment and lay still while the rock pools spouted.
The coloured cores In the glass embellished che letrers, Satisied,
he gouged the marbles out and pur them in his pocket, then
came down the hill again. He could hear the thin bouncing
rune from the roundabout. So there had been ridens for the
horses after all.

Three fiders — two shrimps of boys and Alice. The children
leaned forward on thelr horses’ necks, intent on a winning post.
Alice had chosen an ostrich and sat upright. The velver bow on
her head flurtered: she rose and fell smoothly. There was 2 half-
smile on her face; her knees, exposed below the tightened skir,
shone large and pale. Four times she passed by him. The fourdh
time she passed, she saw him and waved.
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When the ride was over she dismounted, smoothed her skire
and came to him. ‘Oh, John — years and years since I've had such
fun!’ She laid her cheek on his; he fancied she smelt of toffee and
ink. "Come on,’ she urged. “Try it — why noe’

He paid the man, helped Alice to mount and chose an
adjacent ostrich for himself.

'Good thing no one saw us,' she s2id when it was over.
‘1 suppose we were silly.” They walked back across the sand,
hands clasped and swinging like children. The tide was coming
in again, afl the runnels widening. Ahead of them the hotel was
dark and enormous, decorated with lighted windows, “What
have you been daing with yourself?' she asked. ‘Go on - tell!’

He told her then about the gravestone and the marbles,
the day long ago when he stood there fidgeting abour in his
pockets, sick with the misery and nuisance of dying while his
father discussed with the clergyman the armangements for his
grandmother’s funeral. Then his father’s shadow fell across the
stonc. “What's that you have there, John?' He held out his open
palm. ‘Only marbles, Dad.’ ‘Show us here.’ His father took the
marbles and sent them flying into their sockets with satisfying
precision. There had been late slanting sunlight, the colours in
the glass shone.

‘I always kept those marbles,” he said to Alice.

“They were in the box with your cufflinks.’

Without any need to explain che rite, they had arrived ata
new kind of intimacy.

"Whar did you do after | went out?’ be asked her.

‘1 went down to the lounge like you said. Everyone was
there, talking. Everyone, John! It was splendid, just like old
times, such fun! | expect | ralked too much,’ she added, waiting
for him 10 concradict her.

‘And did you?’

‘You are miscrable,” she laughed. ‘Anyway, they know now
who you are.’
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Hcdkmimdapang:hntbcyshouldbavchadmbuo!d
and said, “They do, do they?'

‘Several of them said they'd wondered if it could be and
had decided it couldn't. They're longing to mest you. Before
dinner, I said - drinks. I'll wear the yellow.”

Her gaiety was infectious. Why pretend he wasn't looking
forward w the evening? With Alice in this mood it could be
fun, Lifc incognito hadn't been as amusing as hed expected.

As they approached the hotel a car dhat had been waiting
at the entrance drove past them, gathering speed.

Alice cried, 'Look! It's Phyllis!’

‘Is ir? Are you sure?’

‘I ist It is! Wave, John!' She prodded him. They waved.
The wornan in the car was secing nothing and made no
acknowledgement. ‘How odd! Phyllis was crazy o be
introduced. | didn’t think she was leaving till tomorrow.”

anaMthmmcbmtgehkpmﬁscdmd:med
the tragic key. Peaple were standing about in lirtle knots, talk was

_ Alice didn’t notice. "There's someone over there | simply
must talk to!’ she declared, heading across the room.

He heard the news at the bar. There had been 3 telephone
message from Norway. Crazy youngsters, what made them do
i? As if they nceded to prove something. The mother of the
boy had lcft immediately. Thesc things happened, they could
happen to anyone.

Not quitc anyone. As he came through the lounge again,
jooking for Alice, they said, ‘I think your wife went upstairs,
Mr Armitage,’ not really seeing him.

Alice was in the bedroom when he reached it. She was
sitding at the dressing table but hadn't turned on the lighe.

‘1 don’t think I'll go down to dinner afeer all, John.”

‘Oh surely—'

"You know it wouldn't be any good,’ she cried irritably,
because her cvening had been spoiled. She snapped on the
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