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At All Events

“At All Events” is former commercial fashion artist Rose Mortleman’s
warm and witty account of growing up in a working-class family in the
London suburb of Twickenham during the 1930s and 1940s.

The only daughter of Fred and Dorothy Pickles, a painter-decorator and
a former cook in service, Rose paints a vivid picture of her happy
family home and the colourful characters who peopled her childhood.

In this gentle tale, skilfully told, we follow the author's uneasy journey
from toddler to teenage artist. Along the way we meet a cast of
relatives, neighbours, teachers and friends vividly recalled from a
bygone era. (Fred and Dorothy were born when Victoria was on the
throne.)

The text is accompanied by original photographs and a selection of the
author's cartoons from the period.
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Foreword

Some years ago I noticed that my wife Rose was spending more
time than usual scribbling away on a lined A4 pad. I am used to
her writing and sketching at odd moments, but this was different.
It seemed to go on for days and she often chuckled as she wrote.

“What are you up to?” I asked.

“Nothing, just a bit of scribble about Mum and Dad and old
times in Talbot Road,” was her reply

Well, that scribble has become this book. Rose hopes it will give
our grandchildren, Ellen and George an idea of their
grandmother’s happy childhood in a very different age. I suspect it
may appeal to a wider readership.

My mother-in-law Dorothy Pickles was a large, jolly woman — as
generous of spirit as she was generous of girth. She was a born
carer. She loved children and they adored her. Always soothing
and calm she would minister to injured children and animals in a
confident, matter-of-fact way. “Never you mind they little cuts.
We’ll soon have ee better my dear...” Her calming Bristol tones
(she never lost her West Country way of speech) working their
magic. She was a cook in service until her marriage to Fred
Pickles. She was a gregarious woman and she brought a new
dimension to the life of her shy husband. We all miss her kindly
presence and we are grateful that she lived long enough to be
fondly remembered by our son James. She was a wonderful wife,
mother, mother-in-law, and grandmother who was loved and
respected by all who were fortunate enough to know her.

Unfortunately Fred died in 1958, two years after we were
married. He was a quiet retiring man who was not overly
concerned with worldly goods or position. He was very well read
and intelligent. He could turn his hand to many tasks. He was a
good carpenter and an accomplished musician who played the
violin and the mandolin. Despite his naturally unassuming manner
friends and neighbours often turned to him for help and advice. He
was not a religious man but had strongly held moral values.
Always polite and gentlemanly, he was liked and respected by all



who knew him. It is a lasting regret that I did not have time to
know him better. He was always kind to me but I had the feeling
that he was not quite sure I was good enough to look after his
beloved Rose. I like to think time would have dismissed his
doubts.

I suppose some might think that this marriage and parenthood
coming along late in life would not be the best conditions for
giving a daughter a secure and happy childhood. On the contrary,
these two extraordinary people have left Rose with the happiest
memories full of humour and affection. I think that comes through
in this book.

~ Brian Mortleman, October 2011.

The young Fred Pickles (1882-1958)



Dorothy Pickles and baby Rose



Chapter 1

“Peg can’t get up the steps, Mum!”

We stood on the bridge above the railway line looking down over
the back gardens in Marsh Farm Road.

“Look at her tummy, Mum. Why is she so fat?” “She thinks
she’s having puppies,” said my mother.

“Why does she? Is she having puppies?”
“No.”

“Well why isn’t she?”

“Because she’s not.”

“Why does she think she is, then?”

“Because lady dogs sometimes do. Come on, she’ll follow us in
a minute. Don’t stand there; there’s an engine coming and you’ll
get your frock filthy.”

“I want to stand in the fog!”

My mother grabbed my hand and pulled me down the steps on
the other side of the line. The engine roared past, bellowing thick
clouds of yellow smoke. We waited at the foot of the steps for
Peg, who slowly picked her way across the bridge

“Good girl,” said Mum. Peg wagged her tail. Just past the iron
gate to the allotments was a stone ford across a stream.

“There you are. We’ll paddle if you like.”



My mother bundled my shoes and socks into her capacious bag
and peeled off her stockings. We slid down the earthy slope,
clutching at tufts of grass to save falling in. Peg tentatively
sniffed nettles on the bank. The shallow water felt icy as it
bubbled over our feet; we could see the sandy bottom and felt the
sharp little stones as we splashed along with Peg waddling slowly
behind us. I loved our afternoon walks. Sometimes we paddled to
some bushes with twisted roots which trailed in the water; there
we could climb the bank and follow a footpath beside the river to
Chase Bridge. There were always plenty of wild flowers to pick,
in the hedgerows.

G‘Mum! 2
“What now?”
“Will Peg ever have puppies?”

She pondered the question for a while and then said Peg was too
old. It was natural for lady dogs to want babies, just like people,
she told me.

“The puppies grow inside their mother until they are ready to be
born. That’s why the lady dog gets fat.”

What a revelation! How did they get inside in the first place? 1
questioned Mum about it but she refused to tell me how they got
there and it was no use pursuing the matter further.

“Where did I come from?”

“The nurse delivered you. We’ll only go as far as the next
bridge; I promised to call at the farm and see Mrs. Stanley.”

It wasn’t really a farm anymore — just a house with a wild
garden, set in a field. Mrs. Stanley met us at her back door and
offered us tea.

“No, thank you all the same. I have to get back for Fred’s meal
and Mother will be wondering about us.”

I fidgeted while they chattered on about Mrs. Stanley’s son who
attended the infants’ school. They turned to look at me.

“You’ll be going to school after Christmas, won’t you Dear?”

“She’s ready for it, but they won’t take her until she’s five in
November. Pity she can’t start in September like the others.”



There were mumblings and exchanged glances. 1 wandered off
to the gate, tearing at the tall grasses with prickly tops. Grown-up
conversations were boring. Every time we went out my mother
met at least three people and always stopped for a chat. I knew
better than to interrupt the conversation so I fidgeted until Mum
got annoyed and moved on. They ran out of gossip so we
followed the road past the allotments to the alleyway. The
allotments and fields to our left were enclosed by a high wall;
while to our right lay orchards, reached by a pathway. Sometimes
we met our neighbour, Mr. Hall, picking walnuts, but he wasn’t
around that day.

“They’re going to build a big art school on they orchards,” said
Mum. “They say there’ll be a new housing estate here soon.”

uwhy?”

“I don’t know, do 1? I suppose there’s a lot of people needs
houses.”

“Will we be able to paddle?”

“I expect so, but they’re going to do a lot of things soon. Dad
said the plans have been passed.” My mother stood still for a
moment and gazed at the trees drooping with fruit.

“’Tis lovely out here this weather,” she said. “Reminds me of
home.”

Home was Long Ashton in Somerset. She often talked of her
childhood; her mother died of peritonitis when Mum was eight.
The four children were brought up by their father and a wizened
aunt. Mum went into service at the age of twelve and suffered
eight years of drudgery before she finally got a job as cook in the
household of a Bristol solicitor. A bachelor, he lived with his
mother and sister in a fine old house in Clifton. Mum said the old
mother had religious mania and prayed on her knees in the street.
The other servants could not cope with her, so Mum looked after
the old lady in addition to her duties as cook. Eventually the poor
soul died, but Mum stayed with the family for sixteen years and
she still made them cakes which she sent through the post. Miss
Maggie wrote her long letters and sent us gifts every Christmas.

“Tell me about Long Ashton, Mum!”
“You know all there is to know already.”



“Tell me about when you were a little girl, then.”

“Not much to tell. It was a hard time for us kiddies, but we loved
going out in the fields and up Yandley Lane to see my Gran. She
used to give us new bread and home-made jam — she knew our
Aunt Lizzie was hard.”

“Tell me about the washing, Mum.”

“Aunt Lizzie took in piles of washing to earn some money. She
did work hard... she’d be up half the night getting it dry round the
fire. She’d wait till our Dad was snoring, then she’d get our
Gladys and me up — sometimes at two in the morning — to help
with all the ironing.”

“Did you go to school?”

“Yes, but we used to fall asleep in the lessons. One day I
knocked an ink-pot over my white pinny and our Dad gave me the
strap when I got home.”

“Why?”

“For ruining my clean pinny.”

“Did you all get the strap?”’

“All except your Aunt Margie; she was the baby.”
“Can we have a baby?”

“No, I’'m too old for babies now, Love. You would have had a
sister if the first one had lived. She would be seven now. I can
still see Nurse Mack handing her to me in the bed; she said we
must Christen her because she wouldn’t live, so I called her
Margaret. Nurse Mac dipped her finger in the water jug and made
the sign of the cross on the baby’s little forehead.”

“Was Gran there?”

“No, she was downstairs with your Dad... she went up the road
to fetch Aunt Rose. Next day your Dad made a little white coffin.
The tears was streaming down his face.”

“What happened to the baby then?” I insisted.
“She was buried in the cemetery along with someone.”

“Who?”
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“I don’t know, Love. It was the way things was done when
babies died. Your poor Dad said no more babies after that.”

We were nearing home. We had to pass Mrs. Chambers’ shop on
the corner of our road.

“Can I have a bar of chocolate, Mum?”
“No, it’s teatime and I’ve no money.”
“Can I ask Gran?”

“No! And you’re not to ask Auntie.”

My mother’s Aunt Rose lived next door to the shop. It had been
she who introduced Mum to my father. When Mum was in
service she spent a week’s holiday each year with her Aunt Rose
and Uncle Charles who, at that time, lived in a large house in
Chiswick. Uncle Charles owned property in Twickenham; a few
cottages near the railway line. A lot of people had invested in land
in that area in the 1800’s, including my paternal great-grandfather.
Cottages were built on the plots when the landowners could scrape
up enough money.

Great-Grandpa had arrived from Yorkshire in the mid-1800s to
seek work as a gardener on one of the big estates. He married a
local girl and had one son; my grandfather. After years of toil,
frugal living and saving, he managed to accumulate quite a lot of
property. His wife died in middle-age, and Great-Grandpa
married again; a younger woman who bore him three more sons.
By that time, he had a three-year-old grandson; my father. Dad’s
parents lived in rented accommodation and could expect little
financial help from a grandparent with three boys younger than
their own son. They took jobs which provided accommodation, in
order to save money, and lived very frugally. After many years,
they managed to buy a cottage of their own from Great-Grandpa,
and eventually agreed to purchase the deeds of several other
rented properties in the road, although it meant further years of
hard work and deprivation.

Dad left school at the age of twelve and joined his father in the
building trade, but not from choice. He was clever at school, but
there had been no money to provide the education he needed to
become an engineer. Interested in music, he learned to play the
violin and mandolin. He read every book he could lay his hands
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on and was knowledgeable on most subjects. When his father
died, in middle-age, Dad was left to support my Gran; she had a
little money coming in from the rents, but not enough to live on.
My father took his responsibilities very seriously and decided that,
for him, marriage was out of the question.

Great-Grandpa outlived his eldest son by several years, leaving
what remained of his property to his second wife and her three
young sons. My father, in his thirties when war was declared in
1914, volunteered for the Army and was sent to the Dardanelles.
During his absence Gran’s friends, Rose and Charles Lavell,
called regularly to see her when they came to Twickenham to
collect rents. Dad returned after the armistice with a hatred of
war, and of foreign soil. He never talked of his time in the Army.

Charles died in 1920, so Aunt Rose sold her house in Chiswick
and moved to Twickenham. She remained friendly with Gran and
she liked my quiet, dutiful father. She decided to introduce her
niece to them when Dolly came to stay for her annual holiday.
Aunt Rose looked forward to my mother’s visit; she was plump
and lively and would, no doubt, bring my shy father out of his
shell. To Auntie’s dismay, Fred hardly spoke to her fresh-faced
niece from Bristol. Dolly seemed not to notice; she got on very
well with his mother. She had a lot of patience with elderly
people.

Dolly was very surprised to get a letter from Fred when she
returned to Bristol. He hoped she had enjoyed her holiday and
looked forward to meeting her again. My father, who wrote well,
found it easier to convey his thoughts in a letter. In my mother he
found a willing correspondent; the letters got longer and more
frequent.

After three years they were married at Holy Trinity Church on
The Green, honeymooned in Brighton, then returned to live with
Dad’s mother. Mum was then thirty-five, Dad forty-seven.

Mum had a lot to do; Gran was nearly eighty and very frail.
After I was born Mum suffered with backaches — the doctor had
told her to have no more babies when the first one died but she
loved children and longed for one of her own. Mum’s Aunt Rose
had no children and was anxious to share me with my mother.
Nappies and baby clothes were whisked away and returned
spotless.
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When Mum and I passed the shop I was still whining on about
the chocolate. I ran in front of her through Auntie’s gate, along
the sideway and into her scullery. As always, it smelled of
beeswax, paraffin lamps and Palmolive soap. Auntie was at the
stone sink, filling a kettle.

“Where’s your mother?”
“Just coming. We’ve been over the farm with Peg.”

“I’m just making a cup of tea; I expect your Mum can do with

E3]

one.

She was a tall, well built woman of seventy-two with no hint of
grey in her hair. Every afternoon Auntie changed into a dark silk
dress with a crisp square of white lace pinned behind the vee neck.
She wore pearls and dangly earrings, and smelt of lavender. 1
sidled up to her, put my arms around her ample waist and leaned
my head on her hip.

“What are you after now?” she asked.
“Can I stay for proper tea?”

My mother panted her way through the door, her round, jolly,
face flushed with the effort of the walk. She weighed all of fifteen
stone; she told people who mentioned her size that it ran in her
family.

“You can’t stay for tea. Auntie won’t have enough today,” she
said firmly.
“But I can look at the honeypot, can’t I Auntie?”

“Take your shoes off first.”

I could reach the jar, which lived on the top shelf of her corner
cabinet, by climbing onto the arm of a leather chaise longue. I
grasped the blue jareagerly, although I didn’t like the honey it
contained. 1 wanted to run my fingers over the lid and feel the
fragile wings of the bee perched on top. I wondered if Auntie
would let me take it home one day when she had used up all the
honey, but every time I looked in the jar it was still full.

Mum sat down heavily at the table, stretching her legs.

“Nice to have a sit down for a minute,” she said.
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A gold-embroidered red velvet drape hung over the mantelshelf
above the kitchen range; it swayed a little as the kettle on the hob
began to sing. My aunt made tea. I was always best behaved at
her table. She sat very straight in her chair, presiding over the tea
table like a duchess in an elegant drawing room, and poured tea
into delicate china cups. She cut slices of seed cake for us. I was
convinced the food in her house tasted better than ours at home
although my mother was an excellent cook.

“Where’s young Joan today?” asked my aunt.
“Bess kept her in; she’s got a nasty cough again,” said Mum.
Auntie pulled a wry face.

“It’s not right for that child, with Bill in the house. I should be
worried sick.”

Joan’s Uncle Bill had T.B. and lived with them when he was not
at the sanatorium. Joan’s father died when she was two, so Bess
went back home to live with her elderly parents. She worked each
morning in the home of a well-to-do local family. Joan spent a lot
of time at our house; she and I were the same age.

“So what have you been up to?”” Auntie asked me.

“She wouldn’t settle so I took her out of Mother’s way for a bit.
Mother gets so agitated when this one’s into everything. She had
all the hats and stuff out of her Gran’s trunk this morning.”

“I don’t know what we’re going to do with you,” said Auntie.
“You’ll have to behave when you go to school!”

I’m not going to school.”

“You are when you’re five. Everybody has to.”
“Why?”

“So as you won’t grow up ignorant.”

“Well I’'m not going.”

“We’ll see; give your Mum a bit of peace, eh?”
They sipped tea and exchanged glances.

“Stop kicking the leg of the chair.”

“I’m not.”
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“I bet you can’t remember the song I taught you last week.”
“I can.”
“Sing it then. How does it go?”

I wasn’t in the mood for singing. I only sang on buses to stop
myself thinking about feeling sick. I could remember the song
though; it was one of many old music hall songs Auntie taught
me:

Eight o’clock’s a-striking,

Oh Mother may I go out?

For my young man s a-waiting
1o take me for a walk.

He took me by the river,

He took me by the sea.

He took me in a cottage
And gave me a cup of tea.

First he gave me apples.

Then he gave me pears,

And then he gave me sixpence
To kiss him on the stairs.

I sang it in my head.

Gran was posted at the gate with Peg when we left Auntie’s
house. I ran towards the small figure with snow-white hair piled
high, long white apron touching the top of her buttoned boots,
pince-nez on the end of her nose. Before I got halfway down the
road she was holding out her arms in welcome.

“Gran! Gran! We paddled!”

“Did you Duckie? You didn’t get your socks wet, did you?”
“We had seed cake at Auntie’s!”

“Oh dear, you’ll spoil your tea.”

“Carry me Gran.”

“I can’t pick you up, Duckie; hold my hand instead.”
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My father was eating his smoked haddock, carefully stacking the
bones on the side of his plate. Mother cut more buttered fingers
for me to dip in my egg. Gran sat beside our kitchen range in the
chair with wooden arms, hands folded in her lap.

“No sign of Ginger?” asked Dad.

“We haven’t seen hide nor hair of him,” Mum replied. “He’ll be
in a state again when he’s finished his courting.”

Our stray tomcat usually sat beside Dad waiting for scraps of
fish.

Dusk was falling. I had been bathed in the small enamel tub
before Dad got home and was in my dressing gown.

“Dad, we went to the farm today but I didn’t get any flowers.
Will you take me Sunday?”

“I expect so. Depends on what Mum says.”
“Have you finished your egg?”

My mother whisked my plate away, a sign that bedtime was
imminent.

“I’m not tired!”
Gran got up.

“I’m off to my bed,” she said. “Little girls and old ladies need a
lot of sleep.”

“I want to wait for Ginger to come home,” I wailed. “I’m not
tired. Come up and read to me, Mum.”

“I’ll tell you a story if you’re quick. Say goodnight to Daddy
and come and clean your teeth.”

“I want to go to the lavatory.”
I hung out the visit to the lavatory as long as possible.

The W.C. was in the back yard, next to the coal cellar, and
without a light. Dad had fixed a hook and chain on the door so
that it could be left ajar for me while my mother waited outside on
the garden bench. Through the part-open door I could see the
moon. We still had gaslight in our cottage although some of the
houses had been fitted with electricity. A torch was kept on the
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high window sill in the W.C., but I couldn’t reach it even if I stood
on the seat.

“Hurry up now! I think you must need another dose of syrup of
figs.”

I hated the sickly, sticky mixture so I said:
“Just coming.”

Mum washed my hands in the scullery, then we climbed the
stairs that led from the corner of our kitchen. She carried the
candle.

I slept in a small bed in my parents’ room at the back because
Gran occupied the other bedroom.

“Can we look at the stars, Mum?”

She pushed up the sash window and together we looked at the
sky.

“It’ll be a nice day tomorrow,” she said. “Look at that red bit in
the sky... ooh! Mrs West has forgotten to take in her washing!”

I scrambled onto the bed to look across the yard, over the shed
roof, to the house that backed onto our garden. Its windows were
lit, the back door was open, and a line of washing gleamed white
in the gathering darkness. I espied a child on a swing.

“Look! She’s not in bed yet.”
“Well, she’s just going to bed and she’s older than you.”

Tucked up with faithful Ted Bear I demanded the story. My
mother’s stories were all true; I don’t think she knew any fairy
tales. 1’d been told all about her granny in Yandley Lane, and the
Christmases when she and her sisters and brother awoke to find
their stockings stuffed with cinders and an orange in the toe. She
told me about her Sunday School prizes — books her Aunt Lizzie
locked away in a cabinet. Mum was only allowed to read them on
Sundays. There were lots of tales, too, about the children she had
looked after in service, but I liked best the tale of the housekeeper
at the Bishop’s Palace who arrived for prayers at six a.m. with her
glass eye in crooked.

“The bootboy nudged me during prayers and we saw her reading
the prayer book with her good eye on the page and the glass eye
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on the Bishop! We got the giggles and had to stuff our hankies in
our mouths.”

I wanted the stories to go on and on, but when my eyelids
drooped Mother stole quietly away downstairs.
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Rose s a toddler with Fred in the gardens of York
House, Twickenham



Chapter 2

Saturday was Dad’s half day and my favourite day of the week.
The highlight was a trip to Woolworths with my parents in the
afternoon — they always bought a sixpenny gramophone record
and I could choose a toy or some sweets. Usually I chose a packet
of sparklers, but today I wanted a Shirley Temple cardboard cut-
out doll. It came in book form with lots of outfits printed on the
pages; you pressed them out along the perforations and dressed
the doll on the cover.

I had been, with Auntie and Mum, to see Shirley Temple films at
the Luxor and I longed to be just like her. In vain, my mother
tortured my short, straight hair into rag curlers, but it was so thick
they sprang out in the night leaving me with bent tufts of hair
sticking out at right-angles. I wanted to be pretty and I loved
dressing up, but we had nothing remotely resembling Shirley’s
stage outfits in our old ragbag at home; only some old petticoats
belonging to Gran. I once persuaded Dad to make me a pair of
wings so that I could be a fairy. He finally convinced me fairies
couldn’t fly with plywood wings so Mum stitched semi-circular
bits of lace curtain together and Dad stiffened the curves with
bendy canes to hold them rigid. We fastened them on with elastic
loops round my arms. Joan cried when she saw them so a pair had
to be made for her. We paraded along the road wearing these
monstrosities one winter day, much to the amusement of the
neighbours. I wore a thick jumper under my dress, and Joan’s
mother made her wear a coat. When we turned the corner Joan
put it on inside out, as we thought the shot-silk lining more
suitable than tweed, for a fairy. I wondered if the Shirley Temple
cut-out book would include a fairy outfit.
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I was very impatient to get to Woolworths. Mum got dinner
ready for twelve noon, but at twelve thirty Dad was still not home.
At one o’clock Mum moved the bubbling stew away from the hob,
grumbling that the liquor would boil away. Still no sign of him at
one-thirty. Gran got anxious and went to wait at the front gate.

“I bet old Blackie’s got hold of Fred,” said Mum.

Mr Black was out of work. He was always the first to be laid off
when work was scarce, because he was a drinker and unreliable.
During the years of the depression my father had been out of work
for months on end. He got up at five every morning to queue at
the builder’s yard in the hope of work, but there were others like
him, some with large families to support, who were also turned
away. Not all our neighbours could afford to pay their rents at that
time. Dad was owed pounds in rent arrears, even though rents
were only a few shillings a week. How could he demand money
from people who were even worse off than himself?

Dad arrived home on his bicycle at two o’clock. Before my
mother could say anything, he apologised.

“I’m sorry, Dear. Blackie was waiting for me outside the yard
and he was in his usual state...”

“How much money did you give him?” Mum demanded angrily.
“Your dinner’s all dried up and we thought you’d had an
accident.”

“I'm sorry, I couldn’t get away. He was ranting and carrying on
in the street; I had to get him away from the yard before the
Guv’nor came out. You know what he’s like!”

“I suppose you went to the Red Lion? Fat lot of good your few
bob will do his wife! It will have gone down his throat by now.”

“I couldn’t refuse to give him anything; he knew I’d been paid.
You know Blackie — he’s the first to cough up when he’s got a job.
He’ll pay it back; don’t upset yourself.”

But my mother was upset. Mr Black was a thorn in her side.
She knew of the deprivations Mrs Black suffered as a result of her
husband’s drinking; he even pawned items from the home to
finance his habit.
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“It’s an illness,” said Dad. “I’ve known him thirty-odd years,and
he hasn’t always been like he is now.”

“When are we going out?” , I whined. “When are we going to
Woolworths?”

Gran sniffed. She stood up, took off her apron, and went
upstairs. Mum was still grumbling about the dried-up stew; we
had eaten ours an hour ago.

Gran reappeared, her tall black hat skewered with an enormous
diamante hatpin. A white scarf swathed her neck beneath the long
black coat.

“Come on,” she said to me. “I fancy a nice walk down the
town.”

“Don’t you go all that way Mother, she’s got plenty of things
already,” said Mum.

I tugged at Gran’s arm.
“I want to go with Gran! I want to!”

There were further protests but Gran’s mind was made up. She
made me hold her hand all the way there and back, releasing her
grip only once to fumble in the folds of her bag for a sixpence.

On the way home, clutching Shirley Temple under my arm, I
made Gran stop to look in Ogden’s window. There were masks of
all kinds, board games, conjuring sets and coloured lights.

“Can I have a packet of sparklers, Gran?”

“I don’t like those things, Duckie, they’re dangerous,” said Gran.
“I’ll give you a penny for chocolate instead.”

12

“No. I want sparklers!” I insisted.

“Next time, Duckie.”

Poor Gran; her legs must have ached. I danced along, swaying
this way and that, tugging her to a halt to look in shop windows,
then darting off again trying to loose her grip on my hand.

When we got home, my mother had put on a flowery dress and
was heating curling tongs between the bars of the fire. The smell
of singed hair and lavender water were intermingled; that meant
Dad would be taking her out after tea. Ginger was washing
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himself in front of the fire — his ear was torn in half. I threw
myself on the floor beside him and tried to hug him. He smelt of
Lysol.

“Mind his ear,” said Mum. “I’ve had to bathe it. I hope it won’t
turn to an abscess.”

“Where’s Dad?”
“In the shed cleaning the shoes and knives.”

Once a week Dad rubbed the kitchen knives on a special block to
polish them.

“She’s got her dolly,” Gran said.

“Mother, you do spoil her!” Then, turning to me: “You’re a lucky
girl. Thope you behaved for Grandma?”

“Bless her heart,” said Gran.
I was pushing Shirley’s paper clothes out of the pages.

“Mind you don’t tear they tabs off!” My mother looked irritated.
“Getting your poor Gran to go all that way, wasting her money on
you.”

Mum sounded cross with me, but I knew she had forgiven Dad
for being late at lunchtime. Mum was never cross for long. She
was the hub of our family — everything revolved around her — she
could not spare time for tantrums. Her large, bulky frame was
held upright by stiff-boned corsets under her floral dress; her chest
formed a shelf and a string of beads lodged in the crevice. Mum’s
plump face was scrubbed until it shone. She had a high colour in
her cheeks and merry brown eyes, but her hair looked a mess. The
curling tongs had singed short, wispy strands at her temples and
turned them ginger.

At six o’clock my parents took me up the road to Auntie’s house
while they went for their stroll, because Gran liked to go to bed
early. I looked forward to spending time with Auntie while they
went for a drink at The Royal Albert.

Auntie admired Shirley Temple in her paper outfit. Together, we
tore out the rest of her clothes and tried them on her. T propped
her up on the chair so that we could pretend she was real.

“How about a game of Snap?”
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“In a minute. Can I look in the honeypot?”
“No. Don’t climb up there now; I’1l get the cards.”

I made such a noise shouting “snap!” even when the cards didn’t
match, Auntie said we would disturb Miss Matthews next door.
We used ordinary playing cards, so we just matched the suits — I
could not read numbers but the symbols were easy to recognise.

Auntie produced four sparklers from her sideboard drawer. 1 lit
them one by one in the fire; she made me hold them at arm’s
length over the hearth. I wanted to wave them about and see the
sparks fly around the room, but she said I’d catch us both alight
and burn the house down.

“Better not tell Gran you’ve had sparklers,” she said.
The clock on the wall ticked loudly and chimed eight times.
“Let’s pack up your things now; you’re going home soon.”

Auntie let me sit on her lap while she sang to me... a sad ballad
called “After the Ball” . She said it was based on a true story of a
lady who hid in a trunk at a fancy dress ball. The lid clicked shut
and she suffocated. Years later her skeleton was found, still
dressed in its fine ballgown.

I made a mental note never to hide in Gran’s trunk.
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Chapter 3

Mum’s friend Florrie had been to see us to measure us up for new
dresses. Florrie was an old friend from Bristol who worked in
London as housekeeper to Sir Guy, a former Viceroy of India. We
sometimes visited her when he was away; she showed us over the
vast house hung with trophies and draped with tiger skin rugs.
Florrie was a good dressmaker and earned extra money sewing in
her spare time.

“We’ll put your new white frock on today for Sunday school;
you don’t need a coat,” said Mum.

Every Sunday afternoon I called for Doreen who lived, with her
Aunt Mee, opposite the corner shop, and we were taken to the
Baptist Chapel near The Green. Doreen’s mother worked at a
hospital. Her disabled father lived in a home. I always protested
about going to Sunday school, but quite enjoyed it once we were
in the small back hall with the other children, all dressed in our
Sunday best. We wore hats — mine was a straw bonnet with
daisies round the base of the crown. It was held in place by an
elastic strap under the chin, which I chewed as I trotted along the
road to Doreen’s house.

The cottage stood at the corner on a wedge shaped plot of land.
There was an uncut lawn at the side and an apple tree with a swing
suspended from a branch. At the back, they kept chickens on a
rather smelly patch of ground enclosed with wire netting and a
rickety gate. It was often left open, so the chickens wandered into
Miss Pontin’s scullery, strutting jerkily with necks thrust forward.
They all had names: she clapped her hands and shooed them out
individually. It would have been much simpler to shut the gate.
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Doreen was cleaning her beautiful white teeth at the sink when I
arrived. She wiped her mouth on a towel and turned to smile at
me. She looked very cool and clean in her freshly laundered print
frock with its crisp white collar.

“Auntie Mee said would you like to stay for tea after Sunday
school? She’s made bread for tea!” Doreen sounded excited.

I had no excuse ready. I preferred Sunday tea at home with the
family: Mum baked nice cakes and scones, and afterwards we
would go in the front room and listen to records on the wind-up
gramophone Dad had made.

“I’ll ask your mother if it’s alright, when we get back,” said Miss
Pontin. “You two can stay and play on the swing.”

The Baptist hall was cool and dark, but high pointed windows let
in thin shafts of sunlight above our heads. The children were split
into groups: I was in the youngest group. About six of us sat in a
circle around Miss Sumner; an olive-skinned young woman with a
quiet, reverent voice. She turned the pages of a flip chart on an
easel, showing us large pictures depicting the baby Jesus, Daniel
and the lion, David and Goliath, and Joseph in his coat of many
colours. Each week she told us a story relating to one of the
pictures, using simple language even the youngest of us could
understand.

The story of the prodigal son always troubled me. I could never
understand why he received such a welcome when he returned
home. It seemed very unkind to kill a fatted calf and make such a
fuss — why was he more popular than his home-loving brothers?
Mum always told me that people who misbehaved got their come-
uppance!

“Our Father in Heaven loves us even when we are naughty,”
Miss Sumner whispered. “He will forgive us our sins, just as our
parents forgive us when we are naughty.”

I didn’t think Mum would forgive me if I left home.

After the hymn had been sung and the prayers chanted, we
trooped out into the sunshine. Some of the older children went to
play on The Green, but Doreen and I were escorted home by her
aunt. I once asked Mum why Doreen called Miss Pontin Auntie
Mee. It seemed an odd name. Mum said when Doreen was a
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baby her Aunt held out her arms and said “Come to me,” so
Doreen thought that was her name.

I had a turn on the swing, which was low enough for my feet to
push against the ground. Doreen found Joey, the tortoise, under a
currant bush and we fed him bits of lettuce.

“He’ll have to go in his box before the winter,” she said,
“otherwise he’ll go off and we won’t find him in the spring.”

Joey seemed quite friendly, for a tortoise. He let me stroke the
dry, grey skin on his wrinkled head.

We gathered a few maggoty windfalls and Miss Pontin put them
in a bag for me to take home later.

Tea was set by a window overlooking the lawn. Doreen said
grace, then Aunt Mee cut thick slices of her home-made bread. It
tasted awful and was very coarse and lumpy. The butter she
spread on it was strong and salty; even thickly-spread plum jam
didn’t disguise the taste. [ chewed it round and round in my
mouth, trying to swallow it. Doreen seemed to like it; she was
already on her third slice.

“Have some more while it’s nice and fresh!” said Miss Pontin,
thrusting the dish in my direction. “You are a small eater... I hope
you eat well at home.”

To my horror, a second slice was put on my plate. Miss Pontin’s
home-made lemonade was nice, though. I knew I wasn’t
supposed to sip it with my mouth full, but it helped wash down the
chewed-up dough.

After tea, Doreen showed me her dolls’ house — a magnificent
replica of a Georgian house, perfect in every detail. Her father
had sent it from the home; one of the disabled men had made it.
Its rooms were filled with miniature replicas of Georgian
furniture. There were perfect little carpets, and paintings on the
walls. Hidden in the roof were batteries and a switch which
turned on lights in the rooms. A tiny candelabra threw a soft glow
on the furnishings. It was the most wonderful thing I had ever
seen. We rearranged the furniture and I took out tiny clocks and
other objects to inspect them closer.

When Doreen’s mother arrived, we all went into a front parlour
dominated by two enormous organs; their pipes reached to the
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ceiling. Doreen’s mother and her aunt each sat at an organ and
played hymns. I was transfixed, watching them pull out stops,
shifting their hands from one layer of keys to another. As the
sounds swelled and reached a crescendo, the china ornaments on
the mantelshelf shuddered and clinked against the mirror. Joan
had a piano in her home, but these instruments were much more
complicated and awe-inspiring. I did not dare ask if I could press
the keys to see what it felt like.

Sometimes Joan let me play a few notes on the piano, but she
would not let me make up tunes on it like she did. She was going
to have lessons when she was older. I was so obsessed with the
desire for a piano, I sometimes dreamt I pulled out the drawer of
our bureau and found it contained a row of piano keys.

I thanked Miss Pontin for having me, and Doreen saw me to my
gate. Auntie, Gran and my parents were in the front room with the
Sunday papers spread out around them.

“Well, did you enjoy your tea?”

“l didn’t have anything. I’'m hungry. Miss Pontin sent some
apples.”

Mum was used to my fads. I ate most things at home because
she made me, but I would not touch milk, except in tea or cocoa.

“I’ll make some toast before you go to bed.”

Even in summer the kitchen range was kept alight, because Mum
cooked on it. Our Sunday roasts were baked in the oven at the
side, although she had a gas-stove in the scullery. She said food
baked in a coal-fired oven tasted nicer.

I regaled them with the tale of the organ recital and described the
wonderful dolls’ house. For once I had their full attention. I had
been out of their way all afternoon and they were refreshed,
having had a nap after lunch.

“We’ll ask Doreen here to tea next Sunday,” said Mum.
“Will you make bread?” I asked suspiciously.

“Bread? No, why?”

“Miss Pontin does. It’s horrible.”

“Fusspot,” said Mum.
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“Can I have a dolls’ house?”
“Good gracious no! You’ve got enough toys already.”
“Well can I have a piano, then?”

“A piano? Wherever would we put it? We’ve got no room here
as it is.”

“Well, a toy one, then?”

“Perhaps one of these days, when your Dad’s ship comes in.”
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Fred and Dorothy Pickles's wedding - group shot
(L-R: Aunt Harriet, Grandma Pickles, bridesmaid, Fred Pickles,
Dorothy Pickles née Ravenhill, bridesmaid, Arthur Ravenhill,

Aunt Rose Lavell, Aunt Lizzie Froud)
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Chapter 4

Miss Pontin’s brother and his wife were in the Salvation Army.
On Saturday evenings they visited local public houses with copies
of the War Cry magazine; Mum sometimes returned home from
The Royal Albert with a copy.

The Salvation Army band often marched along our road and
Mum usually went to the gate to have a chat with the Pontins. The
sound of approaching drums and cornets excited me; children
gathered on the pavement to watch and listen. Some
enthusiastically sang “Jesus Wants me for a Sunbeam” , but the
Salvation Army seldom got any new recruits. The ice-cream man
on his tricycle got an overwhelming reception — I was usually first
in the queue in case his supply of snow fruits ran out. They were
triangular fruit-flavoured sticks, and only cost a penny.

Gipsies called about twice a year, with clothes-pegs and lace.
Mum always bought pegs from the same gipsy, who had a child a
bit younger than me; a small, brown-skinned girl with sharp,
bright eyes and curly hair. Mum saved my outgrown clothes for
the gipsy, who rewarded her with a sprig of lucky heather which
Mum kept until it went to seed.

Gran mistrusted gipsies and told me to stay indoors with her
when they appeared at the back door.

“Don’t you go to the door, Duckie, it’s Them People come to see
your Mum.”

Gran watched from the front-room window to make sure they
had gone, before letting me out of her sight. Life was full of
hazards, according to Gran. Auntie had a large repertoire of songs
about children who were stolen by gipsies, burned with pokers
through playing with fire, drowned in ponds, lost because they
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strayed from home ... I thought it a miracle that any children
survived.

In the 1930’s, few married women worked outside the home
unless they were widowed, like Bess, or very poor indeed. My
mother enjoyed her role in the home; thankful to have a family of
her own to care for, after all her years in service. Her days were
filled with activity. There was soup to be made for elderly, ailing
neighbours; cakes to be baked for her afternoon visitors and letters
to be written to relatives and friends in Bristol. Mum had lots of
afternoon visitors.

Aunt Rose’s cousin, Kate, came to see us once a week and Kate’s
daughter-in-law, Ivena, brought her daughter, Kathy, about once a
fortnight. Kathy was an only child, like me, and had already
started school. She was much better-behaved than me and looked
quite angelic with her blue eyes and fair, wavy hair.

“Go and play outside with Kathy,” Mum said, one fine Autumn
afternoon.

“No; we want to do some drawing in here.”

“Well you can’t. I want to set the table. Go and play on the
swing.”

I made Kathy sit on the swing by the lean-to, and told her I could
make it into a roundabout.

“How?”
“Like this...”

I twisted the swing around until the ropes were entwined to the
top, then let go. Kathy spun like a top, her arms trapped in the
ropes.

“I don’t like it! It’s horrible!” she said. Her arms were covered
in red weals.

“It’s fun. Joan and I like it,” I insisted. “If you don’t like the
roundabout, I can make an aeroplane!”

I placed a short plank across the garden bench, stood astride it
and made it wobble from side to side.

“See? These are the wings. You can do all sorts of tricks on it —
like at the pictures!”
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I had been very impressed by a film showing girls dancing on the
wings of an aeroplane.

Kathy didn’t think much of my games. I was disappointed.
“What do you want to play, then?”

“Haven’t you got any dolls?”

“You can’t play anything exciting with dolls!”

“We could play mothers and fathers.”

I stared at her in disbelief.

“No. Let’s see if tea’s ready.”

Kathy’s mother asked if we had enjoyed our game and we
nodded.

“What did you play, mothers and fathers?”
“NO.”

We munched biscuits and listened to the grown-ups’
conversation. Kathy’s mother asked Mum if I had ever enquired
where babies came from. I pricked up my ears and Mum shot her
a warning glance, but she continued:

“It’s very awkward to explain at their age; a friend of mine told
her kiddie that babies come from their mother’s heart. I thought it
was a lovely way to tell them.”

I paused in mid-munch, crumbs falling from my mouth. Mum
glared at me so I kept silent. I decided to ask Kathy about it at
some future date — not that she seemed very interested in the
subject.

Mum said she would take me to Kathy’s house to play next time;
that it would make a change, but I was determined to make an
excuse when the time came. 1 didn’t want to play boring old
mothers and fathers.

Gran’s sister Harriet lived in Richmond. Younger and more
robust than Gran, she had given birth to numerous children in her
time so there was a wide age gap between the eldest and the
youngest. Only her son, Artie, lived at home with her; he was in
his late twenties and rather effeminate. Sometimes Aunt Harriet
caught a bus and came to see us. Gran disapproved of her because
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she was “a bit on the modern side” , but I liked her a lot.
Although she had turned seventy she wore her hair in a short bob
and took to wearing a pillbox hat and a fur coat, which Artie told
her was all the rage. Gran said she looked a sight.

She turned up one evening with a bag of indoor fireworks.
“Look at these!” she said. “Coloured matches!”

She struck a few to show us the purple, blue, green and yellow
flames. Gran’s mouth set in a thin line.

“Not the thing to show the child,” she said. At home she hid all
the matches from me.

“You’ll like this one; see what happens when I light it.”

Aunt Harriet put a match to the wick. Foul-smelling green
smoke rose up to the ceiling and a worm-like cylinder of ash crept
out of the tiny box. It grew and grew and formed a black spiral on
the table. Aunt Harriet squealed with mirth, watching it.

“It’s called The Snake,” she said.
“What does it do?” I asked.

“Nothing — except make a mess,” said Gran, fetching the dustpan
to clear up the ash.

“Get a glass of water,” Aunt Harriet demanded, “and we’ll put
these magic pellets in it. Now watch this...”

The pellets unfurled and tall pink flowers with green stems, and
ferns grew in the water.

Gran sniffed. “She’s seen those before. You can get them in
Woolworths.”

I was quite intrigued, however, with Aunt Harriet’s purchases,
and told her about the fireworks Dad had got for Guy Fawkes
night.

“You should come to Richmond and see the display by the river,”
she said. “It’s like fairyland; all the coloured stars reflected in the
water.”

Mum said she would take me when I was older — the display
started too late in the evening.
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November was an exciting month. Two days before firework
night I had a party for my fifth birthday. A handle was inserted in
our table and the two halves wound apart for an extra leaf to be
added. Chairs were borrowed from Auntie, and her big damask
cloth.

Mum made masses of jellies and blancmanges, and a fruit cake
with icing and candles on it. Children from our road, and a few
others, were invited. There were more girls than boys, because
Auntie said boys got too boisterous. A few well-behaved ones
were asked along — Tony Hermes, Teddy Allen from over the road,
and the two elder Smith brothers.

On the morning of my birthday,a knock at the front door sent
Mum scurrying to the scullery to wipe her floury hands.

“Whoever’d call today? Can’t be a neighbour, they’d come
round the back. See who it is, there’s a good girl.”

On the step stood Aunt Annie and Gwen, the wife and daughter
of one of Dad’s young uncles. They lived in a modern semi in
Whitton and only called on us occasionally.

Aunt Annie was always kind to me. Tall, with dyed blonde hair,
pillar-box red coat and matching lipstick, her voice was gruff
through smoking too much. Gwen was a year or so older than me;
tall, pale and thin.

“Who’s got a birthday?” asked Aunt Annie, handing me a big
box. Inside it was a toy piano. I was too thrilled to speak. I felt
my face turn scarlet with excitement. My mother looked
embarrassed; the gift was far too generous.

“Now you can be a pianist!” said Aunt Annie.

“Fancy you remembering her birthday — what a lovely surprise!
Gwennie must come to the party.”

Gwen whispered shyly to her mother and I sensed she didn’t
want to come and meet a lot of strange children. I knew how she
felt and hoped Aunt Annie wouldn’t insist. Mum always made me
go to parties. I had spent many an afternoon crouched, terrified,
under a table in a strange house, lest I was forced, along with the
other guests, to do a “party piece”. The prospect of standing up in
front of a sea of faces to sing or recite a poem made me sick with
fear.
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Annie saved the situation by saying she would bring Gwen if the
fog lifted. The buses were already running late and it looked like
being a real pea-souper. Gwen’s father, Cecil, would not chance
driving his car in the fog.

My mother always assumed children would instantly become
friends and play together, but that was seldom the case. Gwen and
I hardly knew each other.

My friend Joan was special. We were like sisters; no day
complete unless we spent time together playing make-believe
games, colouring at the kitchen table, or squabbling. Sometimes
our imaginary world expanded to include her cousins or friends in
the road, but only if they understood our games or contributed
some interesting ideas of their own.

Before the party Peg was safely installed in the scullery. Her
basket was behind the curtain under the dresser. She now had a
toy rubber cow that squeaked — she thought it was a puppy.

My party guests arrived at three o’clock. Teddy Allen gave me a
big annual, I had colouring sets, painting books, and a china baby-
doll from the newly-wed tenants next door. Joan gave me a game
of Ludo and a jigsaw puzzle. In no time most of the jellies and
cakes disappeared from the table, but there was a lot of bread and
butter left over. Mum lit the candles on my cake and I blew hard.
They were relit for a girl called Peggy, whose birthday fell on the
same day as mine. Our mothers were acquainted but she and I did
not know each other well. Sometimes we were forced to stand
and wait while our mothers chatted, when they met at the shops.
Peggy usually clung to her mother’s arm and performed little jigs
with her feet in an attempt to draw attention to her new shoes. She
was a confident girl who attended tap dancing classes: my Gran
thought her a showoff. Everyone sang “Happy Birthday” twice.

After musical chairs, hide and seek, blind man’s buff, and
postman’s knock, Peggy asked when we were going to do our
party pieces. No one wanted to perform, especially the boys, who
were in a corner sorting through my brick-box. Peggy said she
could dance just like Shirley Temple. Gran said there was no
room for dancing. Without hesitation Peggy scrambled onto the
table and began stamping around, a big satin bow in her hair
bobbing up and down.
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Before my shocked grandmother could tell her to get off the
table at once, Peggy did a quick twirl, overbalanced, and crashed
backwards through the window. Fortunately the curtains were
drawn and saved any splinters entering the room, but the whole
pane of glass crashed into the back yard.

Mum came running in from the scullery to see if Peggy was hurt.
She hadn’t a scratch; she had grabbed the curtains as she
plummeted backwards and was still hanging in mid-air with her
feet on the table. Mum helped her down and said she had better
have some more jelly. The back gate to the passageway was
bolted while the glass was swept up, and a note pinned to our front
door asking visitors to knock.

We were ushered into the front room under the eagle eye of
Auntie, who made us all sit cross-legged on the floor while she
read us a story. Gran had vanished upstairs. Auntie said she had
gone to bed; it was only five-thirty and she had forgotten to kiss
me goodnight.

One by one parents arrived to collect their offspring, had a glass
of sherry, then departed. When only Joan and I remained, Mum
and Auntie each drank a large glass of Guinness and said thank
goodness that was over for another year — there was still the
window for Dad to repair when he got home from work. Mum
hoped he had a pane of glass in his shed, to save buying.

Joan and I stood on the back step while Dad lit the last of the
Catherine wheels nailed to the far end of the fence. The air was
filled with mist and bonfire smoke and sounds of exploding
rockets. When the wheel had spun to a safe halt, we lit our
sparklers and danced round the yard pretending they were fairy
wands. Ginger and Peg were shut indoors away from the bangs
and sparks, but Ginger’s face was pressed against the window, his
eyes wide with interest.

We watched the sky until the last of the soaring coloured stars
faded and the distant explosions died away, then we huddled
round the kitchen range. Mum made toast on a fork held against
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the bars while we drank mugs of cocoa. She told us about Guy
Fawkes and the gunpowder plot. Dad read us a story from my
new annual. Gran had retired to bed before the fireworks started,
but Auntie watched our small display.

“Lot of money gone up in smoke tonight!” she said. “I liked that
golden rain and the wheels, but could never see much in those
noisy rockets.”

I hung on her every word, fully expecting her to sing us a song
about the dangers of fireworks, but apparently she didn’t know
one.

Joan’s mother came to collect her. Bess was rather nice looking,
with large green eyes and red cheeks. In her late thirties, with
greying hair and a slim figure, she was too devoted to the memory
of Joan’s father to want a second husband. She kept in close touch
with her brothers and sisters-in-law and their families, as well as
visiting her own relatives. 1 was a little envious of Joan’s
numerous cousins and aunts — most of my cousins lived in Bristol.
I only saw them once a year. 1 saw very little of Joan at
Christmastime because she and her mother went to so many
family parties.

Mum saved for Christmas every year. Dad handed her his pay
packet on Fridays, and after giving him his “expenses” she
divided the remainder into tins marked Insurance, Rates, Medical,
Housekeeping, Clothes and Repairs, and Savings and
Emergencies. ~ With the money Gran contributed towards
housekeeping she bought tins of food for the store cupboard.

“You have to cut your coat according to your cloth,” she said.

She favoured the small shops in Lion Road, through the arch
under the railway. We called it The Dip because it filled with
water when we had a storm. The butcher’s shop, the paper shop
and the grocery store were only a few minutes walk from home.
Mum shopped daily, because we had no refrigerator. Meat was
kept in a food safe on the outside wall. She bought fruit and
vegetables from the man who called with a horse-drawn cart once
a week; the horse always stood on the pavement and put his head
over our gate waiting for Mum to give him a lump of sugar or an

apple.
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“He’s very knowing,” she said. “Look how gently he takes it
from my hand.”

Sometimes the horse obliged by leaving some manure for Mr.
Pearmund next door to shovel up for his garden.

Mum’s Christmas preparations were well under way by the end
of November: jars of home made pickle, spicy cakes in tins and
bottled fruit lined our shelves. Christmas did not turn out the way
she had planned, however.
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Chapter 5

Aunt Rose got rheumatic fever that December. My mother called
to see her three or four times a day, but I had to stay with Gran.
Mum talked to Gran in whispers all the time; she said Auntie was
very ill. T had to keep quiet and be very good for Gran when she
looked after me. I missed running along the road to see Auntie,
who was in great pain — the Doctor called to see her every day.
Mum told Gran it was a case of touch and go.

Instead of Joan playing at our house, I spent time at hers. She
had two very beautiful old china dolls that once belonged to her
cousins. We combed their hair and dressed them up in old baby
clothes: they were life-sized and unlike any doll I possessed so
they fascinated me. Sometimes we sat at a table under the
chiming clock and played Snakes and Ladders while Joan’s
grandpa smoked his pipe in the corner. Joan even unlocked the
piano in the parlour and let me pick out the notes of Three Blind
Mice, a tune I had mastered on my toy piano.

Bess led a very busy life but she took us Christmas shopping in
the town when she returned from her morning’s work. We eagerly
looked for the toys we hoped Father Christmas would bring us.
We were lucky children; our aunts, uncles and cousins always
provided plenty of parcels to open on Christmas Day. 1 suspect
Mum hid the parcels from Bristol in Gran’s cupboard upstairs,
because I always believed Father Christmas had left them in in the
night.

In previous years, Mum and Auntie had set aside a morning to
go, by bus, to Kensington to shop for clothes. Auntie was on
Barkers’ mailing list and both she and Mum took great pleasure in
studying the catalogue. Barkers specialised in clothes for larger
ladies, as did the Outsize House. My mother usually bought her
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coats from the latter store, because they were less expensive, but
Auntie always insisted on having the best. I was never allowed to
accompany them on their annual shopping expedition — it was
their Christmas treat and the new clothes were kept for Sunday
best. Mum, determined that Auntie should not be disappointed,
ordered the garments she had chosen from the catalogue to be
dispatched by post.

Despite Auntie’s illness, we had our traditional Christmas dinner
— always a large chicken which Dad plucked on Christmas Eve.
The pudding and mincemeat had been made weeks before Auntie
was taken ill. She was still not well enough to leave her bedroom
but could now sit in the chair by her bed. Mum kept a fire alight
for her in the grate. On Christmas morning I was taken to see her
and sang “Away in a Manger” , which seemed to please her.

“Are you coming to dinner today, Auntie?”

“I wish I could, my love. We shall have to make up for it next
year, eh?”

I showed her my bag of toys. I liked best the doll she had given
me; it had real hair and was dressed all in pink.

Dad carved Auntie’s portion of chicken first. Mum added
vegetables and took the plate up to her house while our dinner was
kept hot in the oven.

I stayed with Gran in the afternoon while my parents spent time
with Auntie. Gran remonstrated with me for colouring the
illustrations in my new annuals. Drawing was my favourite
pastime when Joan was not around; the flyleaf of every book I
possessed was covered in coloured crayon.

I drew my little wicker chair, scribbling in lots of crisscrossed
lines to represent its plaited edge. I copied pictures of Mickey
Mouse and Goofy and drew a portrait of Ginger giving him big,
round, mad eyes.

“Poor old Ginger,” said Gran, “he looks fierce as a tiger.”

Dad saved ends of rolls of plain wallpaper when he papered
ceilings so that I could draw on the back: they were kept in the
meter cupboard under the stairs. I went to fetch one. On the shelf
I saw the button basket, a favourite treasure trove. I brought it
into the sitting room.
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“Oh dear, don’t get all that stuff out!” Gran said. “Your mother
will be cross.”

But I had already tipped it on the carpet. It contained hundreds
of buttons of all shapes and sizes, some button hooks, thimbles,
old pince-nez that once belonged to Gran’s husband, and a
frightening set of ancient false teeth set in bright red gums like
sealing wax.

“Don’t put those near your mouth!” , said Gran.
“Whose are they?”
“I don’t know; somebody who died, I expect.”

I found a magnifying glass which I held against Gran’s eye until
it was three times normal size.

“You are a naughty girl, Duckie; look at the mess you’ve made.
Why don’t you just get some cotton and thread the buttons?”

That was far too tame an occupation.
“What are these?”

“They’re your Dad’s medals.”
“What are they for?”

“To wear.”

“Why doesn’t he wear them?”

Gran said Dad got them in the Great War. They were for
keeping.

I found brooches without pins, necklaces with no fastenings,
rusty hatpins, and diamante buckles.

“Can I have these for dressing up?”

“Put them back in the basket for now, Duckie: you can have
them when you dress up next time.”

I played with the teeth for a while, sliding them over the carpet
towards Ginger until he got fed up and ran into the kitchen.

Gran was still trying to find stray buttons under chairs when my
parents returned.
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“Whatever have you been up to?” , Mum asked, “I thought I told
you to behave yourself. All those things Father Christmas brought
you, and you have to go poking about in the stair cupboard.”

“She’s been very good,” said Gran. “Bless her heart. It is
Christmas, after all.”

That evening I took my new doll to bed with me, undressed it,
combed its hair, lifted it up in the air and accidentally dropped it
on its head. My screams wakened Gran and brought both Mum
and Dad upstairs. I was inconsolable — the doll’s naked body lay
on the floor and scattered around it were broken fragments of
china and a wig. My parents assured me that a visit to the dolls’
hospital in Church Road would soon put things right, but I did not
believe them. As it happened I was right — we visited the shop
after Christmas and were shown a lot of dolls heads, none of
which were the right size for the body, so I had to be content with
an undersized one. The dolls’ tiny china face, with its blonde wig,
was almost completely obscured by her oversized pink bonnet!

When Auntie was up and about again Dad dismantled her bed
and carried it downstairs to her front room. The doctor said her
heart had been affected: she must avoid climbing stairs. Auntie
protested, saying all her knick-knacks and clothes were kept in the
bedroom and she had no room for them downstairs. Mum said
she must take the doctor’s advice.

“We’ll get you organised in no time,” she said.

Auntie showed no sign of giving in to a weak heart. She
continued to polish her brass, whitened the hearth daily, scrubbed
the step, beat the carpets on the clothes line and boiled her linen
sheets in the copper. Mum refused to let her wash and iron my
clothes any more, however. I was the only one who knew she still
climbed the stairs to dust and sweep — how else could she have
discovered I’d been rummaging in her trunk the time Mum sent
me upstairs to fetch Auntie’s new coat from the wardrobe?

* ok k

Mum was delighted to have Auntie up and about again; she had
missed her company. There had been no trips to the Luxor these
past weeks, no bus rides to Richmond to see Aunt Harriet, and no
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visits to Auntie’s cousin Kate who lived past The Green. It was
decided we should walk up to see Cousin Kate while the weather
permitted.

Well wrapped up, the three of us set off one weekday afternoon:
Auntie in her best coat and hat, face powdered, handbag polished,
and a fox fur with glass eyes draped over her coat.

Cousin Kate was pleased to see us and glad Auntie was better.

“I said to Vera, I’ve heard nothing of Rose or Doll lately — she
was looking out for you in Woolworths Saturday but no sign. *Tall
events, | said soon as I get a chance I’ll pop over there and see
them and I was coming Monday but Vic popped in; ’tall events, he
said he met Fred in Heath Road on his bike and that’s how I heard
you were better — I thought it was funny you hadn’t been up or let
me know; ’tall events you’re here now.”

Aunt Kate didn’t pause for breath. I could never follow her
conversation. What was this taller fence that cropped up in every
sentence?

“Give Aunt Kate a nice kiss,” said Mum.
Aunt Kate had not noticed me standing behind Auntie.

“My, she’s growing and still into everything I expect; hello dear
don’t leave the door open, if you want to see the rabbits Uncle Jim
will be home soon. "Tall events, you’ll soon be at school won’t
you, how old are you now?”

She didn’t wait for a reply; just carried on talking to Auntie and
Mum. It was even more boring than the usual conversations I
overheard. I passed the time counting on my fingers the number
of times she said tallerfence. I soon ran out of fingers, so I studied
the photographs on the mantelshelf and recognised Kate’s
daughter Vera, but not the girl with her.

The horsehair sofa felt very uncomfortable. It was covered in
slippery leather and had a hump in the seat so my feet could not
touch the ground. I moved nearer the edge, lost my balance and
fell off.

“Stop that fidgeting,” Mum said sharply.

Aunt Kate glanced at me briefly before continuing her saga. She
was quite unlike Auntie in appearance, even though they were
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cousins. Kate was thin with rather small blue eyes, a long nose,
and straight white hair fastened in a bun at the nape of her neck.
The table at which she sat was covered with a checked cloth set in
readiness for Uncle Jim’s tea. Aunt Kate saw me staring at her.

“Would you like some bread and jam?” she asked me, removing
an upturned plate from a dish of buttered bread.

I shook my head. I didn’t like jam. I clambered back to my
perch on the hump, sighed, gave my mother a meaningful look
and waited for her rebuke.

“What do you say to Aunt Kate?”
“No thank you Aunt Kate. I’m not hungry.”

I gazed longingly through the window at the garden where Uncle
Jim kept the rabbits and hoped he would not be long. Kate’s
granddaughter, Kathy, lived next door. I wondered if I would be
able to escape and play with her when she returned from school.
Even the prospect of playing mothers and fathers seemed
agreeable.

I was very glad to see Uncle Jim wheel his bike past the window.
He took off his trilby hat and greeted us all. His big droopy
moustache brushed my cheek as he bent to kiss me. He smelt of
damp wool and tobacco, but I didn’t mind that; I wanted to see the
rabbits. He let me stroke them and we fed them cabbage leaves.
There was a big brownish one and four babies; the big one was the
most tame. It sat quite still when I touched it, twitching its nose.

I was thankful we didn’t have to stay for tea even though I
missed seeing Kathy. On the way home I asked if I could have a
rabbit.

“Don’t you think I’ve got enough mouths to feed and messes to
clear up?” , Mum said. “Anyway, there’s all they stray cats that
sleep under the lean-to. They’d make short work of any rabbit.”

“Who’s that lady in the photo with Vera?”
“What photo?”

“On the mantelpiece. She’s got straight hair.”
“Vera’s sister Winnie.”

“Is she dead?”
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“No, she’s in Springfield,” said my mother.

“Terrible thing that,” said Auntie. ‘“Poor Kate, they are an
unlucky family.”

“Mum, what’s Springfield?”
“Oh, it’s a place where they look after people who lose their

minds.”

I had not the slightest idea what she meant but I could tell she
would say no more. Years later I learned that Winnie had fallen
madly in love with a man believing him to be single. When she
found out he had a wife she went berserk. No one, not even Aunt
Kate, could help her. She spent the rest of her life in the asylum,
where Aunt Kate, sometimes accompanied by my mother, visited
her regularly even though Winnie threw things at visitors —
including the fruit they took for her.

In addition to the problem of Winnie, Kate’s other daughter,
Vera, was engaged to a young man who lived at the sanatorium in
Margate. He was dying of something Mum called “galloping
consumption” .

Walking home, [ kept saying “Tallerfence, tallerfence,
tallerfence” in a singsong voice until Mum got cross and told me
to stop making silly noises.

“Aunt Kate says it,” I complained. “You don’t tell her to be
quiet.”

Auntie suppressed a laugh.

“Little pigs have big ears.”

“Why does she keep saying tallerfence?” I asked.

“It’s just a saying.”

“Well it’s daft,” I said. “Aunt Kate never stops talking.”

“Like somebody else we know,” said Mum grimly.
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Chapter 6

I caught a bad cold when the snow came and could not go out. It
left me with a slight cough but my mother said I was well enough
to start school at the beginning of term. I pretended the cough was
getting worse, but she knew I was putting it on.

One wintry morning, with the snow still piled in frozen heaps
outside, she dressed me in my warmest clothes and hung a
camphor disc on a string under my vest. There were knots of
children making their way to Briar Road Infants’ School as we
trudged up Marsh Farm Road, past Mr Pilkington the shoe-
mender’s house and on through streets of terraced cottages. We
took the short cut through the roads behind Twickenham Green,
but it seemed a very long way.

The school was a single-storey Victorian building with a slate
roof; it had an asphalt playground enclosed by iron railings where
hordes of five-to-seven-year-olds were dashing about making a
fearful din. I clung to my mother’s coat.

“It’s all right,” she said, “I’ll see the teacher with you when she
rings the bell.”

“Don’t leave me Mum! You’ll stay, won’t you?”

A diminutive woman about my mother’s age emerged from an
arched doorway, ringing a loud bell. She bustled the children
inside. A couple of little girls were standing, like me, with their
mothers. Miss Hutt held up the palm of her hand, indicating we
should wait outside until the class was settled. We could hear the
scraping of chairs and chattering. Miss Hutt came over to us.
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“I won’t keep you long Mothers — would you make your children
comfortable while we have assembly? The lavatories are over
there.”

She pointed to a row of green doors at the side of the building.
“I feel sick Mum.”

“No you don’t. Come and go to the toilet before you go in.”
LCI d0!7’

I could feel the acid rising in my throat. Before we could open
the door of a lavatory, I was violently sick down the drain. My
poor mother, agitated already, wiped my tearful face with a hanky
and went to find a bucket of water to wash away the mess around
the drain. I still clung to her coat. By the time she had cleared the
mess the others had gone in. Miss Hutt came out to look for us.

“I’m afraid Rosie has been sick,” said Mum.

“Too much breakfast,” said Miss Hutt. “Come along Rose. No —
let go of your mother and come with me.”

I let out a wail as her strong little arms prised me away. Still
howling and struggling, I was carried bodily into the lobby under
Miss Hutt’s arm, while her free hand dismissed Mum from the
scene.

“Go away Mother; you can collect her at twelve noon for lunch.”

She pushed the door of the lobby shut and my wails turned to
screams.

Despite my writhing and kicking Miss Hutt got my coat off and
hung it on a metal peg alongside the others.

“Now stop that silly noise and we’ll go into the classroom.”

The sobs racked my whole body as she dragged me into Class 1.
Through my tears I saw a blurred sea of faces turn to look at me in
my misery — boys and girls with confident grins seated at little
desks in front of a blackboard. 1 had never known such
humiliation. There were a few empty desks at the back of the
class and Miss Hutt deposited me in one.

“Turn around, face the blackboard, and stop talking!” she
shouted at the class, and the chairs scraped again. “This is Rose.
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Let’s show her how nicely we behave in Class 1.” She picked up a
small stick and tapped her desk.

Isolated at the back of the room, a long way from the coal fire
that burned in a grate on the far wall, I felt cold and conspicuous.
Still sobbing, I slid to the floor and crawled under my desk, where
I crouched with hands covering my face. I heard nothing Miss
Hutt was saying; my mind was too full of thoughts of my mother’s
betrayal.

Miss Hutt, perhaps wisely, ignored my presence. 1 decided to
stay under the desk until it was time to go home and was still
crying silently when I heard the rattle of milk crates in the lobby.

“Stay in your places! Harry, help me bring in the milk.”

Through my fingers I watched the crates being carried in. A
small glass bottle, with a straw pushed through its cardboard lid,
was plonked on every desk, including mine. The children seemed
eager for their milk break but my stomach turned over at the
thought of it. I never drank milk at home. Miss Hutt’s feet
approached.

“Get up. Getup at once!”

I was so frightened I could not move. Strong hands gripped my
arms and lifted me onto the small wooden chair. Still holding me
down, Miss Hutt took the bottle and forced the straw between my
lips.

“I’m going to stay here until you drink it.”

The milk was icy cold — rivulets of melting ice ran down the side
of the bottle. Half sobbing, half sucking, I gulped down the
hateful white liquid.

“All of it; then you can go out and play with the others.”

That was the last thing [ wanted to do. I now felt even more sick
than earlier and longed to be with my mother. Class 1 had filed
into the lobby to get their coats.

“Come along. What’s the matter now, child?”” Miss Hutt’s voice
softened a little. “Don’t you want some exercise?”’

“When’s my Mum coming back?”” I howled.
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“Quite soon. You don’t want her to see you like this, do you?
Now come and get your coat like a good girl.”

She took me into the playground and led me to a group of small
girls who were playing by the railings.

“Go and join in with them,” she said and walked away.

As soon as she had gone I hid in a lavatory until the bell rang.
Fearful of being carried in again by Miss Hutt, I followed the
others back into the classroom. This time I sat in my chair stiff as
a rod, eyes downcast, ears shut to the lesson in progress. I thought
of all the things I would tell my mother when she came to fetch
me. She would never let me return to this dreadful place, I felt
sure about that. This afternoon would be just like always — we
would go to see Auntie, she would make us tea, then I would sit
by the fire at home with Gran and do some drawing while we
waited for Dad to come home. Perhaps Joan would come to play
for an hour before bedtime. I was so certain I would never return
to this schoolroom, I felt quite cheerful.

I looked up at the blackboard. Miss Hutt was pointing to a chalk
drawing of a fat cat; beside it was some writing.

“What is this?” she asked the class.
“Cat Miss.”

“That’s right. How do we write it? With a cuh, an aah, and a
tuh.” She pointed to the alphabet on the wall. “The cuh is like a
half moon, isn’t it?... and the aah is round like an apple.” She drew
an apple. “It looks like the o in cot, but it has a tail at the side.
Say your vowels again, all together...”

“...aa, eh, ih, o, uh...” chanted Class 1.
“Now we’ll say all the sounds... aa, buh, cuh, duh, eh, fuh...”

I listened while the children mouthed the sounds. Miss Hutt
rubbed out the C in cat and put an F in its place.

“This word sounds the same as before but it has a fuh instead of
a cuh.”

One girl put up her hand.
“Fat!” she said.

“Quite right, Audrey. Let’s see if you can read this sentence.”

54



Audrey read the sentence. She seemed to be the only one who
understood; time and again her hand shot up when Miss Hutt
asked a question.

I started feeling sick again; the cold milk was churning in my
stomach. I clutched my tummy and hoped the feeling would go
away. [ thought of Mum and my eyes filled with tears again —
surely it was time for her to come? I little knew she was standing
at the gate waiting for the bell to ring. She greeted me in the
lobby, my coat held out in readiness. I fell sobbing into her arms.

She half carried, half walked me home and between sobs I told
her of my nightmare experience... the cruelty of Miss Hutt, the
nasty children, and the final indignity of being made to drink the
milk.

“And Mum, I feel sick worse than ever.”

Mum clucked and tut-tutted, showering me with love and
sympathy.

“I’ll have a word with that teacher, never you mind my duck.
"Twas all strange for you this morning, but ’twill be alright, you’ll
see. Let’s get home to dinner now. Gran is very anxious about
you.”

Comforted, I clung to her warmth, confident she would make it
all come right. I managed to put off being sick until we got home,
but could not face the meal she put in front of me.

Contrary to my expectations Mum had no intention of keeping
me at home: I was returned to the school at two o’clock. Mum
said it was the law of the land and if I didn’t go they would send
her to prison. However, she did see Miss Hutt about the milk and
told her my tummy was upset.

“They all settle down in the end,” said my teacher. “We often
have trouble with only children.”

I would not have minded school so much if only Joan could have
come with me, but she had to wait until after Easter. I was angry
with Mum and thought how sorry she would be about sending me
to school if I died. It comforted me to think of Mum crying while
Dad made another little white coffin like the one he had made for
my sister, but I didn’t want her to go to prison.
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Lessons were not as difficult as I expected but they were
nowhere near as interesting as the games I played at home with
Joan. I hated playtime with all the rough games and shrieking
infants — older children of six and seven bullied me in the
playground.

We all attended assembly in the hall each morning at nine sharp.
Thin Miss Watson, the headmistress, carried a cane. The three
classes stood in lines before her; the tallest children at the back.
Quiet Miss Hancock, who taught Class 2, played a hymn on the
piano and we said the Lord’s Prayer. The top form was taught by
young, bespectacled Miss Benfield. She made sure all the pupils
were quiet and settled before Miss Watson entered the hall. After
the hymn, Miss Watson read the notices and called out the names
of any latecomers. Finally she asked those children to remain
behind who were to get the cane. The cane?

I never again repeated my first day’s performance — such
behaviour was unheard of at Briar Road Infants. Mum knew
where to find the bucket now; she needed it every morning of my
first year at school. Sometimes we only just made it to the drain
in time. Miss Hutt continued to make me drink the school milk,
which was free, and I continued to be sick when I got home at
lunchtime. Formerly quite a plump child, I began to lose weight.
In the lessons however, 1 quickly progressed. [ was used to
copying illustrations I saw in books at home so could easily
recognise the shapes of letters and numbers. I soon learned to
read and write. We chanted our tables every day and did simple
sums. I found multiplication difficult. By the time I had gone
through the tables in my head I had forgotten which numbers I
was supposed to carry forward to the next line. I managed to get
enough ticks to satisfy Miss Hutt but my chief rival, Audrey, was
good at everything. She could draw well and easily, wrote legibly
and was first to put up her hand with an answer. She was a natural
leader, popular with the children and very pretty. 1 wanted to be
her best friend but was too shy to integrate with my fellow pupils.

There was a girl called Muriel in our class who only attended
school on rare occasions. She had no friends. She was ill-
nourished and had legs like sticks — even in bitterly cold weather
she wore a faded, dirty summer dress and a cardigan with holes in
it. No one wanted to sit next to her and Miss Hutt ignored her. I
tried to talk to her in the playground because she seemed even
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more unhappy than me, but she backed away from me and said
some words I didn’t understand.

When I asked my mother what they meant, she told me never to
repeat them.

“Only the lowest of the low use that language! What a disgrace,
a child your age knowing words like that — whatever kind of home
does she come from, I wonder?”

“She lives somewhere near Pilkington’s, I think.”

I had seen Muriel hanging around her gate a few times on my
way home from school. She had a lot of younger brothers and
sisters with jammy mouths and runny noses, and I had once
caught a glimpse of her mother coming out of the fish and chip
shop opposite; a gaunt woman wearing a short coat over a
nightdress.

Miss Hutt was a good teacher but very strict — we learned our
lessons well and thoroughly. 1 found that Peggy, the girl who fell
through our window, was in my class. She had settled so quickly I
had not noticed her at first. Her brother attended the same school
so she already knew a lot of other pupils; she soon drew an
audience to watch her tap-dance in the playground. Usually, I
found a spot near the railings at playtime where I could watch
without being involved. It was not safe to join in games. News of
my first day’s disgrace made me an easy target for school bullies.

I got plenty of shocks that first term. One morning after
assembly we found a nurse in uniform waiting in our classroom.
One by one we were summoned to Miss Hutt’s desk and the nurse
searched our heads for lice. Some children were sent home with a
note — Muriel was one of them. Another worry was added to
Mum’s list; suppose I sat next to a child whose head was infested
and picked up the lice myself?

Fortunately, I was spared that indignity. I picked up everything
else though. Ear infections were the worst because they kept
recurring; measles and whooping cough only lasted a few weeks
and meant I could stay at home — a big compensation. I got a boil
on my seat and styes in my eyes. Mum was spending a lot of
money from the box marked “Medical” ; the doctor charged seven
shillings and sixpence a visit.
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By the time Joan started school after Easter I had made a few
friends and was able to ease her into the regime. Joan had missed
the first two terms so had a lot of catching up to do. I was glad to
have my best friend sitting beside me and we were inseparable at
playtimes.

The terrors of the playground receded.

My mother walked us to and from the school four times daily;
two hours out of her busy day but she did not begrudge the time.
She made friends with other parents who waited patiently by the
school gate.

There was a little girl with straight, shiny red hair in our class:
her name was Doris. Like Joan and me she was an only child and
lived in an old cottage without a bathroom. We passed her road on
our way home. She was very bright, almost as clever as Audrey,
so I had to work even harder to keep up with them. Doris was
very lively and chattered in class; we found her fascinating. She
had amber-coloured eyes like our cat Ginger and a wide grin
which revealed large, even teeth. Her short red hair was scraped
back and tied with a ribbon.

Doris was smaller than the rest of us but she was always joining
in rough games with the boys in the playground. She told us an
alleyway at the end of her road led to the river — she knew how to
get to Marsh Farm and said there was a rubbish tip beyond the
allotments where you could find lots of treasures. Her
fearlessness encouraged us to join in games at playtime. A
favourite game was “He” — someone would chase around and
catch a victim, then it would be his turn to do the chasing. One
playtime I raced after a boy called Harry. He was bigger than me
and hard to catch. I lunged at him and grabbed his sleeve: to my
horror it tore away from his shirt. There was a shocked silence
while everyone gathered around us and said I would be reported to
Miss Watson and get the cane next morning.

I dreaded assembly at the best of times — how awful to have my
name called out! I hardly slept a wink that night. Next morning I
told Mum I felt ill but she didn’t believe me and took me to school
as usual. I hid in the line of children at assembly and shook with
fear when Miss Watson consulted her list. Nothing was said about
Harry’s sleeve or my misbehaviour. I suppose his mother spanked
him and told him it was his own fault for playing rough games.
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Mum made me say my prayers every night. There was the
prayer I said aloud, for her to hear, and one I said quietly after she
had gone downstairs...

“Please God, don’t let anyone be hurt, but make the school burn
down in the night.”

After what seemed an eternity, school broke up for the summer
holidays.
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Rose’s best friend Joan, 1936 (aged 4)
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Chapter 7

Joan came to my house to play almost every day during the school
holidays. We were not content to dress our dolls and wheel them
along the road like other children, we were fondest of our Teddy
bears and acted out stories about them which we made up as we
went along. These were divided into chapters.

“Chapter Six!” I would shout, standing on a chair to make the
announcement. “The bears’ adventure in London.”

Joan had a toy wind-up gramophone which we placed at the top
of the stairs. We packed clothes in a case and made labels to tie
on the handle, then sat on the stairs pretending we were on a train.
We started the gramophone without a record and it sounded like
the rattle of carriages on a line. After the third wind-up Joan got
rather bored sitting in the darkened stairway and said we must be
in London by now.

“Waterloo!” 1 shrieked in a deep voice and we disembarked,
flinging open the door into the kitchen. My mother was at the
table making pastry.

“Don’t go further than the top of the road,” she said as we
trudged out through the back door, but we ignored her remark —
she did not feature in this chapter.

We had tea in a restaurant at a table set up outside the lavatory
door, then went to a shop to try on clothes. Dad’s shed was the
changing room. Bedecked in long dresses we took the bears to a
posh hotel where we danced. The King and Queen were sitting at
a table next to us and remarked on our beautiful ballgowns.

“It’s nearly twelve o’clock,” I said. “The bears are falling asleep.
We’d better get back to Waterloo.”
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“We’ve got to pass the witch’s house on the way to the station,”
Joan reminded me. Better hide the bears or she’ll kidnap them.”

The witch’s house was near the bottom of the road. Mum had
told us never to accept sweets from the kind old lady who lived in
the house with grubby curtains. She was a lonely person who had
once worked in a sweet shop. Sometimes she melted cooking
chocolate and poured it into little fancy shaped flat tins; when set,
she displayed the chocolate bars on paper doilies in her front room
window and sold them to passing children for a penny each. Mum
said she kept them for months and they were covered in dust and
germs. She was more like a small dusty mouse than a witch but
we were suspicious of her. We hurried along to the end of the
road then crossed to the side where the witch lived. We could see
her sitting near her window staring out into the street.

“Quick! Crouch down and walk quietly,” Joan said.

We tiptoed past the house, tripping over our long skirts, the
suitcase and the bears in the squeaky pushchair making a lot of
noise. We had come to the exciting part of the adventure.

“Hello children, taking your dollies for an airing?”’

The witch leaned out through her open bay window and peered
at us.

“I expect you’d like a bar of chocolate, ¢h?”

She reached across and proffered a chocolate Mickey Mouse.
Here you are, you can have this one for nothing.”

“No thank you,” I gasped. “Mum doesn’t let me eat sweets
before teatime.”

“Go on, take it for afterwards.”

The witch’s tiny, blue veined hand stretched out and a dusty
chocolate object fell into the pushchair.

“Thank you,” I whispered faintly as we straightened up and ran
off as fast as our legs would carry us. We fell in a panting heap by
my front gate.

“It’s poisoned!” Joan said. “Keep it away from the bears, it’s a
trick so she can kidnap them in the night.”
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We hid the chocolate bar in a tin of nails in Dad’s shed, it would
come in useful for our next adventure.

At teatime we told Mum Miss Baldwin had given us some
chocolate.

“Poor old soul,” Mum said. “You didn’t eat it I hope. She was
going round house to house with sweets the other day — I’m sure
they’re the ones left over from the Jubilee party! I suppose some
poor kids eat them though. She leaves them out on that table with
the window open for all the flies to come in.”

The party had been held in our road for King George and Queen
Mary’s Silver Jubilee. Long trestles were set up in the street, my
mother made scores of cakes, and we all wore fancy dress. Mum
had made me a white pinafore from one of Gran’s old petticoats,
she sewed a red white and blue rosette on the front and tied a table
napkin round my head. 1 was a nurse. My dolls pram was
decorated with red white and blue crepe paper. The Smith boys
were dressed as the Bisto kids and won a prize. Irene, Mrs
Pearmund’s granddaughter, was dressed as a Belisha Beacon in an
orange skull cap and a black and white striped costume. The
Turner family brought their piano into the street and their son
played “Land of Hope and Glory” and the National Anthem.

Joan was recovering from chickenpox at that time but was
allowed to stand on her front window sill dressed as an Ovaltiney.
Everyone clapped when they saw her. How I envied her lovely
dress with its layers of net ruffles, and the pink satin clown’s hat!

Joan’s cousin Nancy, several years our senior, belonged to a
dance troupe and passed on outgrown costumes to Joan. By then,
we had quite a collection of dressing-up clothes. Mum’s friend
Florrie cut up Gran’s old petticoats and made them into long
dresses for me which Mum dyed bright colours. We were always
staging concerts in our back garden, a visit to the pantomime at
Kingston Empire had given us a taste for showbusiness. We roped
in other children to do “turns” — they were picked not for talent
but for the quality of the costumes they possessed.

Tony Hermes, who lived at the bottom of our road near the
railway line, was very well informed on all subjects relating to
show business. His father worked for the local film studios as a
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“Jack of all trades” ; we had even seen him in B pictures at the
cinema.

“Look,” Mum would say, “There’s Mr Hermes popping up
through that trap door.”

Mum said Mr Hermes had once asked her to take me to the film
studios — a baby was needed for a film about an orphan. Mum
went to see the producer, who was an American and kept calling
her “Honey” . She didn’t like that. He told her they really needed
a baby boy, but I would do.

“I asked what they were going to do with you and he said you’d
be made all dirty and left on a doorstep. The chap playing the
butler was going to bath you. I said you’d scream the place down
and he said that was all the better! I soon bundled you up and
brought you home — they strong lights could have ruined your
eyesight!”

My one chance to be a film star had very quickly been quashed
by Mum. She said she wasn’t so hard up she could take a chance
on ruining my sight.

One of Mrs Hermes’ sisters worked in Wardrobe; another sister
and her family lived next door to Tony, so his young cousin, Betty,
was sometimes allowed to appear in our concerts. She was a
pretty little girl with long blonde hair.

The Hermes family knew all the famous film stars. Mrs Hermes’
piano was covered with photographs of people like Joan
Crawford, Ronald Coleman, Norma Shearer and Joan Bennett.
The stars had written personal messages on them, so Joan and I
were very impressed. The sister who worked in Wardrobe was
very smart, she and Mrs Hermes both had black wavy hair parted
in the middle. They wore navy suits with touches of white, and
hats like the ones Joan Bennett wore in films I’d seen. It was
really Betty’s fairy outfit, sent over from America, that inspired
the wings I had pestered Dad to make. We could not compete
with Betty, of course. Every time we pegged the old curtains on
the washing line in front of our improvised stage, Betty would
appear in her wonderful fairy costume and demand to be in our
concert.

We were none of us talented in any way whatsoever. It became
increasingly difficult to find an audience. We made up the show
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as we went along, acting out stories we’d read or films we’d seen,
substituting other characters in order to show off every costume
we possessed. Arthur, the grandson of one of Dad’s tenants, acted
as compere. We told all our friends to come to the show and made
tickets out of a toilet roll. Usually about a dozen children of
assorted shapes and sizes turned up in our back yard; it was
worthwhile coming just to drink the lemonade and eat the cakes
my wise mother always made for the audience.

Dorothy and her four young brothers were our biggest fans. We
were rather unkind to Dorothy, who longed to be in our show but
had no dressing-up clothes. We eventually compromised by
wrapping her in a big Union Jack with the stick still attached — we
told her she could be Britannia. She was so thrilled she refused to
leave the stage during the performance; she sat at the edge with an
upturned colander on her head, holding the dustbin lid for a shield.
Her young brother Tony made life very difficult for the actors
because he wanted to sit beside his sister.

“Me thit on ’tage wi’ my tithter!” he insisted.

We would not let him so he cried until Mum rescued him, gave
him a sweet and sat him on her lap.

We had to perform our finale when the refreshments ran out
because our bored audience started fighting.

Dad had a pile of sand in the yard when he was pointing the
brickwork of our chimney so Joan and I decided we would take
our bears to the seaside. We trod Dad’s sand all over the yard and
filled the upturned dustbin lid with water so that the bears could
paddle. Dad was furious when he saw the mess we had made, the
bears had to pegged on the line to dry and Mum and Dad spent all
evening shovelling the sand back into a pile.

That summer our dog Peg was taken ill, she would not let anyone
near her basket or the rubber puppy. I was not allowed to pet her
because she bared her teeth at me. My father was very upset, he
loved all animals. He kept cardboard boxes under the lean-to for
stray cats who found their way to our yard, and he always saved
scraps for them and stroked them when he put his bike in the shed.
Peg did not want to go for her walks, she made messes in the
scullery. Dad coaxed her out of her basket and took her to the Vet
when he was paid on Friday. He returned alone. We all cried,
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including Gran. Mum burned Peg’s basket in the dustbin. She
said she would never have another dog, it was too upsetting when
you lost them.

Mum took Joan and me for a picnic in Ham fields. We looked
forward to those trips because we had to cross the river by
ferryboat. Mr Smoothy the ferryman was the brother of Mrs
Eldridge, the licensee of The Royal Albert. He and Mum gossiped
as he rowed us across the Thames. Auntie knew a song about
Twickenham ferry which she used to sing to me, it had lots of
verses and between each one she sang the line “Yo ho ye yo ho ye
yo ho ye yo ho.” I wondered if Mr Smoothy was the man in the
song.

Mum found some huge mushrooms in Ham fields but I trod in a
cowpat and made a fuss. We picnicked on the bank of the river so
that I could dangle my feet in the water while we watched boats
go by from Richmond. Ladies in floral dresses lounged on
cushions under sunshades while their escorts pushed the punts
along. Sounds of music drifted up from the river.

“Wouldn’t I like to be lazing about in one of they punts!” said
Mum. “Trust you to find a cowpat. They socks and shoes won’t
be dry by the time we get home.”

Every summer a regatta was held at Twickenham. Bess took us
along one afternoon and we watched the floats from the jetty at
the back of The King’s Head. Joan and I rode on a tiny
roundabout by the steps and waved our free windmills. Every
child came away with a gift — a ball wrapped in silver paper and
attached to a bat with elastic. We played with ours on the way
home, seeing who could hit the ball the most times.

The river was a favourite haunt. There were occasions when the
Thames burst its banks and flooded the town. Blocked drains
caused water to pour into shops in Heath Road; Joan and I were
lifted on to the counter of a butcher’s shop when Bess took us
shopping one afternoon. We watched teams of workmen pumping
the drains outside; streets awash with empty crates and sodden
paper dislodged from greengrocers’ displays on the pavement.
When the flood subsided Bess walked us home. It was still
raining; our back yard looked like a pond and Dad was standing in
the middle with his trousers rolled up, poking at the drain with a
metal rod. Needless to say, I thought it was all rather exciting and
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pestered Mum to let me paddle, but she told me the water was full
of germs and thick with mud. I had to be content to watch from
the window. A steep slope in the road under the railway bridge
near The Green filled with water and traffic was diverted. Next
day newspapers published a photograph of children swimming
there.

“Look at that! Mothers should not allow it, those kiddies could
get typhoid,” Mum said.

On Saturday afternoons Dad accompanied me to Marble Hill
Park. We walked along the riverside, past York House and the
ferry and through Orleans Park. Auntie and Mum sometimes took
the bus, so they sat on a seat in Marble Hill Park and waited for
us. They liked to watch the people, but Dad crawled on the grass
with me on his back, and took me for frequent drinks at the water
fountain. He was very patient and energetic for a man in his mid-
fifties.

Every Sunday evening we went to York House to see the statues
— naked ladies draped over rocks with their limbs dangling in the
water. They were quite eerie, some were covered in green moss
and slime. I liked rolling down the grassy banks of the sunken
lawn.

“Watch out, the keeper is coming!” Auntie would say, but he
never did.

We always stopped to watch the tennis on the way out but this
bored me.

“Stop fidgeting about, you’ll ruin your shoes scraping them on
that gravel. Come on, we’re meeting Aunt Harriet at The King’s
Head.”

The King’s Head by the river had a large garden with swinging
couches. I loved going there, children were allowed in the garden
with their parents. It was a very grand place by my standards.

Aunt Harriet arrived by bus at The Junction, dressed in her
Sunday best.

“This heat gives you a thirst,” she said. “Let’s find a nice cool
table in the garden.”

67



Waiters took orders. Dad ordered gin and tonics for Aunt Harriet
and Aunt Rose, a glass of port for Mum, beer for himself and
lemonade for me.

“Anything to eat, Sir?”

“Four ham sandwiches with mustard, an arrowroot biscuit and
crisps for the little girl, thank you,” said Dad.

“Can I have a sip of your gin Auntie?”
“Certainly not! Whatever next?”
“Why not?”

“You’ll get tipsy. Eat up your biscuit.”

“Have a sip of my gin,” said Aunt Harriet. “Would you like a bit
of sandwich?”

“She won’t eat it,” said Mum, “ it’s got mustard on it.”

Aunt Harriet broke off a piece for me to try and I ate it.

“I’m hungry. I want a sandwich.”

“Oh, here you are, have half of mine!” said my mother crossly.

Aunt Harriet was great fun; she told us all about her daughter
who worked in service for Sir Malcolm Campbell. She said he
chased the maids around the grounds. Mum told me to go and
look at the flowers, but I refused.

“Let her stay, she’s alright.” Aunt Harriet pinched my knee and
winked.

“When are you coming to see me again?” she asked. “Artie’s got
a lot of new fish in the tank. We don’t see much of you now
you’ve started school.”

“School’s horrible,” I said.
Aunt Harriet pulled a face.

“I know. Your Mum told me.”
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Chapter 8

Phyllis and Fred, our young next door neighbours, had a new baby
called Sheila. Mum was delighted and sought opportunities to
hold the baby while Phyllis pegged washing on the line.

“How would you like her for a little sister?” Mum asked me as
she cooed over the gurgling bundle. “Our Rosie loves babies,”
she told Phyllis. “She’s named that doll you gave her after
Sheila.”

I hardly ever played with the doll.

“Perhaps Rosie would like to come in this evening and watch me
bath the baby, then.”

At six o’clock Mum lifted me over the fence and I ran to
Phyllis’s back door. The house was a mirror image of ours but
looked quite different inside; bright and modern, with a tiled
fireplace and shiny new paint. Everything was spotlessly clean
and brand new.

The baby squealed with delight when Phyllis dunked it in the
bath. Warm perfumed vapour filled the room. Phyllis soaped and
rinsed the baby’s head then gently sponged its body. She took a
fluffy white towel from the table, placed it on her lap and lifted
the glistening infant from the bath. Sheila was patted dry before
being liberally sprinkled with talcum powder, encased in a
towelling nappy and manceuvred into a tiny flannel nightdress.

“There. Now you’re all clean and comfy, eh? Here you are
Rosie, you can hold her while I prepare her bottle.”
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Sheila’s small plump body felt quite different from my doll’s.
She smelled soapy and wholesome. She clutched at her face with
tiny pink hands, her mouth puckered as if about to cry.

“I used to take you out in your pram when you were a baby,”
Phyllis said. “You always screamed for me, but you were good as
gold with my sister Doris!”

While Phyllis fed Sheila she asked me about school. 1 hated
being reminded of the fast approaching new term and the horrors
that awaited me.

“I hate school!”

“Haven’t you made a lot of friends? Your Mum says you are
good at your lessons.”

Out poured my tale of school bullies, school milk, and strict
teachers.

“Everyone hates school,” Phyllis said. “You don’t want to worry
too much about being punished — I’'m sure there are worse-
behaved kids than you. Teachers are a lot of dried-up old
spinsters!”

Her remarks cheered me up.

My close encounter with the baby sparked off a new interest:
Joan and I dressed our dolls in old baby clothes and took them for
walks in their prams. We were not very sedate mothers,
however... we had pram races up and down the road. I ran so fast
that at one point the pram overturned, my doll fell out and her
head smashed to smithereens on the pavement.

My poor father spent a whole week piecing together the tiny
fragments and glueing them in place. Each one had to set before
another could be added and the finished result was less than
perfect. The doll’s face was crisscrossed with dark lines. I loved
her no less but was too ashamed to take her out in the pram again.

My mother was annoyed with me, she had never owned a doll as
a child and I had broken two within a year.

“You’re a tearaway, that’s your trouble. Why can’t you take care
of things like other children? What wouldn’t I have given for a
doll when I was your age? Stop that grizzling and think yourself
lucky you have such a clever Dad.”
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My father bought a Philco wireless set made of brown bakelite.
It ran on high-tension batteries and accumulators which had to be
re-charged at Blay’s cycle shop each week. They were square
glass objects with a metal carrying handle and contained acid so
we had to take care not to spill any as we walked. My parents
listened to the wireless instead of playing records on the
gramophone. We had a new King and Queen — I was vaguely
aware of some scandal that had taken place earlier; for a short
time we had a new King called Edward the Eighth but he was
never crowned. Dad said someone called Mrs Simpson had been
the fly in the ointment.

“Nothing but an adventuress,” he said. “She had her eye on the
crown, that was the attraction.”

Mum had a soft spot for Edward the Eighth; they shared the
same year of birth.

“I can’t see why the poor chap couldn’t have the woman of his
choice,” she said.

“Well he did, at the expense of the nation and his rightful place
on the throne. Queen Mary was right — a divorced woman could
never be a queen in this country.”

One Saturday a letter arrived from Clifton. Mum could barely
decipher the spidery writing, Miss Maggie was getting old. Mum
pored over the page then looked up in amazement.

“Well I'm blessed! After all these years her brother is getting
married — to his young cousin from New Zealand! I wonder what
will happen to Miss Maggie now?” She read on. Miss Maggie
would be moving into a hotel.

“Poor dear soul; she’ll miss her home so. I wonder whatever
possessed him — he must be sixty if he’s a day.”

Mum made a cake for Miss Maggie and sent it through the post.

Mr Campbell and his new bride stayed at a London hotel for a
few days and came to see my mother one Sunday. She spent a
week preparing for the visit: cleaning the silver, baking cakes,
polishing our worn furniture and laundering curtains and cushion
covers.
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I was told to be on my best behaviour. I had met Miss Maggie
and her brother once, years ago when Mum took me to Bristol.
She left me below stairs with the maids while she took tea in the
drawing room with her former employers. Norah, one of the
maids, walked me through the kitchen garden and took me to see
the gardener, but I could think only of my mother’s absence. My
wails could be heard upstairs so the service bell summoned Norah,
who returned to fetch me.

Miss Maggie and Mr Campbell sat in high backed chairs in the
long drawing room, my mother was seated on a tapestry settle.
Tall windows flanked the room, which overlooked the gardens.
Mum was rather embarrassed when I appeared —I was introduced
and told to sit very still on the footstool but soon got bored and did
various exercises using the footstool as a rocking horse and a
platform on which to stand. Finally I turned it upside down and
sat in it.

“Excuse me,” Mum said to her hosts. She got up, grabbed my
hand and righted the stool.

“Now behave yourself.”

I sat beside her on the floor and twined my arms around her leg.
I could only have been about two years old but still remember the
feeling of shame at being rebuked in front of those two impressive
strangers. They smiled at me and asked me questions but I
pretended not to hear.

I knew Mum was anxious for me to make a better impression on
Mr Campbell when he came to visit us, so I made up my mind to
be well behaved this time.

Mum put on her best frock and waited for the visitors to arrive.

Mr Campbell was a tall distinguished-looking gentleman with a
long face. He greeted Mum warmly and shook hands with my
father before introducing his wife. She was rather lovely and
quite young. She wore a dark blue suit with white gloves and a
jaunty little hat.

They seemed very pleased to see us and gave me a toy black cat
with green glass eyes, a humped back and a bushy tail.

Tea was set beside the fire in the front room; Mum used the
silver teapot from the display cabinet. She listened with interest to
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their news, Miss Maggie’s brother had been to New Zealand for a
holiday, and there met his cousin for the first time. Mum told me
afterwards she could quite see why he had fallen in love with her
beautiful clear blue eyes and charming manner.

“You can tell when a person has breeding,” she said. “They
make themselves at home anywhere — it’s only the jumped-up
nobodies who put on side.”

She also said she hoped Miss Maggie liked her new sister-in-law
and would be happy staying in a hotel...

On the first day of the new term we assembled in the hall and
waited for our names to be called. I was looking forward to
moving up into Miss Hancock’s class — everyone liked her and
said she was not at all strict. That would be a change for the
better!

Miss Watson consulted her list. My former classmates were
called over to Miss Hancock in alphabetical order and their names
ticked off.

All except Audrey, Doris and me. My heart sank when Miss
Hancock ushered her new pupils out of the hall but the presence of
Audrey and Doris was reassuring. It had been decided that we
three were sufficiently advanced to join Miss Benfield’s class —
we were to spend two years in the top form. I was so miserable I
wanted to cry. I had only just got used to the people in my year
and now I would be thrown into the midst of those awful older
bullies.

We three younger ones were given seats at the front so that Miss
Benfield could keep an eye on us. I was glad to be near the fire
because our new classroom was draughty, the fires had already
been lit. Miss Benfield liked me, 1 discovered. When the
arithmetic lesson confounded me she came to my aid. Doris and
Audrey were so quick to learn they needed no extra tuition. Only
in general knowledge did I have an advantage; my head was filled
with information about some very unlikely subjects, thanks to
eavesdropping on the conversations of elderly relatives.
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In the middle of term a doctor and nurse arrived to give everyone
a medical examination: our mothers had to be at the school that
day. We were stripped to the waist in the hall, measured, weighed,
examined for flat feet and probed with a stethoscope.

The doctor took my mother aside. I was underweight for my
height and had a heart murmur. I was not to take part in physical
training, or to play games. I was to have plenty of milk and eggs
and she would have to take me to the clinic at York House for
regular check ups. My mother was worried sick.

I hated staying in the classroom during P.T. in the playground.
Miss Benfield urged me to drink my milk at break but she didn’t
force me like Miss Hutt. 1 gave it to Doris. 1 saw Joan at
playtimes and she told me how much she liked being in Miss
Hancock’s class; they did lots of drawings and she had quickly
caught up in the other lessons. She said she might be joining Miss
Benfield’s class next term. I hoped so.

Doris and I became firm friends. She exasperated Miss Benfield
because she giggled so much. She and I sometimes stayed in at
playtime and did lots of drawings; we found we had much in
common. [ promised to invite her if [ had a party in November.

Joan and I found it comforting to return after school to the
warmth of the kitchen range. Thick fogs were the norm in
November, street lamps barely visible beneath the enveloping grey
vapour. The fog felt damp against our faces, like a wet blanket.
Mum swathed our mouths and noses with scarves and told us not
to inhale the sooty vapour. We walked in single file clutching
each other’s coats and feeling for walls and fences with one hand.
We could hear the eerie ticking of a bicycle being wheeled along
the pavement and saw a sudden unexpected glow when a front
door opened to let someone in. We knew our landmarks — the cold
expanse of glass told us we were at the greengrocer’s and must
cross a road. A smell of smoking oil meant we were nearing the
fish and chip shop next door to Pilkington’s yard; a welcome
smell, we knew we were almost home.

Mum stopped at the corner shop to buy some cough lozenges for
Gran. Joan and I tumbled through the door after her and stared at
the big glass jars of sweets behind the counter, the sudden bright
light made our eyes sting and water. The bell over the door
continued to jangle and Mrs Chambers emerged from a back
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room, clutching a woolly around her shoulders. She wore a plum-
coloured, crocheted hat. I had never seen her without it and
wondered if she had any hair — none was visible.

“Terrible thick out, isn’t it?” she asked. “Dad and I have been
out back having a cup of tea, how’s your mother-in-law?”

“Not too good this time of year. She don’t like the fog.”
“Do any of us?”

Mum bought the cough sweets, half an ounce of St Julien
tobacco and a packet of Rizla cigarette papers for Dad.

“Do you two girls want anything?”

We each settled for a pink sugar mouse with a string tail. 1 bit
the head off mine as we left the shop, hated the sickly sweet taste
and spat it out on the pavement near Auntie’s house. Mum told
me off but we couldn’t pick it up because of the fog.

Gran had the kettle boiling when we got home. Joan and I
scrambled onto the wooden chairs beside the hearth and warmed
our hands and feet. Joan always got chilblains in the winter.
Mum made thick, striped toast on a fork held against the bars.
Golden brown and thickly spread with butter, it tasted delicious.
The fireside was the only warm place in the house; icy draughts
sliced through gaps under doors and whistled through window
frames making the curtains shiver. It was even colder first thing in
the morning when the fire had been damped down for the night:
ice crystals formed inside the window panes. The sitting room
fire was lit only on Sundays and special occasions, the bedroom
fires only when someone was seriously ill.

When really cold weather came Mum trudged through the snow
pushing Joan and me in a huge pushchair with a hood. I believe
she borrowed it from someone — the snow was so thick on the
ground it came to the top of our Wellington boots; we could not
walk. Joan caught lots of colds and sore throats, and I had
earaches, so Mum was taking no chances.

Gran stayed indoors by the fire: even Auntie seldom ventured
out. We longed for school to break up for Christmas. Dad was
short of work: in bad weather no one wanted rooms decorated or
houses painted. Mr Joyce feared he may have to lay some men off
work.
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“We’ve managed before and we’ll manage again,” said Mum.
“Don’t you worry, Fred.”

My father remembered the Depression only too well. He was an
independent man who could not bear the thought of charity. He
had never claimed the dole even when I was a baby; he was far
too proud to suffer the indignities of a means test. An air of gloom
prevailed at home before the Christmas holiday, our Saturday trips
to Woolworths were cancelled so I busied myself making cards
and paper chains with Joan. I made three calendars, one for my
parents and one each for Gran and Auntie — they said they
preferred gifts I’d made myself.

Mum was determined to celebrate Christmas as usual and began
her preparations, I accompanied her on her shopping trips. Mrs
Cox’s grocery store occupied a corner site opposite the coal yard
in Lion Road. Lots of people put items “on the slate” and got into
debt, but Mum always paid for her order in cash and was a valued
customer.

The Cox’s daughter, Pam, was near my age and I sometimes
stayed to play at the back of the shop.

“You’re going somewhere special with Pam on Saturday,” Mum
told me.

“Where?”

“It’s a secret. You’d better take some barley sugars though, we
don’t want you being sick in their car.”

I had been in the Ford Eight before, they had taken me out to a
converted railway carriage by a stream in the country. We had a
picnic and Pam and I picked forget-me-nots. They had to stop the
car a couple of times for me to be sick in a hedge.

“Are we going for another picnic?”
“Not this time of year. More likely up to London.”

The only time I’d been to London was to visit Florrie, and once
to meet Mum'’s brother and his family.

On Saturday afternoon Mum dressed me in my best coat and
took me to the back door of the shop. Pam came running out with
her big celluloid doll.
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“Here you are, you can hold her in the car, then you won’t feel
sick.”

Mr Cox sat at the wheel with his wife beside him, Pam and I
were tucked up in the back. 1 was far too interested in the
crowded streets ablaze with coloured lights and Christmas trees to
feel sick as we drove through Richmond, Chiswick and
Hammersmith. Kensington and Knightsbridge looked even more
beautiful, with giant Santas smiling down from the top of
buildings and shop windows full of tinsel-draped clothes and toys.

“Look over there — that’s Harrods,” Mrs Cox told us.

We were taken to Selfridges to see Father Christmas at the Toy
Fair. It was my first visit to such a large store — my eyes must
have popped out of my head when I saw the display in the
window. Animated dolls and animals, trains that puffed along past
assorted dolls houses, mobile toy vans and cars. I would have
been quite content to stand and stare all afternoon but Mrs Cox
ushered us inside the store and on to an escalator.

On every landing we stopped to admire displays of dolls. I
caught sight of a real Shirley Temple doll.

“Look! Look!”

“Isn’t she lovely?” Mrs Cox said. “She comes in all sizes — look
over there, that one is nearly as big as you!”

“Do people buy them?” I asked.
“Some do, yes, but they are really expensive.”
No use asking Mum if I could have one, then.

We got our tickets for the Toy Fair from a lady in a tiny glass
box. She was no bigger than me — I stared in disbelief at her
minute hands and little head.

“Who is that? How did she get so small?”
“She’s a midget,” Mrs Cox whispered.
“What’s a midget?”

“A very tiny person — midgets are not like dwarves, their heads
and limbs are in perfect proportion to their bodies.”

Tl



“Can anyone be a midget? Do they take pills to make them
shrink?”

Mrs Cox laughed and told me you had to be born that way.

Father Christmas was a disappointment after the sights I had
seen on the way in. His beard was looped over his ears with
elastic, I could tell. I came away with a box wrapped in shiny
paper — I knew it must be a jigsaw puzzle because it was very light
and it rattled.

“Save it to open on Christmas Day,” Mrs Cox said.

Mr Cox took us to The Strand Corner House for tea. A string
quartet wearing black suits and bow ties played tunes I’d heard on
our gramophone. They bowed at the end of each number. A
waiter showed us to a table and held out the chairs for us. We had
“high tea” followed by strawberry ice cream. Mr Cox ordered
some cream cakes but Pam and I were too full to eat any more. I
thought the treat was over and asked when we were going home.
Mr Cox roared with laughter.

We’ve still got the Big Surprise to come!” he said.

Walt Disney’s Snow White had just had its London premiere and
people were flocking to see it. I’d not heard of the film so had no
idea what to expect. Pam and I had never been inside such a big
cinema, we watched enthralled as the story unfolded. The wicked
Queen frightened me when she sent the woodcutter off with an
axe to find Snow White and bring back her heart, but when in a
later scene she fell to her death, her blood-curdling screams
caused me to fall off the seat. I curled up sobbing on the floor
between the feet of Pam and her mother. Mrs Cox tried to cuddle
me.

“It’s alright, look — look now, Snow White is going to see her
Prince in a minute!”

I could not be pacified. I missed a lot of the film because I dared
not look up until the final scene.

The drive home took us along Piccadilly. Mrs Cox pointed out
The Ritz Hotel and other large hotels, where elegant ladies in long
dresses topped with furs were being escorted into sumptuous
entrances.
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There were lines of taxis and chauffeur-driven cars outside The
Ritz. A crowd of people waited on the pavement to see who
would arrive next.

“Perhaps they’re waiting for the King and Queen!” Pam said.
“No, they will be at Windsor for Christmas,” her mother told us.

Mr Cox stopped the car outside a large public house in
Hammersmith.

“Daddy and I won’t be long, this is our treat,” Mrs Cox said.
“We’ll bring you some crisps in a minute, be good girls and
whatever you do don’t open the doors or windows to anyone.”

Pam and I talked about Snow White and I got frightened again,
remembering the terrible screams of the witch. I was glad to see
Pam’s parents reappear after about twenty minutes. I must have
fallen asleep on the way home because I awoke next day in my
own little bed to find I was wearing my vest and knickers instead
of a nightie.

I had recurring nightmares about the witch, but when the film
was finally shown at the Luxor I insisted on going with Joan and
Bess to see it again. That time both Joan and I hid under our seats
and sobbed, but so did most of the other children in the cinema.

Mum was grateful to the Cox family for giving me such a lovely
treat. I told her every tiny detail, even about the Shirley Temple
dolls.

“Mrs Cox said only rich people buy them, though.”
I hoped Mum would not think I expected one for Christmas.

On Friday evening Dad announced that Mr Joyce needed
workmen to do a job on someone’s summer residence in
Shoreham, Sussex. It meant being away from home during the
Christmas holiday; Dad said he and one other had volunteered.
Mum was aghast — it was unthinkable that they should be parted at
Christmastime.

Dad took the job because we badly needed the money. He said
he hoped to be finished by Christmas Eve: it depended on the state
of the building, which had been struck by gales and was toppling
into the sea.
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Soon after my father left for Shoreham I got a bad earache: Mum
hurried up to Hampton Road to fetch the doctor.

“I expect it’s the start of another cold,” she said, “but we’d better
make sure.”

Doctor Thompson said he would come to our house after surgery
to have a look at me. My ear throbbed painfully and I found it
difficult to swallow. Abscesses had formed in my ears before, but
they hadn’t hurt as much as this. Mum warmed almond oil in a
teaspoon and dripped it in my ear but that made the pain even
worse.

Dr Thompson arrived as promised. He looked like Mr Neville
Chamberlain the Prime Minister, with his grey hair, dark
moustache, neat overcoat and rolled umbrella. He inspected my
ear with a lamp.

He drew Mum aside and whispered to her. When he left, she
made up a bed for me on the sofa in the front room, lit the fire in
there and prepared a hot water bottle.

“You’ve got another bloomin’ abscess coming,” she said. “T’ll
carry you upstairs later Duck, lie down here for now and put the
bad ear on the bottle. Try to have a nice sleep.”

When I awoke it was daylight and Gran was sitting in the room
with me.

“How are you, Duckie?” she asked. “Your Mum won’t be long,
how’s that old ear?”

I felt muzzy and was in great pain. I couldn’t move my head, it
was pounding, and my ear throbbed. The other ear was hurting
too. Itried to speak to Gran but no sound came out.

My mother returned with the doctor. I could not hear what they
were saying but I felt him touch my head.

Mum prepared hot kaolin poultices, placed them on my ears and
bound them in place with a bandage. She had to speak loudly to
make Gran hear. Faintly, I heard her say:“Both ears affected
Mother, it’s serious. If they don’t burst it’s a hospital job — she’s
got Mastoid Disease.”

I did not know day from night in the hours that followed. When
conscious all T felt was the pain — the agony of poultices being
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eased off and fresh ones applied. The pain came in great surging
waves and with it the Voices and the Faces. Horrifying faces,
worse than the witch in Snow White, loomed towards me in the
darkness. The voices grew so loud I thought my head would
burst. They faded to a whisper then grew louder and even louder
— angry voices, shouting, arguing. [ wanted my mother to stop
them, to rescue me from this terrifying mob but I could not see her
or feel her presence. I had to escape. Quite suddenly I floated
upwards... upwards... the voices faded. From somewhere near the
ceiling I could see the top of the globe on the gaslight, it was
covered in dust. I was in the bedroom: Mum was sitting on the
big bed, Bess was standing by the door and Auntie was seated
below me on my small bed. There was a bundle in Mum’s bed, |
could not see what it was but she was leaning over it saying “it’s
Delirium.”

Bess said: “I’m so sorry Mrs P., I don’t like the look of her at all,
it will surprise me if she lasts the night out.”

I wanted to get closer to them, but I couldn’t seem to move my
arms and legs — I couldn’t even feel them.

I awoke next morning to find myself in Mum’s bed upstairs;
miraculously, the pain had gone. I remembered my dream very
clearly and pinched my arms to make sure they were there. I tried
to turn over in the bed. Mum came running up the stairs when she
heard me stir. The relief she must have felt showed in her face.
She sat on the bed and cradled me in her arms.

“Don’t try to move Love, your head is stuck to the pillow. How
are they nasty old ears? Still hurting?”

“Not much. They’re sore.”

“Stay there, I’ll get you cleaned up a bit before the doctor comes
and I’ll bring you a drink. Could you manage a bit of something
to eat?”

“NO.”

She returned with a jug of hot water and filled the china basin on
the washstand.

Both abscesses had burst in the night. The kaolin poultices were
glued to my hair, the pillow ruined. Mum’s large hands were
gentle as she bathed my neck. She had to cut my hair to release
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the poultices and the bandage. Then she brought me a clean
pillow.

A little later I heard her stoking the fire downstairs, and then
voices. Two sets of footsteps on the stairs.

“I’ve brought someone to see you.”

Dad came into the room, the shoulders of his coat covered in
sleet. His face was purplish blue with the cold, his moustache
glistened with ice crystals. He knelt on the floor by the bed and
kissed my hands.

“Poor Tuppeny,” he said. “What a fright you’ve given your
Mum — I came as soon as I could.”

From his coat pocket he took a small brown parcel.

“I didn’t know what to get for you, there was nothing to buy in
Shoreham, the shops closed early on Christmas Eve but I found a
paper shop open. I only got Mum’s message last night.”

My father looked so sad: he didn’t take his eyes off my face.

“I'm sorry I wasn’t here with you and Mum, how do you feel
today?”

“Better.”
“That’s good.”

I took the papier maché Santa Claus out of its paper bag and Dad
apologised for the gift, saying he would get me a proper present
after Christmas. I was so glad to see him. I told him the present
was lovely. I found a whistle and a string of beads tucked inside
Santa’s body and wound the beads round my wrist.

“I’d better go and see Mum and Grandma — I haven’t said hello
to them yet. I'll see you presently.”

I snuggled into the clean pillow and went back to sleep. Dad
was home, and tomorrow was Christmas Day...

Father Christmas brought me a pillowcase filled with toys. I
stayed in bed, not feeling well enough to play with them. I could
hear music coming from the wireless downstairs; how lucky we
were to have Dad back home! We were sure to have a happy
Christmas now.
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I didn’t know about the worries my illness had caused them.
Mum had battled her way through a blizzard to ask Mr Joyce to
contact Dad, but Mr Joyce was busy. He dismissed Mum without
listening to her tale. Mum was frantic; the doctor had said she
must get in touch with Dad because I was seriously ill. On her
way home Mum met Mr Black — it was he who eventually made
Mr Joyce telephone the house at Shoreham. Dad caught the first
train home next morning.

On Boxing Day Dr Thompson called to see me again. He gave
me a box wrapped in Christmas paper.

“I told my wife about my brave little patient,” he said. “She’ll be
so glad you’re better. Father Christmas forgot to deliver this
present.”

In the box was a pretty doll dressed in a hand knitted outfit. I
kept that doll for years — she was always known as “The Doctor’s
Dolly” .
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Chapter 9

Gran died the following year. She said she felt tired and took to
her bed. Mum tried to encourage her to come downstairs but Gran
was too exhausted to move — the doctor said her heart was worn
out. She refused to eat despite my mother’s efforts to tempt her
with specially prepared delicacies.

“Just a spoonful, Mother, you must have something inside you.”

Gran would only sip weak tea. I went straight upstairs to see her
each time I came home from school and was rewarded with a
smile. Her hand stretched out to touch mine.

“Be a good girl for your mother, Duckie. Bless your heart.”

One morning Bess accompanied Joan and me to school: Mum
was very businesslike at breakfast.

“I’ve got things to see to today, so Bess has taken the day off
work, you can go along with her. Don’t disturb Gran this
morning, she’s asleep.”

“Can I go up and see Gran now?” I asked as soon as I got home.
Mum had been crying, her eyes were red and swollen.

“Gran has gone to Heaven, my love.”
“Is she coming back?”

I knew Gran was dead but could not believe I would never see
her again. Perhaps Jesus would perform a miracle and she would
wake up.

“We’ll all see her again one day; you be a good girl and
remember how much she loved you.”
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I cried. God was very unkind to take my Gran away... perhaps it
was a punishment for being naughty.

Dad was sad and silent for a long time; he loved his mother
dearly. My mother missed her, too — every time she came across
something that had belonged to Gran she would wipe her eyes and
say:

“Dear old soul.”

Mum put Gran’s treasures away in the bedroom cupboard: a very
old leather bound bible with lock and key, and a sampler worked
by my great grandmother in 1841 for Teddington Grove School.
Dad papered Gran’s bedroom and said it was time for me to have a
room of my own. Mum said it would be nice for me to have
somewhere to take Joan to play on wet days, but I was not
altogether happy with the new arrangement. It felt strange to be
sleeping in Gran’s room, which seemed very spacious. At times I
awoke in the night, felt scared and padded across the landing to
creep into bed beside my mother, who took up a lot of room. I
snivelled and told her I’d had a bad dream so she cuddled me for a
few moments before taking me back to my own bed, saying I’d
wake Dad. My father rose at five-thirty every morning so needed
his rest.

In daylight my bedroom looked bright and welcoming with its
new patterned wallpaper; a sunny design made up of tiny oranges
and lemons interlaced with vine leaves. At night, however, the
flickering candle flame cast strange shapes on the walls and I
could see sinister faces hidden in the vine leaves. 1 kept the
bedclothes over my face until I heard my mother creeping upstairs
to blow out the candle.

During the summer holidays Bess took Joan and me to the
cemetery; she regularly tended her husband’s grave and those of
other family members. We picked wild flowers to put on the
grave of my Gran. We liked the cemetery with its big monkey tree
at the entrance, gravel paths bordered by neatly cut grass, and the
smell of fresh flowers wafting from the graves. There were
headstones with Angels on them, stone bibles engraved with
names of the deceased and ancient square tombs bordered by iron
railings.
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We carried metal cans of water from the standpipe for Bess while
she arranged flowers in a marble pot and picked the dead heads
off the rose bush.

“Why hasn’t Gran’s grave got a headstone?” I asked.

“Your Granddad is buried in there, too. 1 don’t suppose your
father could afford one — I believe that plot will take four people.
Your parents will lay to rest there one day.”

“Will it have a headstone then?”
“Perhaps.”

The possibility of my parents lying in the grave worried me. [
often pondered the mysteries of life and death, usually at night or
when I was sitting in the W.C. alone with my thoughts. Why was
I me? 1 knew I existed because of the people around me, but what
did they see when they looked at me?

Joan and I, our duties completed, lay on our backs in the long
grass where daisies grew. The land was earmarked for new
graves. The sky was vast — [ wondered if it went on forever, like
Dad said. God must have an awful problem getting dead souls up
there. What did a soul look like? Did it have wings? I often flew
in my dreams at night.. sometimes I had to cling to Mrs
Pearmund’s drainpipe to stop myself floating off into the sky.

We watched fluffy white clouds drift above us and listened to the
drone of an aeroplane. It was flying so low, we could see it
clearly. It looked very small; no bigger than my dolls pram. Mum
once told me they had a man inside. I had never seen a plane on
the ground, so for a long time believed they were piloted by
midgets like the lady I’d seen in a glass box at Selfridges.

How I loved the smell of grass and the sweet scent of daisies... |
rolled onto my stomach to sniff the ground and dug my fingers
into the earth. Mum had told me about fields behind her home in
Long Ashton, where she and her sisters found wild mushrooms
and acres of cowslips. Perhaps those fields compensated for her
deprived home life. I tried to imagine a field behind our house,
instead of backyards strung with washing lines and dotted with
rickety sheds.

“Do you think they’ll let us go over Marsh Farm today?” I asked
Joan.
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At the far end of the alleyway, bordering a main road, was a wild
patch we called “Our Field” . It had tall grasses, a few bushes,
trees and wild flowers. The orchards opposite were being cleared
to make way for a new art school.

“Uncle Walt’s coming up from Eastleigh today. He’s going to
the Rugby Ground to see a match,” said Joan. “Perhaps they’ll let
us go if we watch for him and all walk home together.”

Mum was not at all keen to let us go on our own, but was too
busy to accompany us.

“If Bess says it’s alright and if you promise to stay together and
not talk to anyone, we’ll see.”

We put our Teddy bears in my dolls’ pram, and Mum gave us
some lemonade and biscuits. Joan put her dolls’ tea-set in a box
and stuffed it into the already overloaded well of the pram. The
pram squeaked protests as we wheeled it along Marsh Farm Road;
we had an awful job to drag it up the steps of the bridge — she
pushed and I pulled. We paused on top of the bridge for a rest.

“Let’s wait for a puffer to come!”

We hung about until a train appeared, but it turned off at the
branch line and puffed along Marsh Farm Road embankment to
Strawberry Hill. We waited. We could hear shots coming from
the rifle range but were not tall enough to see anything, even from
our lofty perch. We got the full benefit of unpleasant smells
emanating from the old sewage works beyond the allotments.
Eventually, an engine shot under the bridge, engulfing us in thick
clouds of smoke. We staggered about, pretending we were lost in
the fog. We were covered in smuts.

We made our way to the bridge where Mum and I used to paddle,
its banks had been built up with concrete and access to the stream
barred by wire netting. We trundled along with our pram bumping
on the rough ground until we reached Our Field. It remained
intact. We found a spot by some bushes and hid in the long grass.
We searched for treasure and found some sticks and a discarded
lump of tarpaulin so we made a hide behind the bushes. We
covered the pram with grasses and weeds. This was a truly secret
place — no one must find us, the witch would never think to look
for the bears here. We could have our picnic in safety. We

88



crawled through the long grass on our stomachs and picked wild
flowers to take home.

The sun was setting by the time we packed up the sticky tea set.
We had quite forgotten to look for Joan’s Uncle Walt among the
men wending their way along the footpath from the Rugby
Ground.

“Let’s wait for him,” Joan said.

A few stragglers walked along the path but no sign of her Uncle
Walt. When the last one disappeared from sight we pushed the
pram home. My mother was hurrying across the bridge to meet
us.

“Where on earth have you been? We’ve been worried out of our
lives!”

“We waited for Uncle Walt.”

“He’s been home ages! He looked for you in the field and said
you weren’t there — I’ve been all over the place looking for you,
we thought you’d met a friend and gone off to somebody’s house
to play. Bess is furious.”

We were in disgrace. Joan’s mother said Joan was not allowed to
go to the field ever again. Bess had a terrible temper and was very
strict. Poor Joan was often slapped and punished, even when
other children were to blame. Mum never hit me, however much
she threatened... the beatings she received as a child were still
fresh in her memory.

“Oh, don’t hit her Bess, this one’s just as much at fault!”

We could hear the whacks and Joan’s sobs as Mum dragged me
through their gate: the sounds caused me to burst into floods of
tears.

“Shut up and get they dirty clothes off. Your Dad is waiting for
his tea.”

Dad seemed relieved to see me.

“We nearly called the police. I told Mum you’d be on your way
home ages ago — what did you do, forget the time?”
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“Look at the state of her frock, Fred! They were hanging about
that alleyway waiting for Walt; Bess is in one of her tempers — I
shouldn’t have allowed them to go on their own.”

“Never mind Dear, they’re home now. Don’t you go worrying
your Mum like that again, young lady.”

Mum had been busy baking all afternoon; her brother and family
were coming over from Wembley the next day.

“Can I stay home from Sunday School?”
“No you can’t. They won’t be here till teatime.”

They were there when I returned from Sunday School. Uncle
Arthur was in the Police and over six feet tall. Mum was very
proud of him; he had won lots of silver cups for being the Police
golf champion. His wife was tiny, she only took size three in
shoes. My cousins, Marjorie and Betty, were older than me — they
went to grammar school. Uncle Arthur was very jolly, like my
mother, but [ was a little afraid of him. My cousins were used to
his teasing and boisterous play, but I hated being thrown up in the
air and tickled. He was so different from my father. Dad was a
gentle, quiet man who read me stories and made things for me in
his shed.

The table groaned with food; Uncle had a healthy appetite. Mum
used her Crown Derby tea set and the silver teapot. My cousins
made a great fuss of me: they were friendly girls, always well
dressed and polite. Aunt Elizabeth sometimes sent us parcels of
clothing the girls had outgrown and Mum “made them over” for
me. Aunt Rose was very fond of Marjorie and Betty. She kept
their photographs on her mantelpiece.

“They are nice looking grls,” she would say. “Such good
manners, and lovely fair hair.”

“Am I nice looking, Auntie?”

“You might be when you grow up.” she said. “You’ve got nice
brown eyes but you could do with some roses in those cheeks.
You’ll never be a beauty.”

Aunt Elizabeth and Uncle Arthur had bought me a doll from
Selfridges one Christmas. They always wanted to see her.

“Do you take her out in the pram?” they asked.
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I lied. The doll was very beautiful, she had blonde plaits and her
face was made of pressed fabric. She had painted eyes, rosy
cheeks and red lips. Beautifully dressed, her clothes were stitched
to her body so I couldn’t undress her. She looked almost grown
up with her long legs and painted face — grown ups didn’t ride in
prams. I kept her upstairs wrapped in tissue paper in my bedroom
cupboard.

“My goodness, you have kept her nice and clean!” they said
when I brought her down for inspection.

After tea we all walked to Radnor Gardens. Aunt Rose had been
a maid at Radnor House in her youth. She pointed to the
basement and the stone steps leading to the house.

“My legs ached running up those steps when they rang for
service,” she said. “I had my bottom pinched many a time by the
gentlemen who came to visit!”

Radnor Gardens swept down to the river. Willow trees draped
their trailing branches along the bank. The lawns were always
well manicured and green, ideal for playing games. I played ball
with my cousins when we had tired of watching the swans and
ducks; we were allowed to stay in the gardens while the adults
went across the road to The Grotto, a pub on the corner. Dad said
it was near the site of Alexander Pope’s grotto — there was still a
dank tunnel under the road but the entrance was bricked up now.

Afterwards, we walked with our visitors to the railway station
and waved to them as the train passed.

“’Tis nice to see them,” Mum said. “I expect our Margie and
family will be up from Bristol later on.”

Mum’s sisters Gladys and Margery lived quite close to each
other but they made separate trips to London to visit Mum. We
seldom went to see them in Bristol, although Mum and Auntie had
taken me for a week’s holiday when I was a toddler. 1 had
unhappy memories of that week: I had boils on my knee and on
my back. Auntie Gladys attempted to bring them to a head by
putting me in a very hot bath — my screams could be heard in the
next road. Aunt Gladys’s three sons, all much older than me,
spoiled me. Wilfred spent ages rocking me to sleep in a pushchair,
singing “Sweet Rosie O’Grady” .
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Auntie Margie indulged my every whim. She understood little
girls — her daughter Pearl was only four years my senior. Every
Easter she sent me an enormous chocolate egg decorated with
icing sugar roses, the expensive kind that Mum could never
afford.

I loved to hear Mum and her sisters talking together: within half
an hour all trace of years spent apart vanished.

“How be things down home, our Glad?”

“Oh, ’tis much the same our Doll, but I did go to see Aunt Lizzie
down Long Ashton and ’twas all changed. She be very poorly,
George did say she be on her last legs.”

“Ah, poor old soul, twould be nice to get down home and see
her afore she passes on.”

My mother’s Aunt Lizzie died long before Mum got down to
Bristol again.

My holiday treats were over,September had come around far too
soon. School on Monday.

“Bess and I are going to put the flags out today,” Mum said.
“They school holidays is far too long, I shall be glad to have you
where you can be kept out of mischief.”
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Chapter 10

Mum said Joan and I could now come home without her some
lunchtimes, provided we stayed together. We felt very grown up.
Our new-found independence was short lived, however, thanks to
a girl named Pauline. A short, muscular child, she lived with her
parents and several brothers in a cottage near the laundry. We had
to pass her house on the way home but she stopped us.

“This road belongs to my Dad,” she said. “If you wanta pass you
gotta give me a tanner.”

“It’s not your road. Let us pass.”

Pauline’s eyebrows met in the centre of her forehead. She stood
in the middle of the narrow road, hands on hips, legs firmly
planted astride.

“I’ll get me brothers onta you two,” she threatened. “They’ll
beatya up!”

Pauline clenched her fists and danced about like a boxer, her
short muscular arms jabbing at the air. She had a large vocabulary
of swear-words with which she punctuated the jabs. I glanced
towards her house to see if any other members of her family were
about to join in the fight, but could only see one small boy
standing in the doorway picking his nose. 1 grabbed Joan’s hand
and we made a dash for it; we had to run very fast to get away
from Pauline, who chased us all the way to the corner of the road
uttering threats and punching imaginary opponents. When we
were safely out of her reach, I dared to look back over my
shoulder and shout:

“I’m going to tell my mother about you!”

“An’ I’ll beat her up an’all! An’ I’ll kill you two!”
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Joan and I refused to return to school without my mother that
afternoon.

“Where does this girl live?” Mum asked.
We showed her the house.

“Poor kiddie, shouldn’t think she’s got much of a life,” Mum
said. “Look at that door with all the paint coming off, and they
shabby net curtains.”

We were not a bit concerned about Pauline’s deprived home life;
we were terrified of her. Mum agreed to continue chaperoning us
until Pauline left the school. We avoided conflict in the
playground by hiding within our own group of friends; there was
safety in numbers.

Miss Benfield said we were all to draw a picture for the Road
Safety Competition. We had to think of something that might
cause an accident.

“Remember the things you’ve been told to do when you cross the
road,” she said.

I put my hand up.

“Does it have to be something to do with crossing the road,
Miss?”

“Not necessarily. See if you can think of other ways accidents
happen.”

I chewed my pencil, Doris had already started her drawing. 1
drew a big coloured picture of a lady slipping on a banana skin —
she was right up in the air with her feet pointing skywards.

“Now write your names at the top, and your age,” Miss Benfield
told us. She collected our pictures and put them in a pile on her
desk.

“These will be sent to London to be judged.”

Everyone liked Friday afternoons. We enjoyed the relaxed
atmosphere of the art class, and reading aloud in the lesson that
followed. Some of our classmates stumbled over long words and
we lost the thread of the story, but Miss Benfield was very patient.
She let us out of class a few minutes early on Fridays.
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On Saturday I woke up with a cold and had to keep using the
W.C. Mum said I must have a “chill on the bladder” ; she was an
authority on illness, she read her big medical dictionary from
cover to cover. She kept me at home on Monday.

On Wednesday I returned to school. I smelled of the wintergreen
ointment Mum spread on a piece of flannel and wrapped round my
chest, the fumes made my eyes water. Joan had caught my cold
and was at home in bed.

Standing in line at assembly I had an unbearable urge to pass
water, although I had just been. I was too scared to put up my
hand and ask Miss Watson if I could be excused. No one was
allowed to leave the hall during assembly; any child who dared to
ask was told to wait until after the notices. I crossed my legs and
hoped Miss Watson would not be long reading the notices — I was
bursting.

During the third verse of the hymn I could hold it no longer: 1
stood in a pool of urine, my knickers were saturated. The child
behind me saw what had happened and news spread along the
line. Children turned to look at me.

Miss Watson finished reading her notices; I was certain I would
get the cane when she found out. The classes filed out of the hall.
Miss Benfield waited for us to follow her.

“Miss! Miss, Rose has wet herself!” one of the boys hissed. 1
sobbed into my wet hanky. I told Miss Benfield I couldn’t help it.

“Why ever didn’t you ask to be excused, child?”” she said crossly.
“Class! Stop fidgeting. Go and sit quietly at your desks until I
come in.”

Miss Benfield felt my damp knickers.

“Take them off. You can’t sit in those, we’ll dry them by the
fire.”

The shame of it! She led me by the hand into our classroom and
made me stand by the fire holding the disgusting knickers in front
of me.

“Stay there while I go and clean up the puddle.”

As soon as she left the room my classmates began to jeer and
laugh. Only babies wet their knickers. Occasionally one of Miss
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Hutt’s infants had an accident during the first week at school, but
no one in the top form had ever done such a thing.

In full view of them all I clambered into the still wet pants and
sat at my desk. Miss Benfield returned.

“Where is Rose?”
“She’s put her knickers back on!” said one boy.

“They’re nowhere near dry. Come back here and do as you’re
told.”

If only the ground would open up and swallow me — I knew
thirty pairs of eyes were trained on my back. I would no longer
have the respect of my classmates; they were sure to tell their
mothers, brothers and sisters about my disgrace. I would never be
able to return to the school, ever.

I raced out to find my mother when the bell rang.

“Whatever’s the matter?” she asked. “No, don’t pull me away, |
promised to collect Ronnie today.” Ronnie was in the infants
class.

“Mum, Mum I can’t tell you, I don’t want Ronnie to hear.”

I cried all the way home until we dropped Ronnie at his gate,
then I told her the whole story. She was indignant that I should
have been held up to ridicule.

“I shall have a word with your Miss Benfield, fancy not letting
children out of the hall in assembly.”

She kept me at home that afternoon with a promise to see the
teacher next morning.

“Mum, what about the School Board man?”

I was afraid of him. She often pointed him out to me and said it
was his job to call at the homes of children who played truant or
stayed away from school a lot. His name was Mr Wooldridge — he
rode a bicycle and had only one arm; the empty sleeve was pinned
across his chest.

“Don’t worry about that, he won’t be calling on us.”

Mum asked to see my teacher next morning. I don’t know what
was said but Miss Benfield was very nice to me and the incident
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was never mentioned again, except by the boys. Doris was very
understanding; she fought any child who said a word about it,
even though she was the smallest child in our class.

Our cat Ginger was getting old but he still fought anything on four
legs. Dogs in our road were terrified of him. Peg had been the
only animal he accepted with good grace; he even curled up
beside her in her basket. Now she was gone Ginger spent most of
his time on the prowl. One day he crawled home in a terrible
state, blood streaming from every part of his body; Dad thought he
had been savaged by an Alsatian. He had to be put to sleep.

Home was not the same without a pet of our own, although
strays still lingered under the mangle in the lean-to. One winter
evening Mum came in with a kitten under her coat, a tiny white
scrap with sandy patches.

“Mrs Davies’s cat’s had kittens and she won’t feed this ’un. I
said I’d have him.”

Auntie said he looked a real waif and wouldn’t survive, but Mum
dipped a bit of cloth in milk and he sucked it. Dad fed him scraps
of flaked fish when he was old enough to chew. We called him
Tib. He adored my father and liked to sit on his shoulder when
Dad was eating his meals. We had Tib neutered — Mum said she
was tired of bathing abscesses. 1 played with the kitten with a
paper ball tied to a bit of cotton. He was a very intelligent little
cat, he would wait for me to come home from school, then rushed
to Mum’s sewing basket and slid his paw under the lid, feeling for
cotton reels.

“He’s almost human, that cat,” Mum said.

Mrs Pearmund’s garden next door was quite large and separated
from our passageway by iron railings. Mr Pearmund was a keen
gardener who grew lots of flowers and rhubarb at the side of the
house. Dad said when the houses were originally built, that plot
was supposed to accommodate four cottages but the landlord
hadn’t enough money, so Mr Pearmund and his neighbour both
had the benefit of large gardens.
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Tib got to know he must not climb over the fence to dig holes
near the rhubarb. Like a naughty child, he clung to our trellis until
our neighbours went out, then scrambled over the fence to do his
dirty work. He was never caught — Mrs Pearmund always blamed
the strays.

I had been given a book about our two little princesses. The new
King and Queen were very popular; Dad said it was a good thing
King George had succeeded to the throne but what a terrible
burden he had taken on. The little princesses had been given a
miniature house to play in — my book contained photographs taken
at Windsor. I wanted a little house. I arranged all our smallest
bits of furniture in a corner of my bedroom and screened it off
with the clothes horse. 1 pestered Dad to make me a small
fireplace and he painstakingly made me a wooden one about
eighteen inches high, painted to look like bricks.

I carried it around the house with me, propped it against any wall
and sat by it to read my books. Mum said I must never light paper
in the tiny metal grate so I rolled up red toffee papers instead.

Dad was good at making things. He made me a small replica of
his own violin and showed me how to play the scales. 1 was
impatient. He tried to teach me to play a tune called “Alice Where
Art Thou?” from his old music book, but I didn’t like the tune. 1
threw the violin on the floor in a temper.

“I hate the violin!” I shouted. It was much more difficult to play
than a piano — you had to make the notes with your fingers. Dad
gave up. He was usually very patient but he did not enjoy my
tantrums. 1 was proud of Dad, he knew the answers to all my
questions and was good at explaining things. I liked to watch him
at work in the shed, especially if he was making something for
me.

The shed was filled with interesting tins and boxes containing
screws, nails, brackets and handles. His saws were suspended
from hooks and he kept them oiled when not in use. He showed
me how to join pieces of wood together by dovetailing the edges.

“It makes a neater, stronger join. You don’t use a hammer and
nails for carpentry.”

“Can | make something, Dad?”
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“No. Don’t touch those chisels, they’re very sharp. Go and help
Mum in the kitchen.”

“No, I want to stay and watch you.”

He usually gave in, because Mum certainly didn’t want me in her
kitchen.

My father was always particular about his appearance; no one
could have guessed his occupation by looking at his hands, with
their neatly manicured nails. At weekends he discarded the cap
and jacket he wore for work in favour of a shirt with stiffly
starched collar, and one of his two suits. He wore a matching
waistcoat with a gold watch tucked in the pocket, a solid gold fob
hung from the chain. Sometimes he donned a bowler hat when he
took my mother out, but more often he favoured a grey trilby.
Dad was not good looking. He had a large nose and bags under
his eyes; his thick silver hair was cut very short and frequently
washed. He always smelled strongly of soap: faintly of tobacco. 1
particularly liked the smell of cigars — Mum sometimes bought
him one for a treat. He would save it for Sunday evening, lean
back in an armchair, clip the end and light up. Fragrant smoke
would fill our sitting room and remind me of Christmas.

Listening to music on the wireless or gramophone was Dad’s
favourite relaxation.

Auntie came to lunch with us every Sunday after Gran died.
Mum was rather worried about her, she suffered with bronchitis
and the doctor said she ought not to live alone. Mum asked her if
she would like to come and live with us, but she said she would
manage on her own for a few years yet.

There seemed to be more work about at that time. Mum
continued to put money in the box marked “Savings and
Emergencies.” On Saturday afternoons she took me to the cinema
with Auntie; we could get in for ninepence if we queued at the
back entrance of the Luxor and sat in the front seats. Auntie liked
to see all the Jeanette MacDonald films. We certainly got our
money’s worth.

The programmes started with a live performance on stage which
usually began with children from a local dancing school. Little
girls in short tunics with ruffled net skirts skipped around the stage
in tap shoes while their leader performed acrobatics, centre stage.
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After they had tripped off into the wings we were entertained by a
conjuror, or a paper-sculptor who rapidly shredded tissue to reveal
tall paper ladders or amazing castles. The big cinema organ,
ablaze with coloured lights, rose up from its pit and the audience
were invited to sing along with the music. Auntie always joined
in.

When softly lit silken curtains parted to reveal the screen, the
films began... a Mickey Mouse cartoon followed by a B picture
starring lesser known actors, then Movietone News, and finally,
the main picture. Jeanette MacDonald and Nelson Eddy sang their
hearts out. I could not always follow the storyline but I enjoyed
looking at the clothes. It must have been a sad story because
Auntie kept dabbing her eyes every time the lovers sang a duet.
We came out into the sunlight and blinked.

“Auntie?”

“What?”

“Why was that man up in the clouds singing?”
“Because he was in Heaven.”

“Why?”

“Didn’t you watch the film?”

“Yes, but why was he in Heaven?”

“Because that man shot him.”

“Why?”

“Because he was jealous.”

“Oh” .

I did not share Auntie’s sorrow at Nelson Eddy’s untimely end.
“Can I have a boiled egg for tea?”

“We’ll see.

Mum decided Auntie would join us for a holiday in Margate that
summer, if Bess would feed Tib. We were to stay at a boarding
house in the Canterbury Road, near The Nayland Rock Hotel. My
mother wrote to Mrs Smith, the landlady, and enclosed a postal
order deposit... full board, three adults and one child for one week
in June. Good — I could break up from school before the others.
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I was sick on the train in my new seaside bucket bought from
Woolworths. Dad opened the windows and looked embarrassed;
the other passengers held handkerchieves to their noses and stared.
Aunt Rose stared haughtily back at them: she sat straight as a
ramrod in her corner seat, a new wide-brimmed, navy blue straw
hat taking up more than her allotted space. My head was spinning
with the rattle of the train and my stomach churned.

“Oh dear, Mum. I do feel sick. Aren’t we there yet?”

“Not too long now; here, keep this hanky to your mouth, we
shall all be sick in a minute, watching you.”

It was raining when we arrived but I wanted to go to the beach
immediately. Dad took me to the sands while Mum and Auntie
unpacked. The beach was deserted and the tide was out, but we
walked a long way so that I could paddle in the chilly water. Dad
rinsed my bucket in the sea and helped me make sand pies.

Mrs Smith’s boarding house was very comfortable. I shared my
parents’ room and Auntie had a room with a plumbed-in
washbasin; it seemed the height of luxury. I wanted to play with
Auntie’s hot water tap... fancy not having to boil kettles to wash!

“Stop playing with that basin and go back to your mother’s
room. [ want to wash.”

“Why has this room got one and ours hasn’t?”

“Because | asked for one, that’s why. I always have a basin in
my room when [ go away. I pay extra.”

High tea was set in the basement, the room was full to capacity.
Mum got chatting to a family from Billericay, the Mitchells. They
occupied the longest table in the room — Mr and Mrs Mitchell, six
boys and a girl called Doris who was fourteen. To Mum’s delight,
she took me under her wing.

Next day we watched the Punch and Judy show on the beach,
and rode donkeys. Mrs Hermes, Mrs Eldridge from The Royal
Albert and two other friends came to Margate on a day trip. We
all sat together on the sands with the Mitchells, ate ice creams,
paddled, and rolled pennies in the arcade behind the beach. The
sun blazed all day.

101



“This is more like it, eh Fred?” Mum enquired from her deck
chair, her shiny face fast turning scarlet.

We went to visit Cousin Vera’s fiancé in the Sea Bathing
Hospital while we were in Margate. We walked through the
gardens, past lovely flower beds and green lawns and found Bert
lying in a bed on the verandah. He was only twenty-six but his
face was gaunt, the skin yellow. He was delighted to see us,
especially Mum, because she told him news of Vera and Aunt
Kate. He asked lots of questions, and was reluctant to let us leave.

“We’ll come and see you again next year Bert,” she said.
“I hope to be out of here by then!” he told us.

Auntie remarked as we walked away out of earshot that she
didn’t like the look of Bert. My parents agreed.

I thought Margate was a wonderful place. Doris had introduced
me to the dubious delights of Dreamland; my mother could not
keep me away from the place. Doris took me on the scenic
railway and I thought I would die of fright when the carriage
hurtled down steep slopes — my heart pounded, my tummy turned
over and I screamed louder than anyone on the ride. Mum was
amazed that I wasn’t sick afterwards, she said I had better not tell
that doctor at York House clinic about the ride when I went for my
next check-up.

I was intrigued by the pinball machines in Dreamland, and by the
big glass dome at the entrance which contained hundreds of toys
and trinkets. I watched for ages as the metal grab swayed and
swooped to pick up glittering objects, only to drop them before
they reached the exit tunnel. I pestered Dad for pennies to put in
the slot and several times managed to retrieve some worthless
trinket — a marble or a string of glass beads. 1 carried them
triumphantly back to the boarding house.

We went to the Pierrot Show one evening with the Mitchells.
There is a tune I always associate with that holiday in Margate... it
was played and sung everywhere we went.

“The stars at night.. are big and bright (clap, clap, clap, clap)...
deep in the heart of Texas. Remind me of... the one I love (clap,
clap, clap, clap)... deep in the heart of Texas.”
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Groups of young girls wearing thin, stripey crepe dresses in
myriad colours, sang the tune as they walked with linked arms
under bright fairy lights on the promenade. People in public
houses, doors thrown open to reveal silk-fringed yellow
lampshades and marble-topped tables, hummed the tune and
clapped when the pianist paused. Guests at the boarding house
gathered in the residents’ lounge for a singsong every evening. I
was put to bed but could hear them laughing and clapping far into
the night...

Our week’s holiday flew by. Mum and Mrs Mitchell exchanged
addresses and said they would be sure to book the same week next
year.

Suntanned for the first time in my life, we returned home to
Twickenham.

In September Joan and I moved to junior school... Archdeacon
Cambridge Schools were on the other side of The Green next to
Holy Trinity Church. Mrs Atkins taught first year children. We
were delighted to find that most of our friends from Briar Road
Infants had joined us, plus some people from other schools. Boys
and girls were segregated at Archdeacon Cambridge — I was
thankful about that.

We were allowed to come home without a chaperone now. We
crossed The Green with Doris and Audrey after school, it was
bordered by huge horse chestnut trees: we collected lovely shiny
conkers in the autumn.

My teacher said I was to go with Doris and Audrey to see our old
headmistress, Miss Watson, after school. We quaked in our shoes,
thinking we were going to get the cane for past misdemeanors.
We dawdled across The Green trying to remember what we had
done last term.

Miss Watson awaited us in the hall. She handed each of us a bit
of parchment tied with ribbon and sealed with wax.
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“I forgot to give you these,” she said. “Well done.” She turned
and walked away.

We had each been awarded a certificate for winning the Road
Safety Competition.
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Chapter 11

Aunt Rose, apprehensive about spending another winter in her
house, came to live with us. We had no room in our house for her
furniture but she so loved her carved sideboard, table, vases and
clocks that Mum turfed out some of our own worn furniture to
make room for them. Our rexine suite was pushed against the
sitting room walls to make space for Auntie’s bed, her
embroidered red drape was pinned to the mantelpiece, her clock
and vases arranged on the shelf. The huge mahogany sideboard
had to be crammed into the kitchen. Mum said Auntie had enough
cutlery to equip an army.

We soon became accustomed to having Auntie in the front room.
The fire in there was lit every day now; her brass fender sparkled
in the hearth. We became adept at squeezing past the bed to sit by
the fire. It was my job to carry hot water into her room each
morning so that she could have a private “wash down” , and every
night I put curlers in her hair because she had rheumatism in her
hands. Apart from the rheumatism she seemed hale and hearty.
Her face was only faintly lined, her fine skin free of the speckles
and open pores I had noticed on the faces of other old ladies.
Auntie’s nose was slightly arched — it gave her a haughty look.
She pottered about the house wielding a duster while my mother
was busy with other jobs. She supported herself with one hand
resting on the furniture; her rheumatism was so bad some days
that she had to stay in her armchair by the fire. She complained
bitterly when that happened, saying she was a useless old thing
and a burden to my mother.

On cold evenings I sat on a leather pouffe in front of the coal
fire, my back resting against her bed.

“Stop playing with the fire — if you break that big lump of coal it
will burn away too fast,” she scolded, but I continued to play with
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the poker, watching fiery sparks cling to the sooty back bricks of
the chimney.

Mum and Dad had gone to The Royal Albert for their weekly
outing. Tib lay sprawled on his back close to the hearth, his head
resting on the fender. I enjoyed listening to Auntie’s
reminiscences when she and I were alone; she was born in 1863
and could remember horse drawn carriages rattling along dusty
tracks. Dad said the area where we lived had once been called
Staten Fields, long ago, before houses were built there. Land
beyond The Green had been The Common. Aunt Rose still called
it The Common.

“There were some great estates here when I was a girl,” she said.

“Church Street was the main street then, some rough people
lived in those cottages by the river. You couldn’t walk there at
night, not on your own.”

“Where were the other houses, then?”
“What other houses?”
“Where the people lived.”

“Oh... There were cottages dotted about here and there —
tradesfolk usually lived on their premises, and some big estates
had workers cottages. Girls worked in service in them days. Men
took jobs on the estates; those great places needed a lot of
upkeep.”

“Where did Aunt Kate live?”

“In a cottage near The Common — close to where she lives now.
Her father was a coachmaker; you were alright if you’d got a
trade.”

“Where did you live?”
“With my grandparents in Isleworth, until I went into service.”

Auntie had never mentioned brothers, sisters, or parents, but I
knew Mum’s father was her brother. She had given me a black
velvet embroidered hat and smoking jacket which she said
belonged to her grandpa; it was in my dressing-up box.

“Auntie, why did you live in London if your family all lived in
Long Ashton?”
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“I was sent up here when my sister Eva was born,” she said
flatly.

“Why?”

“Why? Because they couldn’t look after me, that’s why! Mother
and Father couldn’t afford to feed us all; my brothers had to fend
for themselves when the new baby arrived. 1 was only three, so
my grandparents said they’d look after me until Mother was on
her feet again.”

“But why didn’t you go back there?”

“Didn’t want to. Grandpa and Grandma liked having me and I
got spoiled, so I stayed with them until I went into service,” she
said. “I was a naughty girl, a bit like you! Grandpa used to
wallop me with his slipper when I misbehaved.” She chuckled. “I
had the best of the bargain though!”

“But didn’t you miss your brothers and sister?”

“No. I had Cousin Kate near The Green, and her mother and
father. I didn’t even know my little sister Eva, so I couldn’t miss
her, could 1?”

I kept silent for a while, wondering what kind of parents would
give their daughter away. I’d heard Mum and Auntie talk
sometimes, about Eva. There was a photograph in Mum’s box
upstairs of a young, good looking woman; Mum said it was her
Aunt Eva.

“Auntie..?”
“What now? You do want to know a lot!”
“Didn’t you meet Aunt Eva, not ever?”

Auntie pulled a face. “Oh yes, I met her alright. She used to
come up to London when I married Charlie. Bloomin’ nuisance
she was, too!”

Lcwhy?”

“Well, she was no better than she ought to be. Used to come
dressed up to the nines, but never had a penny to bless herself. 1
had to give her money to get rid of her; she’d be lazing about
while Uncle and I were working our fingers to the bone in the
bakery shop. My hands have never been the same since! Uncle
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and I had to take the hot loaves out of the oven and I burned my
fingers — look, I’ve got no fingerprints.”

She held them out for me to see; they were smooth and shiny.
“When did you have a bakery?” I asked.

“Oh, years ago, when we first got married. I was only twenty-
one... your uncle was a gentleman. He was the black sheep of his
family — I never met them. First we had the shop and a carriage
and pair, then we moved to Brentford and had a pub.”

“Did you like the pub?”

“Not on Friday and Saturday nights when the Irish got paid.
They got drunk and started fights; Uncle Charlie had to throw
them out. They left little kids with bare feet outside on the
pavement!”

I knew about people who got fighting drunk. There was a family
up the road whose parents got drunk sometimes; we could hear
them shouting, singing, and fighting their way home some
Saturday nights. Mum said they lowered the tone of the road.
Most of our neighbours were very respectable.

Auntie’s theumatism got worse.
“I won’t be able to come for a walk on Sundays now,” she said.

My mother had other ideas; Auntie needed fresh air. When we
took the shoes along to Mr Pilkington to be mended we noticed he
had started collecting second-hand junk in his front yard. He
always had rows of unclaimed shoes on the shelves marked up for
sale, but the junk was a new venture. Leaning against the fence
were two slatted folding chairs.

“How much are they chairs?”

“You can have ’em for two shillin’.”

“I’ll give you one and six.”

We carried them home and Mum set them by the front gate.

At first Auntie said she was not going to sit out the front like an
Aunt Sally, but when Mum sat knitting by the gate, and Mrs
Pearmund came into her garden to talk to Mum at the railings,
Auntie hobbled out to join them. Soon a horde of neighbours
gathered to pass the time of day. A young Canadian girl, Lillian,
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lived across the road. Her new baby was brought over for
everyone to admire. Her in-laws had gone to live with their
married daughter so Lillian had to cope with the housework and
the baby on her own. She was ill equipped to run a small cottage
which lacked modern appliances. She had been brought up on a
modern ranch in Canada, and been spoiled by her mother.

Auntie kept a watchful eye on the house opposite and remarked
to Mum that the curtains had not been washed since the old lady
left.

“Well,” said Mum, “she can’t have much incentive, living with
that old furniture and a new baby to look after. She’s only a kid
herself.”

Joan and I liked hanging around the gate listening to grown-up
gossip, but adults had a way of changing the subject when we
appeared. We missed all the interesting bits. We had already
discovered where babies came from — pregnant ladies got fat
tummies like mother dogs, but we still had no idea how babies got
there.

“It’s got to be something to do with fathers,” I told Joan. “They
are always saying you take after your father, because you are
dark.”

“Children take after their mothers, too.” Joan was not convinced
I was right.

“How can we find out?”

We had not long to wait. A group of girls were talking in the
playground. One said her older sister was pregnant.

“She done it with her cousin.”
“Done what?”

What indeed. I was given a graphic and crude description of an
act which so horrified me I could not even bring myself to tell
Joan. It worried me so much I eventually asked my mother if it
was true. She confirmed my worst fears, but said I would
understand when I was older — it was to do with love. I burst into
tears.

“It’s nothing to cry about,” Mum said.
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I passed the information on to Joan, and we both sobbed. It was
quite disgusting. Bess found us both snivelling when she came to
collect Joan.

“What’s up with you two?”
Mum appeared from the scullery.

“Some girl told Rosie the facts of life and they’re both upset
now,” she said.

Bess sighed.
“Oh well, they had to find out sometime, I suppose.”

Small wonder my mother had been so upset when her first baby
died, after enduring such a ghastly experience. It was a relief to
know my parents had only “done it” twice — it must be awful for
people who had lots of children; how could they bear it?

The holiday in Margate had already been booked. Auntie said she
would not be able to come with us; she would be a nuisance, not
being able to walk far. Mum said that was nonsense, Auntie had
managed to walk to the corner shop last week, her rheumatism
was a lot better. A holiday by the sea would do her the world of
good.

Aunt Harriet knew a chauffeur; she said he would take us by car
to Margate on his day off if Mum could afford the petrol. Auntie
said she would pay, and give the man something for his trouble.

I was sick three times on the journey — we had to keep stopping
the car. The driver was very nice about it and said he would
collect us the following week. It was exciting to be in Margate.

We met the Mitchells again. Doris looked more grown-up than I
remembered. She was fifteen and wore adult clothes, but was still
patient with me. I dragged her off for donkey rides, she took me
in the sea, and we went to Dreamland in the evenings. There were
some new faces at the boarding house: a couple of teenage girls
were there with their families, so Doris made new friends. 1 grew
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rather resentful of the newcomers because I was too young to go
out with them at night.

We visited Bert again, at the hospital. It was the last time we
ever saw him because he died the following year.

Everyone seemed preoccupied with something that was
happening in Germany, the adults talked of little else. I walked
along the pier with my father. He gazed out to sea and watched a
boat returning from a day trip.

“Soon,” he said, “ it will not be possible to go over there. I
wonder if you will ever see Calais...”

“What’s it like... abroad?” I had only ever seen one Frenchman;
he cycled round in a beret carrying a string of onions.

Dad said he had only been through France during his time in the
Army.

“You can’t get a fair idea of a place in wartime,” he said. “I hope
you never have to experience anything like it.”

On our last evening, guests gathered in the residents’ lounge for a
singsong. Dad said he thought it would be our last holiday for a
while — Mr Chamberlain, he said, was no match for Hitler.

Aunt Harriet’s friend collected us next morning. I dreaded the
car ride, knowing I would feel sick as soon as we set off. I
managed to hold on until we reached a convenient place to stop.
The driver pulled over beside a chalk hill covered in poppies and
Mum stayed with me while I retched and heaved.

“You’re the same colour as they chalk hills!” Mum observed. “I
don’t know what I’'m going to do with you, I’'m sure. You don’t
look as if you’ve had a holiday.”

I began to cry.

“Come on, cheer up! Let’s pick some of they poppies to put in a
jar when we get home.”

We clambered up the steep slope, gathering armfuls of bright red
blooms.

“I hope they last until we get home,” Mum said.

I clutched the poppies to me, determined to keep them alive.
Auntie wiped my brow with her hanky.
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“You’re white as a sheet! Come on, don’t think about feeling
sick again, think about all those swims and the donkeys. You’ll be
alright once we’re through Blackwall Tunnel. It goes right under
the river!”

Joan and I went with our families to be fitted with gas masks.
Under-fives were given colourful masks in red and yellow, but we
were seven, nearly eight — we had black ones.

On September the third, Auntie’s birthday, the siren sounded. It
was a Sunday morning; Dad and I had just returned from our walk
through the allotments. The siren’s mournful wails sent
neighbours scurrying for shelter. Auntie made us put on our gas
masks; she sat in a corner with Dad’s tin hat on her head. My gas
mask had a horrible rubbery, disinfectant smell, but she made me
keep it on.

“We’re at war,” Dad told me. He was far too old to be called up;
he, Mum and Bess were on the rota for firewatching duty. Mr
Joyce’s business closed down for the duration; my father found a
job as storekeeper in a local munitions factory.

In October I had another ear infection. The doctor advised
removal of my tonsils at the earliest opportunity, I was to go into
Richmond Hospital as soon as the infection cleared up. My
mother was terrified of hospitals — her mother had gone in for an
appendix operation and never returned. Her father had died in
hospital. Mum said she could not face taking me in, so Bess said
she would accompany me when the time came. I had never been
away from my parents and was very frightened indeed.

On the morning of my admission Mum gave me a bath in the
huge zinc contraption we kept outside on a hook. As soon as |
arrived at hospital a nurse bathed me again. 1 was put in a bed
opposite a boy my own age who offered me comics; I didn’t read
them, I hid beneath the covers and emerged only when a nurse
appeared. That night she woke me up when all the others were
sleeping. She had a length of rubber tubing and a bowl of soapy
water. [ was given an enema — | had no idea what she was doing
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and tensed instinctively. She was really unkind, telling me to keep
quiet in case I disturbed the sleeping patients. I had to stuff my
fist in my mouth to stifle my sobs.

“Don’t make such a fuss, cry baby!” she hissed.

A nicer, kinder nurse arrived in the morning to dress me in a
gown and a rubber cap. I was wheeled to theatre.

A few drops of chloroform were dripped on a padded mask and
held over my face: I struggled and fought but nurses held me
down. The overpowering sickly scent made me heave. Huge
coloured circles spun towards me and filled my head with a
dreadful tingling sensation; I was sure people were sticking pins in
my arms and legs.

When I awoke I was violently sick over the pillow on my bed.
My throat felt as though I had swallowed razor blades. I could not
touch the jelly they offered me.

No visitors came to the ward that day. I longed to be at home;
suppose a bomb dropped on our house while I was in hospital?

Next day, Aunt Harriet’s daughter Nell collected me. Mum had
given her money for a taxi, but she walked me to the station and
we caught a train. It was a bitterly cold day. Mum was horrified
when she saw me.

“You look like a ghost!” she said, and put me to bed at once.
I’d caught a throat infection and was off school for three weeks.

Despite feeling ill, I was very contented during my
convalescence. Mum lit a fire in my bedroom and Teddy Allen
lent me a pile of books. I became acquainted with Enid Blyton,
Rupert, and Just William. Teddy was an avid reader — he said he
could lend me as many books as I wanted. When I recovered,
Joan and I joined the library.

There had been talk of evacuation; Tony Hermes was sent away
to America; his brother Douglas was in the forces. Joan and I
didn’t want to be evacuated — no bombs had dropped on
Twickenham yet. We had to take our gas masks to school with us
each day, and a box labelled with our names. It contained biscuits
and chocolate, in case we were ever trapped in the shelters.
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We had a Morrison table shelter in our kitchen, a huge ugly thing
with wire cages fixed on the sides. Joan and I slept under it when
our parents were on firewatching duty. When the siren sounded,
Mrs Pearmund appeared at our door in a red dressing gown and a
hairnet. She had been widowed and lived alone, so came to our
house during air raids. Joan and I, unaware of the dangers that
lurked overhead, had to stifle our giggles when Auntie and Mrs
Pearmund trembled and kept saying “oh-dear-oh-dear”.

Only a few of us were left at the school now — Mum walked us
there each day at first, in case there was an air raid. I did not want
to be parted from the family.

“If we have to die, then we’ll die together,” Mum said. “If that
old Hitler were to take over this country, life wouldn’t be worth
living, anyway.”

“Bloomin’ foreigners,” Auntie said, “I thought we’d seen the last
of the Germans after the Great War. All old Chamberlain’s fault —

he should never have trusted them. I just hope they don’t drop gas
on us.”

“They won’t drop gas; they’ve got far worse weapons up their
sleeve,” Dad told her.

“Dad... why don’t the Germans kill Hitler? Are they all as
horrible as him?”

“They’ve got no choice now,” Dad said. “He’s their leader and
he’s promised them a bright future — he’s a power-crazed maniac.”

Mum put her hands on my shoulders and gave me a big bright
smile.

“Don’t you worry your head about it my duck. We’ll be alright,
you’ll see. Old Hitler will get his come-uppance.”

Mum had other things to worry about — Hitler was not going to
get the better of her.
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Chapter 12

When rationing was introduced Mum’s culinary skills were put to
the test every mealtime. Auntie flatly refused to eat sausage meat,
margarine or Spam; Dad and I would not touch American bacon,
which he said smelt and tasted like candle grease, and none of us
would try whalemeat when it appeared at the fishmongers.

Mum saved our meat ration for Auntie, who had a chop every
day. She queued for hours to get fish for Dad’s dinner and bribed
the butcher for bones to make soup. Mum said she would be
ashamed to offer our cheese ration to a mouse.

“Look at it!” she said. “That’s supposed to feed a family of four
for a week!”

It was cracked and going mouldy at the edges. She grated it
finely, mixed it with margarine, milk and dry mustard and used it
as a spread for sandwiches. We never went hungry. Mum made
big pots of soup with lentils, dried peas and onions; she also
concocted wonderful things with dried egg powder. I gained a bit
of weight. 1 continued to attend York House clinic every six
months, they said I still had a mitral murmur and must not take
exercise. I complained bitterly.

Mum took me to a new doctor; a surgery had opened in Heath
Road. He examined me and asked if I got breathless.

“Only when Joan and I have races!”
He gave Mum a certificate for the school to prove I was fit.

I had to keep absolutely silent while Dad listened to news
bulletins on the wireless, we kept a spare accumulator in the shed
in case the battery ran out. He consulted the papers to find out
what new additives were being introduced to the food.
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“They’re putting chalk in the bread now,” he said. “We should
eat more potatoes and less bread.”

My mother had green fingers; before the war she grew flowers
from seed and arranged them in flower pots on our window sills.
She cadged cuttings from Mrs Pearmund and poked them in the
hard earth in front of Dad’s shed; we were amazed when they
grew into colourful bushy clumps. During the war she grew beans
and rhubarb in that strip, and tomatoes in pots. Mrs Pearmund
gave us fruit from her trees and sometimes a lettuce or a cabbage.

The land beyond Marsh Farm allotments became a pig farm, we
saved all our scraps and potato peelings for the pig bin in the
road... the smell of the sties wafted over to us in summer and
Auntie complained.

Dad and I went for walks to see the pigs on Sunday mornings,
andl climbed over the nearby rubbish tip in search of coloured
glass and shrapnel.

There were periods in the early part of the war when Joan and 1
forgot about Hitler and the air raids. When a bomb dropped on
houses opposite Pilkington’s yard, we searched the debris for glass
to add to our collection. It did not occur to us that this wreckage
was someone’s home; that the people in it may have been killed or
injured.

Quite a few incendiary bombs dropped at night in our street; Dad
and his fellow firewatchers put out the flames with a stirrup pump.

The neighbours, always on friendly terms before the war, became
even closer. On children’s birthdays rations were pooled to make
a party.

Young wives, left at home with children while their husbands
fought for England, formed a knitting circle and made blankets
from scraps of wool. Clothing was patched and mended — Mum’s
friend Florrie had gone to the Isle of Wight to live with her sister.

My mother became addicted to Pilkington’s junk yard. She
bought me a second-hand bicycle and a pair of unclaimed shoes
which pinched my feet. Dad and I cycled up to see Aunt Kate and
family every Sunday morning after that. On Sunday afternoons
Doreen and I went as usual to the Baptist Sunday School; we were
considered old enough to witness baptisms in the chapel and to
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attend the Christmas, Easter and Mothers Day services. I had
often wondered why there was a rectangular marble pool in the
chapel... I first witnessed the baptism of a Sunday School teacher
— she was dressed in a long white gown and the minister pushed
her right under the water. It was quite an exciting ceremony, with
all the people rejoicing and congratulating her afterwards. When I
got home I asked Mum if I could be baptised.

“No, of course not. You’ve already been Christened.”
I was mystified.
“Why are grown-ups baptised then?”

“That’s the way it’s done at Chapel. We’re really C of E, you’ll
be Confirmed when you’re older.”

“If I’'m supposed to be C of E, why can’t I go to Sunday School
with Joan?”

“Because you started at the Baptist when you were little — Miss
Pontin offered to take you. It’s a nice little Sunday School, you’ll
learn all you need to know about Jesus there.”

Mum had some peculiar ideas, I thought. She said as long as
people believed in God it didn’t matter where they worshipped.
She probably found it more convenient to get rid of me on a
Sunday afternoon than to send me to St Chad’s in the morning. St
Chad’s arranged all sorts of social gatherings, including children’s
parties; I had been taken with Joan to a couple of social evenings
and thought them very exciting. My Sunday School arranged
outings in the summer, and there were always gifts for us at
Christmas, butl had long given up hope of getting the fairy doll at
the top of the tree — it was always awarded to the girl who had not
missed a single attendance. I could never manage to get through a
winter without being ill.

On fine evenings all the knitters gathered at our gate. Phyllis
next door was a good knitter, she followed the patterns in
Woman’s Weekly and made fashionable jumpers with complicated
stitches. Sheila, by then a toddler, was always beautifully dressed.
Everyone unravelled old jumpers and knitted new ones with the
wool. My mother was better at crochet work. I was proud of the
tops she crocheted for me in shell stitch, using silky yarn; the girls
at school were envious. Knitted jumpers were another story —
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Mum tried to master lacy patterns. While she knitted she talked;
she missed stitches, dropped stitches and purled in the wrong
places. My jumpers were full of holes, the lines of pattern
zigzagged from side to side but she refused to unpick them and
start again. I had to wear them.

Mum started dressmaking. She didn’t use a paper pattern, but
cut up any material she could lay her hands on to make garments
for me. Some of these I refused to wear. Someone gave her a
brown boucle coat with an astrakhan collar which had belonged to
an old lady who died. It was very old fashioned and funny. Mum
cut it up and made me a coat with a big button and loop at the
neck, and an astrakhan pillbox hat to wear with it. It took her ages
to make. She used Auntie’s sewing machine for the main seams,
but most of it was hand sewn because she preferred sitting by the
front gate chatting to the knitters.

I hated that coat, and the hat looked awful on my straight bobbed
hair. I stuffed it in my saddle bag when I rode round the corner
out of sight. My poor mother... I longed for Aunt Elizabeth to
send a parcel of my cousins’ clothing, but she too was having to
make do and mend.

Auntie’s pre-war dressing gown had worn so thin her elbows
poked through the sleeves. Flushed with success after making my
coat, and having read an article on “How to make a coat from an
old blanket” , Mum decided to make Auntie a dressing gown. We
had a fawn blanket she thought very suitable for the purpose, it
had been washed in hot soapy water so often it had become thick
and felted.

Mum hacked out what she called a “Magyar design” and sewed
the seams by hand with wool. She made darts at the front to
accommodate Auntie’s bust; they stuck out in stiff points. In fact,
the whole garment stood up by itself. Mum embroidered daisies
on the front with rug wool to hide the darts, and said it would
certainly keep Auntie warm in the winter. Auntie had watched the
garment taking shape and made a few caustic comments. When
she tried it on she could not bend her arms, and could only sit
down with difficulty.

“I may be losing a few of my marbles,” she said, “but I’'m not yet
ready for a straightjacket!”
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So my mother wore it instead.

When a parcel of my cousins’ clothing finally arrived Joan and I
fell on the contents like vultures. My mother shared the spoils
between us.

Lillian sometimes received parcels of clothing from her mother
in Canada; she brought them to the gate to show us the contents.

“I’ve had a lovely letter from my mother,” she said, and gave it
to Mum to read.

“Your mother certainly writes beautifully,” Mum said. “What
pretty coats she’s sent for the children; you’ll be able to dress
them up well when winter comes.”

Everyone knew Lillian would sell the clothes, as she sold all the
family’s clothing coupons. Her husband was in the Army, but
sometimes came home on leave. She had three children by then
and was expecting a fourth.

Lillian was still very young but looked much older than the other
wives; she had several missing teeth and the gaps showed when
she talked. She told everyone her husband was going to take the
family to Canada after the war to start a new life. Auntie said it
would not be before time — from her armchair she watched the
antics of the children as they rolled in the gutter outside their
house. When Lillian went shopping they dismantled the piano and
lined up the keys on the pavement. They were healthy mites
despite their rough and ready upbringing, and the eldest boy
showed a remarkable degree of common sense. Once, he came
running over to fetch my mother when his sister was scalded. He
had already put her in a bath of cold water — her legs remained
badly scarred after treatment but he probably saved her life.

Of all the neighbours, Mrs Timms was our favourite. She was
Mrs Pearmund’s sister and lived further down the road. She had
numerous married sons and daughters, a tiny husband and a black
cat called Fluff who followed her everywhere. A slightly hooked
nose and sharp eyes gave her a parrot-like appearance; her ready
wit kept everyone amused. She would stand no nonsense from
children who played in the road, but she regaled us with tales of
her own childhood — her sister vouched for their authenticity.
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“Tell us about Turkey Rhubarb,” we pleaded every time she
came to the gate.

“What, old Turkey Rhubarb? He was the terror of the
neighbourhood when we were kids! All dressed up with a red fez
on his head, he carried a tray of odds and ends and shouted
‘Turrrrki Roooobarb, Turrrrki Roooobarb’ from door to door. We
kids used to run like hell when we heard him. Our Pa said if we
didn’t behave ourselves we’d be carted off by him one day.
Remember that Edie?”

Mrs Pearmund nodded solemnly.
“Where did he come from?”

“God only knows! Never seen anything like him before or
since!”

Mrs Timms knew everything that was going on in the
neighbourhood. She had nicknames for people; the attractive girl
who worked as a make-up artist in the film studios was dubbed
“The Film Star” . She used to visit the Hermes family and seemed
nervous of passing the knot of knitters because conversation
stopped when she appeared. I thought her very beautiful with her
long auburn hair and smart clothes.

Dorothy’s little brother Derek had a squint and wore glasses
which were held together with adhesive plaster. He was afraid of
nothing and no one — his first words were “I’ll bash you!”
whenever one of his brothers tried to grab a toy, and bash them he
did, small fists clenched so hard the knuckles showed white. He
was Mrs Timms’ favourite.

“Hello Tough,” she would say. “Had any good fights lately?”

Derek would turn to look at her, squinting sideways behind the
uneven spectacles, not knowing if she was friend or foe. He was
only three.

The air raids started in earnest — Richmond and Twickenham
became prime targets. Explosions shook our house night after
night and on one occasion dislodged the contents of our kitchen
cupboard. In the morning Mum found her carefully stored Crown
Derby tea-set in pieces; only one cup had survived intact.
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“Look at that,” she said, “it was a wedding present, too... never
mind, there’s thousands of people lost their homes so I can’t
grumble.”

A couple of our windows shattered, despite being criss-crossed
with strips of sticky brown paper.

Mr and Mrs Allen and Teddy decided to go away to safer parts
for a week or two. They told Mum we could use their Anderson
shelter in the garden while they were away, it would be safer than
the table shelter. At first Auntie refused to leave her room, but
Mum insisted, so one night we trailed across the road with our
blankets. It was an awful job to get Auntie through the entrance of
the shelter — Dad stood at the foot of the steps to catch her in case
she fell, while Mum pushed her from behind. Auntie sat on a
chair in the dank hole, with my mother opposite. Dad and I
occupied the bunks.

“I can smell cats’ pee!” Auntie insisted, and took her smelling
salts out of her handbag to sniff.

Mum had brought a flask of cocoa and tried to take Auntie’s
mind off the cats by pouring each of us a cup.

“I can’t stand this smell,” Auntie said. “However do people get
any rest in these places?”

The siren wailed its warning for the third time that night. We
could hear the whistle of bombs above us; Dad looked out a few
times and reported sightings of distant flames.

“I wonder if I ought to go and have a proper look — the ones on
duty might need a hand.”

“For heavens sake Fred, you’ve done your share this week! Stay
here and try and get some rest — at least we’re safe!”

I curled up on the bunk and slept soundly.

At six a.m. I awoke to find Auntie stuck in the entrance of the
shelter.

“Let me get back home quick,” she said. “If I’ve got to die I’ll
do so in my own bed, bombs or no bombs. Didn’t get a wink of
sleep; you lot can do what you like, but I’'m staying at home!”

It was the only night we ever spent in an Anderson shelter.

121



Joan and I were allowed to go to the cinema on Saturdays, and
miraculously, were never caught in an air raid. We saw all the
Betty Grable films, films about Old Mother Riley, and Gert and
Daisy. We joined the children’s Saturday morning cinema club for
a time but soon got bored with Westerns and ancient Laurel and
Hardy films. We stopped going to those and went, instead, in the
afternoons. The cinema was always full of children who screamed
and rattled chip bags. Some sat on upturned seats and blocked our
view of the screen. The usherettes never bothered to keep them in
order.

One morning, after a particularly bad air raid, Cousin Kate’s son
Vic arrived on our doorstep covered in white dust. He said Kate,
Jim, and Vera were in the Rest Centre. Kate’s house and his own
had suffered a direct hit — Kathy had been buried under the rubble
with a table on top of her. Their dog scratched at the
debris,whining pitifully, and the Air Raid Wardens dug her out.
She had a broken leg and a broken nose — Vic’s wife was with her
at the hospital. Both families had lost everything they possessed;
only a smouldering heap remained where the houses once stood.

Mum was horrified, her face drained of colour.
“Thank God you’re all alive!” she said.

Dad had not yet left for work; together they rummaged through
our wardrobes to find clothing for Vic and his family. Mum
raided the Savings and Emergencies tin to help them out and gave
Vic the tinned food she had been saving for Christmas. They had
nowhere to go now; one of their neighbours offered them shelter
until somewhere could be found. Aunt Rose cried. Vic left with a
promise to keep us informed.

Lessons continued, sometimes in the shelters. Joan, Doris,
Audrey and I were still together; we had been moved to the top
form in our second year, just as we had been at Briar Road. Miss
Young taught us, she was the headmistress — a formidable lady
with an oblong face. We were convinced she had her eye on the
vicar. He came once a week to give us religious instruction and
she went very pink when she spoke to him.

A bomb dropped on The Royal Albert. The public bar and rooms
above remained standing but the saloon bar at the side vanished.
The bomb had fallen through its flat roof and landed in the cellar.
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No one was seriously hurt because it happened after closing time.
The debris was cleared, the ruins boarded up, and Mrs Eldridge
kept the public bar open as usual.

The Grotto in Cross Deep was razed to the ground, as was
Radnor House. Dad said it was not worth owning property, you
never knew how long it would be left standing. One of Dad’s
tenants was keen to buy his own house and the one next to it, so
Dad sold him the pair of cottages for two hundred pounds. Mum
put the money into her Post Office Savings account; she said you
never knew when you might need it. Mr and Mrs Cornish ran
Heath Road Post Office. Mum wept when she learned from them
that both their young sons had been killed in action. My male
cousins were in the forces — Leslie had just been made a Captain.

“Please God they boys will keep safe,” she said. “It would kill
our Glad if anything happened to them.”

The heavy bombing caused parents to think again about
evacuation. Bess said it was time for Joan to go to Wales; she and
her cousin Betty were to stay with their grandfather’s sister.

“It will be lovely in Penarth — like one long holiday!” Bess told
her.

I sobbed at the news and pleaded with Mum to keep me at home.

“We’ve nowhere to send you. Bristol will be bombed, too, and 1
don’t want you going to strangers.”

So I stayed. I was very unhappy at school after Joan left. Miss
Young was anxious to ‘bring us on early’ for the Grammar School
examinations. She chose ‘Ben Hur’ and ‘Les Miserables’ for us to
read in class and both books made me feel depressed. Miss
Young, although tolerant of her younger pupils, preferred the older
girls. Sylvia, the head girl, was her favourite — very brainy and
studious. I did not like many of the older girls in our class. One
of the prefects, a girl called Elizabeth, bullied me and teased me
about my mother.

Mum had acquired a wheelchair for Auntie, who was unable to
walk far. On fine days she wheeled Auntie as far as The Green, so
they sometimes stopped by the school railings at playtime and
waved to me. Doris and Audrey had seen Mum many times, and
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knew about Auntie, but to the other children they were a strange
sight. “The fat lady and the cripple,” they nicknamed them.

“Look at the fat lady waving!” and “What a funny pair! Why do
they come here? Who are they?”

I was afraid to tell them. I had never seen Mum and Auntie
through their eyes until that moment. I went red to the roots of
my hair and remained silent. The other mothers who came to the
school were young, slim,and smart. When the girls weren’t
looking I waved to Mum and Auntie, but Elizabeth turned and saw
me.

“Who are they?” she demanded, gripping my arm until it hurt.
“Do you know them?”

“It’s my mother and Auntie,” I whispered.
“Your MOTHER! What, that fat old thing?”

She shricked with laughter and whispered with her cronies.
They all turned to stare, then started waving. They giggled and
waddled about, their hands pushing imaginary wheelchairs.
Fortunately, Mum had turned and was walking away — she didn’t
see them.

Elizabeth started addressing me as Fatty after that. I had put on
weight and I wasn’t as tall as her. The one hugely fat girl in our
class was teased unmercifully; in games she was last to be picked
for a side because she couldn’t run and would not attempt to jump
over a rope or do cartwheels. I was so relieved to be certified fit
enough to play games, I baulked at nothing. I could run and jump
as well as anyone. The tag ‘Fatty’ hurt me deeply, but it stuck.

Doris was resilient to our classmates’ jibes, she just laughed
when they called her ‘Carrothead’ and ‘Titch’. She was often in
trouble with teachers for being a chatterbox; it gave her a degree
of popularity with her fellow pupils. 1 decided to become as
inconspicuous as possible. I hoped Miss Young would stop giving
me high marks; I did not want a scholarship to grammar school. I
hated being singled out for praise in class — it was far more
important to be popular with my peers.

At home, Mum asked why I hadn’t come to the railings to speak
to them. I said mothers were not encouraged to visit the school at
playtime.

124



“Well! If you don’t want to see us we won’t come,” she said. |
could tell she was upset so [ put my arms around her.

“I do love you, Mum.”

I was plagued by guilt: too cowardly to stick up for Mum in front
of Elizabeth and her cronies.
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AT,

Joan, 1944
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Chapter 13

Christmas came and we listened to the wireless all day. The
evacuees in America were going to speak with their parents in
England — Mrs Hermes told us she would be speaking with Tony.
We heard his voice loud and clear, he had a pronounced American
drawl.

“Hi there Mom! Happy Christmas.”
“And to you Dear, have you had some nice things?”’

“Gee, yes. We’re having a great time Mom, give my love to
everyone.”

“I will. Maurice said can he have your old aeroplane?”
“Sure he can.”

“He’ll be so pleased — take care of yourself Tony.”

“I will Mom, happy Christmas.”

My mother had tears in her eyes.

“Didn’t he come over lovely? A nice boy, Tony. Bet poor Mrs
Hermes is upset. Only natural. He sounds happy though; picked
up an accent alright.”

We listened to the King’s speech; King George hesitated a lot but
my parents and Auntie said how much they admired him. We
stood up for the National Anthem and after the speech drank a
toast to the King. I was allowed a glass of sherry for a treat.

“Here’s to absent friends.” Mum held up her glass for more. Her
brother Arthur had joined the C.I.D. and lived in Plymouth, he
seldom came to London during the war.

127



Mrs Pearmund joined us in the evening with her sister and
brother-in-law. Mrs Timms told funny stories, using her sister as a
foil, Mum said they were like Gert and Daisy, the comic
characters on the wireless. Dad played old records on the
gramophone, and they talked of old times. For one brief evening,
the war was forgotten.

Vic and his family came over on Boxing Day, they had been
temporarily housed in a flat near the library. Kathy’s leg had
mended, but the bridge of her nose was flat, like a boxer’s. She
was taunted at school and nicknamed “Flatnose” . Mum said it
was a wicked shame. It dawned on me then that children in other
schools could be just as cruel as Elizabeth.

The shock of the bomb had blinded Aunt Kate — Vera had to push
her mother around in a wheelchair, like Auntie’s. They were
allocated a small council house in Hampton Hill, a long way from
shops and transport.

“There’s a curse on that family,” Auntie said. “First Winnie, then
Bert, and now this.”

Dad and I cycled up to Hampton on Sunday mornings to take
Aunt Kate the Richmond and Twickenham Times, so that Vera
could keep her up to date with news of Twickenham. Aunt Kate
was still very talkative and extremely well informed. She never
complained about her blindness, but it was a terrible strain on poor
Vera, who had to give up work to look after her mother.

My father was in charge of the first aid post at the munitions
factory. When people came to have wounds dressed they talked to
him about their problems. A lot of romances started at the factory
— young married women were particularly vulnerable with their
menfolk away in the services. Sometimes people came home with
Dad to talk their problems over with my mother. I never knew
who I would find at home; we had a constant stream of visitors.
Mum was not critical, as I would have expected, when she listened
to tales of extra-marital relationships.  She tried hard to
understand, but always ended up reminding people of their
marriage vows. She urged them to say nothing about the
problems in letters to absent husbands.
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“’Tis hard for the young ones to be separated like this,” she said
to Dad. “You can see why some of them go off the rails. In
peacetime they’d be at home having babies.”

Joan wrote letters home and Bess worried about her. She was
very unhappy in Wales, although she gave no reasons. Her mother
sensed something was wrong, and decided to bring both girls
home after the summer holidays. Bess was anxious for Joan to try
for a scholarship to grammar school; we would have to sit the
examinations next year.

I got a shock when I saw my friend, she had grown beyond
recognition in that short time. She towered above me. We had
always been the same height. 1 felt at a disadvantage suddenly,
Joan had lived a different life in Wales — perhaps she had grown
closer to her cousin in that time, and would not want to be my best
friend anymore.

My fears were unfounded.
“What was it like in Wales?”

“Awful! Aunt Bess was so houseproud it wasn’t true... we
weren’t allowed in the bathroom, she used to put an enamel bowl
over the lavatory pan in the outside W.C. for us to wash. The
parlour was locked and the furniture covered in dust sheets. Only
the doctor was allowed in that room, when he visited. We weren’t
allowed to bring friends home, either.”

“Why?”

“In case they made a mess. Do you know, she even whitened
the stones on the rockery every morning?”

We fell about laughing.

“I’ll tell you something else — she’s a religious maniac, too. She
came upstairs every night to hear our prayers, then she gazed at
the sky and said she wondered when the world would end!”

“What, every night?”
“Honestly.”
“Why didn’t you tell your Mum all that when you wrote to her?”

“Couldn’t — Aunt Bess read our letters and censored them!”
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I was really grateful to Mum for keeping me at home.
Evacuation was even worse than I’d suspected. I told Joan my
news, and about the awful Elizabeth who called me Fatty. Thank
goodness she had left the school — we would be the seniors next
term.

no one minded going back to school that September, it was to be
our last year at Archdeacon Cambridge. Miss Young treated us
with more respect; we were expected to set a good example for the
juniors.

I gladly made friends with more girls in my year. One in
particular latched on to me at every opportunity, she was a strange
girl called Margaret — tall and quite nice looking but she told fibs.
She lived with an aunt in Twickenham but said she was of royal
blood. According to Margaret, her mother was a foreign princess
who was hiding from the Germans, so nobody knew where she
was. It was one of many tall stories she invented, and I must have
looked particularly gullible. I listened politely and pretended to
believe her, rather than hurt her feelings.

My mother arranged for me to visit Kathy one afternoon after
school. Her parents had moved from their temporary
accommodation to a house; I had only been there once, on my
bicycle, with Dad. Margaret walked with me part of the way and
asked where I was going. I told her about Kathy’s family being
bombed out and said they had finally found a house, in Fulwell
Road.

“That’s where I live!”

“Really? I thought you had to go along Staines Road?”
“Yes, that’s right.”

“But Fulwell Road leads off Hampton Road, doesn’t it?”
“No! Come with me, silly. I’ll show you.”

Feeling ill at ease and unconvinced I accompanied her all the
way to her home. I didn’t recognise any landmarks.

“Here we are; what number do you want?”

I knew immediately I was in the wrong road, the houses were
modern red-brick semis. Margaret shrugged her shoulders and
disappeared into one of them. I hurriedly retraced my steps.
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‘Fulwell Park Avenue,’ said the sign on the corner. Oh well, it was
too late to go all the way back and start again, I had better go
home.

“You’re soon back!” Mum said.

She was really annoyed with me when I told her what had
happened.

“Honestly, you’ve got no common sense at all,” she said. “You
know perfectly well they live in Teddington, just off the Hampton
Road.”

There followed a long tirade about Kathy’s mother expecting me
for tea, Mum having to write and apologise, me living in a dream
world most of the time, and whatever would become of a girl with
so little common sense.

“At least I don’t go around telling people you’re a foreign
princess!” I countered.

“Chance ’ud be a fine thing! Now I suppose I’ll have to find
something for you to eat.”

Audrey was made head girl that year, she was a popular choice.
Joan, Doris and I became prefects, we had to do playground duty.
It was our job to stop the young ones playing rough games and to
prevent bullying. 1 would have preferred to stay in and do
drawings at playtime. I enjoyed our Friday afternoon art lesson
most of all. The best paintings were displayed on our classroom
walls. Miss Young liked that peaceful period, she would sit at her
desk marking papers or reading. The only sound to be heard was
the swish of brushes in water jars. Afterwards, she would walk
around the classroom admiring our work and we were allowed to
see other people’s efforts. Audrey’s paintings always drew
admiring gasps and took pride of place on the wall.

On dry days the gym mistress took us to The Green to play
rounders on the cricket pitch. Dad said the great W.G. Grace once
played cricket there, Joan’s grandfather had a sepia photograph of
the event. I hated fielding but can well remember the feeling of
triumph when I managed to catch a soaring ball and heard
delighted shrieks of “Out! Good catch!” Lovely, too, to hear the
crack of the bat when I hit the ball a long way and could run round
all the posts.
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Miss Young gave us a form for our parents to fill in about the
grammar school examinations. Mum read it carefully.

“Do you want to go to grammar school?” she asked.
“No! I want to go to the art school.”
“How can you go there?”

I told her I would have to sit for a scholarship when I was
thirteen; I had heard about this from Audrey.

“Well, you know your Dad will be sixty-three by then; we
thought you’d be earning by the time you were fourteen. Dad
won’t have a pension from his job when he retires. We shall have
to see what he says.”

Dad said he was all for giving me a chance in life, but whatever I
decided to do he could not afford to keep me at school after the
age of sixteen. I would not be eligible for a grant because he
owned property.

“It’s a choice between the grammar school scholarship and the
art scholarship, you can’t do both.”

He lectured me on the importance of education.

“Knowledge is the most valuable thing a person can gain — it’s
the one asset no one can ever take away from you,” he said.

I told him I was set on an art school training, so my parents
decided I would have to go to the elementary school for a couple
of years until I tried for an art scholarship.

Audrey was still top of the class, Doris and I were second and
third. Audrey wanted to go to the County High School — we all
knew she would get the scholarship.

Miss Young looked at the filled-in forms.

“I’d like to see you after class, Rose.” She looked furious.

I quaked in my shoes, wondering what crime I had committed.
“Why do you not want to go to grammar school?”

“I want to go to art school.”

“There is no reason why you cannot sit the examination from the
grammar school — I am going to write to your parents.”
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She lectured me about wasting my brain on art school training
and gave me a letter to take home. Doris was having similar
problems. Her parents wanted her to go to the elementary school
and then to secretarial college; we commiserated with each other.
We didn’t sit the examination despite Miss Young’s letter to our
parents.

Audrey got her place at the high school, and Joan got a
scholarship for Thames Valley grammar school. Bess was
delighted. Joan had a smart new uniform and a satchel full of text
books ready and waiting for September.

My cousin Pearl from Bristol came to stay with me for the
summer holidays; she had broken her hip and was just out of
hospital. The accident happened at school when she tried to jump
over a rope and tripped. The specialist said she must take up
swimming in order to exercise her leg. Before she arrived, Mum
bought me an elasticated swimming costume; I tried it on and
looked at my reflection in Mum’s wardrobe mirror. 1 looked
awful. I had a square body and fat thighs. I felt embarrassed
about going to the Baths, people would stare at me and laugh. I
flung myself on Mum’s bed to wallow in self pity. Dad came
upstairs to change his shirt and found me sobbing.

“Whatever is the matter now, child?” he asked.

I drew the bedcover around me and sobbed even louder.
“I’'m ugly!”

I had never in my life seen Dad so cross.

“Stop that silly nonsense this minute! You are so fortunate to be
young and healthy; your poor cousin has spent months on her
back in hospital and here are you, crying about nothing at all! Get
up and get dressed this minute!”

His words did nothing to console me. I crept back into the
bedroom I was to share with Pearl and continued to sob on my
bed. Mum was always having to make new covers for that pillow
— it had a peculiar smell like plucked chickens. I had cried into it
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often over the years, it was a part of me and I would not let her
take it away. I was quite convinced I would never develop a
bosom or grow any taller. I was a freak. I didn’t want to grow
into a fat lady and be teased when I started my new school... Joan
was already quite tall and looked like a young woman; her hair
was silky and wavy, while mine was straight and unmanageable.

When Pearl arrived she cheered me up by telling me I could
have a permanent wave when I was older. My cousin was fifteen;
she wore a caliper on her leg and walked with a limp, but was very
active and cheerful. She was a good swimmer so we went to the
baths at the back of The King’s Head every day, even when it
rained. The doctor said it was important to exercise her leg. She
swam properly, while I did a kind of dog-paddle, the only way I
could keep afloat.

My mother thought Pearl was wonderful — she helped Mum with
the housework. She tied a cloth round her head like the girls in
munitions factories and cleaned the windows.

“What a help she is,” said Mum.

I was rather jealous; I was hopeless at housework and shopping.
Pearl knew the price of everything in the shops and how many
coupons were needed. She chattered to Mum about rations and
they exchanged recipes. Once, Mum sent me to the greengrocer’s
for sixpenny-worth of greens. By the time I reached the shop I
had forgotten what she said, so I asked for six pounds of greens.
The greengrocer looked at me strangely and said:

“You sure about that?”
“Yes.”

He weighed them up and put them in a sack. I dragged them
home and Mum was furious.

“Where’s my change?”

“There isn’t any.”

“Take them back. I only want sixpenn’orth.”

I was embarrassed when the greengrocer saw me with the sack.

“l suppose your Mum wants sixpenn’orth? I thought so — I
nearly asked if you wanted ‘em for the Feast of the Passover.”
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Mum shared the jobs around the house with my cousin, who
enjoyed helping. 1 felt neglected. I talked to Aunt Rose, hoping to
get sympathy.

“Mum likes Pearl better than me,” I complained.

“You’re just a touch jealous, that’s your trouble,” Auntie said.
“You’ve had it all your own way up to now; your Mum can do
with all the help she can get.”

“I do help!”

“Oh, I know you help me — who else would curl my hair and put
my earrings in? Some folk are not cut out for doing domestic
things. Your cousin is interested in being a wife and mother one
day, that’s why she’s good at helping. It gives your mother a lot of
pleasure to have one of her family here; you must make up your
mind to be a bit less selfish!”

“But Mum will never let me do things like cooking — she says I
make a mess!”

“You’ll learn soon enough, when you’ve got a home of your
own. Necessity is a hard taskmaster, my girl.”

I was not convinced necessity would ever make a good
housewife of me. I trailed around the shops with Pearl, and made
a rotten job of polishing the sideboard while she assisted Mum in
the scullery. I counted the minutes until we were free to go to the
baths. Pearl swam several lengths of the pool each day, she had
won medals for swimming. When I got water up my nose and
sank, she rescued me.

At the end of nine weeks Auntie Margie and Uncle George came
to collect my cousin. They brought both of us a lot of presents.
Auntie Margie was fresh faced and lively; she had deep blue eyes
the colour of cornflowers and curly brown hair. Her clothes were
always colourful, although she was just as large as my mother.
She gave me a big hug.

“Well now, have you had a good time together my lovely? Been
swimming every day, I hear! You can’t keep our Pearl out of the
water.”

Uncle George was pleased to see his daughter.

“Aw, we have missed you at home,” he told her.
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“I shall miss our Pearl,” Mum said. “Our Rosie’s got no idea
when it comes to housework and shopping — I tell her what to do
and it goes in one ear and out t’other.”

Aunt Margie hugged me again.

“You can’t have it all ways our Doll — she be very good at
school.”

I liked Aunt Margie!

136



Chapter 14

Doris and T went to Kneller School, a lovely new building in
Meadway, next to a small park beside the river Crane. Run on
similar lines to the grammar schools, each year’s intake of pupils
was divided into streams — Forms A, B, C, and D, depending on
the ability of the children. It seemed a good system because no
pupil was left lagging behind others in her class; we were all
taught the same subjects but at different levels. Pupils who
progressed well had the added incentive of being moved into
another stream at the end of a term. The school had a central hall
well equipped for use as a gymnasium, a domestic science room
and a laboratory, and gardens which had been turned into
allotments. Nature study took on a new meaning for us — we were
able to grow vegetables and flowers outside instead of growing
mustard and cress on damp flannel. We watched our bulbs sprout
roots in water jars, then planted them in the garden as soon as
green shoots appeared. We learned a lot more about the flowers
and plants we grew than we had ever learned from copying
diagrams in textbooks.

Doris and I thought our new school was wonderful. Warm
classrooms, big windows, clean cloakrooms; so very different
from Briar Road and Archdeacon Cambridge. Everyone in the
school belonged to a House — mine was St David’s. I wore a
yellow badge. Doris’s blue badge belonged to St Andrew’s, the
most popular House because everyone liked Miss Milne, its
housemistress. St George’s girls won most of the cups for
swimming and netball. 1 was glad I had not been assigned to St
Patrick’s House because its housemistress was Miss O’Mullane —
not my favourite person. Her pupils were Form 2B, but she
taught us geography; we all had to change classes for different
subjects. She disliked the A stream pupils, particularly the tubby
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ones, so I was at a disadvantage from the start. She strutted
around holding a ruler which she used to rap our hands as she
passed. I was terrified of her and learned nothing in her lessons —
she gave me seven out of a hundred in the geography
examination!

We mixed with girls of all ages and from every stream because
we had to be loyal to members of our House. Girls who failed to
achieve high marks in academic subjects were often those who
won awards for their House. There was no elitism at Kneller
School.

Doris and 1 considered ourselves very lucky to be in Miss
Lehmann’s form that first year. She was young, sporty, clever and
amusing. She did not hold with favouritism so we were all treated
fairly. When we had been in her class a while, she asked us why
we had not gone to grammar school. We told her our reasons and
she asked if we had changed our minds — we could still sit the
examination next year. We were both adamant: Doris had her
heart set on secretarial college and I wanted to go to art school.
Miss Lehmann said she was sure we had a good chance of
achieving our aims. She gave me a lot of encouragement, too,
when she found that despite being overweight I was keen to shin
up ropes and jump over vaulting horses in the gymnasium.

I practised at home by jumping over Dad’s sawing horse and
performing weird contortions on the swing. I ignored my father’s
warnings that the rope would break and was devastated when I
found myself in a twisted heap on the concrete. I became alarmed
when I found I could not stand up. The doctor was summoned
and diagnosed a badly sprained ankle; the pain was agonizing and
my leg looked like a tree trunk. I had chipped the bone and
needed two weeks in bed before I was able to hobble around on
crutches. It was at least six weeks before I could return to school.

Friends of Dad had given me a rabbit. They were an unusual
couple. Bill, an ardent socialist, always sported a bright red bow
tie which almost matched his fiery red moustache and Kit, his
wife, was large boned and strong — she wore big earrings and tied
a scarf on her head like a gypsy. They had lived in a caravan at
Hampton Court before the war, then in a houseboat on the
Thames, but in late middle age relinquished their unconventional
lifestyle in favour of a solid house at Thames Ditton. Mum told
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me they mixed with a lot of retired actors from the Home in
Twickenham.

“They’re a funny pair but good hearted,” she said. “Never had
any children, though. They were kind to me when Dad and I were
courting, and when I lost the first baby.”

“How did Dad meet them?”

“Years and years ago. When he was a young man and played the
mandolin in concerts with another chap.”

“Dad? Played in concerts?”
“Only local, it was his hobby. He gave people lessons, as well.”

Bill and Kit arrived at our house one evening with a wild rabbit
in a box.

“We’ve got something for Rosie. Found her in our garden; she’s
been caught in a trap I think. Her leg was injured but it’s alright
now. Poor little thing — I reckon she nearly ended up in
somebody’s stewpot!”

Dad made a hutch for Bun; she lived under the lean-to. He and |
collected sawdust from Alford’s timber yard on Saturdays to line
the hutch; it was my job to scrape the sodden sawdust away and
renew it daily. Bun scurried into her sleeping quarters when I
appeared with my wire brush. Tib was quite intrigued by the
rabbit but never attempted to climb on the hutch. Since Tib’s
arrival in our household the stray cats had gradually disappeared —
all but one, a placid Tom we named Blackie. He gradually
wormed his way into the house and was so amenable no one had
the heart to turn him out.

Like a lot of people, Teddy’s father bred rabbits during the war.
Mum agreed to let Bun have babies — she was mated with the
buck over the road. When I was in bed with my shattered ankle
Mum came upstairs carrying five baby rabbits in her apron.

“Look what Bun’s produced!” She tipped the furry bundles on to
a towel on my bed. They were lovely — one pale silvery grey, one
blue grey, and three black and white.

“Can we keep them?” 1 stroked the soft balls of fur, marvelling
at their perfection.
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“We’ll keep the grey ones, Dad’s making new hutches. Ted’s
Dad wants the other three.”

The new rabbits grew very tame. They let me tickle the soft fur
between their ears, and enjoyed having a run in the yard when I let
them out. Dad made a great fuss of them, the two grey ones
gripped the wire of the hutch between their teeth and rattled it
until he took notice of them. Even Bun became more tame and no
longer hid when I cleaned away the wet sawdust. I wondered how
the other three rabbits were getting on at Mr Allen’s house.

“Can I see the other rabbits?” I asked Mum.
“I’ll ask when I see Ted’s Dad,” she promised.

Time went by and I’d still heard no news of them. I grew
worried about the black and white rabbits.

“When can I see them? I haven’t seen them since you gave them
to him.”

She made some excuse.

My ankle mended and I returned to school. I cycled home one
day and found Mr Allen talking to Mum at the gate so I stopped to
say hello.

“We had a lovely stew today,” he said. “May cooked the last of
them black and white rabbits — it was so tender it melted in our
mouths.”

I ran to my bedroom and sobbed into the pillow. He was a
Cannibal. 1 would never forgive my mother — she must have
known he intended to eat Bun’s babies, that was why she had been
so evasive. [ had nightmares about Mr Allen’s stew. He was
worse than Hitler, I thought.

I don’t suppose he ever found out who chalked the swastika on
his gatepost.

Auntie developed bronchitis every winter and had to stay in bed.
She insisted on wearing her beads and dangly earrings with her
nightdress and bedjacket.
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“I must keep up appearances,” she said.

She couldn’t find the holes in her ears with her rheumaticky
fingers so it was my job to put her earrings in.

“Doesn’t it hurt you?”
“Of course not, child.”

I wound curlers in her hair every night, filled her water jug, and
pulled the chain of the gaslight halfway, leaving her sufficient
light to use the commode in the night. It was difficult to adjust the
gaslight, which sometimes flickered. When it did she tapped the
wall with her walking stick to summon Dad.

“Sorry to bring you downstairs, Fred, but I can’t sleep with that
light popping.”

During air raids she stayed in bed with the tin hat and a pillow
over her head. On bad nights, when Dad was on firewatching
duty, I slept in the Morrison table shelter. Mum made jugs of
Camp coffee for neighbours who couldn’t sleep and they
congregated in our kitchen. Mrs Pearmund always sat in Gran’s
old chair by the fire, a blanket wrapped round her red dressing
gown. We were all frightened of the doodlebugs and prayed one
would not stop over our house. We could hear the engine cut out
and held our breath until an explosion told us it had landed
elsewhere.

Trains carrying American servicemen passed the bottom of our
road. They threw wrapped sugar lumps and sweets into our street;
the firewatchers had quite a collection. Sometimes those trains
stopped for ages on the line and their occupants had long
conversations with us. [ was given a new set of rules:

“Never speak to Americans on your way to school.”

“Have nothing to do with prisoners of war on the back of
lorries.”

“Go straight to school on your bike if the siren sounds and make
for the shelters — don’t accept shelter from strangers.”

There was a camp for American servicemen at Bushey Park and
lots of local girls had American boyfriends. Mum did not like to
see young girls chewing gum, their arms draped around the
visitors from overseas.
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“I saw that girl who went to your old school last week — the one
with pierced ears. She can only be fifteen and she’s wearing a
maternity smock!”

Mum need not have worried; I was not in the least interested in
the opposite sex at twelve years of age. Phyllis passed Mum piles
of women’s magazines when she had finished with them. At first
I was keen to read articles on make-up and clothes, and the
serialised love stories, but soon got impatient with wide-eyed
heroines who fell madly in love with a handsome cad but ended
up marrying the boy next door. Mum read the magazines from
cover to cover, but Auntie thought they were rubbish.

“Whoever writes this muck?” she said. “Filling people’s heads
with a lot of nonsense.”

My mother later revised her opinion of American servicemen.
She and Dad became friendly with a young couple who regularly
visited The Royal Albert: Johnny, a captain in the American army,
and his fiancée Angela, an English girl who had been brought up
in an orphanage. She planned to join him in Maine when the war
ended. My mother corresponded with Angela for years
afterwards, and was delighted when she received a photograph of
their house in Maine and one of their new baby.

Mum had an ever increasing circle of friends and acquaintances
despite being confined to the house with Auntie. The Reverend
Howard called each week to see Auntie. He talked to my mother
about me and asked if I went to Sunday school.

“She goes to the Baptist chapel; a neighbour took her there as a
little girl and she’s been attending ever since. Of course,” she
added, “we’re really Church of England.”

The vicar said it was time I thought about being confirmed.
When Mum mentioned this to me I jumped at the chance of
leaving Sunday school. I liked seeing Doreen, but pressure was
being put on us to help teach the younger children and I felt ill
equipped to do so. Red faced and apologetic, I told Miss Pontin
and Doreen my mother thought it was time for me to attend
services at Holy Trinity Church. Miss Pontin seemed quite sad.
My friends at Kneller School attended church — it would not seem
too bad if they were there.
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Miss Lehmann said Doris and I were to be in Miss Woolner’s
form after the holidays. She was the art teacher and deputy head;
she taught the A-stream seniors. We were to stay in her form until
we sat for our scholarships. Miss Woolner was quite a character.
No one wanted to incur her displeasure; she was fiercely loyal to
her pupils and expected great things from them. Middle-aged, tall
and well spoken, she seemed out of place in her surroundings.
She took a particular interest in Doris and me because we enjoyed
her art lessons. Doris had become used to reprimands — most
teachers lost patience with pupils who chattered in class, but Miss
Woolner recognised her potential.

“You have an excellent brain,” she said. “Use it. You are
popular with your classmates and could be a good influence on
them. Personality is very important; you could become most
successful if you apply your intelligence in the right way.”

Doris giggled and said nothing. Miss Woolner turned to me.

“Are you quite sure you want to try for an art scholarship? You
should really be at grammar school — you would make an
excellent teacher.”

I could think of nothing worse. When the class voted for a Form
captain it had been my misfortune to be nominated and chosen; |
had to take charge of the class in Miss Woolner’s absence. It was
a nightmare trying to control thirty-five fellow pupils; they talked,
giggled and threw pencils at me. Even worse were the other
duties I performed.

Once a week I had to cycle to the Post Office with the school
savings. Miss Woolner made me ride her big, old-fashioned
bicycle with the bag of savings tied to its upright handlebars;
copper and silver weighed heavily and made the cycle list to one
side. I often fell off. She also sent me to a baker’s shop in
Hounslow every time the teachers had a meeting, to buy pastries
and fancy cakes. 1 was still useless at shopping; I didn’t even
know how to get to Hounslow on the bike. Eventually I found the
shop and returned with the cakes.

“Go and get me a plate from the domestic science room,” Miss
Woolner said. “I’d like to arrange them nicely for the meeting.”
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There was nobody in the domestic science room and I couldn’t
see any plates. I hung about in the corridor until a girl passed me
on her way from the cloakroom.

“Where are the plates?” I asked.

“They’re kept in the cupboard; it’s locked.”
“Who has got the key?”

“Miss Tabor.”

I never stayed for school dinners so had no idea where anything
was kept. In cookery classes all the equipment was left out in
readiness for the lesson. Timidly, I knocked on Miss Tabor’s door
and she gave me the key. The cupboard was crammed with
crockery so I grabbed the first plate on top of a large pile and
locked the cupboard. 1 returned to our classroom and
triumphantly handed it to Miss Woolner. It was a tea plate. She
looked at it in disbelief, then looked at me.

“A tea plate? Really, for a highly intelligent child you are sadly
lacking in common sense! How do you think I’'m going to get
twenty-four cakes on this?”

My classmates roared with laughter. I crept back to my seat.

I made friends with Julie, the girl who sat next to me. She lived
in a modern house in Staines Road; she told me her father was an
architect. I was invited to tea at her house a couple of times so
Mum said I must return the invitation. I was a little ashamed
when she came to my home because she asked to use the
bathroom and I ushered her into our W.C. with its distempered
walls and no light. She didn’t seem to mind.

The girls who lived on new council estates were more critical.
They were very snobbish and superior because their homes had a
bathroom. Mum had no time for them.

“Jumped-up little madams!” she said. “I’ve worked for titled
ladies and gentlemen in my time, they know how to behave.
There’s nothing worse than people with ideas above their station!”

There were some pretty girls in my class. Some developed early
and already looked like young adults. They showed no sign of
self-consciousness as they raced around playing netball, their long
legs accentuated by the navy gym shorts. Pupils from the boys’
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school next door pressed eager faces against the wire netting of
our sports ground to ogle them. I began to dread playing netball.
I looked a sight in shorts and felt certain my fat thighs would be
noticed and remarked upon. I looked forward to rainy days when
we could exercise in the privacy of the gymnasium.

Miss Woolner disapproved of girls talking to their contem-
poraries from the boys’ school, but many of my friends were
interested in the opposite sex and sought opportunities to
fraternise. Sometimes our teachers needed to liaise with the
headmaster of the adjoining school and asked for volunteers to
take notes to him. Eager hands shot up when this happened, but I
always sank low in my seat and tried to hide. Needless to say, the
hands were ignored and I was the one picked to go through the
swing doors into alien territory.

The headmaster’s room was at the end of a corridor. If he was in
his room when I knocked it was easy to escape quickly, before
anyone noticed me. When I had to go in search of him I met
gaggles of sniggering boys in the corridors. They showed interest
in anyone wearing a gymslip, even me. On one dreadful occasion
a scruffy, lanky boy with acne thrust a crumpled piece of paper
into my hand.

“Pssst! Will you give this to the girl who looks like Snow
White?”

I stared straight through him and ran for the swing doors. Miss
Woolner asked if I had delivered her envelope and I nodded. I
screwed the note the boy had given me into a ball and thrust it into
my cardigan pocket. There were two girls with blue eyes and
black hair in my class — I wasn’t sure which one to give it to.
They both sat at the back of the class and were beyond my reach
so I decided to leave it on one of the desks at lunchtime.

When the class was dismissed Miss Woolner hung about marking
papers so I pretended to look for a pencil I had dropped. 1
surreptitiously placed the screwed-up note on Barbara’s chair and
went home to lunch.

That afternoon we assembled for our English lesson. Miss
Woolner’s face was flushed. She waited until we were all settled
before rising to her feet. She sucked in a deep breath.
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“I have something to say to you all before you open your
textbooks. It has come to my notice that certain girls are breaking
school rules. I shall not name names, but I have had to confiscate
a particularly unpleasant communication which was found in this
classroom. I can only assume it was written by a pupil in the
boys’ school, because I trust none of my pupils would be familiar
with the disgusting words written on this piece of paper.”

She held out the note for a second and I froze.

“I feel I should speak to the headmaster about this, but this time,
and this time only, I shall destroy the evidence.”

She tore the note into shreds and deposited it in her waste-paper
basket. Had she seen me put it on the chair? Had Barbara seen it
first and left it lying around? There was deadly silence in the
room. I could not turn to look at the girls behind me so I sat very
still, feeling sick. It was all my fault. At break my classmates
appeared to be mystified by Miss Woolner’s outrage.

“What’s she talking about? Whose note was it?”

No one knew anything about it but they were all interested to
find out for whom it was intended. Should I tell them what had
happened? I decided to keep quiet and hoped I would not bump
into the boy with acne again. I never did.

Miss Woolner, perhaps believing the devil found work for idle
hands, decided all the pupils in the school would benefit from the
pursuit of a hobby. Miss Glennie, the headmistress, agreed, so one
afternoon a week was set aside for the purpose.

Miss Preece, who taught nature study and science, agreed to
supervise a group of girls who were interested in gardening. Miss
Woolner was in charge of the art club and took her group out on
painting excursions, Miss Peters supervised the cookery group and
gave demonstrations, and Miss O’Mullane taught people to swim.
Miss Parlett and Miss Bluck started a dressmaking and embroid-
ery club, and Miss Lehmann, I believe, started a book club and
chaired a discussion group. I looked forward to joining the art
club and immediately added my name to the list of those eager to
join Miss Woolner on her excursions. The art club was so popular,
names had to be put in a hat and drawn for places. My name did
not come out of the hat.
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Very few people wanted to join the cookery club, so those of us
who were unable to pursue our chosen hobby had to take pot luck.
Our names were drawn again for remaining places in other clubs.
To my dismay I found myself in the domestic science room on
Friday afternoons, making cakes. Food was rationed so we had to
bring our own ingredients — Mum begrudged handing over lumps
of margarine and sugar.

My attempts at cake making proved disastrous. The first failure I
produced was a gingerbread which rose sky high and sank with a
plop when it was cut. The inside was just an empty hole, so Mum
crumbled up the crust and made a steamed pudding by adding
some treacle.

I tried my hand at pastry. It fell to pieces when I attempted to
roll it out so I kept adding water until it became a sticky mess. |
floured the board so often that when cooked my tarts resembled
dry biscuits. Even Mum could not think of a way to use them so
she gave them to the birds.

“I don’t know what they teach you in that there cookery class!”
she said. “’Tis a good thing you didn’t have to go into service, my
girl, you’d never have got above scullery maid.”

How I dreaded Friday afternoons. I had nothing in common with
my fellow cake makers. Even those who would have preferred to
be elsewhere managed to produce edible creations. Some girls
were really enthusiastic and cut out recipes they found in
magazines — [ found it all extremely boring. Miss Peters gave us
cookery tips while the cakes were baking and we had to take
notes. There was to be an end-of-term party for all the hobbies
groups and we were to do the catering. I volunteered to make the
sandwiches; nobody was interested in that — at least [ knew how to
spread margarine on bread.

The hall was filled with potted plants supplied by the gardening
club, the walls hung with paintings produced by Miss Woolner’s
artists and trestles covered with embroidered clothes and mats
made by the sewing group. Our club supplied plates of
sandwiches, cakes and pastries.

Prizes were awarded to the star pupils in every group. Miss
Glennie made a speech and handed out certificates to the
swimmers. [ felt very miserable when I looked at all the
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paintings. I spent most evenings at home with pencils and
paintbox, but it was never easy to find space at the table Mum
used for ironing, mixing cakes and rolling out pastry.

“Just move they things now, you can finish that tomorrow,” she
would say.

Sometimes I tried to paint in my bedroom but the gaslight was
too dim for me to mix colours. Fuel was in such short supply
during the war that none could be spared to heat bedrooms in
winter. [ had to sleep in a cardigan. I produced very few
illustrations at home and Miss Woolner was not impressed when 1
showed her my efforts.

“Are you quite sure you want to try for an art scholarship?” she
asked. “I wish you would change your mind about grammar
school; it’s not too late.”

She was worried about me in case I failed to get a place at art
school.

“There is so much competition for places. You should have
another string to your bow, it would be tragic if you ended up
wasting your abilities. You are quite sure about art school...?”

I was absolutely determined to go there.

One morning Mum complained of a pain in her leg. It was very
swollen and looked a funny colour, so on my way to school I
cycled to the doctor’s surgery with a note asking him to call.

My mother had phlebitis. The doctor said she had a blood clot in
her leg and would have to rest in bed for at least two weeks.

“Whatever will happen to Auntie? I can’t take to my bed with an
invalid in the house!”

Dad was really worried about her; I promised to do everything I
could to help while she was confined to bed.

I had a rude awakening when I looked after the family. Before I
went to school each morning, | had to empty Auntie’s commode,
heat her water for washing and help her out of bed. I made
breakfast for her and then took my mother’s upstairs. Mum wrote
me a shopping list to take to school. Armed with our ration books,
I shopped on the way home at lunchtime, prepared a quick snack
for Dad and Auntie, cleared away Mum’s breakfast dishes and
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made her comfortable before returning to school. Dad attended to
Mum’s toiletries and got his own breakfast each morning. Every
evening I cooked a meal for the family and fed the cats and
rabbits. Mum gave me detailed instructions, but I dared not leave
the scullery while dinner was cooking for fear of burning our
precious rations. Some of the meals tasted really awful — I forgot
to put salt in the potatoes, overcooked the greens and cooked
Auntie’s chop on such a high flame it was too tough to eat.

Mum had to keep her leg propped up on pillows, she said it was
very uncomfortable. She kept saying she was well enough to get
up but we would not let her. My own legs ached from running up
and downstairs every few minutes to ask Mum what I had to do
next. I kept forgetting how long I was supposed to leave the
dinner cooking.

Auntie was fairly demanding, I discovered. She called me every
few minutes to find out how much longer her dinner was going to
take. I had to get the temperature of her washing water just right;
she kept sending me into the scullery to bring more jugs of hot
and cold water.

At the weekend I did the family wash. I could not remove the
stains from the tablecloth or get Dad’s collars clean. Mum said I
must boil the linen in a bucket on the gas stove and scrub Dad’s
collars on the ridged washboard. I pegged the washing on the line
but it refused to dry. Mum said I should have put it through the
mangle first. I scorched the sheets badly when I put them on the
clothes horse in front of the fire to finish drying.

After all this, I discovered I still had to do the ironing! As we
had no electricity, two heavy flat-irons had to be heated on top of
the kitchen range. Our padded iron-holders were worn and burned
in places, so lumps of scorched fabric broke off and fell on the
clothes as I ironed. Mum pressed things flat, on a blanket folded
over the table. I found it impossible to iron Dad’s shirts; by the
time I had finished, the collars were screwed up and creased.

Mum did not complain. Dad helped me as much as he could; he
attended to the fires and we did the washing-up together. He
watched me struggling with the ironing and realised that Mum had
never asked for a proper ironing board. He made one while she
was still ill in bed. After nearly three weeks my mother was
allowed up. Dad and I took over some of the duties she had
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always performed. We had all taken her for granted, never
realizing how hard she worked until forced to run the house
without her.

My mother was rather proud of my efforts and lost no time in
telling everyone how well I had coped. She told the vicar when he
called to see Auntie. Reverend Howard lived alone in the big
vicarage, aided only by an ancient housekeeper who found the
place difficult to keep clean. Mum added the vicar to her list of
recipients for home-made cakes, and he was grateful. She insisted
on my attending church every Sunday morning with Joan.

The church was usually very cold and the services poorly
attended. The same old ladies in faded coats and dusty hats sat at
the back every week, while better-heeled members of the
congregation occupied front pews. Sermons were often rather
dull. Reverend Howard was disappointed to have such a small
congregation despite his efforts in visiting the sick, poor, and
lonely people of the parish. He constantly told the worshippers
how important it was to attend God’s house regularly. I could see
little point in lecturing those who already worshipped on a regular
basis, and told Mum.

“Well, I"d go myself if I didn’t have to look after you all and
cook the dinner, he don’t mean people like me. He means the
young and healthy ones like you! We were made to go when we
were your age — our Glad made her three lads go, too. They were
all in the choir.”

Mum was on the defensive, I could tell she was worried in case
the vicar’s remarks were aimed at her.

“Shall be that thankful when this lot’s over and we can go to bed
at night without that old siren,” she said, changing the subject. “I
had a letter from Mrs Mitchell today. Doris is going to marry the
farmer.”

Mum had kept in touch with the Mitchells. Two of Doris’s six
brothers were killed in action in the earlier part of the war. Doris
had joined the Land Army and worked on a farm in Essex. My
mother often said how much she would like to see the family
again, and how awful it must be for them to have lost two of their
boys.
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“*Twill never be the same, of course, not like we knew it in
Margate. There’s some sad homes in this country thanks to that
blooming old Hitler. Wouldn’t I like to get my hands on him!”
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Rose at 13
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Chapter 15

On V.E. Day in May 1945 the war in Europe ended. Mum and
Auntie wept tears of relief. Union Jacks flapped from every
bedroom window in our street. There was a party in the road;
neighbours got drunk and did turns on the improvised stage and
we burned an effigy of Hitler on a bonfire near the railway line.

Joan and I hugged each other and giggled at the antics of our
usually straight-laced neighbours. Her grandpa made a big jug of
coffee laced with rum and gave each of us a cupful. We were
thirteen — almost grown up, we thought. We were allowed to stay
up late that night; we sat on chairs by the gate making plans for
the future. We wondered how long it would be before Tony
Hermes returned from America. He must be quite grown up by
now... fifteen or sixteen, we guessed. As far as we were
concerned, the war was over — the atomic bomb had not yet been
dropped on Hiroshima.

We did not know of the atrocities committed in Hitler’s
concentration camps — the horror of those newsreels at the cinema
was still to come, and would remain with us for all time.
Although Joan and I could remember pre-war days quite clearly,
we had spent most of our childhood aware of bombs, shortages,
blackouts, separations and restrictions. I suppose we thought
things would immediately change; we could not know that
rationing and shortages would continue for several years. Not that
it mattered — the Germans had been defeated!

We could go to school without our gas masks, never again enter
an air raid shelter, and the streets would be lit at night. Dad could
dismantle our ugly Morrison table shelter and we would have
room to move in the kitchen.
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The celebrations in our road went on for several days.
Neighbours invited each other in for drinks and gathered in the
street to chat and laugh. Mum insisted on taking Auntie to The
Royal Albert in her wheelchair for a special celebration evening,
despite Auntie’s protests. She complained that she had nothing to
wear, but Mum sponged and pressed her black silk dress and coat,
gave her a large dose of linctus, and said she would be perfectly
alright because it was a mild evening.

There was a new generation of children in our road, war babies
who had grown up without their fathers. They had never seen a
banana or a real orange, nor experienced the freedom Joan and I
once enjoyed. Twickenham had certainly changed; big empty
spaces where houses once stood. My parents had aged. Mum had
gained even more weight, her hair was grey and she took less
trouble with her appearance. Dad’s face was lined and he had a
slight stoop. They had not had a holiday for seven years and
seemed content to stay at home.

“We can’t go off and leave Auntie,” Mum said. “She’s too old to
be uprooted now. We’ll see if we can get you away for a holiday
later on, something might turn up.”

Holidays were far from my mind at that time — I had a personal
problem to contend with. Mum had prepared me as best she could
for the onset of womanhood, but I was not expecting the
abdominal cramps, excruciating pains and sickness that assailed
me every month. Joan had not mentioned anything about it; she
was not similarly affected. I had to go to bed with a hot water
bottle clutched to my stomach and wait for the pain to subside.
Mum told me it would pass in time, ‘once your system settles
down’, but I suffered agonies for many years to come. No one
thought it necessary to see a doctor. Doris was sympathetic
because she also found it necessary to take days off school.

The table shelter had ruined our kitchen linoleum and the
floorboards beneath were rotten. Dad did a temporary repair with
odd scraps of wood he found in his shed; Mum covered the patch
with a rug from my bedroom. The legs were screwed back on our
old table which had been stored in the meter cupboard, and Dad
gave the kitchen wallpaper a coat of distemper. Mum said she
wanted to get rid of the kitchen range later, but that would have to
wait.
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My friends at school all had stories to tell about the celebrations.
Some had fathers and brothers in the forces and were excited to
know they would soon return home. We had quite forgotten about
the examination results, so were surprised when Miss Woolner
made an announcement. She entered the room when we were all
settled, threw her arms in the air and beamed at us.

“My faith in you has been rewarded,” she said. “The scholarship
girls will be getting a letter of confirmation soon but I am sure you
will want to know the results — I have just been told by Miss
Glennie.”

I listened with bated breath as she read out the results... Doris
had secured her place at secretarial college, two children won late
scholarships for the grammar school, and six girls were awarded
art scholarships — I was one of them. I was so excited I could
hardly wait for September to come.

Dad got my end-of-term report from Kneller School. I had come
top of my year in the examinations and Miss Woolner had written
a note wishing me well in my chosen career. Mum was very
proud of me. Dad was also pleased — more so when he learned
about the art scholarship.

“I know it’s what you’ve always wanted, although it’s a chancy
career. Good luck, Tuppence.”

It was the first time he had used that term of endearment for
many years. When he talked to Mum, he always referred to me as
‘Our Dinah’; I never found out why. Auntie said Our Dinah was a
character in a very old comic strip.

V.J. Day came in August and there was another party in our road,
not as memorable as the one on V.E. Day. My parents, whilst
feeling relieved that a weapon had been found which brought the
Japanese to their knees, could not hide their horror when they
learned of the atomic bombs’ ghastly effect on the population.

“Can’t be right, can it Fred? They poor little kiddies maimed
and suffering the rest of their lives?”

“The ones killed outright were the lucky ones,” Dad said. “We
must be thankful the other side didn’t have atom bombs at their
disposal or we wouldn’t be here to tell the tale.”
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Joan, anxious to prepare for a secretarial career when she
eventually left grammar school, decided to take typing lessons
from Mr Muggeridge, an ex-councillor who lived in our road next
door to Miss Pontin. Dad thought I should learn to type, too. He
said I may find it useful in years to come: “You never know when
it will come in handy — learn an extra skill while you are young.”

My father had learned a great many things in his time. He had
even taught himself a bit of Greek and Latin while he was
overseas in the 1914-1918 war; he read textbooks instead of
magazines at that time to keep his mind off the terrible things that
were happening around him. He had one very old friend called
Charlie Garrod who occasionally came to visit us. They had been
at school together. Mr Garrod joined the Marines as a boy, but
was now retired and lived in Kent. He and Dad still kept in touch
by letter — they were two of a kind, both clever at school and
interested in books, and both forced to leave school at twelve
years of age to earn a living.

My mother thought Mr Garrod was very strange. Every time a
fat envelope arrived from Kent, she would say to Dad:

“It’s another blooming book from old Charlie Garrod — I don’t
know what he finds to write about.”

Mr Garrod wrote very long letters indeed; he was studying the
various religious beliefs of other nations and delving into the
history of ancient Egypt. He spent every spare moment visiting
museums and libraries. Dad wrote long letters in reply to his
friend; I assume he, too, was interested in the subjects Mr Garrod
found so absorbing. Charlie was a widower and had plenty of
time on his hands.

“What’s he on about this time?” Mum asked crossly as she
handed Dad the bulky letter. He passed it to her and she read most
of it.

“What a lot of rubbish he do write!” she said. “What’s all this
about reincarnation? I’m sure I don’t want to come back again
once I’'m dead and buried!”

Dad laughed. I asked him if he believed in reincarnation.

“’Course he don’t! He’s C of E; he’ll go to Heaven like the rest
of'us,” Mum said indignantly.
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Mum was a firm believer in the life hereafter. She had insisted on
getting me confirmed when I left the Baptist Sunday School. I
had not protested; Joan was attending confirmation classes with
me and we understood it was expected of us. Afterwards, I asked
Dad if he believed in God — he never went to Church. Dad said
everyone needed to believe in something, but he could not say that
one religion was right and another wrong.

“There is good and there is evil; you won’t go far wrong if you
follow the example set by Christ. He led a good life.”

Dad said he did believe we all had a soul, something that lifted
us above animals, but the mystery of life and death was something
no scientist could ever solve. It was, indeed, a mystery to me.

Mr Garrod planned to visit Stonehenge and was afterwards
coming to see us. He arrived at teatime, laden with leaflets,
postcards and books. He had certainly aged since we last saw
him, his once sandy hair and auburn moustache were now pure
white and he wore tiny round spectacles. Almost immediately he
launched into a discussion with my father about Stonehenge, and
showed us lots of pictures of the stones.

Mum cut piles of bread and jam and poured endless cups of tea,
but Mr Garrod continued to talk to Dad while he munched and
drank. He told him about the mummies in the British Museum
and showed him a large scrapbook full of newspaper cuttings
about archaeological expeditions undertaken years before.

Mr Garrod turned to look at me at one point; he adjusted his
spectacles and stared really hard.

“You remind me of someone,” he said. “I can’t think who it is —
perhaps I should need to go back in time to recall your face.”

That remark caused Mum to refer to him ever after as ‘Old
Father Time’.

On his return to Kent Mr Garrod sent yet another long letter to
my father. He said he had gone through all his books to see if he
could find my likeness, and triumphantly announced that I was a
possible reincarnation of Queen Nefertiti. This made even Dad
laugh. Mum was now convinced Old Father Time had a screw
loose.
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“Queen whatsername? He’s always on about that blooming
reincarnation lark — do you remember, Fred, when he said you
were St Francis of Assisi come back to life?”” Mum thought for a
moment and then added: “Mind you, I can believe that; all they
blooming stray cats that we had under the lean-to!”

Aunt Rose also thought Mr Garrod was strange, but he was such
a polite and inoffensive man, we all liked him. He undertook his
journeys by bus, train and on foot, in all weathers.

“I suppose ’tis a good thing he’s got his interests,” Mum said.
““Twouldn’t be much of a life for him all on his own, his children
all grown up and married.”

We were glad to hear, a few months later, that Mr Garrod had
found himself a wife!

“Alice,” he wrote, “has never been married. She is a good cook
and an excellent housekeeper. She has agreed to accompany me
on my expeditions and to look after me in my declining years.
Could any man ask for more? She looks forward to meeting you
all next time we come to London.”

Contrary to my expectations, the end of the war did not mean the
end of rationing. Food was still in short supply, as was everything
else. My parents and Auntie were so relieved about the victory
that little else mattered; everyone had become adept at making do
and mending.

“We’re all in the same boat,” Mum said. “I see you’ll need an art
school blazer. I’ve got a bit of money in the Post Office and some
coupons put aside so we’ll go down to Len Smith’s on Saturday
and get you kitted out. You can wear your green coat on cold
days; it won’t matter.”

I arranged to call for a girl named Doreen who lived opposite the
art school on our first morning. All six ex-pupils of Kneller
School were to meet there. First-year students had to arrive early
as the law demanded an hour’s tuition in ordinary subjects until
we were of school-leaving age.

We all turned up in our new blazers and hung about the entrance
until a secretary appeared and checked our names on a list. We
were shown to a room on the ground floor. There were about
thirty assorted pupils, boys and girls from different schools. Our
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little group bagged desks together near the front — Marion, Jean
Hall, Woody, Jessica, Doreen and me.

A small bespectacled woman wearing a turban entered the
classroom. She eyed us slowly, waiting for the talking to stop.
Something in her sharp gaze willed us to be silent. She was
definitely in control.

“What have we here?” she asked. “Hmm... another group of
hopefuls. Well, I can tell you now, you may think you need to
know nothing when you embark on a career in art but you won’t
get far without a bit of common sense! Where I come from, you
can’t survive without it!”

Mrs Embleton was a North Country woman with socialist
leanings. She said there was little she could teach us in the time
allotted.

“I’ve got an impossible task,” she said. “You’re missing a year’s
schooling by coming here. You’ll need to know about citizenship;
that’s the most important thing. If you think you’re in for an easy
time with me, you’re mistaken.”

She showed us how to read gas and electric meters, asked us
general knowledge questions and talked for ages about the poverty
in the north. When someone fidgeted, she made him repeat word
for word what she had been saying. We sat up and took notice,
she was difficult to ignore.

“You can go now. I’ll see you tomorrow — my colleague will be
taking you for the next period. I’ll show you to the art room.”

We traipsed up the stairs to a light and airy studio with big
windows. We had another lesson before our art teacher took over.
A slightly bewildered lady was waiting for us. Mrs Heard taught
English. She had a pile of reports on her desk, and singled one out
to put at the top.

“Good morning class. I am your English teacher. I am sure you
would like to learn a little about our greatest English playwright...
you have all heard of him and I have acted in his plays many
times. His mastery of the English language is unsurpassed.” Mrs
Heard paused. “You have all heard of William Shakespeare?”’

There were groans at the back of the class. Mrs Heard’s face
turned pink.
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“You will come to appreciate his works.”
We had to read extracts from ‘Julius Caesar’.
“Rose, you will be Cassius,” she said. “I will be Caesar.”

There were guffaws of laughter when she came to “Yon Cassius
has a lean and hungry look’; I was far from lean and hungry.

The lesson ended and Miss Parlby arrived. She looked past
retirement age and every inch a lady. Grey hair cut short in front,
the back piled into a haphazard bun, a dark skirt swirling round
her ankles, hands thrust into the pockets of a long shapeless
cardigan, she sailed into the room. It was love at first sight for
most of us. Here was a true artist, a lady dedicated to teaching
young people skills she had learned from her father and his
friends, one of whom was Augustus John. Her late father had
been a well-known stained glass artist — he had written books on
the subject which we later obtained from the library. Miss Parlby
stared at the new mix of girls and boys and smiled rather shyly.

“At art school,” she said, “you will receive a year’s tuition in
general art subjects, and in your second year you must choose a
subject in which to specialise.”

Miss Parlby taught illustration.

“All subjects are connected to others. If you decide to specialise
in illustration, you must also study life drawing. If you wish to be
a fashion artist you must take life classes, dress design, and
illustration. Poster design is allied to lettering and layout — tell
me, do you understand?”

We nodded.

“Very well. Today, I will explain the mysteries of proportion and
perspective, the basis of all good drawing.”

She was an excellent teacher. For the first time in my life I
looked forward to going to school. There were no spiteful
classmates, no strict teachers; we all had a common interest. 1
enjoyed learning. I raced home along the footpath at lunchtime,
anxious to tell my mother about my first morning.

“We have to take life drawing classes,” I said. “People pose in
the nude.”

“What, nothing on at all?”” She was quite shocked.
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First-year students felt a little embarrassed in the life class; no
one had seen a naked adult before. One boy giggled nervously
and Mr Caine, the teacher, looked pained.

“Do you find something amusing?” he asked. “Perhaps you
would tell us what it is, then we can all share the joke.”

The small boy squirmed in his seat and turned scarlet.

A lot of older students attended art school so we soon got used to
working alongside adults. There were men and women in their
twenties whose education had been cut short by the outbreak of
war. One girl had spent five years in the A.T.S. She was twenty-
three. She told us she had been a driver in the desert.

A middle-aged man with a beard joined Miss Parlby’s class. He
also attended the life class; it was obvious Miss Parlby suspected
him of voyeurism. He showed her his drawings of nudes — he had
given the models huge black nipples and masses of pubic hair.

“Do you really see the human form like that?” she asked coldly.
“I think you may be wasting your time here.”

Doreen and Jessica wanted to be dress designers so they attended
Miss Briggs’ needlework classes. Marion, Woody and I opted for
fashion drawing; we wanted to draw clothes for publication in
magazines and catalogues. Jean Hall wanted to be an illustrator. [
got on well with the boys and girls in my year. No one had
enjoyed their previous schools.

“Schoolteachers are so introverted,” Woody said. “They never
leave the school environment and they think school rules are the
most important thing in life.”

We agreed with her.

Girls in my year started wearing long dirndl skirts and flat
sandals. Some had straight hair and a fringe. No one wore make-
up; it was considered common. I scrounged a floral overall Mum
discarded and tried my hand at dressmaking. At Kneller School
we had made awful French knickers with felled seams, and
embroidered table runners. I made a dirndl skirt which reached
my ankles. The only uniform for art school was a green smock
with a black bow at the neck, and a blazer with ribbon trimming
and a pocket badge for outdoor wear. Apart from that we could
wear what we liked. I was proud of my art school blazer — I kept
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it on all day, even in summer, because Mum was still knitting
jumpers with holes in them. I grew my hair shoulder length and
chopped a half-fringe at one side.

Each day I walked home from school along the footpath and
crossed the railway bridge, just as I had done with Mum years
ago. How different it looked now — I could remember the art
school being built. What a long time ago that seemed. I passed
the playing fields on my left and was crossing the small bridge
when someone said “Good evening.” A young man in soldier’s
uniform brushed past me and I caught a flash of white teeth. He
looked just like Alan Ladd the film star. 1 reddened and said
nothing. Mum always wanted to hear what I had been doing at art
school as soon as I got home. I told her about the students, the
teachers, the lessons, and about the bearded voyeur’s crude
drawings in the life class, but I didn’t mention the Alan Ladd
soldier because she would have worried. I was sure I would never
bump into him again, anyway.

Mum said Tony had returned from America.

“He’s grown so tall, but he’s still the same old Tony. Still wears
glasses and the same wide grin. I’d have known him anywhere —
he sounds just like an American now though. He’s pestering his
Dad to buy him a motorbike.”

“Do you think he’ll get it?”

“I expect so, when his birthday comes around... they’re that glad
he’s home, they’d give him anything, I reckon.”

The handsome soldier passed me every evening on my way
home and always said “Good evening” or “Goodnight” . 1
mumbled a nervous reply or managed a half smile in
acknowledgement. Sometimes when I stayed at school late or
talked to my friends at the gates I would not expect to see him, but
he was always there — walking towards me along the footpath or
crossing the bridge.

One evening my friend Woody decided to walk home my way
instead of taking her usual route. When the soldier passed us and
greeted me as usual, her eyes widened. She grabbed my wrist and
turned to look back at him.

162



“Whew! How do you know him? He’s the image of Alan
Ladd!”

I told her I sometimes saw him on the way home. She told the
entire class next day.

2

“You’ll never believe this!...

All the girls wanted to see him so a gaggle of students
accompanied me home. I was very embarrassed when the soldier
appeared; they all whistled at him and said ‘Goodnight . I dreaded
meeting him again in case he thought I had put them up to it —
what Mum would have called ‘fast’ behaviour. Fortunately my
friends soon forgot about him and I continued to smile and nod at
him when we met. Joan’s aunt lived in the railway cottage near
the line. One evening Joan emerged from the gate as I was about
to cross the railway bridge, and the soldier appeared.

“Hello there, goodnight,” he said, flashing the white teeth.
Joan stared at him, then at me.
“Who’s that? He’s the spitting image of Alan Ladd!”

I sighed. “Everyone says that. I see him every evening — please
don’t tell Mum or she’ll come and meet me. She’ll think he’s a
child molester!”

We both laughed, but Joan kept her word. We ambled home
together along Marsh Farm Road, exchanging gossip. As we
turned the corner we saw Tony Hermes for the first time in five
years. Mum was right, he did look the same apart from having
grown. He was wearing American style jeans with a checked
shirt, and had a pronounced American accent.

“Hi there...”

We shook hands, limply. We could think of nothing to say to
Tony. He knew nothing of our wartime experiences; all his
schoolfriends were in America.

“Did you like New York?”
“Su-ure... I’'m going back there to live one day...”

I tried to think of something else to say, we must have seemed
rather rude, standing there gawping at him.
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“Joan’s at Thames Valley Grammar School and I'm at art
school,” I volunteered.

“Yee-ah?...”

“Mm, yes. We’ve got to go now, see you again I expect.”
“Sure... 'Bye now...”

I told Mum we had seen Tony.

“What did he have to say to you?”

“Nothing.”

“What do you mean, nothing?”

“He was in a hurry, we just said hello.”

Mum said she thought it very funny anyone could be in that
much of a hurry when they had been away from home and met old
friends for the first time in five years. Apparently she had
managed to find plenty of things to talk to Tony about.

Joan and I started our typing lessons with Mr Muggeridge two
evenings a week. We sat in his small parlour with its book-lined
walls and banged out sentences on the typewriter. ‘Now is the
time for all good men to come to the aid of the Party’, we typed
over and over again, filling countless pages with the one
meaningless sentence. I soon decided secretarial work was not for
me but persisted with the lessons to please my father. I was far
more interested in the huge volumes which lined Mr
Muggeridge’s walls. He had shelves full of art journals published
in the 1800s, and numerous books on nature. Joan became a fast
and accurate touch typist and won the approval of our teacher.
She decided to learn shorthand.

It must have become apparent to Mr Muggeridge that I was more
interested in his art journals than in the typewriter, because he
spoke to Mum and said he was thinking of selling some of his
books to make more space. He offered to sell me several volumes
at a very reasonable price, although Twickenham Library had
shown interest in buying the books. Auntie offered to lend me
thirty pounds until I started work and could pay her back. It was a
great thrill to own those journals; Mr Muggeridge realised I would
never be able to concentrate on typing lessons and was quite nice
to me when I said I would be giving up the lessons at the end of
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six months. I told him I wanted to use all my spare time for
drawing.

There were many talented people at art school. I enjoyed looking
at other people’s work; everyone had a different style. Rosemary
wanted to be an illustrator and her style was very distinctive. She
drew pictures of artists starving in garrets, and consumptive
musicians with long bony fingers... we liked her work. Everyone
was intrigued by a confident and witty girl called Elvyn — she got
furious if anyone called her Evelyn by mistake. Her older brother
was in the army and she knew a lot about places abroad. Some of
her tales made our hair stand on end, especially the stories about
brothels in Cairo. I, for one, had not known such places existed; I
had to look up the word ‘brothel’ in a dictionary. Up to that time I
thought it was another name for a soup kitchen. Elvyn wanted to
be a fashion artist and was very interested in clothes, but her ladies
looked more like pin-ups than elegant fashion models; she gave
them all prominent bosoms and highly-coloured tight dresses.

We all had to attend the lettering class but no one enjoyed it very
much. Our tutor was a Liverpudlian with a cone of frizzy hair — a
patient man who tried to teach us how to do hand lettering. The
girls giggled at his accent and Woody nicknamed him Frisby
Dyke; we were all familiar with the characters in Tommy
Handley’s radio show. Poor Frisby Dyke must have dreaded that
lesson and the sniggering that heralded his arrival, although some
of the boys were keen to learn and kept straight faces when
Woody mimicked him behind his back.

Everyone enjoyed Miss Parlby’s lessons. We spent several
mornings drawing plaster-cast masks, lit from various angles.
Miss Parlby told us this would be the basis for portraiture; we
were not to attempt colour work until we had mastered proportion,
light and shade. From this, we progressed to drawing from life.
Our first task was to draw a portrait of the person sitting next to
us, each posing in turn. I sat patiently still for my neighbour while
she sketched but she kept rubbing out and holding the pencil at
arm’s length to re-measure proportions. Miss Parlby appeared and
gazed critically over the girl’s shoulder at the drawing.

“Why have you not given the face form?”
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The girl looked perplexed. Miss Parlby took the pencil from her
hand and began making marks on the paper. She became
engrossed in her work and drew up a chair.

“You have drawn a head with no bone structure. Look beneath
the skin to the skull; see the position of the eye sockets and the
shadow on the side of her face and nose. The face is broad, but
not a full moon as you have drawn it. She has the high
cheekbones and domed forehead of an Oriental person. You can
see three-quarters of the iris in her eye, the lid does not obscure as
much of the eyeball as in your drawing.”

I felt like a freak. Miss Parlby paused to take a long look at me,
then asked me if there was any Chinese blood in my family. I said
there was not, and she expressed surprise. That night I laughingly
told Mum Miss Parlby thought I was Chinese.

“Chinese? Wherever did she get that idea? Lord love us, your
grandpa’s people came from Yorkshire, your gran’s from Scotland,
and all mine was from down Somerset!”

Mum took Miss Parlby’s enquiry as a personal slight; her limited
knowledge of Chinamen gleaned from Charlie Chan films at the
cinema.

“Do you hear that, Fred? I don’t know how anybody could say
she looks Chinese! She’s the image of our Gladys!”

Dad just laughed.

“Well, as long as she’s got two eyes, a nose and a mouth I don’t
see that it matters,” he said, but Mum told everyone and sought
reassurance in the matter. I wished I had not mentioned it in the
first place.

At the end of our first year, the English teacher Mrs Heard said it
was usual for her students to ‘put on a little revue’ just for her and
Mrs Embleton.

“We teach you for such a short time and there is so little you can
learn in one hour a day. You will specialise in your creative
subjects next year so we want you to use your creative abilities to
produce an end-of-term show.”

It was the very chance we had been waiting for! We were
longing to get our own back on Mrs Embleton, who was always
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telling us to see ourselves as others see us. There were several
good mimics in our year — we would produce a satirical revue
starring Mrs Embleton, Miss Heard, Mr Coulson Davies the
Principal, and our old friend Frisby Dyke.

Jean dressed up as Mrs Embleton; cross-over pinny, cloth tied on
head, duster in hand. When shaken the duster became a red flag
painted with hammer and sickle. She put on an exaggerated
northern accent and appeared at regular intervals shouting “Up the
Workers!”

Elvyn was Mrs Heard, she carried a volume of Shakespeare and
appeared in different costumes. “I will be Caesar; Rose will be
Cassius... I will be Titania, Leslie will be Bottom.”

Someone with long hair impersonated our Principal. He was a
remote figure as far as we were concerned so he had little to say.
Another, wearing false nose and shaggy wig, drew letters on a
blackboard: “Luke Chuck, draw yer capitals wi’ a noice fairm
loine...”

Our version of the voyeur, complete with false beard, sat at the
corner of the stage drawing rather pornographic nudes. I think the
subtlety of this was lost on Mrs Embleton and Mrs Heard; they did
not come into contact with older students. Our revue was a very
amateurish production but we were convulsed with laughter from
beginning to end. Mrs Embleton and Mrs Heard could not believe
their eyes. At the end of the performance we all shrieked
“Speech! Speech!” at them.

Mrs Embleton staggered to her feet.

“I don’t know what to say!” she said in tones of mock horror.
“I’ve taught plenty of first-year students in my time, but you lot
take the biscuit. Do we really behave like that?”

“Yes!” we shouted in unison.

“Well, I hope we’ve learned something in that case! I shall keep
even firmer control of next year’s horrors!”

We hoped she wouldn’t tell our art teachers about the revue, we
didn’t want Mr Coulson Davies to expel us.

That evening we hung about the playing field saying our
farewells and discussing our plans for the summer holiday.
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Someone was waving frantically at me from behind the wire
netting in the distance. It was the soldier. I never saw him on the
way home after that.
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Chapter 16

Joan and I were going to Holland with a group of local children
during the summer holidays. We had joined the World Friendship
Association and both had penfriends in the Netherlands. They
lived in The Hague, but we were going to Groningen in the north.
My mother heard about the proposed trip from Mr Bonfield, who
owned the coal merchant’s business in Lion Road. He was a
frequent visitor to The Hague and had found us our Dutch
penfriends. We were excited at the prospect of our first trip
abroad and spent weeks discussing which clothes we would take.
The choice was somewhat limited.

We joined the coach party at The Green, about thirty of us,
eagerly humping tattered suitcases and rucksacks that had seen
better days. The coach took us to Liverpool Street, where we
caught a train to Harwich. We assembled at the docks to await our
boat. My knowledge of boats was limited to small vessels on the
Thames, but I remembered old films showing people cruising on
luxury liners and fondly imagined I would soon be strolling along
the decks of a sleek white yacht. My illusions were soon to be
shattered.

We waited patiently on the quayside for our boat to Rotterdam,
but there had been a mix-up. Every ship was filled with European
refugees seeking new homes in other countries. Mr Bonfield
remained cheerful — he bustled about talking to officials, waving a
sheaf of papers. Every so often he gesticulated in our direction
and showed the officials his list. It was a grey, damp day; the sea
was turbulent and the cold hard concrete beneath our feet
discouraged us from sitting down. I began to feel sick. I had the
kind of pains in my stomach that usually troubled me much later
in the month. Everyone looked dejected; even the boys in our
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group had stopped talking and were anxiously awaiting the
outcome of Mr Bonfield’s conversation with the officials.

Late that evening, room was made for us on a troopship called
The Waterman, a vast battleship-grey vessel which looked far
from inviting. We were given bunks in the hold; it was pitch black
down there and smelled of diesel fuel. The bunks were five-tiered
— I had to climb to a top one with my case as there was nowhere to
keep our luggage. Refugees lay on blankets in the aisles; they had
bundles of clothing tied with string which they used as pillows.
Women tried to pacify crying babies and the air was heavy with
the smell of oil, urine and vomit.

I felt very sick and my stomach ached. Sheila, a girl in our party,
came with me to find the toilets in the night — we had to pick our
way over the sleeping women towards a single red light bulb that
burned by the gangway. We climbed to the galley above us, then
up and up until we reached the top deck. A relentless night wind
whipped huge waves against the side of the ship; we had to hang
on tight as we battled along the length of the deck to reach the
washroom. There was a soldier standing on guard outside. No
door at the entrance; a long stone trough down the centre with taps
at intervals and, on either side, rows of lavatories without doors.

“Crikey! Bit primitive this, isn’t it?” Sheila said. We were
embarrassed at using the toilets because soldiers came in whilst
we were there. We each took a turn to block the lavatory from
their view.

The crossing took all night. We couldn’t sleep for the throb of
the engines, which made our metal bunks vibrate. Early next
morning we lugged our heavy cases up the gangway, relieved to
escape the dreadful smell in the hold. Equally unpleasant smells
emanated from the galley, where breakfast was being prepared for
the crew. The worst smell was coming from a huge cauldron
containing what looked like lumpy porridge the same colour as the
ship. Sheila and I exchanged glances and giggled.

“What is it do you reckon? Breakfast, or somebody boiling up
their underwear?”

We made our way to the washroom on deck before disembarking
at Rotterdam. My worst fears were confirmed — I had to ransack
my case to find what I needed. I was near to tears; a long train
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journey ahead and the dreaded pains had already begun, two
whole weeks early, just in time for my holiday. Somehow, Joan
and I had been separated when we were allotted bunks so I looked
for her as I left the washroom with Sheila. She was among others
in our group who awaited us on the quayside. Joan did not
complain about her sleepless night. She always made the best of a
bad job and believed something exciting was awaiting her around
the next corner, a quality I greatly admired. 1 was still just as
easily discouraged by setbacks as I had been when a small child.

We were herded into a crowded train which shook and rattled its
way northward. It stopped frequently to take on more passengers
with bundles, and servicemen of all nationalitiecs. The windows
were dirty and steamed up — we could not see the places we
passed. Adults in charge of our party had to stand most of the
time but they talked together and seemed perfectly happy. I
clutched my tummy and hoped the pains would subside. My face
ran with sweat. Someone remarked on my pallid appearance and
opened a window which let in icy draughts and made me shiver. [
longed to be safe in bed at home with a hot water bottle. The
journey took about six hours with frequent stops and a change of
trains. We were pretty tired and miserable by the time we arrived
at Groningen station; it was late evening and we had not eaten
since we left home.

The last rays of sunshine slanted across the platform as we
stepped from the train. Mr Bonfield, already getting his brood
lined up for a head count, was grinning from ear to ear.

“Here we are then, we’ve arrived! Everyone here?... Yes? Good,
I won’t be a minute; I must just go and speak to my good friend
over there... Hello my dear fellow! Lovely to see you again...”

Mr Bonfield, apple-cheeked and silver-haired, spry as a twenty-
year-old, rushed from one person to another shaking hands and
talking nineteen to the dozen. It seemed that the entire population
of Groningen had turned up at the railway station to see him.

In Groningen Town Hall, called Huis Maas, local townspeople
had gathered to collect us. We felt like refugees ourselves by then
— tired, dishevelled, hungry and dirty. More children had arrived
than were expected; another group from England had come that
afternoon and were already installed in peoples homes. The kind
residents of Groningen alerted their neighbours, and volunteers

171



came to Huis Maas to offer us accommodation. Our names were
read out in alphabetical order, so Joan and Sheila left some time
before me.

I went home with a smiling couple called Mr and Mrs Koeroo.
Mr Koeroo spoke only a few words of English, his wife none at
all. They lived in the upper flat of a house in the old part of town.
We walked through dimly lit streets, Mr Koeroo swinging my case
and practising his English on me. It was nearly midnight when we
got to their home, but Mrs Koeroo immediately went to her
kitchen to prepare food for me while her husband eagerly fetched
photographs of their children.

“This Hanje, this Freddie! Ah... Freddie!”
“How old?” I asked.
Mr Koeroo held up three fingers for Freddie, seven for Hanje.

I learned that Mr Koeroo worked as a waiter in the hotel. He
insisted on serving the food his wife had prepared for me: a huge
plateful of fish and chips. I forced it down, feeling very sick.
They did not eat anything themselves but Mr Koeroo reeled off a
list of English dishes he served at the hotel.

“Good? Fish-chip good yes?”
I nodded my appreciation.

“Rose-bif good yes? You like rose-bif? Tea? Tea no good! Me?
No tea, no. Ugh!”

How kind they were, those two complete strangers. They
welcomed me into their home like a royal visitor despite having to
put up a camp bed for me in the living room.

In the night I wanted to go to the bathroom but found myself
locked in the room — there was no handle on the door. Next
morning Mr Koeroo told me in broken English that Hanje and
Freddie would have burst in on me at first light if he had not
removed the door handle. The little boys were a delight. Hanje
was like his mother; leggy, sandy haired and freckled. Freddie
had red cheeks, blond hair and a cheeky smile — he was obviously
Mr Koeroo’s favourite.

172



“This — my Freddie! Ah... Freddie! What think you of Freddie?”
My host scooped the little boy up and held him high in the air for
me to admire before setting him at the table beside his brother.

12

“For you,” said Mr Koeroo, “my wife make England breakfast

Mr Koeroo knew a lot about the eating habits of the English;
they ate fried eggs and bread and marmalade every morning for
breakfast. On my plate was a fried egg perched on a slice of bread
and jam — strawberry jam. To this day I don’t know how I forced
it down. I could not hurt their feelings; they sat watching me with
big expectant smiles on their faces as the punctured egg yolk
soaked into the jammy bread.

Mr Koeroo took two weeks holiday from work in order to
entertain me. He walked me through the parks, introduced me to
his elderly parents who lived in a quaint little shuttered house by
the canal, and showed me the hotel and the Martino Tower. He
took me with his wife to the cinema one evening to see Edward G.
Robinson and Joan Bennett in ‘Woman in the Window’. The film
had Dutch subtitles.

I was to meet the other children in our group for organised
outings during our two-week stay. We were taken to the Fire
Station, where the bravest of us were allowed to slide down the
firemen’s pole, and afterwards they gave us big mugs of hot
chocolate. That was the first time I had seen Joan since our
arrival. She told me she was staying in a modern flat with Mr and
Mrs Bosboom, a young couple with a baby. The flat was on the
other side of the park, not near to the Koeroo’s apartment, so we
realised we would only meet on organised trips.

We were taken, the second week, to some beautiful lakes at
Appelbergen where we swam and rowed small boats to the
islands. Sheila and I shared a rowing boat with two very
incompetent younger boys who lost the oars and tipped us out into
the muddy water. Neither she nor I could get a foothold on the
slimy bank and we kept slipping back into the lake. Eventually,
with the aid of some reeds, we pulled ourselves up the muddy
slope — soaked to the skin, filthy dirty — and convulsed with
laughter. It was a very hot day so our clothes soon dried on the
bank. Sheila was staying in the town, a short distance from me,
and promised to call at the Koeroos’ flat.
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Mr Koeroo continued to take me for long walks. One afternoon
we took a bus to the races. The jockeys rode in small chariots
behind the horses — one jockey was a friend of the Koeroo family
and I was introduced to him afterwards. Hans was small, fair and
rather handsome but I couldn’t converse with him as he spoke
even less English than my host. I had only mastered words
meaning ‘please’ and ‘thank you’.

Every lunchtime Mrs Koeroo produced a splendid meal for us.
Meat was scarce in Groningen, but Mrs Koeroo was a good cook,
despite my fried egg on jam. She made piles of thin, light
pancakes for lunch, and she had a special way of cooking
potatoes. They were served in a buttery sauce and tasted
delicious; I never discovered how she cooked them. She would
allow no one into her kitchen.

Mr Koeroo was very anxious to visit England. He liked English
people, but hated the Germans. I discovered this when I told him
I liked the Dutch people I had met.

“Deutsch?!” he frowned at me. I had insulted him — he said he
was a Nederlander.

Mr Koeroo asked if it would be possible to come to England and
stay with my family. It was very hard to explain the situation at
home to someone who spoke only a few words of English. I tried
to envisage four extra people in our cottage, sleeping on floors and
washing in the scullery. 1 did an impersonation of Auntie
coughing and taking medicine, and kept saying:

“Old, very old person with us. Sick.”
He looked mystified and rather hurt.
“No brother, no sister?” he asked me.

I shook my head.

“Hotel much money,” he said regretfully.

Sheila called to see me and was invited in. She showed Mr
Koeroo photographs of her double-fronted house and he thought
all English people must be very wealthy. His finger traced the
photograph, lingering on each window in turn.

“Yours? Which yours?”

“It’s a house. It’s all one house,” she said.

174



“All? All yours?”

She nodded. Mr Koeroo explained to his wife, who was suitably
impressed.

“Big!” he said. “All for you!”

On the last night of our holiday we were entertained at Huis
Maas. People danced to the music, or sat at small tables sipping
drinks and talking. Mr and Mrs Koeroo were on their feet all
evening; she was a good dancer. Mr Koeroo was very proud of
his tall, slender wife — he hugged her all the way home. They
were like two young lovers, laughing and joking, trying to involve
me in their teasing. I felt something brush against my ankle as we
turned a corner and looked down to see a scruffy brown mongrel
keeping step with us — his nose was pressed close to my shoe. My
hosts stopped to pat the dog, who immediately barked his
approval and wagged his tail. He was a particularly scruffy
specimen: wiry hair, bandy legs, cunning face and long tail. There
was a swift conversation which I could not follow and then Mr
Koeroo announced that he was going to keep the dog. On the way
home they tried to think up names for it. Each one was rejected in
turn. Then Mr Koeroo stopped dead in his tracks.

“Ah!... We call him Rose!” he announced triumphantly.
“It’s a boy dog,” I said, glancing at my namesake.
“Comm! Comm Rose! See — he know name!”

So Rose moved in with the Koeroo family. He slept outside my
door that first night, no doubt waiting for me to vacate the camp
bed.

It was sad to say goodbye. For two weeks my hosts had
entertained me and looked after my every need. I promised to
write to them, even if they couldn’t read my letter. I racked my
brain to think of something I could give Mrs Koeroo. In my
luggage was a satin nightdress case which had been given me for a
birthday present. I shyly asked if she would like it — it had a hand-
painted dog on the flap. Tears filled her eyes and she gave me a
swift hug. To my embarrassment she went into her sitting room
and removed the silk scarf which covered a small table. It had a
blue border and printed scenes of Delft in the centre. She folded it
and handed it to me, insisting I must keep it. I had nothing to give
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the children. I decided to send a parcel of sweets and chocolate
bars for Hanje and Freddie when I got home; there were very few
sweets available in Holland, and I seldom used my sweet ration.

On the return journey we were to change trains at The Hague.
My penfriend Therese and Joan’s friend Willy were at the station
to meet us for the very first time. We had almost an hour to kill
before our train left for the Hook of Holland. We were returning
by a different route.

Therese was a tall pretty girl of seventeen, already courting
according to her letters. She spoke perfect English and said next
time I visited her country I must stay with her family in Den Haag.
It seemed unlikely that I would return to Holland in the near future
but I thanked her for the invitation. Mr Bonfield was engrossed in
conversation with Therese’s older sister; the two girls looked
almost identical. Joan’s penfriend Willy was a plump girl wearing
spectacles, as different from Therese as chalk from cheese. Willy
seemed rather shy. Mr Bonfield filled in gaps in the conversation
for us. I began to wonder if there was anyone in Holland that he’d
not met. There was much laughing and slapping of backs, but no
time to talk at length. I felt at a disadvantage when I looked at
attractive Therese — I must have been a disappointment to her, not
the kind of penfriend she would be proud to introduce to her
friends. We said our goodbyes and I joined the others on the train.
We were off to spend the night at a transit camp in the Hook of
Holland.

To us, the camp was great fun. We were all together, there was a
canteen, and places to wander within the compound. A few young
soldiers strolled past our hut and cast sidelong glances at us. Joan
said she would have been quite happy to spend her fortnight in
that camp. We felt free — no one to supervise our every move; we
didn’t even have to be on our best behaviour for our hosts. There
was the added pleasure of knowing we would be home by that
time tomorrow.

The next day’s sea crossing presented no problems. There were
fewer passengers on the ship, it was sunny and we were able to
stay on deck during the crossing. We had lunch with the sailors in
the galley, but I ate nothing — I was too excited at the prospect of
returning home. The journey seemed to take no time at all — ship,
train, coach, and suddenly there we were at Twickenham Green.
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Standing outside Peake’s the Chemist, waiting to carry our cases,
was Dad. He said they had heard on the news about children
being stranded at Harwich on the outward journey, and the letter I
sent them had not yet arrived. Mum had been worried sick. She,
Auntie, and my father were obviously relieved to see me home
safe and sound. Bess, too, made quite a fuss of us.

I showed Mum the scarf Mrs Koeroo had given me and
explained about the nightdress case. I told her about the kindness
of my hosts; that they had sacrificed two weeks’ holiday in order
to entertain me and had fed me well although there were food
shortages.

Mum made up a food parcel for the Koeroos and wrote them a
long letter of thanks. I also wrote, and packed up chocolate bars
for the children, but we never heard if they received it. Mum said
the parcel had probably been opened and the contents stolen en
route to Holland.

“What’s been happening while we’ve been away?” I asked Mum.

“Nothing much. I think Tony’s going to get that motorbike for
his birthday. His mother says he talks of nothing else.”

Tony got his motorcycle. We heard him roar past our house
every evening. His brother Douglas now worked with Mr Hermes
in the film industry — we guessed that Tony would also work in
that field; the whole family seemed to be involved in some way.
Years later Douglas became assistant director to Frank Launder
and Sidney Gilliatt.

Before Joan and I returned to our respective schools we went to
the shops in Richmond. We wandered into a large store, intending
to look around the fashion department, but as we were walking to
the lifts she nudged me.

“Look over there,” she said.

A young man in a civilian suit smiled at me. He was with a
young woman; they were looking at carpets. In a pushchair beside
them were two young babies. I stared at him for a moment, then
turned away.

“Isn’t that your soldier?” Joan asked.
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“He’s married,” I said in a casual tone of voice. It was quite a
shock.
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Chapter 17

My friends at art school were very interested in the stories I told
them about my trip to the Netherlands; they particularly liked the
one about the fried egg on bread and jam. I had also told them
lots of anecdotes concerning Aunt Rose and they liked the sound
of her. She was certainly a character. At eighty-two she still wore
her dangly earrings and beads, even when confined to bed with
bronchitis. I sometimes got her to pose for me while I sketched
her profile, but she seldom liked the finished drawing.

“I haven’t got a hooky nose like that!” she complained.
I drew a front view.

“Not a bit like me! Looks more like an old man, with all them
wrinkles.”

Auntie was fond of telling me that in her youth she had been
considered the best looking woman in Twickenham. Joan’s
grandpa’s friend Ike Collett, who remembered Auntie from her
bakery days, confirmed this. Not that Auntie was conceited — she
was confident. If she made up her mind about someone or
something, no amount of flattery could change her opinion.

Mrs Pearmund next door had taken in a lodger, a young Irishman
called Jimmy. He had black hair and blue eyes, and what Auntie
called ‘the gift of the gab’ —a typically Irish attribute, in her
opinion.

My mother soon became friendly with him; I think she had him
marked down as a possible future son-in-law if no one more
suitable turned up. Jimmy sometimes came in to see us, as did
most of the other neighbours. He sweet-talked my mother, made
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overt passes at all the young girls in the neighbourhood, and
flattered the elderly ladies.

“Sure, you’re a good-looking woman for your age, Auntie,” he
told my aunt, and smiled engagingly.

“I’m Mrs Lavell to the likes of you!” she replied stonily.

I quite liked Jimmy and certainly didn’t want Auntie to be rude
to him; he was only trying to charm her, after all.

“That was an awful thing to say,” I told her when he had gone.

“Got no time for the Irish,” she said firmly. “Seen too many of
them rolling drunk in my time... don’t you get taken in by the likes
of him, my girl.”

Jimmy continued to be charming to Auntie, however. Mum
believed a lot of the tall stories he told us, but Auntie never did.
He was very convincing; we were often taken in, but Auntie
always capped his tales with: “I can tell you’ve been home to kiss
the Blarney Stone again.”

Auntie wheezed and coughed her way through every winter; the
doctor called to see her each week. Young Dr Freeman knew our
family quite well by then — we had first visited him when Mum
wanted him to certify me fit to play games. He always asked after
my health. He had long ago given up telling my mother to lose
weight; she was so active and healthy compared with many of his
thinner patients, he openly admired her stamina. He was
nevertheless anxious for me to keep to a reasonable weight.

“Hello young lady. You’re looking thinner. Still arty, are you?”
Mum answered for me.
“No, she don’t eat nearly as much, Doctor.”

Dr Freeman looked perplexed so I hastily said that I was
enjoying art school and hoped to get a job in a studio eventually.
He often looked at drawings on our walls and had shown interest
when told I had done them. When he left I asked Mum what she
meant by her remark.

“What remark?”

“Saying I don’t eat as much.”
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“Well, he asked if you was still hearty — you know, hearty
appetite.”

I couldn’t stop laughing. “Oh Mum! He said arty! He meant
did I still draw and paint.”

Mum was indignant. “I don’t know any of they new-fangled
words. Anyway, | should think he thought you looked a real
funny-ossity in that there long skirt!”

Mum thought all art students looked real funny-ossities,
especially my friend Jean Hall. Jean was on a self-imposed diet of
apples, nuts and water. She often fainted at school. Sometimes
Mum persuaded her to partake of some home-made soup or bread
and dripping when she called at suppertime.

“You’ll waste away, you will,” Mum told her.

Jean was certainly frail looking. She and I were both mad about
animals — cats in particular. I think she really came to my house to
see Tib and Blackie, not for Mum’s pea soup and bread and
dripping. Jean had no intention of leaving art school at sixteen like
me — she wanted to go on to the Royal College of Art.

I told Miss Parlby and Miss Briggs of my intention to leave at
sixteen. Dad still had his job as storekeeper at the factory, which
now made parts for radios, but he would have to retire soon. He
was already sixty-five. He would have no pension apart from the
small sum provided by the State. Dad said he would have to do
painting and decorating again if anyone would take him on, but
Mum said we could manage to survive provided I got a job and
Dad could do a bit of decorating work for the neighbours.

“I’ll not have you pushing they great barrows with ladders and
stuff on again, Fred,” she said.

Miss Briggs had contacts in publishing. She liked me, and my
drawings. Although she taught design and dressmaking, and I was
studying fashion drawing for publication, I understood how
clothes were put together and knew how to show them off to
advantage in a drawing. I liked thinking up colour schemes and
designing flattering accessories to show with the clothes. Miss
Briggs complimented me on my work and said she was sure her
friend in publishing would be interested in my drawings.
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I was enjoying my final year at art school even more than the
first; it was wonderful, this freedom to draw and paint all day
long. 1 became very friendly with Marion, who was also
specialising in fashion. Miss Parlby thought it essential for us to
have some instruction in layout techniques, so she persuaded Mr
Shields to include us in his class one morning a week. Mr Shields
was Australian. All his pupils seemed to be male and a lot older
than us; they were learning the techniques of printing, lettering,
layout and poster work. Mr Shields did not want two fashion-
conscious young girls cluttering up his art room, but Miss Parlby
went to see Mr Coulson Davies, pleaded on our behalf and got her
way.

Marion and I could never fathom why Mr Shields’s students
liked him so much, or why he was considered a good tutor,
because he never allowed us in his room. He poked his head
round doors until he found an empty room — usually the one where
the plaster casts were kept — and made us sit in there on our own.
He gave us drawing boards and sheets of paper and told us to draw
the plaster casts. Once, he carried in an ancient tailor’s dummy,
draped a dusty old cotton dress on it, and told us to draw that. He
never returned to see what we had been doing, and he told us
nothing about lettering or layout. We were bored. We drew
caricatures of him wearing a bush hat and gave him legs like a
kangaroo. By the end of term we had thought up plots for several
detective novels, invented numerous nom de plumes for ourselves,
and used up a ream of paper drawing plaster casts, caricatures, and
writing limericks. It had been a complete waste of time.

Miss Parlby asked to see our portfolio of layouts. All we could
show her were drawings of plaster casts and the dress on the
tailor’s dummy.

“Where are your layouts?” she asked. “This is the kind of work
you were doing in your first year with me.”

“Mr Shields didn’t give us any to do.”

“What do you mean, he didn’t give you any? What were the
other students doing?”

We told her we had spent all our time shut away in a room by
ourselves. She went quite white and breathed heavily through her
nostrils.
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“I see,” she said, and walked stiffly out of the room. She went to
complain to Mr Coulson Davies but it was too late for anything to
be done on our behalf. We knew Mr Shields had won.

Miss Parlby inspired great affection in her pupils. Marion and I
were not in the least perturbed about our failure to learn layout
techniques, we trusted her to teach us anything we needed to
know.

Miss Parlby lived alone in a studio in Parsons Green. She was
devastated by the death of her cat, Bill, but was convinced his
spirit lived on; she believed all cats possessed a sixth sense. She
invited a few of us to visit her at home one Saturday.

“I’'m having a small soirée,” she said.

Marion, Jean and I arrived at Parsons Green and had difficulty
finding Miss Parlby’s studio-home; it was tucked away between
some ordinary suburban dwellings. A tiny, single-storey building
standing in its own small garden, it looked like a miniature chapel.
There were statues and a white angel in the front garden. Urns
contained trailing plants which had draped themselves around the
statues, and the paths were covered in creeper.

Miss Parlby came bustling out to meet us, her face pink and
smiling. She ushered us into her living room. It had an arched
ceiling and stained glass windows which dappled coloured lights
on a wall hung with Pre-Raphaelite paintings. The furnishings
were sparse: a low bed covered in cats hairs, a couple of wooden
chairs, a hand-carved stool and a tapestry chair with arms. Piles
of old books stood against the walls; canvases and drawings were
propped against a huge wooden easel which she said had belonged
to her father.

“Would you like to see some of Father’s drawings?” she asked.
She retrieved a battered portfolio from the corner and showed us
delicately inked drawings of angels and cherubs, now faded and
yellowed with age. We drank tea and talked about paintings.
Miss Parlby greatly admired the work of Augustus John. She had
many paintings and drawings done by her father’s friends, and
was especially fond of portraits of pale-faced women with long
frizzy tresses and haunted eyes. We drank more weak tea and
nibbled biscuits.
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“I should like you to meet my friends in the next road, they are
At Home today and we are invited. They are both extremely
talented,” Miss Parlby said, so we set off along the road.

A bright, elderly couple greeted us like long lost friends. Their
house was very large and contained a lot of paintings and objets
d’art: carved plaques, embroidered mats, hand-worked tapestries
on all the chair seats.

“Look at this wonderful work!” Miss Parlby enthused. “It is all
sold in aid of charity. My friends here organise sales of work and
local artists and craftspeople give their services free. Isn’t that
splendid?”

We agreed that it was splendid, admired everything on display
and marvelled at the craftsmanship, but we had no money to buy
anything. No one seemed to mind. Miss Parlby was always
generous in her praise of other people’s work, including that of her
students. She inspired us to greater efforts. She had no time for
those who refused to learn the basics of good drawing.

“You must experiment and find your own style,” she told us, “but
first you must learn the anatomy of an object. Nothing in nature
has a hard outline — it is not flat, it has form.”

I found it easy to talk to her about leaving art school. She knew
it was from necessity, not choice.

“I have spoken to Miss Briggs about you and she may be able to
help. Her friend in publishing is most interested in your work and
is going to arrange an interview for you soon.”

My father was pleased when I told him and Mum wrote to Miss
Parlby and thanked her for taking an interest in me. My mother
had no ambitious plans for me; she assumed I would want to
marry and have children at the earliest opportunity. That, in her
view, was the only worthwhile career for a woman. She did not
lack pride in my achievements; she was eager to show my
drawings to friends and neighbours and frequently secured unpaid
commissions for my work. Requests for hand-painted calendars
and personalised cards came thick and fast at Christmastime! She
hid my drawings of nudes in the cupboard in my bedroom.

“Fancy they people posing with nothing on! Better not let
Auntie see them.”
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Mum’s taste in art veered towards highly detailed landscapes and
sentimental Victorian prints. Our walls were covered in old-
fashioned framed prints; cows in a field, child with a dog, thatched
cottage beside duckpond, and a gigantic picture of a child in
ruched dress, mittens and satin bonnet, which Mum called Baby
Bunting.

“I wouldn’t part with that for anything!” she said.

Dad was a little more discerning in his tastes. He cast a critical
eye on my efforts and often spotted mistakes in perspective, or
too-heavy line-work in backgrounds.

“Can’t you smudge those trees a bit? They wouldn’t be as clear
as that in the distance.”

It was obvious I would never become a great artist but that did
not matter, to me. I needed to earn a living — if I could do so by
producing adequate work for publication I would be satisfied. 1
admired paintings and drawings by famous artists, and those
produced by colleagues who wanted to explore new techniques,
but I could not afford the luxury of experiment. Fine art was a
thing apart.

Halfway through the summer term Miss Briggs told me she had
arranged an interview for me. Dad accompanied me to London
that day; he wanted to time the journey and find the exact location
of Tower House, which was just off the Strand near Covent
Garden fruit and vegetable market. We walked across Waterloo
Bridge from the station. Dad waited downstairs in reception while
I took the lift to the sixth floor. I had to walk through the accounts
department to reach Miss Oliver’s room and was greeted by her
secretary, who introduced herself as Mrs Parrish.

“Perhaps you’d like to wait in my room for a moment until Miss
Oliver is ready for you?”

She smiled and fed paper into her typewriter. After a few
moments Miss Oliver appeared in the doorway, a middle-aged
lady with grey hair and square spectacles. She grinned
encouragingly, showing a row of spacey teeth.

“Come in, come in. How nice to meet you. Miss Briggs has
shown me some of your work already; I’'m sure we can use your
services.”
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She thumbed through my portfolio.

“You will be drawing clothes for our catalogues, and painting
fashion figures on showcards for the window,” she said. “Of
course, you will have to practise our style first...”

She showed me the catalogues they published. Rows of stiff
figures covered the pages; smiling women crammed close
together, arms by their sides. Printing techniques were poor at
that time and the paper was of inferior quality. Only the covers
were in full colour; the drawings inside were printed in sepia.

“As you can see, we have to make the most of a little space
nowadays, with these paper shortages. Come into the studio and
meet my other artists!”

I was too bewildered and shy to take in much of what she was
saying, but I glanced briefly at the four girls as she reeled off their
names.

They sat at drawing boards propped on slanting boxes. Four
pairs of eyes looked at me with interest — our arrival had
interrupted an animated conversation.

Miss Oliver whisked me away again and completed the
interview. 1 was to start work on January the fifth, 1948. That
would enable me to complete the summer term at art school, and
to have an extra term as a third year student. I had actually got a
job! I couldn’t wait to tell my parents the good news. They were
even more thrilled than me.

Marion’s father was very keen for her to start work. She had a
brother at grammar school and a little brother aged two years,
called Peter. He was a lovely-looking boy; Marion was proud to
take him out in his pram on Saturdays. I sometimes met them
shopping in the town. Marion and I often met for cycle rides or
walks by the river on summer evenings. I particularly enjoyed her
company, we always had plenty to talk about. She was an
attractive girl with long-lashed hazel eyes, thick dark hair and a
healthy, tanned skin. She loved the countryside; Marion had been
evacuated to Lostwithiel in Cornwall during the war and often
talked of her uncle’s farm and the ponies she rode in Cornwall.
She badly wanted a pony of her own.
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Physically, I was a late developer. I envied those friends who
had grown tall and looked like young women. At fifteen I needed
no brassiere and was barely five feet tall. No boy ever attempted
to make a pass at me; some of my art school friends already had
boyfriends and mixed easily with the opposite sex, but I only felt
at ease with girlfriends. I dreamed of becoming a femme fatale,
but felt sure I would never break any hearts. I told Marion of my
worries and she just laughed.

“Don’t be daft! I hate having a big bust — you’re lucky!”

Lucky! Marion had access to her mother’s make-up, but my
mother wore none. [ dabbed calamine lotion on my spots,
splashed my face with witch hazel, and reddened my cheeks with
cochineal stolen from Mum’s food safe. Hair rollers had not been
invented — we used pipe-cleaners or Dinky curlers; flat metal
contraptions which produced square curls. The result of my
camouflage was far from attractive. Mum gave me a searching
look.

“Whatever have you got on your face?”
“Witch hazel and calamine.”

“What’s that on your cheeks?”
“Nothing.”

She didn’t believe me but she let it go.

“Don’t be late in and don’t disturb Auntie — Dad and I will
probably be in bed when you get home.”

I met Marion at the bus stop opposite The King’s Head. She was
wearing a calf-length dress with a full, swinging skirt. We crossed
the road and strolled down to the waterside, where late rays of
sunlight gilded boats moored alongside Eel Pie Island. The
evening was warm and the sky streaked with amber. I basked in
my friend’s reflected glory as we walked along the towpath to
Richmond — her good looks and well-developed figure attracted
lots of wolf-whistles from boys who passed us.

“Won’t it be good to have some money of our own when we start
work?” I said, as we approached Richmond ice skating rink.

“I wouldn’t mind learning to skate, but if I get enough money I
shall probably leave home,” Marion said.
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“Where will you go?”

“Oh, I don’t know, perhaps I’ll get a room somewhere. My
father is very difficult — he’s always nagging me and arguing with
my mother.”

Her mother was a young, attractive blonde. Marion said she
thought her mother resented her growing up.

“My mother likes to go out dancing but my father is not a
sociable man,” she told me. “There will be opposition when I
start going to dances and meeting boys.”

It seemed very strange to me. My parents were devoted to each
other; they would be horrified if I thought of leaving home, unless
it was to get married when I was older.

We crossed Richmond Bridge and walked towards Milo’s, a neon
lit milk bar with a jukebox.

“Mum doesn’t like me going in Milo’s,” I said.
“Why ever not?”

“She’s got old-fashioned ideas about some things; she thinks
girls go there to get picked up.”

Marion let out a peal of laughter.
“What can happen to us over a milkshake?”

The milk bar was crowded with young people. We sat at a shiny-
topped table with our coffees, listening to the jazzy music. I sat
hunched over my cup, half expecting to be accosted, but nothing
happened. Marion’s hazel-green eyes sparkled as she looked
around the room at the other customers.

“Look at that chap over there! He reminds me of you.”
“Where?”

“Over there with that crowd of fellows...”

“Which one?”

“The one who keeps grinning.”

I could see no resemblance.

“He doesn’t look a bit like me!”
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“He does. He could be your brother, he’s got the same eyes and
the same teeth.”

“Don’t keep looking at them, they might come over,” I said
crossly.

Some boys at the counter turned to stare at us.
“Now look what you’ve done. Don’t talk to them,” I said.
“You are funny. They’re only people!”

I was painfully shy. I felt inadequate and plain, with my flat
sandals, flat chest, and spots on my chin.

“I don’t want to talk to them,” I said. “I’ve got nothing in
common with boys; they either want to talk about football or they
start being silly, and I hate both.”

I must have been a terrible wet blanket. I don’t know why
Marion put up with me when there were other, livelier girls
available. We finished our coffees. Marion found some money
for the jukebox and jigged about in her seat tapping her feet to the
music.

“Let’s go now.”

It was past ten o’clock, I was supposed to be home by then. We
strolled back along the main road; it was too dark to walk home
by the river.

“Will you get a bus at The Junction?” I asked.
“No, I’ll pick it up at The Green.”

I was glad of her company, the pubs were turning out and a
crowd of drunks whistled at us as we passed Henekeys. We parted
company at The Red Lion and I turned down Lion Road. There
was no one about. It was quite dark and there were no lights in
the front rooms of the houses. Suddenly I tripped, and realised the
strap on my sandal had broken. As I bent to examine my foot I
heard footsteps behind me... a hunched figure was hurrying
towards me. I took off the sandal and walked a little faster. The
footsteps behind me quickened. Panic-stricken, I started to run. It
was only about a hundred yards to The Dip beside The Royal
Albert but it seemed like a mile. The man was running behind
me; I could now hear him panting with the effort to keep up.
There was no light in The Dip; I bumped into the metal posts at
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the entrance and stumbled, but quickly recovered and fled into the
dark tunnel. I almost fell on top of a courting couple canoodling
in the darkness. It was a relief to find them there.

“Sorry!” I panted, as I ran to the safety of my road.

At my gate | turned to look back; the hunched figure was
silhouetted against the lighted window of a house opposite. I ran
to our front door and fumbled for my key.

A dim light shone under the door of Auntie’s room, but the rest
of the house was in darkness. Auntie woke up and coughed.

“Is that you, Rosie?”

I gingerly opened her door and peered into the room. My heart
was still thumping and I felt sick.

“Whatever time is it? [’ve been asleep. Your Mum and Dad
went to bed ages ago, I thought you’d never come. Put my curlers
in, there’s a good girl.”

I would have some explaining to do next morning, I was
supposed to be home at ten o’clock sharp. 1 looked out of my
bedroom window to see if the man was still there, but he had
gone.
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Chapter 18

In the summer holidays a letter of confirmation about my job
arrived from Miss Oliver. My hours were to be nine-thirty to five-
thirty,and my starting salary would be three pounds a week. After
tax, I could give Mum thirty shillings, put ten shillings away for
my season ticket, and still have money over for clothes, lunches
and entertainment! Three pounds a week was good money for a
sixteen-year-old in 1948 — the Bank of England paid juniors only
two pounds ten shillings. We knew, because Joan had passed
Matric and would be starting at The Bank when she left school.
Mum was thrilled when she read Miss Oliver’s letter. Next day
she took me to Kingston and bought me a new coat.

“You’d better look a bit decent when you start work,” she said.
“I shall be glad to see the back of that old blazer.”

It was the first grown-up coat I had ever possessed. Up to that
time I had worn a green coat made for me by the tailor in Heath
Road when I was thirteen. Mr Fish sat cross-legged in his shop
window stitching clothes by hand. The coat had cost Mum a lot of
money and still looked new, but it was too short for me and felt
very childish — especially when worn over my long dirndl skirt.
Mum had bought it for me when Miss Maggie died, leaving her a
small legacy.

I was already earning a little money in my spare time — not much
and not often, but Mum saved it for me. Jimmy, Mrs Pearmund’s
lodger, worked for a baker in St Margarets. His employer
produced a lot of special occasion cakes and the customers often
requested something unusual in the way of decoration. I painted
things on the cakes with vegetable dyes. I once painted all twelve
sides of a three-tier cake for a Silver Wedding celebration at the
Dorchester. I remember having to depict a Canadian Mountie on
his horse, a power boat, a boy scout, a vintage car, and numerous
other strange things on the sides of the cake. It was quite difficult
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to wield a brush without damaging the icing — sometimes the
cakes had already been piped along the edges.

Mrs Eldridge had also given me a strange commission. When
the saloon bar was rebuilt and refurbished, Watneys told her she
must only use ornaments that matched the colour scheme. She
had two very beautiful large Chinese plates which she wanted to
hang on the wall of the new saloon but they were the wrong colour
— they were blue. I'm sure they were old and valuable, but she
insisted I paint over the design using brown, green, and cream
colourings. It was sacrilege. I hated doing it but my mother had
promised Mrs Eldridge. I had to use oil paints; nothing else
would take on the glaze. I only hope a later owner of those plates
managed to remove the paint without damaging the surface
beneath — I was ashamed of my handiwork.

It seemed that things were working out well for everyone at that
time; I had a proper job lined up for next year, Joan would be
starting work in London soon after... I returned from shopping
one afternoon to find my mother ashen-faced. I could not believe
what she told me. That morning, Tony Hermes had been killed on
his motorcycle. It was so sudden, so unexpected, such a terrible
tragedy.

“Poor Mrs Hermes,” she sighed. “To think they missed five
years of his life so that he could be safe in America, and now he’s
gone. Wiped out in an instant — oh, I hate they damned
motorbikes.”

Everyone who knew the Hermes family was devastated by the
news. Joan and I talked about Tony and felt guilty that we had not
found it easy to converse with him. We thought how fortunate we
were to have survived the war — to have homes and families and a
future. Our mothers were deeply affected by Tony’s death,
conscious that new dangers could await us. Jimmy next door had
bought a motorbike.

“Don’t you ever accept a lift on that bike of his,” Mum said. “I
hate they things.”

I was content to ride my bicycle. There were not many cars on
the roads, few people could afford them. No one in our road had a
car. Marion and [ went cycling most weekends; we explored the
Surrey countryside. Marion found an Army Surplus Shop that
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sold workmen’s overalls and men’s blue jeans; we knew jeans
were popular in America so we each bought a pair. They were
made of stiff, dark blue denim and were miles too big for us, so
we bought dog collars and used them as belts. We hung horse-
brasses from the clips.

I appeared at breakfast one morning in one of Dad’s old shirts,
and the hideous jeans with the legs rolled up.

“You’re never going out like that!” Mum said. “What a sight
you do look — only common girls would go out dressed like that.”

I didn’t care. It was uncomfortable cycling in skirts which blew
up over my thighs and got caught in the saddle.

“Mum, everyone wears slacks, now.”

“Well, they things aren’t slacks. I hope you won’t meet anybody
you know; I don’t know what Miss Pontin will think if you ride
past her house dressed like that.”

Marion looked very feminine in her jeans. She wore a brightly
patterned yellow blouse which showed off her bust. We pedalled
miles, to Redhill, before we stopped to eat a sandwich in the
garden of a pub. It was a hot September day and the rough denim
jeans rubbed our legs and felt uncomfortable; we moved off to
find somewhere to sunbathe, and found a secluded spot in a field.
We discussed ‘The Grapes of Wrath’. We were heavily into
Steinbeck and Hemingway at that time. Our moods alternated
between deep misery and hysterical elation; we were quite certain
our generation would put the world to rights. We had a lot to
learn.

“It must be wonderful to live in a hot country,” Marion said. “I
want to go to Spain when I’m older.”

“I want to go to France.”

“Spain’s more exciting than France: full of colour, and the
Spanish have lots of festivals and bullfights.”

I loathed the idea of bullfights. Auntie had told me years ago
that poor, gored horses were stuffed with straw and sewn up so
that they could be used over and over again until they died. It was
the cruellest thing I could imagine.
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When I returned for my final term at art school, Rosemary told
me she had found a job with a greeting card company in London.
She said she would be starting work in the New Year, so we could
meet for lunch sometimes. She was amused to find that the
company produced humorous cards of the pop-up variety — far
removed from the work she had been doing at art school.

“Still, it’s a job,” she said. “Better to earn a crust designing pop-
ups than starve in a garret like the subjects I choose to paint!”

Our friend Woody did not return to art school. Jean Hall said she
had disappeared and the police were looking for her. The two
girls had gone for a walk by the river one evening, as Marion and I
often did, when Woody vanished. She had been on the lower path,
walking towards Richmond, while Jean was wheeling her bike
along the upper bank. Jean suddenly realised her friend had
stopped talking, so looked down to the lower path but could not
see her. She cycled along the bank to Richmond, thinking the
other girl had gone ahead, but there was no sign of her. The police
searched the stretch of river and asked the girls at art school lots of
questions. They wanted to know if Woody had ever mentioned
running away from home. One girl said Woody went to see a
Caribbean Dance Company in London recently and was obsessed
with the music. We thought perhaps she had run off to London.

There was no news of our missing friend in the weeks that
followed.

My mother asked me to cycle to Richmond one Saturday to see
Aunt Harriet. Artie was ill; Mum had made him a cake. Marion
agreed to accompany me. Aunt Harriet no longer came to visit us,
she was old and housebound; what little energy she retained was
used up caring for her sick son.

The house looked much as I remembered from years back — still
furnished in the style of the 1920s. A fringed silk Spanish shawl
was draped over the piano; the pictures on the walls were silver-
framed silhouettes of palm trees against iridescent peacock-
coloured skies, stylised sunsets and soaring tropical birds. Artie
lay on a chaise longue in the back room, a Paisley rug draped
across his knees. His lean face was parchment-coloured, the
eyebrows thin as if drawn with a fine pencil. His hair, naturally
curly, was still thick. On a glass-topped table beside him lay a
cigarette case, a lighter, and an ivory cigarette holder balanced on
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an ashtray. His voice was barely audible when he turned to greet
me. [ introduced Marion and turned to kiss Aunt Harriet.

“What a surprise! How tall you are!” she said. She looked more
like Gran than I remembered; she had grown her hair and wore it
in a bun. She moved slowly, her long black dress rustling as she
walked.

“Do you remember when you used to come here as a little tot?
You used to wait for Artie to come home for his dinner, and pinch
new potatoes off his plate!”

I had forgotten that.
“Have you still got the fish tank in the garden?”

“No. It’s all dried up now. We’ve only got Polly, and my little
baby.”

Aunt Harriet’s baby was a tiny Pekinese with watery eyes and a
snuffly nose. She picked it up and hugged it. Its pink tongue
lolled.

“Poor baby, you’ve lost your teeth, haven’t you?”

The dog licked her face and she laughed. A parrot in a domed
gilt cage started shrieking and dancing on its perch.

“Alright Polly, we’ve got visitors. Settle down.”

The parrot shuffled sideways on its perch, one eye cocked to
look at us. Artie’s thin hand reached for a cigarette. He fitted it in
the holder, lit it and blew wispy smoke rings into the air. We
could hear him wheezing and his face took on a bluish tinge. He
noticed Marion’s concerned glance and smiled wanly.

“Never get hooked on the weed, girls. It’s my only pleasure in
life, now.”

“Go on, enjoy it,” Aunt Harriet said. “I have one myself
occasionally. Anyway, you like having visitors, don’t you?
George will be here to see you in a minute.”

Marion and I felt ill at ease, not knowing what to talk about. I
made a fuss of the dog, and asked Artie if he was getting better.

“Some days I’m better than others,” he said.
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He must have been in his early forties but looked a lot older. I
wondered what was wrong with him but didn’t like to ask.

“Kind of your mother to send a cake; alright, is she?”

The doorbell rang. Aunt Harriet hobbled along the hallway and
returned with Artie’s friend George, a bald man in a tweed suit.
George shook hands with Artie, who then introduced us. George
pulled up a chair and placed it at the end of Artie’s makeshift bed.
His eyes were tiny dots behind thick horn-rimmed spectacles. He
talked in a mildly teasing voice to Artie, but his eyes remained
fixed on me.

“So you’ve got visitors, eh? Cousins, are you?”

Artie said nothing, so I said:“Not really — sort of, I suppose.
Aunt Harriet is my grandmother’s sister.”

“Quite a young lady, eh Artie? How old are you?”
I told him Marion and I were fifteen, nearly sixteen.

“Fifteen! Do you hear that Artie? Fifteen and the whole of life
in front of them! What are they going to do with it I wonder?”

It was obviously a joke I didn’t understand because George,
Artie, and Aunt Harriet all laughed a lot and Artie had a coughing
fit.

“I’m training to be an artist — so is Marion.”
“An artist! Do you hear that, Artie? An artist!”

Further peals of laughter. Marion and I exchanged glances.
Dare we suggest it was time to go home? I plucked up courage
and told Aunt Harriet I had to do some shopping for Mum.

“No time for a glass of sherry?”
“No thank you. We’d better be off.”

We said our goodbyes. Artie politely thanked me for coming and
said he hoped I’d visit him again. I bent to kiss his bony cheek.

“Yes, do come again!” George said. He stood up, then gave us a
sweeping bow. “A pleasure to meet you. I really mean that. A
pleasure.”

Aunt Harriet accompanied us to the door and told me to be sure I
thanked my mother for the cake.
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“You’ve really cheered us up!” she said.

Marion and I pedalled home, laughing all the way.
“Who was that awful creep?” she asked.

“I’ve no idea! Never seen him before.”

“Ask your mother.”

“She won’t know either. I don’t think she’s seen Artie for years
— she sometimes gets news from Aunt Harriet’s daughter Nell, but
she never tells me anything about them.”

“That terrible cough he’s got! He looks weird, doesn’t he,
Artie?”

I agreed.

Mum wanted to know all about Aunt Harriet and Artie.
“Poor chap, I don’t think he’s long for this world,” she said.
“What’s the matter with him Mum? Has he got cancer?”

“Don’t know what it is. Don’t think the doctors know either.
He’s led a very fast life, I expect it’s telling on him now.”

“What do you mean — a fast life?”
“Oh, he’s mixed with all sorts. A fast set. Not our sort.”
I was no wiser.

Three weeks later Nell came to visit. Mum asked me about
Artie’s friend George, afterwards.

“What did George have to say to you?”
“Nothing really. He kept laughing about me being an artist.”

“Well, Nell’s seen Aunt Harriet and Artie since, and they said
George kept talking about you after you left. Said how attractive
you were and wants to know where you live.”

I was horrified.

“What! That awful old man? He’s horrible! Ugly!”
“Well, he liked you.”

“I certainly didn’t like him. He’s foul.”
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“He’s got a lot of money, and he owns a pub.”
“He can keep it!”

“Well, I'm only telling you what Nell said.”
“I don’t want to know.”

At the end of term I attended the art school’s Christmas dance.
Mum gave me money to buy a dress; I bought a green crepe
creation with a cross-over bodice from a shop in Richmond — not a
wise choice for a person with a flat chest; I had to use a safety pin
to keep the neckline in place. I pinned an artificial orchid on one
shoulder, cochinealed my cheeks and lips, and thought I looked
glamourous. My confidence was soon eroded when I saw the
array of fashionable gowns worn by the other girls. They all had
bosoms, for a start. No one asked me to dance, which was a
blessing because I didn’t know how. I spent the evening sitting
with my friends at the far end of the hall. We were intrigued to
see our tutors dancing with their respective wives and husbands.

“Look at her! Look at him! What a young wife he’s got!”

Even more interesting to see whether any of the masters would
ask students to dance. Quite a few did.

“Look! I knew he fancied her — she always stays on after the
lesson to help him clear up!”

Older students danced together; they were already dating. We
sixteen-year-olds were not attracted to boys our own age; they
were too shy to dance in any case. Miss Parlby came across to our
table to wish me well in my career.

“I’'m sure you will do well, Rose. How nice you look this
evening — have you seen Miss Briggs? Doesn’t she look lovely in
that dress?”

Miss Briggs was clad in black velvet. She looked rather
dramatic. Her black hair was parted in the centre and drawn back
into a severe chignon. She was standing at the edge of the dance
floor adjusting the folds of someone’s dress. Pat, an older student,
had made a voluminous dress out of white parachute silk. Around
the hem of the full skirt she had painted huge posies of flowers. It
was a work of art. Pat wanted to be a fabric designer. She was
certainly the belle of that ball, drawing gasps of admiration every
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time she turned and allowed the swirling skirt to reveal its floral
beauty.

I knew I would have to learn to waltz, quickstep and foxtrot. I
couldn’t afford lessons yet — perhaps Marion would join a club
with me when I started work.

Mr Coulson Davies wished everyone a happy Christmas. We
collected our coats and walked the long way home through the
town. I wanted to be with the others. Chatting , laughing, calling
each other old hags, we made plans to meet again in the future.
Rosemary promised to ring me at work and meet me for lunch in
the Strand. We said our goodbyes at The Junction and Marion
walked with me to The Red Lion.

“I’ll call round on my bike next week,” she said. ‘“Have a nice
Christmas.”

“And you.”

After Christmas I was at home one evening when Jean Hall
arrived with some news. Woody had come back. She was with
her parents and in a very nervous state. On the night she vanished
she had hitched a lift in a lorry which took her as far as Cable
Street in the East End. She wanted to find out more about black
people and their music. She wandered into a cafe and got
involved with a crowd of people who took her to a house in a dark
street nearby. She thought it was a brothel. The women were
quite kind to her; she was not made to work as a prostitute but
they dyed her fair hair black and she helped them clean the house.
They fed her but gave her no money. When she had been with
them several weeks she got tired of the life and became scared, but
they did not want her to go in case she told the police. They could
have been arrested for abducting her. The man who owned the
house eventually trusted her with money to go shopping, but she
used it to come home. She would not tell her parents or the police
the name of the cafe or the address of the house, she was
frightened of getting the people into trouble.

My mother listened to Jean’s tale and was horrified.

199



“Her poor parents! They’ll be afraid to let her out of their sight
in future,” she said.

Woody never did return to the art school. Jean Hall told us the
family intended to move to another district; we heard no more
news of them and I never saw Woody again. Years later, Marion
said someone had met her in Chelsea — she was engaged to a
curate. We never found out if it was true.

The fifth of January was only a week away. I longed to start
work. It would be wonderful to earn a living doing something |
would gladly have done for pleasure. I hoped I could one day
earn enough money to help Dad make some improvements at
home; I wanted a bathroom. It was difficult to wash in the
scullery, although Dad had recently fitted a bath in there. It was a
monstrous white object which someone had discarded from an old
house. We had no hot water on tap, so two large buckets of water
had to be heated on top of the gas stove to cover the bottom of the
bath to a depth of three inches. The bath was covered with a
table-top when not in use and I had to shift a pile of utensils
before removing it. Neighbours frequently came to our back door
so | had to bolt it and draw the curtains every time I wanted to
wash. Mum forgot I was growing up, and called “Come on in”
when anyone tapped the door.

“It’s only Mrs Pearmund,” she would say. “She won’t mind

ER]

you.
“Mum! Don’t tell people to come in when I’m undressed!”
“Don’t be silly, nobody’s going to take any notice of you.”

“Do you think Dad will ever be able to build a proper bathroom?
We could knock down the wall between the coal cellar and the
W.C. and that would make enough room.”

“Whatever for? We’ve got a bath!”
“If I ever earn enough money we can move.”
Mum was indignant and hurt.

“I won’t leave my home till I’'m carried out in a box,” she said.
“There’s worse things in life than having no bathroom, my girl.”

I could understand Mum’s reluctance to change things. No home
improvements could alter her life. She had Auntie living in the
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front room, needing constant attention, and soon Dad would be
jobless. My parents’ only treat was the weekly trip to The Royal
Albert; for them, it was enough. They could relax and enjoy some
company for a couple of hours on a Saturday night. On weekday
evenings they played cards with Auntie and the elderly man from
across the road. Dad had made a flat board to put on Auntie’s bed,
and they sat on chairs around her. Auntie’s brain was still very
alert. She read the newspapers every day and watched the
comings and goings of neighbours from her window. There were
fewer children to watch; most of them were at school. The family
across the road were, at long last, going to start life anew in
Canada.

“God help their poor grandmother when she sees that lot!”
Auntie said.

Mum said it was the best thing that could happen to the children.
They would have space and freedom, and a chance to make
something of their lives. Fathers had returned from the services
wanting to make up for the lost years away from their families.
Their children were to have a better chance in life. Everyone
seemed to have ambitious plans for the future — it seemed unlikely
that others of my generation would be content to grow old in these
surroundings.

Joan’s mother called regularly for a game of cards. She often
shopped for my mother, and helped keep Auntie’s room tidy.
Mum said she would find it hard to manage without Bess. Joan
had got good results in her Matriculation. She was a smart girl
and attractive.

Soon I would be working with strangers. I wondered what they
would be like — not, I hoped, snobbish and critical of my humble
background. What if I made friends and brought them home? I
knew Mum would make them welcome and felt guilty about my
worries.

I got up very early the day I started work. Dad was finishing his
breakfast when I appeared.

“Hope it all goes well for you,” he said.

Tib climbed down from his perch on Dad’s shoulder and brushed
against my legs. I picked him up and cuddled him close. I carried
him to the gate to see Dad off on his bicycle.
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“Go and see Auntie now, she’s waiting for you to comb her hair,”
Mum said.

Auntie had clambered out of bed and was perched on a chair, her
arms caught in her nightdress.

“Help me out of this, there’s a good girl,” she said.

We both struggled to free her; she found it hard to move once she
was seated.

“I shall have to get up earlier now you’re working,” she said.
“Can’t leave your poor mother to do everything. You’d better
comb my hair out before I wash.”

“Do you want me to put your earrings in?”
“No. Leave them today — go and fetch my water.”
When Auntie was settled I donned my new coat.

“You look very nice indeed!” Mum said. “I’ve cut some
sandwiches for you to take for your lunch.”

She handed me a carrier bag; she had used at least half a large
loaf.

“Mum! I can’t eat all these!”
“Go on, take them. You’ll get hungry, you wait and see.”
“Not that hungry, Mum!”’

“You’d better get off now. No harm in being early on your first
day.”

She came to the gate with me.

“Mum?”

“What?”

“Suppose they don’t like my work?”
“’Course they’ll like it, silly!”

“Suppose the people there don’t like me?”

“There’s no supposing anything of the sort. You just stop
worrying my girl, and cross your bridges when you come to
them.”
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It was her favourite saying. I ambled past the familiar fences,
noticing, for the first time, peeling paint on Mrs Pearmund’s
gatepost. Auntie’s old house at the corner looked neat and well
tended. The fence at the back of the corner shop seemed lower
than I remembered. As a child I had pressed my eye to a knothole
to look at stacks of empty boxes piled in Mrs Chambers’s yard.
The shop had been sold to a couple called the Mathers; they had
modernised it and planted a small lawn at the back.

Through The Dip, past Mrs Cox’s old shop, now owned by Mrs
Baxter, and on past the County School playing field. Hot, steamy
smells emanated from a laundry on the corner. A few men with
rolled umbrellas and briefcases were hurrying into the station
entrance.

“Ticket, Miss?”

I flashed my new season ticket and crossed the bridge. The
frosty platform was already crowded with commuters, it was
nearly eight o’clock. My new off-white tweed coat was not very
warm, [ wished I had taken Mum’s advice about wearing a
cardigan. I studied the people waiting for the train and noticed a
girl with bright auburn hair standing at the far end of the platform.
Doris, my old friend from Kneller School, was easy to recognise;
she had changed little in the last three years. Clever, lively,
talented Doris! I had not kept in touch with her. What a shame
she had not joined the rest of us at art school — she would have
loved it.

Before 1 could reach her, the train arrived. The carriage was
crowded; I had to stand. I clung to a strap near the door as more
people piled in. My coat brushed the newspaper of a woman
seated in front of me and she looked irritated. I apologised.

The door of the carriage slammed shut, the guard blew his
whistle and the train headed for Waterloo. I had to remind myself
I was sixteen and grown up — [ was leaving my childhood behind.

THE END
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Rose at 16

Fred, Aunt Rose Lavell & Rose
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Fred helps out...

-..while Dorothy earns a few extra pennies painting
plastic toys
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Dorothy Pickles (1894-1972) outside 24 Talbot

Road, Twickenham, with Tibs - the last of a
long line of much-loved cats
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