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To Jessie, my mum, who set the whole thing off and to Ron, my dad, who in writing this, I’ve finally come around to forgiving.
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Beginnings


In the leafy London suburbs at 8 Greenwood Avenue, Brimsdown, out in far-flung Enfield, there’s a party going on. But nothing like the party that Jessie White attended a few weeks before at Georgie Clark’s council house. No, nothing like that party.


Whilst not in any way a sad place, number 8 is certainly not a particularly festive household. Other than early on, when they gave a birthday party or two for Jessie, their then newly adopted daughter, Fred and Nel White have never really done parties. They are two highly principled, forward-thinking, educated, working-class people. They just don’t go in for that sort of thing.


But tonight is special and marks an important stage in their life as a proud ‘modern’ family. Jessie, the daughter they adopted when she was a toddler, has achieved maturity. This is her 21st birthday party.


And, in her own way, as a modern, well-brought-up young lady, Jessie has ‘done her bit’ cutting pit props for the mines as her contribution to the war effort. And so, to welcome her aboard the ‘grown-up club’, her mother, Nel, has organised a little celebration.


Jessie’s headmistress from grammar school is there; her ‘company commander’ from the Timber Corps section of the Land Army and two senior members of the Enfield Highway Co-operative Society (‘Ladies Section’) have come along too, as well as Mr and Mrs Mitchell, the owners of the smallholding that still abuts Fred’s allotment. It is quite a gathering.


The party is a big success. When they’ve all gone home, Jessie comes into the kitchen as Nel dries the last of the cups and saucers.


‘Thanks for tonight, Mum.’


‘Don’t thank me, dear, thank your father.’


‘I did, but Mum, it was you too, so thank you.’


‘You looked lovely tonight, I was proud of you.’


‘Mum, erm . . .’ She just can’t get it out. She tries again. ‘Mum . . .’


Nel wipes down the draining board and turns. She smiles at her daughter, now a woman in her own right. ‘Yes, Jessie?’


‘Mum, I’m going to have a baby.’


Nel stands with the tea towel dangling, her eyes focused on Jessie’s face like searchlights through the night.


‘You are what?! Jessie Dorothy White!’ Her face has completely blanched, her fine, dark features are drawn tight like bowstrings, taut and terrifying.


Jessie knows to watch it from that point on, but even so she isn’t quick enough to completely avoid the wide-swinging smack that rings resoundingly through her head two seconds later.


‘How dare you come home and tell me that?’


Bang! Again. Head ringing.


‘Mum, I’m sorry, I’m so, so—’


‘You’re what? You’re sorry? Sorry? What do you mean, sorry? You’re sorry you are pregnant? You’re sorry I’m angry? What are you sorry about? You stupid, selfish . . . How could you do this to me and your father – after all he’s done for you? You thankless, ungrateful, dirty little thing.’


‘Mum . . .’ Jessie pleads.


‘Just get away from me. I don’t even want to be in the same room as you. Just go away, just get up to your bedroom. Go, go, go. I have to think.’


*


A week later, Fred is eating the porridge that Nel has prepared. They are sharing the last drop of tea. It’s about five o’clock in the morning.


‘Six o’clock this evening they’re going to be here,’ she says to her husband.


‘They?’ He looks at her inquisitively.


‘Him and his older brother.’


‘And where is she?’


Nel doesn’t answer.


‘Nel, where is she?’ Fred doesn’t get noisy when he gets angry, he goes quiet. He says, so softly you can hardly hear him, ‘Nel, where is she?’


Nel looks straight into his beautiful, deep, honest eyes. ‘I don’t know where she is, Fred. I’ve no idea. She went off this morning but I think she’s gone to see Brodnick.’


‘Poor bugger, I think he would have been just right for her,’ Fred sighs.


*


That evening, Fred makes his home as ever on the trolley buses that run north out of London via Seven Sisters and Stamford Hill, all the way to Enfield Wash. He works for the bus company as an electrician; all the drivers and conductors that run out of the Chalk Farm garage know ‘Whitey’, and so he rides those buses as his own. He sits to the rear of the bus with the conductor. They laughed and joke a lot, but when the bus stops at The Angel in Edmonton, all the banter stops. Fred has spotted, amongst the crowd that comes aboard, two young men, both in demob suits: one tall and strapping – already prematurely balding; the other shorter, dapper, more Latin-looking.


He watches them go upstairs, where the big one lights a cigarette. And they sit very quietly, hardly exchanging a word.


Whitey spies on them via the conductor’s mirror from downstairs. Just as he’s predicted, they get off at his stop, Carterhatch Lane. He gets off after them and follows them, lagging behind, wondering which one of them it is.


They pause at the gate and he catches them up and walks through the gate into the garden. He pauses half way up the path. They look at each other as he turns.


‘Ronald Lamb?’ he enquires.


The taller one says, ‘I’m William, this is Ronald.’ He introduces his younger brother as though he is denouncing him and throwing him to the wolves.


Fred’s memories of life on the rougher side of London are brought back to life by these two.


‘I suppose you’d better come in.’


He leads them through the hall and seats them in the front room, which is dressed with all the best furniture, spick and span, not a single particle of dust, every surface polished and smelling of beeswax. The two of them sit uncomfortably as the big old clock on the mantelpiece ticks off the seconds.


‘So you’re . . . the father?’ Nel is standing in the doorway, her eyes fixed on Ronald. Ronald starts to get up, as does William.


‘Erm, look, Mrs White . . .’ Ron smiles.


*


About an hour later, Fred closes the door behind the two brothers and walks back into the front room. Nel is at the net curtains watching the father of her grandchild-to-be disappearing down the street.


‘Oh Fred. Who could ever have thought she’d end up like this?’


‘Well, it’s history repeating itself; her mother was in just the same boat.’ Fred walks to the foot of the stairs and calls out, ‘Jessie, come down here please.’


A door opens upstairs and a few seconds later Jessie walks into the room.


Fred looks at Jessie, his adored little angel. ‘It’s all sorted out,’ he says. ‘You’re getting married on the fifteenth of next month. His brother William will be the best man and he and his wife . . . I can’t remember her name . . . ?’


‘Ruth,’ snaps Nel.


‘Yes, Bill and Ruth will stand as godparents to the child. Then the pair of you’ll come and live here with us until you can sort somewhere out for yourselves. With things the way they are, Christ knows how long that will take.’


*


Liverpool Street Station the following morning is filled with the smell of coal smoke and oily steam. There are people all over, thousands of people scurrying everywhere. Amongst them, standing beneath the main clock, is a tall blond young man in the uniform of the Free Polish Army. He is obviously waiting for someone.


Nel and Jessie pick their way through the crowds. Jessie sees the man first from twenty or thirty yards away and stops.


‘Go on, Jessie.’ Nel shoves her forward, remaining where she stands herself. The man sees them through the crowds and smiles.


Jessie walks up to him, her eyes filling with tears. She hands him a brown manila envelope.


He takes it and says, ‘What is this, Jessie?’


‘It’s your money, Brodnick,’ she says. ‘The money you’ve been sending for me to save. I’m not going to marry you, Brodnick. It wouldn’t be right. I’ve got to go with him, he’s the father.’


He stands holding the envelope. ‘But Jessie, you don’t have to. I’ve told you before, I will take you both. You and the child.’


She shakes her head and turns away and the tears start to pour down her cheeks. Heartbroken, she walks back through the crowds to Nel.


‘Great start eh?!’
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A Little Boy


My God, they were a complicated pair, my mum and dad: talk about a couple who should never have married. What a mistake, an absolute and utter mismatch. Jessie White caught Ron Lamb’s eye in the closing moments of 1946. Two ordinary people, both of them average height: she with a warm and friendly face, brown hair and sparkly smile; he with darker hair, smoothed back with Brylcreem air-force-style.


They were both good dancers; he was always the joker and she was always ready for a laugh. ‘If I said you had a lovely figure, would you hold it against me?’ I’m sure he would have opened with something like that. And as they danced those final minutes of New Year’s Eve away, something clicked between them. The spark was gone almost as quickly as it came, but it was already too late. After a hurried fumble in a shed on the edge of the local park in the first hours of 1947, nine months later this mismatched twenty-something couple were no longer carefree and single. Her father and my dad’s brother had pretty much forced them to get married, as was the way back then. Neither of them were ready to settle down and start a family – and particularly not with one another. They hardly knew each other, but here they were, Mr and Mrs Lamb, and the only thing they had in common was me.


*


Ron missed my birth; he was still at work and my mum went through the struggle of labour without him. He peddled up to the hospital later on his old gas company bicycle. There I was, a brand new baby-boomer, all set to conquer the world, but hampered right from the start by those two poor souls who’d got themselves stuck in this situation.


For the first few years we lived with my mum’s parents in Greenwood Avenue. It was a small red-brick semi. Cosy and immaculate, it had a perfectly kept garden at the front and a well-trimmed lawn and apple tree at the back. It certainly wasn’t anything grand, but they worked hard and were proud of the home they’d created.


My granddad always referred to himself as the gaffer and I always called him Gabba. I remember him as he was, at about the same age as I am now. Medium height and balding, he always wore spectacles on his pointy nose and had a smiley, pleasant countenance. I always picture him with his sleeves rolled up, working on his allotment, which seemed to be where he spent all his spare time, growing his prize-winning vegetables: immense onions, leeks, parsnips and cabbages; glorious, long, even-looking runner beans and big fat hairy gooseberries – everything seemed to achieve incredible proportions. Every year he’d walk away from the horticultural society with medals, ribbons and rosettes. He used to drive a motorbike and I would sit on my nan’s lap in the sidecar alongside him. He had survived four years in the trenches during the First World War and when he came home he got a job as an electrician at the General Bus Company, where he went on to work for forty-nine years.


My nan, Nel, was a well-educated working-class girl from Dorset, who came to London to go into service and later worked as a conductress on the buses. I have a photo of my Nan in a 1920s-style knitted swimming costume. She was rather a strict, austere, Victorian woman of average height and very strong political convictions. Gabba and Nan were both thirty-six years old when they adopted my mum, she was three years old, and they had finally accepted that they wouldn’t be able to have children. They loved and cherished her as if she were their own daughter, so when my mum and dad needed help getting on their feet as a family, they naturally offered them a home to live in.


My dad’s family, the Lambs, only lived a few miles away in Edmonton, but it was as if they inhabited a totally different world. They were a touch closer to London, in a darker, less salubrious, seedier area. Instead of the cosy and tidy lives Gabba and Nanny White lived, they had a large and lively family. There had been eight children, only six of whom survived. My dad was in the middle and he grew up at 192 Brettenham Road East, a tough area of terraced workmen’s houses built near a big industrial estate along the River Lee in Edmonton. Down the road was the coal merchants, where there were stables for the horses that used to pull the local rag-and-bone men’s cart and the shrimps and winkles cart on a Sunday afternoon. ‘Shrimps and Whiiiiiiinkalls!’, ‘Old rags and bowwwwnns!’ came the cries along the street; there was always some kind of shouting along there. It was a rough corner of suburban London; the street was full of families like the Tibbles, the Targets, the Slacks and old Mrs Wackett, the greengrocer whose cave-like shop on the corner always smelt of boiled beetroot and potatoes. She’d stand there in that same apron every day, swearing her head off. I recall she once asked my nan who the woman walking by with one of the local men was and, when she found out, her reply was hilarious. ‘Gelfriend? That was ’is bleeding gelfriend? She looked like a fuckin’ navvy wiv ’is bollocks chopped off?!’


My granddad, Albert Lamb, was tiny – under five feet tall. I was bigger than him by the time I was eleven. He was a map printer by trade. As a lithographer, his was a reserved occupation and exempted him from military service. While men around him were going off to fight in the war, he kept working. Indeed he worked through World War I, the Depression of the thirties, World War II and right through until he finally retired at seventy. He made a good wage but he drank away much of what he earned. Granddad Lamb met his wife, Maud, my beloved Nanny Lamb, during World War I when she worked in a munitions factory.


Nanny Lamb was altogether bigger than my granddad – and she was really tough. She was a loving mother but she was never averse to giving her boys a clip round the ear and, as my Uncle Bill once said, ‘If she landed you one, you knew it!’


*


My mum and dad did their best to make things work. Fourteen months after I was born, my brother Wesley came on to the scene. There were thousands of young couples thrown together by World War II, ill-matched and with nowhere to live but with family. That can put a strain on the strongest of relationships, to say nothing of one as tenuous and destined to fail as Ron and Jessie’s. After four years of scrimping and saving, they managed to get enough for a deposit on a newly built house. They were free and all set to make a life together; surely if they had their own home, things would be better between them?


The place they bought was in Trinity Lane, Cheshunt, just north of London. In a rare romantic moment, they called the house ‘Wedlands’, a name that came from happy days my mum had spent with Nanny White’s family in Dorset. Here we were, the four of us, a family. I think my mum and dad were caught up in a Hollywood-inspired make-believe world. They were of a generation that watched romantic wartime love films, and I think in some way they were following that unobtainable dream. She had been a Land Girl serving in the country and he was a Brylcreem boy. They were returning heroes after the war and this was what you did: you built a home, raised a family and lived happily ever after. But of course it wasn’t like that. They weren’t right for each other, they weren’t right together. They argued and fought constantly.


Gradually the realities of married life, with two young boys, where neither party was happy, began to start forming cracks in their relationship, and neither of them was emotionally equipped to deal with the situation. They were kids, after all, both of them much younger than my son is now. With all that pressure to try and make it work, they were on a bobsleigh ride to hell. Night after night I’d wait for the rows to start, hoping that I would hear them before it got too stoked-up and I could grab the opportunity to run down the stairs and get between them, beg them to stop. Sometimes it worked but other times it didn’t.


They’re arguing down there, I thought to myself, I can’t believe it. They were friendly all day today but there they go again . . .


I crept out of my bed and across the little landing so that I could hear more clearly what they were actually saying down in the kitchen, but they had closed the door. They must have been aware that I would be ‘on alert’ and they were keeping the volume down. But even though the words weren’t all discernible, my trouble antenna told me that what was going on between them wasn’t friendly. I could hear the odd word but it made no sense. Their rows rarely did. It always seemed to be about ‘someone else’, ‘some other man’ who likes my mum. That’s all it ever seemed to be about, this ‘other man’ or all the men she looks at and likes more than him. And it always finished up the same way, with Mum crying and him shouting louder and louder. It was so frightening and now I could hear Mum saying she will leave him. I recently heard her say, ‘I’ll divorce you!’ and when I asked John and Alan – the boys who live across the road who Wesley and me sometimes play with – what divorce means, they both said that ‘it’s where a mummy and daddy go and live in different houses’, but when I asked them what happens to the children, they said they didn’t know.


Suddenly the hallway door flew open and my mum came out and saw me crouching on the top stair.


‘What are you doing there, Larry? I told you to go back to bed and go to sleep.’


‘Why are you crying, Mum?’


The back door slammed and she looked through to where my dad must have gone out into the garden.


‘Mummy and Daddy were talking and I got a bit upset. Now come on, you go on back to bed.’


‘But why are you crying, Mum? What’s wrong? Is Dad still angry?’


‘Just a little bit,’ she said as she wiped her eyes with her handkerchief.


‘But why? I thought he was better? What’s made him angry again? Why does he get so angry mum?’


‘Questions, questions, you’re always asking questions. Come on, silly, let’s get you off to sleep.’


She led me up the stairs and walked me back to the bedroom. ‘Why don’t you sleep like your little brother? Look at him – Wesley’s fast asleep like a good boy. Come on, you climb into bed and I’ll give you a cuddle.’


‘But I can’t sleep when you and Dad are arguing,’ I told her. ‘It makes me frightened. Where is he?’


‘Oh he’s gone out into the garden.’


‘But it’s dark out there, what’s he doing, he can’t be doing the garden in the darkness, can he? Why doesn’t he come in?’


‘He’ll be in soon. He won’t be long.’


She cuddled me and swung her legs up on to my bed, curving her body around me. ‘Mum, what does divorce mean?’ I felt her draw a breath very quickly, then it went quiet for a long time. I heard the back door open and then close. I could feel her tension increase as she struggled with my question and as she heard my dad coming back in.


‘JESSIE!’ We both jumped at the sound of his loud whisper from the bottom of the stairs.


‘I’ll be down in a minute, Ronald, I’m just getting Larry off to sleep,’ she called back, as softly as she could so as not to wake the deeply sleeping Wes. She wasn’t answering me.


‘What does it mean, Mum?’ I was determined to have her explain this seemingly impossible state. How could John and Alan be right? I had to hear it from her.


‘Tell me. Speak, Mum. I heard you say it again tonight!’


‘Well,’ she said, and I could feel her tensing up again, ‘it means . . . it means . . . when two people who are married to each other live in different houses.’


‘What? Like next door to each other?’


‘No, not next door. Sometimes a long way away from each other.’


‘But Mum, where do the children go if the mum and dad live in different houses? They can’t live in two places, can they?’


‘No, dear, they can’t.’


‘So where do they go then? And what happens to the house that they lived in before. Who lives there?’


‘Well someone else comes and lives there, another family.’


‘So does that mean that the mummy and daddy and the children that don’t live in the house any more aren’t a family any more?’


‘Oh my little Larry,’ she sighed, ‘you do ask a lot of questions.’


I half turned my head to her and whispered, ‘Are we going to stop being a family, Mum?’


I suppose I must have known already that it couldn’t go on; for one thing I wouldn’t have been able to put up with it continuing the way it was. They seemed to hate each other, but of course that was impossible: they were married, which meant they loved each other. That’s what they said every time they made up after the latest row, that they loved each other. They rowed endlessly but they would always make up. When they kissed and cuddled again, that wonderful feeling of warmth would flood over me and through me and just for a while I would feel good. We were a normal family in those brief moments. But I’d begun to lose confidence in their shows of affection. It was all too hard, all too sad and all too frightening and, I think, more than anything for a child – forced to grow up very quickly by the disastrous antics of their parents – it was just too much to take on and, frankly, too embarrassing, even for a kid.


These two adults, the two most important people to me in the world, just so very obviously didn’t like each other. Even a child could figure that one out. So who were they trying to fool with their shows of affection? Themselves? Ron and Jessie were misfits most of the time – it seemed they utterly detested each other. I still can’t understand why they didn’t just call it a day and break up. That now would seem the obvious thing to have done, but back then, in the final gasps of a Victorian world, I suppose they had to try and make a go of it.


If I started to consider how they might be better off apart, I would be forced to think again about what the children did when their mummy and daddy lived in different houses. That was just too difficult to comprehend.


I felt my mum shiver and then she hugged me even more tightly to her. ‘Of course we won’t stop being a family, son. Don’t you worry, Mummy just said that to Daddy in a temper. Of course we’re going to stay a family, don’t you worry.’ I’m sure now she was trying to convince herself as much as me.


‘You promise, Mum? You promise you didn’t mean it? Promise – cross your heart and hope to die?’


She kissed me on the back of the neck. ‘Cross my heart and hope to die. Now come on, you’ve got school in the morning. Give mummy a kiss and you go off to sleep.’


She gave me a last hug and kissed me on the forehead before she walked to the door. She started to close it behind her.


‘No, leave it open, Mum, so I can see the landing light.’


We both knew what I meant and she gave me a knowing smile. I heard her steps go down the stairs and the door to the kitchen click shut, and I strained my ears to hear any tell-tale sounds but it had all gone quiet.


I thought about going back to my stair-top listening post, but I was just too tired. That was it: another day – much like every day with its turmoil and tears ­– gone.


When I opened my eyes the next day those same thoughts were swirling around in my head. What does happen to the little children? I suppose it must have ended peacefully last night or I’m sure I would have woken up. Wesley is still fast asleep, untroubled by it all. I wonder if he does just sleep through or whether he just ignores it? Or perhaps he is just too sensitive to be able to believe that it’s going on?


I crept down to the kitchen, the bare boards of the staircase cool under my feet. One of the steps was starting to have the beginnings of a creak; Dad said we wouldn’t notice that once the stair carpet went down, but I didn’t want to wake anyone so I gave it a miss and almost tripped. It was ten past, according to the kitchen clock: perfect timing. I filled the kettle to the bottom of the spout, and lit the gas with the pistol on the wire of Mum’s pride and joy – and the source of many delights – her New World cooker. I put out two cups and saucers and got the milk and sugar from the larder. This had been my job for about a year now. I was always keen to be doing something to help, so when I’d turned five and started school, Mum and Dad – I think mainly Dad – had decided that I was old enough to make the morning tea. Having been meticulously instructed on the way to scald the teapot and exactly how much tea to put in, how long to leave it brewing, how to stir it, how much milk to use and exactly the right amount of sugar to put in each cup, I’d finally been let loose on what would become the routine of a lifetime.


They were still asleep when I walked through their bedroom door, but Dad’s eyes flicked open the second I put his tea down next to him.


‘Hello son, what time is it?’


‘About half past six I think, Dad. Morning Mum.’


‘Morning son. Ooh tea, lovely, what a good boy you are.’


‘Is it all right, Dad?’


‘Perfect, couldn’t do better myself,’ he said as he turned his back on Mum.


I could sense that things hadn’t been totally resolved and that perhaps it might be best to leave them alone.


‘I’m going to get Wes and go to the brook,’ I told them. ‘Wes! Wes! Let’s go fishing, come on.’ I ran into our room, shaking him as I pulled off my pyjamas and pulled on my shorts. ‘Come on, it’s sunny! Where are the nets?’


And that was how we lived, two little boys only fourteen months apart; we were close enough to be friends who did everything together. We lived in a brand-new house on a little street on the edge of pastureland where big-horned beef cattle grazed and we had our very own brook that ran along the front of our house – it even had a little bridge to cross it – and in the brook there were sticklebacks and redthroats, water beetles and all sorts of creatures to catch and keep in bottles, tins and jars. It should have been an idyllic existence, if only those two indoors could learn to love each other! Then it would all be perfect.


They could be such fun. Sometimes we laughed and laughed – all of us – we laughed until we cried. Wes and I would wait for Dad on the little bridge and when we saw him walking down Trinity Lane we would run to meet him and he would pick us both up in his big strong arms and carry us on to the house. Our dad, then the best dad in the world and our mum, the best mum in the world. Mum was a brilliant cook: the cakes, the sponges, the pies – she made us some lovely things; we were so lucky. On the occasional happy days everything seemed blissful.


‘Come on boys, it’s time for school. Larry, Wesley, come and get your shoes on.’


School was fun. We lived almost opposite and Mrs Robertson the head teacher was a real mother hen; all the children in her care were coddled and cared for in those daunting early years at school. Trinity Lane School was housed in an old building at the back of the church and that was where I began to enjoy being ‘a clever boy’. Mum had had me reading a year or so already and so I had a head start over most of the other children. I enjoyed those days at school, but when the bell rang I was keen to get home.


I walked back into the house alone. Wes had gone straight down to the brook to see the fish we’d caught before school. As I opened the front door I caught the heavenly smell of cakes cooking. My mum called out from the kitchen, ‘Is that you boys?’


‘It’s just me, Mum. Wesley’s down at the brook,’ I replied.


‘Well go and tell him to change his clothes. I don’t want him all covered in mud.’


I ran back down to find Wes. ‘Mum says you’ve got to come in and change, come on!’


‘Oh all right, I’m coming.’


I ran back up the path and into that kitchen full of wonderful cake smell. ‘Can I clean the bowl, Mum?’ Even as I said it I had the big brown mixing bowl in my arms and was already licking the remains of the cake mix from the spoon as though it were a big lolly.


‘Save some for Wesley though, don’t be greedy!’ she said, laughing at me.


I heard Wesley giggling and there he was with Dad in the doorway. My mum looked at him and smiled. ‘You’re early, I haven’t even started the tea. What’s that under your arm?’


‘I’m going to make some brawn so I got this from the butcher’s.’


As he said it, my dad unwrapped the grubby white paper and plonked half a pig’s head down on to the kitchen table. It was rather weird but Wes and I were both fascinated. But Mum turned her back and walked out of the kitchen. ‘Ughh, that’s disgusting,’ she said turning her head.


Dad looked at us and winked. He carefully slid open the table drawer and, taking the carving knife, he dug out the one blue, staring eye and, having severed the various connecting nerves and blood vessels, he held the thing to his forehead and followed my mum out into the hallway like a cyclops.


‘Jessie! Look at this, come on, look.’ My mum turned to look at what he was talking about and screamed. She took off for the living room and then through the French windows and into the garden. Wes and I were highly amused but Mum was obviously terrified. She wouldn’t let Dad near her; he chased her all around the garden. By now my mum was really shrieking in fear. She ran back into the house and locked the door.


And so it went on, the ups and downs; amongst the tears there were moments of hilarity, but the one constant was the fighting. Hardly a day passed, it seemed, without them being at some stage or other in some sort of row.


I remember a holiday in a holiday camp, Warner’s at Dovercourt in Essex. It was bad enough to be at home with them when they were at each other’s throats, but it was even worse in a tiny chalet with ‘Hi-Di-Hi’ coming down the loudspeakers. The journey by bus and train to the camp was like tiptoeing through a minefield, fearful that at any minute Dad would start off. When we got there it might have been a dank, evaporation-soaked hut but it was a holiday. We’d go to the funfair and to the boating lake and we’d have walks around the dockyard in Harwich. But the holiday couldn’t last forever and they just couldn’t seem to become the happy man and wife that they strived to be, like the glamorous stars of their favourite Hollywood movies.


This was all supposed to be a good time for the whole family.


That word again, the ‘f’ word.
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Fish-shop Boy


I was seven and I already had my first proper job – apart from making the tea for my mum and dad, but that didn’t count.


‘More chips, Larry.’ My dad would stick his head around the doorway from out the front behind the fryers.


‘Coming up, Dad,’ I’d call back.


‘We only fry with peanut oil. None of your beef dripping at R.D. Lamb’s Wet, Dried and Fried Fish Shop.’ That was the name on the side of our crisp white Kraft paper carrier bags.


How on earth we ever finished up in that situation – owning a fish and chip shop – I have no idea. In the way that a lot of young couples do when the relationship isn’t working, my parents decided that a change of life and home might just get them back on track. And all of a sudden we were on our way to a new home in a new town and a completely new life.


The shop was in Burgoyne Hatch, a tiny five or six unit mini-mall built to service local requirements. Our new home was in one of the recently constructed neighbourhoods out in the Essex farmland where Harlow was being developed. The New Towns were being built by the government in an initiative to provide public housing to take the pressure off the capital, which was still recovering from World War II. Thousands of new homes were being built on land just outside the green belt around London. Harlow was laid out neighbourhood by neighbourhood, each given names like Ladyshot, Felmongers, Harefield and Churchfields. They were often quite a distance from any shops so, as the development of those estates progressed, small parades of mostly family-run businesses were built, to provide local shopping for the rapidly expanding population.


Neither of my parents had had any experience of running a business of any kind, let alone a chippy. But they had somehow or other managed to get premises and we lived next door. What on earth ever possessed my dad to take that jump, I do not know.


We had no car and he couldn’t drive anyway, so he’d be up at 3 a.m. to get a taxi to the old Billingsgate Market twice a week to stock up on fish. The shop was fitted out with counters and a great big stainless-steel frying range. I can still summon up that smell of cold cooking oil and fish. No matter how much my parents kept the shop clean, the smell still lingered on. It would get into your hair, your skin, your clothes; it permeated everything.


I very quickly learned how to use the potato peeler and chip the peeled potatoes, I even learned how to fillet plaice and cut the other fish into portions – nothing like starting young. And my dad paid me a farthing per tub of potatoes peeled – that meant in a couple of hours of peeling I could earn about sixpence, which would buy me a Mars Bar back then.


‘You be careful with that knife, boy – it’s as sharp as a razor.’ Dad was definitely one for letting you learn the hard way. ‘And don’t drop it or you’ll blunt the b— thing and you’ll never fillet plaice with it blunt.’


Funnily enough, it never occurred to me that he could stand at the bottom of the stairs – I’d seen him do it many times – yelling up at my mum, calling her the most disgusting things, words that I should never have been exposed to: the ‘f’ word and the ‘c’ word both featured strongly, along with other endearing terms like ‘slut’ and ‘trollop’. Yet he would stop dead on ‘b—’ when he was talking to me or to Wesley. It was as though a beast were unleashed in him when he got into a tantrum with my mum. And boy could he throw them.


‘You fucking slut!’ he bellowed. This time he was standing at the top of the stairs. To make it all slightly surreal and even more terrifying, he was absolutely stark naked. My dad had long ago learned how to make those scenes – because that is what they were, scenes or stunts – as terrifying as possible for us. I suppose it must have been cleansing for him; it was a way of releasing all the anger inside as he stood there at the stop of the stairs like some primeval beast screaming his head off. ‘You fucking slut. I WILL KILL YOU!’


The decibel level was unreal; he projected his voice with such control and volume.


I have no idea what was going on – he’s dead now so I suppose I never will – but I remember being totally transfixed with fear. The image is branded on my brain.


The climax of the scene saw him reach down, crouching as he gripped the edges of the brand-new and newly laid stair-runner. He stood up slowly, gradually straightening his legs, and using every joule of energy in his being, he curled his arms and yanked that runner from the floor.


Flip, crack, ping, clatter, clatter, clatter.


All the fixings, rods, brass brackets and tacks pinged, flipping, slipping, sliding and bouncing down into the hallway.


All the while he was roaring blood-curdling obscenities at my mother. I can see and hear him to this day.


‘Nice one, Dad.’ That’s what I should have been able to say as a son, but I’m sure there was nothing else to do but find shelter with Mum. But he dominated us all. My mum and I would be cowering in fear of what would come next. He never went so far as to hit any of us, but there was always that threat of abuse or violence, a suggestion that there was more to come. He’d been quite a drinker at one time but he’d stopped it totally by this point. He was stone-cold sober, which I suppose makes it even more terrifying; it was very sinister now I come to think of it. The violence that he used in the way he shouted at us and in the stunts that he pulled kept us living in fear. Just like his father before him, this crazy little man would seemingly do anything for attention. He wasn’t afraid to make a scene, to throw and smash things and scream and shout. He would flip out over the tiniest things; he would just fly off the handle for no reason. All of a sudden the atmosphere would change.


My dad had had a rough time as a kid: according to him my drunken granddad picked on him no end; he bullied and tormented him. My granddad went so far as to beat my father. He’d slept three to a bed with his brothers and he told me of one night being pulled from the bed whilst asleep, his father really hitting him hard. At the age of eighteen Ron finally sought escape by joining the air force. According to him, he didn’t have a good war. Years later, in a rare moment of intimacy, Ron revealed that he’d been terrified of going out on operations after the sights he’d seen and the things he’d had to do. He’d flown on bombers and he’d seen a lot of friends chopped to pieces by machine-gun fire. He used to have to lift them out of the planes and he couldn’t face having to scrape up the remains of his mates any more.


Each time he went up in a plane his life expectancy got shorter, and with each flight the chances of him not returning increased. It had a terrible effect on him, and he finished his duty guarding prisoners of war rather than taking to the skies again. He was traumatised and there was no support to deal with his feelings after the war. In fact, one day an NCO came to wake people from their bunks and grabbed him from his bed. Of course, buried deep inside him was the memory of his father doing the same to him and instinctively, fearing another beating like the one his father had dished out, he’d hit the NCO. He almost got thrown out of the air force for that. So, without any support, years later, everything that he’d interalised would come erupting to the surface without warning and, in the way that his father had been towards him when he was a boy, my dad would turn into a wild animal at the drop of a hat. I remember his brother Bill saying to me, ‘He’s potty, your old man-bom-boms.’


The ‘stair-runner scene’ had sort of put the kibosh on life in Trinity Lane. So now it was a new school, new home, new life. In a new shop.


Harlow seemed to be mud, mud and nothing but mud. That’s what it was like living in a town being developed on ancient Essex countryside. For a seven-year-old boy, this new life seemed like an adventure, and for my dad it was the first time he had worked for himself. ‘I’m my own boss,’ he would proudly say. It was a big change and seemed like such a step up the social ladder, as we were born into the working masses and grew up where putting in long hours for local companies was a way of life. But it didn’t make any difference where we were, my mum and dad didn’t stop fighting. It wasn’t really fighting; it was her getting picked on by him. He wasn’t satisfied with her, it’s now patently obvious: he wanted someone to blame for being trapped.


So they fought for two more years.


My dad was always accusing my mum of cheating on him, though of course she never was. He was a jealous and possessive man. It was a frightening form of possession, his jealousy was totally unfounded, but in his mind he wanted to control her and was fearful that he couldn’t. Evidently granddad Lamb had been the same with Nanny Lamb, some deep dark vein of jealousy passed on from father to son. It was completely groundless.


I think the saddest moment for me – and perhaps the moment my father really took his rages a step too far – happened when I was out one afternoon. I was always fearful of what would happen when I wasn’t there. Scary as it was to live under that roof and watch it all, I was even more frightened when it came to spending time away from them. I was a member of a church-based youth group called the Junior Covenanters. I’d only really joined because if you went to ten consecutive meetings you got a shiny badge. I did, and soon after I also got to go to their annual jamboree in London without my parents. I’d never done anything as exciting as that! We met up with other groups from all over the country and sang jolly songs and ate sandwiches and played games. I had a brilliant day, and when the coach dropped us off again I ran back from the community centre full of stories from my trip. But when I opened the front door I could tell something was wrong. I knew I shouldn’t have gone and left them. It was quiet, too quiet.


As I closed the door behind me I listened intently. I could hear my mum crying very softly. I walked in to the tiny front room to where a set of glass double doors opened into the little dining room. My mum was standing there, the sorriest sight I have ever seen. In a fit of rage my dad had emptied the teapot on to her head and there she stood with a very neat cone of steaming tea leaves piled on top of her hair. As she wept, her tears mixed with the brown stream of tea running down her face, her nose and chin and on to her dress. My father lurked somewhere like a caged beast. I could sense him somewhere upstairs, his silence simply terrifying. He started to stomp around, wanting attention.


As he stomped around upstairs, I looked at my mum.


‘It’s alright, Mum, come on, let me wipe your face,’ I said.


‘I didn’t mean to leave the tea standing so long, I was only gone a minute.’ My mum sobbed.


That was all it would take for him to fly off the handle: a cup of tea not quite to his liking.


I didn’t know what to do. I think a part of me wanted to run and hit him, for all the good it would do from a small boy, but I just stood there and held her. How had my parents come to this?


*


I look back now at that time when I was eight or nine and my parents’ violent and turbulent marriage was on its final legs and I’m not sure how I coped. On the outside I think they seemed like a normal couple and other people didn’t have a clue what went on in our house. If they were rowing and someone turned up unexpectedly they would switch to being a happy couple but I knew what was going on and that was so difficult to deal with, that pretense. Why couldn’t they keep that act up for us? The reality was that the rowing had become more and more frightening.


Throughout that time, though, Gabba would come and visit regularly. He must have got a sense of what my dad was like from the time we’d all lived with him and Nan. Gabba now had a car, so he would help out, and he would always arrive with gifts: usually things he had made for Wes and me. He was a very skilled amateur carpenter and could more or less turn his hand to anything. He made us a soapbox cart, the likes of which no one else had. It was solid with matching pram wheels and it even had a brake and a ledge on the back for one of us to stand on. He was the one to get me my first bike too. It was second-hand but he completely refurbished it and gave it a new coat of paint. I was so proud.


Next door to the fish shop was an open piece of ground that used to be our playground. It was where we made a bonfire on Guy Fawkes Night and we would keep the embers going, making new fires for days. We’d burn things on the fire, melt things, we’d cook things on it and use it to harden arrow tips. Dad taught us how to make really powerful bows and we’d fire our arrows up into the sky, watching as they disappeared.


But that land was the site for a new neighbourhood pub. I didn’t know it then, but from the day they began digging the foundations with picks and shovels, the clock was really ticking for us as a family. The blokes on the site started to hear the ructions and the rowing – they couldn’t avoid it – and so Ron’s bad temper actually led to his being set free.


‘She was a little smasher, your mum, always was, my Jessie.’ Gordon ‘Lofty’ Bartrip, one of the labourers on the site, came into our lives. Well over six foot tall, he was the strapping son of a head gardener who worked on one of the big posh estates around Loughton, Essex.


Gordon had taken a shine to Jessie. She had offered him a cup of tea one day and of course as a working-class boy he’d been properly trained on how to accept that courtesy. They’d hit it off. And more than fifty years later they’re still together. Still making each other cups of tea.


Of course it didn’t go down well with my dad. Even before Mum and Gordon got together, my dad had his suspicions, and that was all it took. When my mum fell pregnant with my sister Penny, my dad was evidently suspicious of whether the baby was his – though of course it was. One afternoon when I came back from school I was worried when Ron wasn’t in the backyard of the shop: he should have been there preparing fish for the evening’s trade.


‘Wes, where’s Dad?’ I asked my brother.


‘He’s gone after some bloke and he’s taken the big fish knife with him, rolled up in newspaper.’


This was typical of Wesley; he was unperturbed and would just wait and see what happened. I, on the other hand, went flying out of the shop.


‘Which way did he go?’ I shouted back.


‘Down the lane I think,’ he said, though I wasn’t waiting around for any more directions from Wes.


My heart was pounding and I could feel the adrenaline rushing as I ran along the tarmac as though my life depended on it. A minute or so later I saw him ahead of me, shuffling along in his old mackintosh and wellingtons.


‘Dad! Where are you going?’ I shouted.


He turned and said something that I didn’t quite hear. I ran up beside him. He was spitting with rage. I pointed at the bundled-up knife he had gripped against his chest under the raincoat.


‘What’s that?’


‘A knife,’ he spat back.


‘What for?’ I pleaded.


‘I’m going to kill that fucking bloke, that’s what for.’


‘What bloke, Dad?’


‘The one who’s chasing around after your slut of a mother. I’m going to chop his fucking head off.’


‘Dad, you can’t, you’ll go to prison if you kill someone.’


But by now Ron was striding away from me and there was nothing to do but grab the tails of his coat.


‘Dad, Dad, come back! You can’t do this, Dad!’ By now I was screaming at him.


He tried to pull his coat from my hands but I just hung on, refusing to let go. I think he actually needed someone to stop him because he suddenly turned and looked at me.


‘Dad, come back to the shop,’ I pleaded. ‘If you go to prison, what will happen to us?’


‘You’ll probably be better off without me anyway,’ he said.


But he must have realised that this was all a bit too much, that this had gone beyond a tantrum and that the consequences could be very grave. And so, almost as quickly as it had started, the situation calmed down and I, my dad and the great big fish knife all headed back to the shop. I think at this point he was actually going mad; some time afterwards he realised he needed help and he took himself off for electric shock therapy.


My sister, Penny, arrived on the scene, and to see her as a baby there was no doubt that my dad was her father. I think things calmed for a little while, but the writing was already on the wall. While Penny was just a baby, my father ran away with her one day. He just disappeared – there was no note or word to say where they were: they’d just gone. My mum was beside herself but there was just no sign of them. Some time later, the phone rang and it was my dad calling from a phone box. He was in the middle of Piccadilly Circus in his fish apron and wellington boots, with Penny in his arms. Gabba drove into London to get them and calmed everything down, but I think this must have been one of my father’s final stunts before the whole thing just blew apart.


Eventually my job at the fish shop disappeared. But gradually, certainly not overnight. Dad started staying at Nanny Lamb’s back in Edmonton and the shop just stopped being opened. I got sent out from school one day to get my teacher a fish-and-chip lunch. When I got there I found the shop empty. I walked back to her and gave her the 2/6d. ‘Sorry miss, the shop was shut . . . I think they . . .’


I’m sure when it first happened, I instinctively made an excuse, but gradually – after the same thing occurred again a few times – I didn’t bother. I’d tell the teacher up front that they might not be open and avoid the embarrassment.


I remember when we first moved there, my dad told me, ‘Yes son, we’ll have a whole chain of shops: R.D. Lamb & Sons. You wait.’


But it just slowly turned into a sort of mausoleum. I remember scrunching up my eyes, and shading them from the glare with my hand as I desperately sought some sign of Mum through the front window. But she was never there any more. The shop was locked and silent, still.


I really don’t know where she was. We were obviously being fed, I remember that much, but Mum just didn’t seem to be around. She was preparing for her escape. And not just hers – we were a family of five by then with little Penny.


School was hard for me; with my world falling apart at home, I found it so difficult to make friends. There was no one I could confide in. Teachers would never get involved back then, and if anything they would mock me for coming in with uncombed hair and for being untidily dressed. But then my appearance for school was the last thing on anyone’s mind, with all the tension in the house.


I began visiting Nanny Lamb’s in Edmonton every Saturday, and I would stay for the weekend. Wesley stayed at home with Mum and Penny, so I got to go on my own to see my dad, who was always a bit calmer away from Harlow, and spend time with my nan and granddad. I used to have a lovely time there.


As we went through the summer of 1957, just as I was approaching my tenth birthday, it all finally fell apart. The war was over, of course, there was that to it – I didn’t have to live around that any more. But now they weren’t going to be together, it had finally happened just as I’d reluctantly accepted it would. The divorce thing was out in the open. Mum moved out, taking Penny with her, I can’t remember there even being a goodbye. I didn’t know where they had gone; for years afterwards I didn’t know where my mum lived. Wes and I were going to live at Nanny Lamb’s with Dad, so there were good things coming out of it, our life at home would be more settled. But somehow or other I had to deal with this totally impossible truth. I wasn’t going to be living with my mum any more.


How was I going to face up to that?


I have absolutely no idea how I dealt with it. But knowing what an emotional volcano I am even now, I must have cried two oceans. And to think that somehow or other I’ve managed to forget how bad I felt as I mourned my loss, that it’s all scarred over, is a miracle. The strange thing is that Wesley has the same missing link in his memory of it all.


How does a child cope with a loss like that?










4


Life at 192


I have to say I think I was resentful about this step backwards, this apparent demotion. When it had been a case of visiting Nan at 192 Brettenham Road East, it was all rather fun, something of a sideshow or a trip back in time but of course I’d never really lived in the place before. It was always somewhere we visited, the family home of my father. He was full of stories about the place; it was where he’d spent his childhood and where he’d left to join the air force. To me it was a complete contrast to everything that I’d been used to in terms of a place to live.


My life up until the break-up and the move to Nanny Lamb’s had been pretty much a suburban affair. Enfield, where I’d first been lodged, and then Harlow New Town were a far cry from the grimy corner of Edmonton I now found myself in. Low brick walls and privet hedges fronted the small terraced houses; we’d call them workers’ cottages now. There was just a tiny space, in no way a garden, in front of the bay-windowed ‘parlour’, or the front room as it was coming to be called. It was always the ‘parlour’ to Nan and Granddad, even though for a long time before Wes, Dad and I had sought refuge there, Nan had made it her bedroom.
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