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‘This attractive book escapes the dangers of whimsy or sentimentality through the precision with which Johnson recalls the detail of life in the Potteries during the hard years leading up to the Second World War … The reader will find plenty to explain his impressive talents … It is to be hoped he will give an equally beguiling account, even if it cannot be as serene, of his adolescence and later years’

Sarah Curtis, TLS

‘His childhood … is as touching as it is lyrical’

Jilly Cooper, Daily Telegraph

‘This neat, well-turned narrative is thrown together with the dexterity and assurance you would expect from a man who grew up among some of the greatest potters of his day and underpinned by a prophetic sense of changing times’
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‘His sketches are charmingly done, and … give us an idea of what the Potteries must have looked like before the old technology was superseded … His own piety has not destroyed his sense of humour, for this is a funny book as well as a touching one’

Nicholas Bagnall, Sunday Telegraph

‘As an evocation of the lost world of 1930s industrial Britain, it would be hard to better’
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CHAPTER ONE

Smuts!

A BRIEF WINDOW opens in my memory. I am three and it is 1932. I am on top of a broad, high brick wall. How I got there is not recalled. Below me, far below, is the anxious, terrified face of my mother. Around me is the unforgettable landscape of the Old Potteries. From this wall vantage point, itself set high on a sprawling hill leading out of the city of Stoke-on-Trent, I can see the tall chimneys, belching smoke, the distant winding towers of the coal pits, above all the bottle-shaped pot-banks, each individual, each slightly different, clustered in families, around their courtyards. My mother coaxes me back to safety. ‘Turn round, Paul, slowly. Now put one foot in front of the other. Slowly. Don’t run. Just walk and Mummy will catch you when it is safe to jump. Slowly. Slowly. Now jump, darling, please.’ Then I am in her strong, loving arms and my face is covered with kisses. She is crying with relief and I cry in sympathy. Then the window of memory closes.

The high wall, which was nearly the death of me – or so family legend claimed – belonged to a fortress-like building known as Priory House, perched on Hartshill, just outside the grimy city. It was part of a gigantic collection of ecclesiastical buildings from the third quarter of the nineteenth century, which included a church, built on Ruskinian principles, a vast convent of nuns, who managed various concerns for poor and old people, a school for girls and houses for priests. I doubt if a prior had ever lived in our house. It had been lent to my father when he first came to the district with his family to take up a job as headmaster of the Art School in nearby Burslem. The house was large, cold, damp, and my mother hated it.

Indeed, she hated everything to do with the Potteries. She and my father came from Manchester, where I had been born. Her father, and both his parents, were born there; her mother came from the Forest of Bowland, further north in the heart of the old Duchy of Lancaster, ‘the fairest place on earth’. My mother was a proud Lancastrian who would willingly have fought the Wars of the Roses all over again, and who believed that savagery and chaos began at the Pennines. She was particularly proud of Manchester, to her a city of light and culture, where she had attended Sedgely College, part of the university, and where she had huge circles of relations, friends and acquaintances. Manchester rivalled Edinburgh as the Athens of the North. Its university was the best, after Oxford and Cambridge, of course. It had the Hallé Orchestra, famous all over the world. My mother had sung in the chorus of the cantata The Mystic Trumpeter, composed by Sir Hamilton Harty, the orchestra’s distinguished conductor. Then there was the wonderful theatre, the New Gaiety, run by Miss Horniman, where all the latest plays were produced – ‘before they went to London, you know’ – by Sir James Barrie, John Galsworthy and George Bernard Shaw. Not that my mother approved of Shaw, as a rule. Quite the contrary, ‘the worst kind of boastful Irishman and an agnostic,’ but his was a useful name in her litany of Manchester delights. ‘As Manchester goes, so goes the nation,’ she would say and recalled for me the great struggle over free trade, which Manchester won for the benefit of the poor, who needed bread to be cheap. ‘Always be on the side of the poor,’ she said, ‘like Jesus.’
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Priory House and the wall from which I nearly fell, aged three

Hence, to my mother the move from Manchester to the Potteries was a catastrophic descent from a high civilisation to barbarism. She had to put up with it, she said, because my father valued his new job. It was ‘an opportunity to do real good’ in precisely the way he chose, ‘to bring art to the people’. ‘Your father,’ she said to me, ‘is a dedicated man, an idealist. Not so practical as I am, though. I have a sharper eye for difficulties and drawbacks.’ I should explain that, from the earliest period of my recollection, and no doubt well before it – when I was a baby, indeed – my mother addressed to me spirited monologues to which I was not expected to reply, except perhaps to murmur ‘Poor Mummy’ when a particular injustice was related. It was a kind of verbal autobiography, reaching far back into the past (she was born in 1886) and embracing an enormous cast of characters, distant cousins (‘once removed and he couldn’t be removed far enough for me’), great-aunts, of whom there were many, known by their husbands’ names, Aunt Seed, Aunt Ogilvy, Aunt Spagrass and so on; schoolteachers, benefactors, clergymen and local bigwigs like Councillor Tummage, whose speech was ‘circumstantial and orotund’, as my mother dismissingly put it.

Her life, childhood, schooldays, adolescence, flirtations, marriage, war and peace, work and holidays, family and friends – and enemies – were woven skilfully into a continuous and ramifying saga, brought up to date and embroidered with her present discontents, and all the setbacks and opposition ‘which your poor father has to contend with’. The tone, however, was not querulous, though it could be indignant at times. It had a wonderful narrative objectivity, was beautifully clear, and spiced by quaint anecdotes and luminous metaphors. ‘Aunt Seed came into the house like an admiral inspecting his flagship.’ ‘My cousin Aggie never missed an opportunity to leave her mark like a Pomeranian going for a walk.’ ‘When Aunt Sarah sat down on the open scissors, the blood fell on to the carpet like Niagara.’ One of her recurrent characters was a fierce headmistress called Miss Travis, whom my mother had served as an assistant, what in those days was called a pupil teacher. ‘Miss Travis did her hair in a bun and in the middle of the bun was a brooch with a bright-red glass stone, bigger than an eyeball, and it shone as if it was lit up. And Miss Travis used to say, when she turned her back on the class to write on the blackboard, “Don’t think I can’t see you. I have my red eye in the back of my head.”’

‘But was it true, Mummy?’

‘It was a strategy. They were rough boys who needed to be kept under control.’ But another story was about how fond my mother was of the rough boys. ‘Some came from the barges on the Manchester Ship Canal and were lucky to get any school at all. They had no proper shoes and often only bare feet, and they came to class without any breakfast.’ My mother would distribute pennies to the poorest, out of her minute earnings, so they could buy a bun to eat, ‘a farthing plain, a halfpenny with currants, a penny buttered’.

My mother was horrified by the Potteries. Partly by its poverty, for it was a low-wage area, as were all industries in those days which employed a high percentage of women and girls. Even so, there was much unemployment. My mother wept at the poverty and said, ‘They are so long-suffering, the poor people. They never grumble. I have not heard many complaints since we came here, I’ll give them that.’ But more important to her than the poverty, I think, was the dirt. ‘Manchester is a factory town but it is not a dirty town. It is wet but there is no mud. The factory chimneys are tall and puff the smoke high into the sky, and then the wind from the Irish Sea or the Pennines carries it away. But in the Potteries the pot-banks are so low that smoke just tumbles down into the houses. And those horrible pot-banks are everywhere, close up to where people live. They burn disgusting cheap slack instead of real Wigan coal, and you can hear it exploding in the ovens and see it jumping up the pot-banks in great showers of sparks like nasty Japanese fireworks, and coming down everywhere in smuts. Smuts!’ Her voice swelled with outrage as she pronounced the deadly word. ‘In Manchester you could not get a smut bigger than the head of a pin but here there are half-crown smuts and smuts that would cover a brass plaque on a doctor’s surgery door. What is to be done in a place where a beautifully washed man’s shirt comes back in the evening battle-ship grey, or worse? And a girl’s nice new blouse is filthy before she even gets to school, poor little thing.’

My mother’s disgust with Priory House embraced its many doors, which ‘let the smuts in’, its mahogany surfaces, where the damp received the smuts ‘with open arms’ and formed an ‘oily residue’ impossible to dust, clean or remove without incessant effort. ‘This is Smut Hall,’ she said. ‘Grime Grange. Pollution Palace. Find me a woman here without a smudge on her face. Or elsewhere,’ she said darkly. The smudges ‘come down like snow on the Russian forest’. But even worse was the particular peril of Priory House: its dark, labyrinthine cellars, guarded by a wicket gate, which I was not allowed to open, contained – cockroaches; a word my mother pronounced with histrionic dread. She told me, ‘There are brazen battalions of them, lined up like Prussian infantry.’ She put down borax, ‘and they ate it up like high tea at Buckingham Palace’ (the latter feast a Lancashire metaphor of Lucullan luxury).

I have all kinds of images of Priory House, with its horrors and dark secrets, so that as I see it today it was a Charles Addams mansion, though all the beings in it – my parents, my brother Tom, ten years older than me, my sister Clare, nine years older, and Elfride, eight years older – were precious creatures to me, loved and loving, the very opposite of monsters. My memories of it are conjured up more by my mother’s saga than by my own direct experience. I never saw the cockroaches, though I imagined them in Prussian-blue uniforms dragging cannon across the cellar floors; still less the ‘larger creatures’ at which my mother hinted with solemn facial expressions and a finger to her lips. I had no idea what these creatures might be. Indeed, there were many passages in my mother’s monologues which were incomprehensible to me, though exciting and full of resonances I retained. In talking for my delight and her own, she made no compromise to suit my tender years.

I had been born late in her life, when she was well past forty, and I had come as a great surprise to her. My nearest sister, Mary or Mamie as she was known, had died before I was born, of diabetes, then almost incurable, and all I knew of her was family folklore and a poignant photograph of her gazing with large solemn eyes at the camera from her hospital bed. My mother therefore saw me as a special gift from God in compensation for her lost little girl, and as a kind of male companion for her middle age. She treated me as an equal in many respects, or as one side of her mind, putting points for or against lines of action. So her sagas were punctuated by rhetorical questions. ‘Shall we go shopping now, or later?’ ‘That man across the road, do you think he’s the criminal type?’ ‘Do I look nice in this blue? It’s Our Lady’s colour you know, but perhaps, I sometimes think, not mine.’ Later, having decided to wear it: ‘I’m glad you like me in blue.’

She had an exquisite skin, pinkish and peachy, which required no make-up and certainly never received any except a dab of powder, and a trim figure shown off perfectly by her neat, unfussy, clinging garments and her brisk walk. She was graceful. Her glory was her hair, red-and-gold, which grew down to her thighs and was plaited into two thick ropes, then bound to her head by multitudes of hairpins. I watched her bind her hair every morning of my childhood, a complex operation done with great speed and efficiency, and a display of skill of which I never tired. Washing her hair was a major, emotionally fraught operation, in which I rejoiced, also conducted at virtuoso speed. She never visited a hairdresser in her life. Her sartorial maxims were magisterial: ‘Silk is a material to be used with discretion.’ ‘No lady wears pink.’ ‘I love my blue eyes but I wish they were green.’ ‘Nothing becomes a lady more than a good tailor-made. But it must be the work of a gentleman’s tailor. A dressmaker will not do.’ I was confused here for I had the idea that a gentleman or knight was accompanied by a squire and wore armour. I knew my mother’s corsets were a species of armour but ladies did not go into battle.

Many words used by my mother puzzled me, but also inspired imaginative images. ‘Consternated’ – I liked that word, which symbolised for me an angry king, for she pronounced it with grandeur. ‘Loquacious’ I knew had something to do with speech but I saw it as syrupy, coming out like treacle from a large mouth. She described the horrors of the cholera epidemic, still a reality in her childhood. I saw this disease as a fearsome collar, like the horses wore, only painful, hanging round the neck of the victim. ‘Your Uncle Joe,’ she said, ‘has shingles round his waist.’ Shingles to me were tiny wet pebbles on a beach and I saw Uncle Joe, a fairly remote figure anyway, going around with a sparkling and shiny belt of glittering pebbles, rather like the championship belts worn by boxers – Joe Lewis and the terrifying giant Primo Carnero. ‘The Mayor, if he knew, would be flabbergasted.’ This was a wonderful word which I treasured, conjuring up a giant figure of rubber tyres, like the Michelin Man, suddenly deflated and shrinking as a balloon did when pricked. I was anxious to use this word. So when my mother said that Mr Swarbrick, the chemist, had fallen off his bicycle I asked, ‘Was he flabbergasted?’

‘No, no, no, you imp, he damaged several of his vertebrae.’ I saw these things as delicate glass ornaments, perhaps connected with his shop, which he carried in his pocket.

After a time we moved into a house my father had bought and Priory House receded into oblivion, though my mother sometimes referred to its horrors. And now, at the age of four, almost five, a second window of memory opens. The attic, where I slept, overlooked the park at Tunstall, the most northerly of the Potteries towns and the nearest to the wild countryside on to which they debouched to the north and east. It looked down into the park; in fact, our address, the first thing apart from prayers I ever had to learn by heart in case I got lost, was ‘Park View, Queen’s Avenue, Tunstall’. In the bathroom, however – an exciting room with a giant copper cylinder to which you could cling to get warm – there was a big window which looked south into the heart of the Potteries. At night, in winter, the infernal landscape could be seen at its most exciting: flames and sparks leaping upwards out of the pot-banks, many only half a mile away, perhaps less, turning the clouds of smoke orange and pink, sometimes fiery red, the whole angry skyline seeming to heave with the frantic effort to burn and heat and scorch. I loved to watch it, this volcano nightscape, which I thought of as a natural phenomenon, not man-made. I stood on a chair, to see it better, my mother behind me. ‘That is what Hell will be like,’ she said solemnly, ‘only worse. How lucky we are that none of us will go there, because we say our prayers.’ Then she told me about purgatory which, I gathered, had smaller furnaces and less alarming outbursts of flame, and anyway did not last long. ‘I hate those pot-banks,’ she said. ‘There must be a better way of baking the pots.’ Then she would hustle me into the bath and draw the curtains, and the inflammatory nocturne would disappear.

Park View was much more to my mother’s taste, though she was not slow to relate to me its numerous deficiencies, especially the old-fashioned grate in the kitchen. It ‘came from Methuselah’s day’ and was ‘from the time of the Ark’. Now I knew about the Ark and that it was made of wood. The grate was of cast iron, very much so; so this was a puzzle. Methuselah I knew nothing about and asked who he was. My mother said he was the oldest man who ever lived and his beard was longer than her hair; he was a ‘phenomenon’. This was another powerful word to add to my vocabulary of mysteries. I liked that cast-iron grate and the fierce redness of the coals in it but was told it was ‘more work than a bronze monument’.

Oddly enough, Mrs Williams, our maid-of-all-work, whose job it was to ‘black’ the grate, thought nothing of it. She was big and brawny, bold and confident, and exceedingly fond of me for she had no children of her own. She brought me handfuls of Dolly Mixtures and other contraband. She lived in what she called a ‘tied cottage’ (an interesting concept which gave me much food for thought) which was ‘down by the tracks’. Her husband had some kind of important job (so I gathered) to do with the private railway which connected the Chatterley-Whitfield coalmine to the public line. She always referred to him as ‘the Master’ and I imagined him as an authoritarian giant, whose word was law. ‘The Master’ held strong views on many matters, faithfully reported to me by Mrs Williams. Among many things he did not ‘hold with’ were trade unions. Their leaders were ‘a pack of troublemaking scoundrels’ who ‘imperilled the pit’ and might cause ‘a desperate accident’ on the railways. They had ‘taken the Kaiser’s side in the war’ and ‘by rights should be in the Tower’. These words opened up exciting vistas. I loved the idea of the Tower where bad men went, and I repeated the word ‘scoundrel’ over and over again: it had a shivery ring and still does.

Replacing Methuselah’s grate posed a financial problem to my mother for, though my father’s position was dignified and powerful (as we shall see), his salary was not large and both my parents had a horror of debt. But my mother had a secret resource, which was of great importance to her (and me). She took in a curious weekly paper called John Bull. In origin it was imperialist but this was not its appeal to her. By birth and conviction she was a liberal, and a fervent admirer of Mr Gladstone and the guardian of his flame, Mr Asquith. She described the latter as ‘a gentleman and that’s all you need to say’. By contrast Lloyd George was ‘a card turned cad’.

‘Is he a scoundrel?’ I asked.

‘Worse.’

‘Worse than a trade unionist?’

‘Much worse. Trade unionists are often justified in getting fair pay and conditions.’ My mother, therefore, ignored John Bull’s politics. She bought it because of its competitions, which were many and varied. She particularly liked one called ‘Bullets’. The aim here was to complete a statement with not more than four well-chosen words, expressing a true and noble sentiment, with a double meaning (not a double-entendre, of course) if possible, or a similar subtlety. The example the competition setters cited as ‘the perfect bullet’ was based on the clue ‘For services rendered’, to which the brilliant competitor had added ‘King pinned on Cross’, thus combining both patriotic and religious sentiments. For this a special award of £5,000 had been made.

My mother, with her love of words, was admirably suited to this game. It fascinated me too and I entered into its spirit, albeit contributing nothing of value other than earnestness, as she sat, Parker pen poised above her bottle of Royal Blue ink – the special smell of which I loved – seeking inspiration to fill in the form in front of her. She entered every week and became expert. She never won £5,000, but she had many successes: often £5, once £100 and once £500, for which sum, in those days, you could buy a new three-bedroom house. Many of her wins were in goods: a Christmas turkey, a hamper, a child’s bicycle (for me), an encyclopedia and mysterious things known as ‘vouchers’, which could be spent in authorised places in Hanley, the shopping centre of the Potteries. I loved the vouchers because they meant she took me on a special trip to Hanley, which always included tea at Greatorex’s, the principal store. Her wins were secrets between us: ‘Say nothing to your father.’ This was specially important when she won a fine Kodak camera, something she had always wanted to possess, but condemned by my father on aesthetic grounds: ‘The camera is the mortal enemy of the artist.’ He would not allow one in the house, so this precious prize had to be concealed and furtively used on particular occasions when he was not about.

My mother’s ‘big win’, as she called it, provided the new grate, a modern, streamlined affair with all sorts of useful gadgets including a ‘patent oven’ – all in a pretty substance which required no blacking. Mrs Williams dismissed it as ‘newfangled’, but it gave my mother immense satisfaction as the fruit of her skill. It supplied, she said, ‘a note of distinction’ to ‘an otherwise commonplace kitchen’. That word ‘note’ intrigued me as I had hitherto associated it with music. As such my mother, for whom music was the breath of life and its chief delight, used it often. ‘Your father cannot sing a note’ – and she would sigh. Or, ‘I can’t abide a voice which does not hit the note firmly in the middle.’

One of the pleasures of Park View, as opposed to its dark predecessor, was that she could now have a piano. She always protested that her piano playing was not ‘good’, merely ‘adequate’, rather like Anne’s in Persuasion. She played for the public benefit when a pianist was required for singing and dancing – a role she still performed when ninety in her beloved nursing home. But she also, in private, accompanied herself and for me this became the supreme pleasure of our relationship. She would risk things in my company she was too nervous to perform for others. She loved the art songs of the great German tradition, above all Schubert, her favourite, though she always sang in English. Schumann and Mendelssohn she revered. She sang ‘Lorelei’, ‘The Wings of a Dove’, ‘The Maiden’, ‘Night-time’, ‘The Swan’, ‘Sylvia’ and Tchaikovsky’s noble ‘None but the lonely heart’. She loved, too, the settings of Thomas Moore’s poems: ‘Oft in the stilly night’, ‘The harp that once through Tara’s halls’, ‘The meeting of the waters’ and ‘The minstrel boy’, which made me, and her, cry. She knew all Shakespeare’s songs: ‘Come unto these yellow sands’, ‘Oh mistress mine’ and ‘Where the bee sucks’. She sang ‘Cherry ripe’ and ‘Sweet lass of Richmond Hill’. She was not too stuffy to sing ‘Daisy, Daisy’ and ‘Daddy wouldn’t buy me a bow-wow’. She sang The Mikado, which she knew by heart, and The Gondoliers, The Merry Widow and Merrie England. She knew all the war songs, like ‘If you were the only girl in the world’ and ‘Tipperary’, and she knew the old ballads, ‘Widdicombe Fair’, ‘Loch Lomond’, ‘The bonny Earl of Moray’, ‘Drink to me only’ and ‘I love a lassie’. Nobody I ever met had so much committed to heart.

She came from a time when memory training was instilled and vast quantities of knowledge were stored in the spacious chambers of the mind. She could recite all the rivers and bays of the British Isles, the principal rivers of Europe, the kings of England, with reigning dates, in chronological order, the prime ministers, from Walpole, the dominions and colonies in order of acquisition, and the decisive battles with dates. She had by heart many thousands of lines of poetry including Keats’s odes, Shelley’s ‘Skylark’ and ‘West Wind’, sonnets of Milton and Shakespeare, narrative poems by Southey, Hood, Tennyson and Browning – and many others – and vast chunks of Shakespeare. Even more impressive, to me anyway, was her vast knowledge of Lancashire folklore, much of which went back to medieval times or earlier, which she told with mesmerising grace and conviction. She had sayings and tales for every situation and mood, sad and gay, moral and frivolous, sentimental and fierce, often accompanied by snatches of song and verse. Her blue eyes flashed, she tossed her beautiful golden head, her hands and face mimed the emotions she conveyed, and her soft, clear voice, tuneful and full of lyric overtones – and undertones: she was a skilled whisperer of dramatic points – spoke her lines with compelling force. She was an enchantress and the countless hours I spent listening to her are rich treasures I shall carry with me to my grave.

She also, if I was fretful, took me on tours of the house, a practice she had begun when I was a baby in arms and we still lived in Manchester. In the drawing room, which contained her piano, she would show me my father’s collection of etchings, by James McBey, Whistler, Nicholson and others, which decorated the walls. She would announce their titles and tell little tales about them: Boatyard in Venice, A Lady at the Fountain, Rustic Dance, A Village in the Abruzzi and so on. Then she would take me into my father’s Art Room, as it was called – studio was not a term used in his circle, being deemed pretentious and un-English. There was an immense article of furniture known as the Court Cupboard, of carved, dark and highly polished oak (I think). Its high upper reaches contained doors, behind which lurked all kinds of pungent and aromatic artistic materials, the arcana of my father’s profession. Down below were immense creaking doors, carved with scenes of medieval romance and ceremonial and concealing cavernous spaces in which (I noted) I could hide with ease.

An opportunity to use this hiding place occurred when my mother made an announcement. ‘Your father’s friend Lowry is coming from Manchester,’ she said, in a voice which conveyed to me that this person was not a particular favourite of hers. ‘They will want to discuss professional matters and will be in the Art Room.’

‘Can I be there?’

‘Certainly not. On no account are you to disturb them.’ Lowry, therefore, was an artist, come to consult with my father on artistic matters. The word ‘art’ already had infinite and numerous associations for me. It fascinated and alarmed me, as a source – the source – of power and excitement. ‘Your father does not approve of Lowry’s work,’ my mother went on, ‘but he is anxious to help and encourage him. Shake hands when he comes and make your little bow, and say “Good morning Mr Lowry”, then you can go.’ I learned later that Lowry had been with my father at Salford School of Art but, unable to sell his work, had drifted into estate management. (‘He is a glorified rent collector,’ my mother said, which made me think that he might have golden ribbons round his neck, like a statue of the Virgin Mary.) Lowry duly arrived, a tall, lean man, as I recall, with a stick instrument of a fascinating kind I had never seen before, with a spike on the bottom end. I learned later this was a shooting stick and why Lowry carried it around with him I do not know. A symbol of office, perhaps? Or a defensive weapon, useful in the Manchester slums when collecting? While my mother was giving him coffee, I secretly slipped into the Art Room and hid myself in the Court Cupboard. I must have been four: not yet five, certainly, for school did not loom. It was dark in my arcane hole but delight stifled fear. Then my father and his friend entered. My father (I observed through a tiny crack in the door) perched himself on the high, leather-covered fender round the fireplace. Lowry opened his shooting stick and sat on it, swinging slightly from side to side. ‘Well, now,’ said my father, ‘what I want to know is – what was it like at Old Trafford?’
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The Court Cupboard in my father’s Art Room in which I hid

‘A disaster, Willy,’ said the swinging man, ‘a plain, unmitigated disaster.’ Then followed a long discussion of a cricket match between Lancashire and Yorkshire, the notorious ‘Roses’ match when passions, though phlegmatic, ran high. My father, though a Manchester man, perversely always backed Yorkshire, for reasons I never discovered; but Lowry stuck to his roots, so the argument was tense. ‘Painter never had a chance – a bad call.’

‘Did Verity bowl well?’

‘Like a cunning tiger.’ Other names cropped up: ‘Oldcastle’, ‘Leyland’, ‘old Bill Bowes’. The conversation shifted to other matches, other epochs. But it never left the subject of cricket. Art was not mentioned. It was the first momentous, or at least remembered, disappointment of my life. When the two left, I crept out of my lair, a cramped and disillusioned small child, baffled by the frivolity of my elders.

The Art Room was the scene of another drama of my infancy. The occasion was remarkable for many reasons. First, both my parents were away, something which had hardly ever happened (I think) since my birth. The ‘elder children’ had been put in charge. ‘That means me,’ said my sister Clare, ‘for Tom is sure to slope off with his friend Marshall, on their bikes.’ The phrase ‘slope off’ intrigued me: I saw the two boys, then sixteen or so, leaning at an angle as they vanished down the road. No matter: Clare was perfectly competent to be in charge of anything, as Elfride, a year or two younger, was a model of conscientiousness – indeed, as Clare often said, to my mystification, was ‘too scrupulous’. They were two additional mothers to me, had looked after me when my mother was busy with other things ever since I could remember, and I always felt totally safe under their joint tender care.

On the Saturday afternoon (my parents were due back the next day) the girls invited their special friends, the Huntbach sisters, to tea. These three, Sheila, Doreen and Linda, went to the same school, St Dominic’s. Sheila was Clare’s classmate and pal, and Doreen belonged to Elfie. Linda, I suppose, was intended for me, but was two years older at least, very ‘affected’, I thought (to use one of my mother’s words) and had a horrid doll called Andrew. This doll wore a ‘monkey-jacket’, which I thought boded ill. ‘We shall have tea in the Art Room,’ said Clare. ‘Daddy won’t mind.’ That was presuming a great deal, but as elaborate precautions were taken to avoid spilling the least drop of tea or the smallest crumb, there was no reason why Daddy should ever know.

Then tremendous things happened in quick succession. First it became, though only four o’clock, extremely dark. ‘Tenebrous,’ said Sheila, a tall, theatrical girl who was a devoted reader of Shelley. Then came a flash of lightning followed, after ten seconds – Elfride conscientiously counted – by a deep roll of thunder. Linda wailed. Doreen’s lip trembled. I crept under Clare’s arm. The storm was soon upon us, and the interval between flashes and thunder so short it was not worth Elfride’s while to count and calculate the distance. ‘We must be near the epicentre,’ said Clare, already rather a specialist on anything to do with nature. ‘Epicentre’ was a good word, a pit presumably, but I was too tense, though not yet frightened, to savour it. This was the first storm I was conscious of, and the absence of my parents gave it further menace. It became almost pitch dark but the electricity could not be switched on, ‘for fear of lightning’. Clare fetched a solitary candle and trembling fingers lit it with a Swan Vesta match from the box my father kept on his drawing table. Around this we crouched, holding hands.

‘Right. Let’s tell a ghost story,’ said Sheila and the others felt compelled to agree, though they knew it was bravado on Sheila’s part. ‘Once upon a time,’ said Sheila, ‘there was an old house on Biddulph Moor and —’

‘What was that?’ asked Elfride, who had sharp ears. We listened intently, between the claps of thunder. Nothing.

Then: ‘There it goes again,’ said Elfride. ‘It’s a tapping.’ We listened and I felt a quiver of fear. Linda was whimpering.

‘Hark!’ said Sheila. ‘I hear it too. It’s coming from under the floor.’ And so it seemed to be, a gentle tapping, at intervals, but with a sinister persistence.

‘Burglars!’ said Clare.

‘Taking advantage of the storm to break into the house,’ added Sheila.

‘And now they’re in the cellar,’ said Elfride.

‘We must confront them!’ said Sheila, sensing drama.

So we formed a procession, with Clare in front carrying the candle and me in the rear, holding Elfride’s hand. Linda refused to come at all, to begin with; then, realising she would be left behind, by herself, tearfully joined us and took my other hand. Thus we opened the big door to the cellar and descended its dozen or so steps. The cellar smelt pungently of coal, damp and cheese, and was a most unwelcoming place, into which I had never before ventured except with my mother. It was empty. There was, however, an inner cellar, guarded by another door. ‘I hear voices,’ said Elfride. It was true. The thunder – the storm, indeed – had ceased. And from the inner cellar, which reached right under the Art Room, came mutterings and laughter.
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