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    Chapter 1: Beginning Of My Life




    Has an embryo in the womb the power to think and sing? I imagine you, your family doctor, and most gynecologists in the world would answer adamantly “No way!” I’d have to go along with you, but if I could have sung at that stage – as I did a few years later – it surely would have been “Nothing’s gonna stop me now!”




    When I came into this world it was before the doctor could arrive – apparently, he got held up by the heavy sea mist often prevalent in Bermuda at that time of the year. It didn’t bother me. I came in feet first and have had my two flat feet firmly planted on the ground ever since.




    Mum, who had had a very bad birth on her third child, was told to stop producing if she wanted to live – but Dad was a temperamental Oriental, and Mum didn’t have a clue…so, some years later, a fourth offspring arrived. However, with me it was years later, and Mum was already in her mid-forties and quite sure and slap happy that “All Her Trials,” like the Bahaman folk song, “would soon be over.” No more worries of using brand new bed sheets, or worst of all, bottles of hot cooked gin (known in those days as “Mother’s Ruin” because it was believed it could give such a jolt to the entire system that it could bring on a period, and so ruin the chance of a further pregnancy. The Pill as we know it today only arrived in the 60s.)




    I was more or less born on a beach, and when my father first set eyes on me in Mum’s arms, he asked, “What is it, a boy or a girl?”




    “A little girl,” was the answer, whereupon Dad quipped, “Oh, it’s covered with so much dark hair I thought it was a Pussycat!”




    From then onward I got the nickname “Pussyface.” I have no thick hair all over me now, but the name struck to me like glue. I do have a deep affinity for little furry felines with pretty faces – who to this day often have to fight for their rights to be completely independent.




    Many years later, when Mum and I were sitting comfortably installed in the kitchen having a good cup of English tea, she confessed to me how hard she had tried to get rid of that fifth pregnancy. I asked casually, “Did you not know about the safe period?” Whereupon she answered:




    “Oh yes, the middle of the month – but it still didn’t help.” No wonder!




    I had to smile. “Oh heavens, Mum, be happy I was number five and not number fifteen – you certainly were naïve!”




    In the 30s women were still often in the dark ages, and knew very little of birth control, births, or anything about sex, except trying to please their husbands, who were the bread winners. However, they still had dreams and very often, because they had no alternative, they said to themselves, “You’ve got to grin and bear it.” We used to say “You’ve got to bear and grin it – innit?” just for fun. Anyway, the weather in Bermuda was much better than the weather in London.




    The first thing I can remember at all is lots of eyes peering at me in my pink and white cradle. They all seemed to want to see the new baby and take photos. My Mother said proudly:




    “Here she is, I think we’ll call her Yvonne.”




    Cameras started to click, whereupon I was so nervous and disgusted at this intrusion into my privacy, I did a big business which seemed to stretch right up to my arm (I must have been tiny!). Mum was so shocked at my ruining her big moment of pride that she shouted to my nurse, “Bertha, Bertha, take her away immediately! … oh, the little stinker!”




    Maybe that is why there are no baby pictures of me at all. Being born philosophic I am quite sure a little voice inside me said, “Not everything in life goes the way you want it to Mum, but don’t worry, one day I will make you proud of me.”




    Even before I could walk Dad would take me on the beach and into the ocean saying, “Don’t be afraid, the sea is your bed, just lay back and enjoy it.”




    I did, floating happily on my back with him holding my head up. I think I could swim before I could walk. I know I could think before I could talk. I stuttered as a small kid and was a slow talker. I think my husband Frank and my family and friends would agree I certainly made up for this later.


  




  

    Chapter 2: Bye Bye, Bermuda – Hey Hey, U.K.




    As Hitler started progressing across Europe, my father decided it was time to get back to the older members of our family (my older brothers and sisters) and get re-settled in the U.K. As I was only a two-year-old, the only recollections I have of Paget Beach are the rosy sands, that even when you fell over didn’t hurt too much, then of course “my bed,” as Dad had told me to call the sea, which I loved so much, and my mother’s high soprano voice, when she would sing me a sweet spiritual lullaby at bed time. To be in her soft arms, pressed against her ample bosom was something like paradise. She called me “Piccaninny,” the island name for a little black one – maybe I was? As far as I know, she had taken it from the black population in Bermuda. The Lullaby went like this:




    Lula lula lula lula bye bye




    Does ye want the moon to play with?




    Or the stars to run away with?




    They’ll come if you don’t cry




    So lula lula lula lula bye bye




    Into Mami’s arms acreepin’




    And soon you’ll be asleepin’




    With a lula lula lula lula bye bye.




    It was also bye bye to the lovely nest life of Bermuda, of lazy hazy days and peaceful nights. It was Hey Hey U.K.: Wow!




    London life, after sublime Bermuda, was like a bolt from the blue. No sun, no sand, no sea; everybody busy busy, and people everywhere. Many men walked along the streets whistling the latest tunes, and everyone seemed to be in a hurry.




    For me the best thing about London was the men who rode about on tricycles selling Wall’s Ice Cream. Their slogan was “Stop me & buy one!” You could stop him in the street and have an ice cream whenever you fancied one. If you did not have enough pennies to pay, he would take a vanilla “brick” and halve it. I discovered ice cream very early in life, and it has remained my favorite food ever since.




    At age 4 it was decided I should join this busy throng of Londoners. Bertha, my nurse, who was white as snow with red hair – Dad had chosen her, as she was big and burly and he thought no one would notice the little, rather dark baby, as she almost enveloped me under her blue and white starched nurse’s uniform – had come to London with us and had now found another job. Mum had gone to the Salvation Army, which her committee supported, and came back with a lovely jolly house maid called Maude. Soon she was joined by an older charwoman, Mrs. Dale, who came in three times a week to help out. There were five children of all ages – the three oldest were grown – but it was a big house on three floors. It was situated in a new, fine area, and from Mum’s bay window one could watch world tennis tournaments. This was before the Oval and Wimbledon took tennis to the other side of the Thames.




    Mum decided I should join my older sister Roxie and have piano lessons with Mrs. Wand. Perhaps she thought with such a name she could do magic and turn us both into concert pianists. For little me, with my tiny hands that could never stretch an octave (8 notes), it was a struggle; I loathed the left hand base notes and wished I could just concentrate on the happy right hand treble clef. The nicest part of these Wednesday piano lessons was that I was allowed to go into the drawing room, with its grand Steinway piano and beautiful baroque furniture, with the dark mauve and gold cushions, and polished parquet flooring. This was barred to me til now. As I had to practice at least 30 minutes daily, apart from my Wednesday piano lesson with Mrs. Wand, I could play and look at the beautiful painting from Monet in its heavy gold frame, and the delightful Dresden China ballet dancer figurines displayed on the mantle piece above the fireplace. These represented the much-adored London Ballerina with the Russian name – Anna Pavlova.




    Both my parents loved music and they would very often walk about the house singing to themselves: Mum more classical and operettas, and Dad more the latest pop. Mum’s best friend was related to Mischa Ellman the famous violinist; she also knew the violinist virtuoso Yasha Chaivitz and the Yehudi Menhuin family. Mrs. Chaivitz was once asked by a journalist, “How did you make a virtuoso of your son?”




    She answered:




    “Our children are like a beautiful brass plates, it is up to us elders to beat it til it is an outstanding piece.”




    If she had known then the word ‘strategy’ she probably would have used it!




    Mum and Dad were mad about music. They often sang in duets, like Nelson Eddy and Jeanette MacDonald in those beautiful old movies. They liked to copy Anne Ziegler and Webster Booth, who were England’s operetta duo of the day. All my parents’ musicality was used for raising money at various charity concerts. Dad was always donating to this and that, and Mum belonged to various ladies’ guilds who held teas etc. to raise money to help poor refugees thrown out of their countries by Hitler and his hordes, so I was raised on music and charities. We kids supported a nearby orphanage.




    My eldest sister Frances was herself a ballerina and an excellent tap dancer – a real showbiz person – who worshipped Anna Pavlova, and later Margot Fonteyn. When she wasn’t in a show she would help out in a dance studio, giving tap dance lessons to little ones. For my sister Rox and I she had arranged a special song and dance routine:




    “You call me Sugar Plum, Sugar Plum means yum yum yum




    It’s yum yum yum, cos you’re the one for me”




    “I call you Lollipop, Lollipop means you’re the top




    And you’re the top, cos you’re the one for me”




    All sweet, simple kids’ stuff. Dad loved the trumpeter Harry James and his famous rendering of “The Flight of the Bumble Bee,” top of the charts at that time. The fact that he was also married to the blonde pin up girl Betty Grable, the No. 1 Film Star, certainly helped matters. Mum was a fan of Bing Crosby and his top hit “Far Away Places”… “with the strange sounding names are calling me.” This song haunted me and was to have an impact on my future goals for life.


  




  

    Chapter 3: Happy Childhood Memories




    In spite of Dad’s dislike of babies – even with five offspring – he really enjoyed playing with us and teaching us to be competitive. On a rainy Sunday afternoon, he would get us altogether, and we were quite a bunch as we had always a sort of open house to all our friends, owing to Mum’s terrific generosity and big heartedness. Dad would put on the gramophone and shout out in his special “teacher’s voice”:




    “The first one to get right the name of the song and the soloist gets a sixpenny bit.” This was a lot of money in those days! He’d put on a record and the first one to recognize the introduction and the vocalist got the silver sixpence. I loved this game, and even though I was the youngest, I beat a lot of the older kids because of my now famous sharp musical hearing and memory of songs. In time I got to sharing a red money box resembling a London public letter box with my sister Roxie…she agreed as she noticed how full it became once we joined forces.




    If the weather was good on the weekend, Dad would shout out:




    “Hurry up, all of you, we are going to the beach at West Cliff!” And here again who ever saw the sea first got a threepenny bit. In those days there were no safety belts or police making sure of law and order. Our car was invariably crammed with kids. I sat on Mum’s lap up front, Roxie sat between Mum & Dad, and the other kids plus pals were all squashed in at the back. As I was up front and on high, I often saw the sea first, and did well til the others complained. I was duly put into the boot, which opened at the top. Although I felt like the cat’s whiskers with that place to myself, and sharing it with all the goodies for the picnic, I never managed to see the sea first again.




    We always had a picnic on the beach, and for me this meant FUN. Mum was a master at making succulent chicken sandwiches for us all, and Dad would buy a couple of bottles of Tizer, an orange-coloured fizzy drink with an indefinable taste and a terrible amount of fizz which invariably came down my nose – a kid’s delight. Pepsi and Coke were still unheard of. We small ones were only allowed water, milk, or cocoa.




    When the weather was only so-so, as it so often is in England, Dad would tell us,




    “We are all going to Whitewebbs Park.”




    This was a sort of woods with lots of trees, bushes and ditches, and little overgrown paths, ideal for Hide and Seek. We generally played Cowboys and Indians. The boys were often the Cowboys and Dad and us girls Indians. Once hidden we had to give the famous Indian whooping call, and the Cowboys had to find us each separately. Dad would give them a certain amount of time and if they had not rounded up all of us, we would win. If they got us all, then the Cowboys were the winners. I generally made a mess up, as I would stand by a big tree and cover my face with my hands – so I could see nothing. I guess I believed no one could see me. I let the side down completely! The best part of these outings for me was that the moment we all got into the car, and it started moving, Dad would get us singing all the Olde Tyme Songs of his youth. His favorite seemed to be:




    “My wife’s gone to the country, hooray hooray!




    She thought it best to take a rest, so she went away.




    She’s taken the kiddies with her, hooray hooray!




    So girls don’t miss a chance like this, my wife’s gone away!”




    Number two was something like this:




    “All the girls are lovely by the seaside,




    They’re all lovely by the sea.




    Some are small, some are long, some are big, some are strong,




    Pick where you like you can’t go wrong




    They’re all lovely by the sea”




    Looking back, I would say my infant days, after Bertha, who seemed to have a sadistic streak for hitting my bottom with the back of a big hard brush, had gone, were a very happy and funny time. My older brothers and sisters taught me to read, and as I was longing to be as good as they were, I learnt quickly. “Brrr Rabbit” was my favorite. Every week Maude, our maid, used to get “The Red Letter”, a very spicy weekly about passion and having babies out of wedlock.




    We were allowed Mickey Mouse, and my eldest brother Ray got the juiciest of all, with pictures of half naked women and terrible stories from the famous (at that time) James Hadley Chase, like “No Orchids for Miss Blandish” and worse still, “Lady Don’t Turn Over”. These paperbacks he would hide under a big brown cushion on an armchair and sit down innocently when anyone came into the lounge. No one else seemed to notice – but I did! And would secretly read all this illicit stuff, looking up words in the dictionary. Not quite the thing for little girls, though I am quite sure this particular episode happened a few years later, when I was on to regular visits to our local library and had turned into an avid reader. I would read just anything I could lay my hands on. The fact that war was just around the corner never entered my head. School came first, and after the tearful goodbye to Mummy, I went into the hall with our infants’ class for role call and noticed some very nice-looking boys. One of them was taller than the rest and very good looking. Later I learnt his name was Michael Robbins. We little infants did not have desks but little chairs and tables. When we were told we could be seated he took my chair away and I fell on the floor at his feet. I knew all these boyish pranks from my brother Theo and his pals. I would have been angry, but as I picked myself up, he winked at me and gave me such an encouragingly nice smile that even then I knew that he fancied me, and to my little mind he was the pick of the bunch, so I began to like going to school even from day one.


  




  

    Chapter 4: My First Celebrity




    As still a very little girl, Rox and I were taken by Mum and Dad to Paris and to Daddy’s favourite place, the Folies Bergères.




    It was all terribly exciting, the audience elegant, and the aroma of garlic mixed with heavy real French perfumes was so alien to my nostrils that I remember that special smell to this day. However, the most memorable moment was being introduced to the world-famous star of the show, Miss Josephine Baker.




    Dad, apart from his flourishing dried food warehouse, also owned a few cinemas and was regularly invited to “trade shows”. Apart from knowing famous people like the then big film magnate J. Arthur Rank (whom Dad assured me some years later, made his fortune first with self-raising flour which all English housewives used), he was also well acquainted with the director of the Folies Bergères. So, Mum and Dad and us kids were taken backstage to meet the star of the spectacular show. In those days “The Folies” was The Place.




    At first, I was stunned. This old lady with the lined face, who came towards us, looked so far removed from that slim young thing in the show that I found it almost unbelievable. Then, after being formally introduced to Mum and Dad, she turned, bent down, and held out her long-fingered hand to Rox and I. She gave us a dazzling smile and said in a warm contralto voice:




    “And who are these 2 young ladies?”




    Mum gave the answer as both Rox and I were dumbfounded – we were as if struck by lightning. Josephine Baker’s personality was so warm and strong that suddenly, I for one found her to be the most beautiful woman I had ever seen.




    It was the first time in my life I was confronted with a famous showbiz celebrity, who seemed able to do magic with her personality. That moment remains, for me, unforgettable.


  




  

    Chapter 5: My Stage Debut




    At Christmas our family and friends would put on a pantomime, an English specialty aimed at entertaining children over the holiday. Mostly pantomimes were based on a famous fairytale, but often, to make it more comical, the Hero would be also a girl but taller than the Heroine, and in Cinderella the two Ugly Stepsisters were invariably boys.




    We all dressed up; it was great fun changing into our costumes for our dress rehearsal. The money raised went to give the orphans at the orphanage in our area a nice Christmas party. I was four years old and raring to go on the stage like the others, so I finally got the part of the little Page. I wore red satin shorts Mum had sewn for me and a white shirt and a silver high crowned cardboard peaked cap. I felt most important. My only lines were:




    “To whom belongs this silver slipper, she will marry the prince.”




    In my hands I held a red velvet cushion on which was balanced the silver slipper Cinderella had lost, as she ran back to the carriage as the clock struck twelve – before it returned to being a pumpkin, and her beautiful ball dress turned back into tatters.




    I spent hours practicing in front of a mirror – and had real problems with the word “slipper”. I was told by my eldest brother, who was also the assistant producer, if worst came to worst I could say “shoe.” At last the time came for my stage debut, and everyone smiled and clapped to encourage me. However “little Stinker” returned; I got nervous, and said out loud:




    “Oh dear! I forgot my lines!”




    The little hall rocked with laughter. I was so surprised, I laughed and laughed too, till the silver slipper fell on the floor. Bending down to pick it up I heard the souffleus (our maid Maude) saying my lines. I put the silver sandal back on the red velvet cushion, and with my head held high I piped:




    “To whom belongs this silver shoe – oh! I mean slipper – she shall marry our Prince.”




    There was a big applause as I marched off the stage triumphantly, without falling over. Someone backstage pushed me out from behind the curtain to take another bow. I loved it all, and made up my mind there and then: I will be onstage, come what may! After all, it seemed to be a very pleasant way of making money.




    Little did I know then that I had chosen the hardest profession in the world!


  




  

    Chapter 6: First Lesson




    Others – and I must say, as a small kid I belonged to that category – believe that luck will just come, and we spend our whole lives saying: “Ah well – when I get the numbers right in Lotto, or when I win the Pools.” Some are old fashioned and just say: “When my ship comes in.” It is nice to believe in luck – it gives us hope!




    My first lesson in life, and my first move towards getting the things I cherished, came when I was five years of age. At that time, the neighbourhood of Stoke Newington, in the borough of North Hackney in London, boasted of a department store called “Stevens.” It was so popular that even the bus stop was named Stevens, and the bus conductor would shout out “Next stop – Stevens!” and generally at least a dozen or so passengers would empty out there and go into the store. Of course, this (to my mind) huge store, with its wax models displaying various apparel, intrigued me. In those days there were not too many large stores, and even less with life-size display models, but what intrigued me most of all was a claw machine just outside the entrance. It was, I presumed, put there to attract small children such as me, because it consisted of a glass window, lit up and displaying a small crane which moved to pick up miniature toys – if you were lucky – or at least some very bright green candies – like M&M’s or Smarties. These green sugared beans lay like a thick green carpet under and around the display of little toys. I watched other lucky kids putting the pennies that their parents had given them in the machine, and getting back toys, and I was determined that one day I would lure my dad to Stevens, and then persuade him to give me a penny and let me try my luck on that machine. My mother, for such things, was quite hopeless. Mum had a habit of saying: “Come away now dear, come away, we have no time for that rubbish,” but Dad, I was sure, would let me have a try.




    And, sure enough, that day came: one Sunday afternoon, when it was drizzling and we could not go to the woods for a picnic, he and I went window shopping, our favourite pastime for such grey Sundays, and Dad gave me a penny to try my luck. Throwing the penny in the slot, with a vengeance I watched fascinated as the little crane picked up a toy. I shouted out triumphantly, but to my horror it dropped the toy, and then it started rummaging in the bright green candies, picking up a fistful.




    “Oh well,” I said to my Dad, “I always wanted to see how they tasted.” Then, as I watched with bated breath for the crane to throw the fistful of green beans into the drawer from which I could take them, the crane stopped in its tracks, opened its claws, and let the candies drop again on to the others. Then the machine turned itself off. The light in the display window went out and I had NOTHING!




    If I knew the song then, I would surely have sung like Shirley Bassey “I – I who have nothing”. As it was, I didn’t know the song, and I was so disappointed I would have liked to cry – but before I could, Daddy turned to me, wagging his forefinger.




    “There, my girl, is your first lesson of life – if you want something then go out and get it, work for it, don’t rely on Lady Luck, because as you see, there is a pretty good chance she will let you down – 99% It Will Not Happen.” So much for luck, or lucky stars…




    Take my tip: if you really want something, then make a strategy, set your goals – get off your butt and go out and get it! At that time, as a kid, Dad was of course my “role model.” That special “You”, Cognac, and the name Pepito came years later – but Ice Cream – oh boy! – anytime!


  




  

    Chapter 7: Animal Instinct




    Apart from saying “put a little Bite into your life,” one of my special virtues was my instinct, and it has helped me no end in various sticky situations. My eyes were so sharp that whenever anyone of our clan lost any watch, ring or ornament on the beach or in the woods – “Send the kid!” was the outcry, “Little Eagle Eye is sure to find it.” – My instinct led me to the site of the happening, and the Eagle Eyes did the rest.




    I also proved my worth in the kitchen, to my mother, who possessed a finely shaped nose, but could not smell. Whenever she was not sure of milk or any food stuff – one sniff from “Pussyface,” and Pussy stayed true to her name. Mum, talking to her Ladies’ Guild, once told them proudly of my virtue: “she can smell it a mile away if it’s good or bad.”




    Because of these attributes I was used constantly – but the most unusual, almost animal instinct was that I could feel if anything living was in the room. We all went away for 6 weeks to Dad’s beloved seaside, renting a bungalow. My eldest sister Frances, in spite of her outstanding good looks, had one drawback: She had a phobia of spiders.




    I seemed to be born fearless, and with my now famous Eagle Eyes, I was always sent into each “new” room in our new beach home. It didn’t matter if it was hiding in a corner – it was living, and oddly enough however an insect, bird, or animal pretended to “play dead,” I knew by instinct it was alive. My big brother would be called in and little Eagle Eyes would point to the crevice or hiding place where the demon spider was, and he would get rid of it. I never waited to find out how. Today we’d use a vacuum cleaner, but as far as I know this modern device was not yet in every household.




    Because of this well-developed instinct and the fact that I could climb up a tree or down a jagged cliffface with the agility of a monkey, never contemplating the consequences, Dad and the neighbours called me “Tomboy.” Dad regarded me more as a son than a daughter (he was Oriental). He also called me “little wild animal.” He assured me if I prayed to God every night – next morning I’d wake up as a boy! No such luck! I, as a naïve little fool, even believed him.


  




  

    Chapter 8: My First Talent Competition




    Although I was big for my age, I was only a tiny tot. However, Frances saw an advert for a kid’s talent competition in Margate. As Dad had rented a bungalow for the summer holidays, only a few miles away from this famous seaside resort, she put our names down as entrants in the competition. We wore big yellow bows in our hair and the same big bows on our tap shoes, but otherwise just our simple summer frocks. Roxie and I did our usual routine – “You call me sugar plum, I call you lollipop”.




    There were lots of kids in the competition, one or two surprisingly professional, while Roxie and I were sadly amateurish, I thought. Also, some had very stagy costumes and seemed so confident. I must admit I was nervous among all those strangers. I felt as if I had two left feet, being sensitive, and Roxie was too; I could not keep her singing in tune. Our act was cancelled out almost immediately, along with numerous others.




    The little girl who won the competition was, to my mind, different from all the other acts and super professional. In 2010 she could have easily done the popular “Nothing Sweet About Me”. Instead of singing, she almost shouted out her number, and the dance she did was not the usual kiddie’s tap dance or toe dance. It was a real London cockney folkdance – a “Pearly Queens Knock’em in the old Kent Road” dance or “Knees up Mother Brown” stamping dance. She even showed her bloomers! Frances was disgusted and said disdainfully: “Why, she’s common as dirt!” The girl was very professional, wearing a perfect “Old Time” costume. Her bonnet, her buttons sewn on all over her costume, down to the black woolly stockings, knickerbockers and button up black boots were all perfect. The song she almost shouted at the audience was just as unusual: “I’d rather be an Old Man’s Darling, than ever be a Young Man’s Slave”. These lines were then repeated, followed by the chorus!




    “Gertcha Knock it




    Never do a thing like that




    Never do a thing like that again




    Never do a thing like that!”




    She then repeated this cockney chorus and animated all the audience to shout with her.




    The jury and the audience of grown ups who till now were politely clapping at all the kiddies’ sweet sameness of songs, and childish dance routines, got taken by surprise, by this little 11- or 12-year-old who went through her routine like a mature woman twice her age. It was electrifying! At the end they clapped and shouted “Bravo!” “Encore!” and stamped their feet. She had to return three times and do the chorus again in which everybody joined in. Like a prize boxer, she won hands down.




    It was a clout in the eye for me, and even as Roxie took off her tap shoes with a deep sigh and said: “Ah well, we’re no good! I think we should give it up and practice more on Daddy’s typewriter instead. I’d rather work for him in the office and be among the family, than all these strangers who have no taste.”




    For my part, I had decided to go it alone. I knew with my flat feet I was a rotten tap dancer and a terrible ballet dancer, in spite of my eldest sister’s great patience. I knew instinctively my voice, mimic and humour were my talents. For a change I said nothing, but I made up my mind – I am going to be different – that is how that girl won the competition. It was my first real stage lesson!


  




  

    Chapter 9: Breadbaskets, Bananas and the Tarantula




    When our enemy decided to drop “breadbaskets” – our nickname for the really huge bombs – one hit the Depot a few roads away during an air raid. I was 8 or 9 at the time and had learnt exactly how to act in panic situations and even how to put the breath of life back into people with shock and deal with hysteria. In war time children had to grow up quickly. I knew that my brother’s best friend, Jacky Peters, lived quite close to the depot. As the all-clear siren went I made a dash for the road where his mum lived. The windows were all shattered, and the front door was ajar. I rushed in and there was Mum Peters having a terrible fit of hysterics brought on by the terrible shock. I steeled myself, inhaled a deep breath and did exactly what we had learnt at school. I held her frail body by the shoulder and slapped her face with all my strength, both sides and suddenly she stopped, as If coming back into our world again and said, quite calmly, “Thank you.”




    I was so amazed that it worked, I said, “Thank you too,” and from then onwards, as I started to have my own money and loved dress designing, I went to Mrs. Peters as my first dressmaker.




    One day the newspapers were agog. England had received a new consignment of bananas – but by some misdemeanour by the packers, the fruit had been imported with some huge dangerous spiders – tarantulas! It made front page news and we were told to be on our guard – although most of us had not the foggiest idea what this tropical spider looked like.




    Coming home from school early, I went into the living room and Mrs. Barnet the cleaning lady had laid out all the bric-a-brac in the whole room and put all the different objects on the long table and was polishing the mantelpiece. I looked at all the bric-a-brac but one caught my eye – a huge spider with hairy long thick black legs plus eyes. I could swear it was living even though it stood like a statue at the end of the wooden table. I must be honest I was not sure, as you could buy all sorts of horrible things to put on our teacher’s chair or table to shock her so we could giggle at the effect it had. They sold similar spiders at our school tuck shop. But although I had a good memory, I could not recall that object being in the room before and found it distasteful. I asked Mrs. Barnet if she remembered dusting it. Like me she couldn’t remember ever having seen it before. I said, “It’s living.”




    She said “No,” and flicked her duster at it. In seconds it had sprinted across the entire table, but Mrs. Barnet was not sleeping, and rushed to the other end of the table whereupon the monster spider literally jumped on her pinafore. In a second, she had knocked it to the floor and put her heavy shoe on it – crushing it to death. To my mind, whatever I had been to Mrs. Peters – Mrs. Barnet was a real quick-thinking heroine, a great lady. Next day the local newspapers were full of our Mrs. Barnet’s wonderful heroic deed. After all it had been my first sight of a live tarantula and in England the last – but Africa was yet to come.


  




  

    Chapter 10: Walls Have Ears, Ye Gotta Have Bite!




    It is not unusual for the baby of a family to be a rebel. Our dear jolly maid Maude called me “The Imp” and the older members, when talking intimately with their friends, would look around the room apprehensively and say: “Careful! You know sometimes walls have ears.”




    I could be in the next room or under the table – it didn’t really matter; I invariably managed to overhear everything – an eavesdropper par excellence. Because of this talent they nicknamed me “Walls”. As this happened to be the name of the famous vanilla ice cream, I didn’t really mind – after all it was also the name of those men riding tricycles selling my favorite food.




    About this time my teeth also became famous. My best friend sported all her life a scar on her back resembling teeth marks – they were mine! She was not alone. Even our kitchen linoleum covered floor, where it joined the red and white tiles of the scullery, had so many teeth marks, little lumps bitten out of it from my paddywacks I had gone into when I did not get my way, that Mum had to have it repaired with putty. I loved biting (I think I still do today) and sharpened my teeth on carrots and hard apples (preferably picked and nabbed from a neighbor’s tree) and anyone’s hand that got in the way! However sometimes bad things also have a good side.




    At that time in our area, as kids in Hertfordshire, to where we were evacuated during the war, we lived in a solitary farm inhabited by the nicest farmers in the world. They would have done well in any story book or theater play. Farmer Johnson always wore beige corduroy plus fours and a red plaid shirt with rolled up sleeves. He had a full red face and a stocky body to match. His wife was a lovely woman who was very fond of Roxie and me, and soon we were given horses and started riding. Mine was an old grey mare named Bess. I felt so tall and important when sitting on her back. We learnt a lot about tractors and cows, and I was even allowed to drink some warm milk coming directly from Clarabelle’s teat. This sojourn on the farm gave me a deep love of animals and a much better understanding, which my city family never ever developed. Mrs. Johnson was always in the dairy making fresh cheeses. She always wore a blue grey pinafore, which went well with her reddish hair worn in a bun, which never seemed to have enough hair pins in it, as long wisps of hair would hang down her back. A school bus brought us to school. Mum and Dad came down to visit us on weekends and get away from the “blitzkrieg” going on in London. All in all, I was happy and had no reason to bite anyone.




    Then one late afternoon our school bus broke down, and as we had now no maid to pick us up from school and walk us back home, we had to go ourselves back to Johnson’s farm. It was a longish walk, And the quicker way was to pass through the woods. I had heard vaguely of some madman who attacked children, from teachers gossiping at school, which I was not supposed to overhear; but I put it out of my mind. As Roxie was already twelve, we decided on the quicker way. Dusk was falling fast, and it was a little bit foggy, as it often is in the autumn. We walked as quickly as we could through the forest, singing songs we knew together to give us more courage. Suddenly a man appeared from out of a clump of bushes and he made an immediate grab at Roxie, saying:




    “Got you my girl!”




    He put his hand under her legs, trying to lift her up. In a second, I saw his hand with my “Eagle Eyes” and with my sharp teeth, I bit into it with all my might. He let out a yelp of surprise and dropped Roxie, and we ran like mad towards our farm. Fortunately, we were very near the Johnson’s and could not wait to tell our foster parents what had happened. In no time two policemen came and we had to relate the horror story again to them.




    A week later four men were put before us – as if in such a moment of terror we could recognise a face – but I did not look that high. I looked at the right hands of the four men. On one I saw my teeth marks. The man was taken into custody. It was an occasion I will never forget, but to this day, even when I bite my own tongue, I am grateful I am blessed with fine sharp teeth which saved us then, and have helped me a little in difficult situations throughout life. Sometimes you’ve gotta have BITE!


  




  

    Chapter 11: The Last Billet




    After the horrible attack on Roxie and my first experience of police and criminals, there seemed to be a lull in the “Blitzkrieg” – known to us as the “great fire of London” – and Mum and Dad came and took us home, which was really nice!




    My eldest brother Ray was always punching with his boxing gloves on, a punch ball in the study, and decided to find a use for me, as everyone seemed to think – or at least say – that I was double-jointed, an expression for a kid who is unusually supple: In no time I could do backbends and acrobats, the Flying Angel from his broad shoulders being our “pièce de resistance.” We did a few shows with others that brought in a little pocket money for me. I was quite determined to be independent, and I saved every penny I could get. I offered to clean all the shoes in the house. Maude, our dear, jolly live-in maid was happy I took this chore off her shoulders. I charged 2p a pair, and double if they were very dirty. But my big job was waking up Ray at midday on a Sunday afternoon. This was well remunerated, but also quite dangerous. My big brother, who was famous in our family for his girlfriends and night prowls (he was good-looking and an excellent ballroom dancer) paid me 4p every Sunday to creep into the boys’ bedroom and throw cold water on his face – this without wetting the entire bed and pillow – no easy matter! If he got mad, I had to “scram” (beat it) as quickly as I possibly could before he caught me. Then I would be rewarded with double “wages.” It was fun and suited me far more than Roxie, who loved babies and would walk prams quite serenely for her extra pocket money.




    Then the sirens started wailing again as the Germans started sending “doodlebugs” (now called drones) – small bombers manned by robots. They had sort of red flashing tails and when you saw one coming you rushed like mad in the other direction.




    As I rebelled about going down our air raid shelter, Roxie and I were sent again to our last billet. Our parents were assured it was a modern house with a bath. Til now, at the farm, it had been a tub put near the fire and filled up with kettles of hot water once every 10 days or so. As I was the smallest, I got mostly the dirty water left by the others – so I looked forward to this modern house with a bathroom.




    Oh yeah – greater the disappointment. When I ran up the stairs to see the bathroom – it was not spic and span as I had hoped – no wonder: the bathtub was overflowing with black coal. Mrs. Grey explained to my mother and father, “They were stupid, they forgot to give us a coal shed – and you have got to put the coal somewhere.” Ah well – back to “a cat’s lick and a promise” – which was how Daddy summed up how I washed myself. Showers were still pretty well unheard of in England. Perhaps in Buckingham Palace – I had no idea…




    The best part of this last billet was that Mrs. Grey had a tiny baby called Doreen and a husband, Fred, who worked at the nearby Air force Base. He was friendly with two young airmen and brought them back home to share a beer, some jokes and often fish and chips from the nearby fish and chip shop. These were generally wrapped in newspaper. It was wartime and there was a shortage of most things, but the Fishermen were brave lads and there was still plenty of fish in the nearby seas. As for chips – they are a mainstay of the Anglo-Saxon way of life, even though the “Yanks” (Americans) call them “French Fries”. Mrs. Grey was happy to see the two young men, as cooking was not her forte. Every Sunday she roasted a leg of mutton with mint sauce and potatoes and cabbage or sprouts followed by “afters,” which was rice pudding also baked in the oven with sugar and milk. This lasted through the week til Percy and Will came, and we all had Fish and Chips, and that put us all in a good mood.




    My singing voice was noted and in no time, while Mrs. Grey took out her breast and fed baby Doreen in front of us all, I was put on a chair and the boys taught me all the dirty ditty songs they sang with the guys back at the base.




    I learnt the words parrot fashion and would sing songs not half as refined as Leila Anderson’s famous song for the forces “Lily Marlene”, but more like “Lulu Lulu Working In A Knocking Shop”. It went something like this:




    “Some girls work in factories




    Some girls work in stores




    But Lulu worked in a “knockin’ shop”




    with forty other whores




    Oh, bash away Lulu bash away Lulu




    Bash away good and strong




    Boys what we gonna do for a




    Good blow through




    When Lulu’s dead and gone?”




    Later, much later, I heard the Les Humphries singers singing this song on the radio, but every time they got to a sticky word at the end of the verse, there was a tacit.




    Thank heavens I only heard this once on the radio. After that it was surely banned.




    I was just a little kid completely innocent, so I sang 2 or 3 similar ditties perfectly oblivious of their meaning – just happy at the laughter and applause. I enjoyed being a star. Roxie, earnestly like the good girl she was, carried on doing her homework, sometimes telling me to shut up!


  




  

    Chapter 12: My Promise to Mum and Food For Thought




    While other kids got measles, mumps, or chickenpox, I got them all; mumps twice and measles three times. I had no idea that, like Heinz tomato ketchup, there were about 57 different varieties. Once, after a very serious bout of gastric flu, the doctor took my mother aside and said he wished to talk to her seriously about me. They went into Mum’s bedroom, and I crept down the stairs and listened at the door. At age 7 I was already almost a professional eavesdropper. The doctor knew Mum well and probably knew that she was worried about my future health, which she felt was to a great degree her own fault before I even arrived on the scene. He put on his most confidential manner.




    “Now, don’t worry so much about your little daughter. She is after all extremely highly strung, but I will personally make sure that she will get fresh oranges and we’ll see to it she does not get scurvy.”




    This last word really threw me. I had to look it up in the encyclopaedia, where it said: “an illness often suffered by mariners caused by a lack of Vitamin C.”




    I was almost delighted that here I was, a kid, on the very verge of contracting some terrible disease which normally attacked only grown sailors.




    “But,” continued the doctor to Mum, “her defences are really down. Try carrots too, to build her up. However,” he added, lowering his voice, “we must face the fact that physically she is not as strong as we should like her to be. She must lead a very quiet and peaceful life and not try to do too much – and all will be well.”




    Then there was a pause. I heard him clear his throat, and then he said, “I will see she gets oranges and lemons. Well, I must be getting along.”




    I made a beeline for the loo so that he could not see me.




    After he had gone, I popped in to Mum after knocking on her bedroom door. I told her straight up I had heard what the doctor had said.




    “Look Mum, don’t worry, he is wrong. I may be physically not so hot, but my head will win. I am going to be an international singer. I am going to sing in all those “Far Away Places,” Mum, Bing Crosby is always singing about, and I will show the world you must believe in yourself with the help of God. Mummy this is my first real decision. Believe in me Mum and I won’t let you down, I promise.”




    Mummy looked at me with a strange far away look in her eyes. She took my two hands in hers and said, almost with a catch in her voice, “I’ll stand by you little Tootsie.”




    It took me almost another seven years to find out why.




    By the time I was 14, Mum and I had become close friends – that was when she confessed how she had tried to rid herself of my embryo.




    “When I knew it was all too late – I was reading a book where the heroine was also pregnant, and she believed if you put your mind to it, you can in many ways will your child. I decided to try. I wanted a girl, a pretty happy and talented one, because I wanted that she should have the life I had dreamed of, but Fate had had other plans. I did not have the grit needed to realize my dreams. I wanted a strong gritty girl who could live the life I had wanted so badly – to travel the world, but not as a hippy – as a star singer giving the whole world a little joy.”




    I was so moved by this sudden confession. I took a deep gulp. “Mum, I promise you, I’ll do my best to fulfil at least some of your dreams.” And then, almost to myself, I said, “That’s funny – I always wondered why I knew exactly what I wanted when other kids three times my age didn’t even know what they wanted to do with their lives. Mum, you certainly made it simpler for me.”


  




  

    Chapter 13: Holiday in Wales




    Our family at this stage generally consisted of Mum, Dad, and Roxie, my aunt Cissie (Dad’s youngest sister), her husband Uncle Ralph, and their son, cousin Dennis. Everyone was getting tired of the war. Dad, dealing in food, was not doing too badly. Some of my uncles and my second brother were conscripted into the army and Mick Shaw, a pal of Theo’s, was blown up while loading a bomber due for Hamburg. Frances was mainly with ENSA, entertaining the troops.




    Dad suggested we all go to Wales, which he had heard was beautiful, and far away from battered London. He chose Llandudno – on the sea. It was like a pleasant dream. We went by train – me, Mum, Dad, and Roxie, and Aunty Cissie and Uncle Ralph and Cousin Dennis – and I think Frances joined us. The thing that intrigued me most of all as we got into Wales was the Welsh language! The names on the stations seemed all to be with about 26 letters, loads of consonants, and for us absolutely unpronounceable. The scenery was wild and picturesque, entirely different from orderly England.




    Dennis, Roxie, and I were a famous happy trio. We were inevitably always trying to discover something new. Finally, we did. The fascinating object was a big new house, built on the other side of the beach. Inquisitive as we three were, we found a window which was not fastened, and although Roxie (who was older) had misgivings, Dennis and I in our childish innocence – always looking for something daring –opened the window and climbed in, and in no time we pulled Roxie with us. The house had no furniture and was obviously not yet lived in, but the water was turned on. We found this out, because Roxie, who had left Dennis and I to dance on the large ballroom floor, gave a shout.




    “Come and have a look at this marvellous bathroom!”




    I stopped singing and we both rushed to where Roxie’s voice seemed to be coming from. The bathroom was large, and all the tiles and equipment were a bright primrose yellow, plus it had a separate shower with a glass door. We had never seen anything quite like it. The toilet was in the bathroom by the wall and next to it was something that intrigued Roxie. She had already removed her sandals and run the water and was sitting on the toilet lid. She put her feet in the water of the “footbath” with a little spray in the middle. How odd to have a footbath like that, we thought, but Roxie was of the opinion that it was a great idea because it was so practical to sit on the toilet and wash your feet at the same time.




    Later, Mum told me it was called a “bidet”.




    Til today my husband Frank sits on our toilet and uses our bidet as a footbath. OK, you can only put it one foot at a time, but he contends it’s highly practical to kill two birds with one stone.




    In no time our family had our regular place on the beach – the older ones installed on deckchairs, and us kids sitting and kneeling on the sands building castles with moats, and me with a preference for modern houses with flat roofs.




    Being true to my name, I was always curious as a cat about the other folk at our hotel and on the beach. One couple attracted me very much: They looked so happy. The girl always seemed to be wearing a different pretty sundress. I wondered if her Dad was in the “rag trade” textile business, because everything was rationed, particularly clothing, for which you had to have coupons. She was pretty and her young man was handsome, and they always seemed to be holding hands, sometimes giving a little kiss. They had much to talk about and laugh. All in all, they were thoroughly engrossed in each other’s company.




    Nearby were another regular beach couple. He was always enveloped in a large newspaper, and wore a white handkerchief on his head, knotted at the corners, to stop his head getting sunburnt. She sat pertly on her deckchair looking vaguely at the sea, and her magazine, which seemed to be of no interest. They hardly exchanged a word between them, but they didn’t look really so much older than the lovebirds. I was really curious.




    Finally, I approached Mum. Whispering quietly, I asked Mum to look at these two couples, and then I said, “Mummy why is it that the girl with the nice clothes and her friend look so very happy?”




    “Well, dear,” Mummy said quietly with a smile, “all those nice clothes are her trousseau, that is her new husband, they have just got married, and Mr. and Mrs. Summers are here on their honeymoon.”




    “Oh,” I said, “but that other couple only a few deckchairs away don’t look that old, but he only reads and reads the paper and they don’t even talk to each other.”




    Mum laughed and said:




    “Ah well, dear, anyone can see that they have been married quite a few years, and they have just come down for a respite from the “doodlebugs” and “breadbaskets.” Their attitude is normal; you can’t always be on a honeymoon, you know.”




    I had been squatting on the sand at Mum’s feet. I now got up and said with fierce determination, “Mum, I never want to get married. Instead I’d rather have lots of honeymoons – and be really happy.”




    Mum gave a chuckle – she seemed to understand. Mum was a Gemini, and two quite different souls definitely slept within her tiny frame. As for me, I have never regretted that decision I made so many years ago. I believe in being a free spirit, and because of my desire for freedom, I am quite prepared to give freedom to my husband or my lovers – they do not belong to me, they belong to themselves, as I belong to myself. I do not believe in wedding rings or hypocrisy. If you want to come to me, then let it be true desire, sympathy and love – not, Heaven forbid, out of a sense of duty.


  




  

    Chapter 14: A Seven-Year-Old Rebel




    Seven is to most people around the world a lucky number. To me it was special. No longer an infant, I had headed the minuet and received much applause as our class won the first prize at the children’s dance contest in our concert hall. I had won a lovely prize for “excellent work,” and even Mrs. Wand, our piano teacher, was content with my version of the “Little Minstrel.”




    I rushed down the stairs to the hall and there was the big brass tray laden with birthday cards and presents. I opened the cards one by one and to my disgust, the personally penned messages were almost all identical.




    “Hoping you will be a better girl in the future.”




    “What cheek!” I almost shouted “Fancy writing that on every birthday card!”




    I could understand Mum & Frances writing that, because every time I got a smack I would hit back. I did not behave as they expected me to, which was to run away and cry. I was always being told “Little girls should be seen but not heard.” After all, I was born a fighter from the moment my two tiny little flat feet hit “terra firma” on this planet. The reason Roxie would follow suit and write such a thing could only be my dislike of her “exciting midnight feasts.” She read “The Girls Crystal” and apparently the schoolgirls were constantly having “Midnight Feasts.” Roxie loved chocolate. I did not, I preferred spicy stuff and pickles. Just the same, she would get me to go with her on “chocolate binges.” This meant pinching chocolates and chocolate biscuits and wafers from the grown ups when they were not looking. These were then hidden, and a couple of nights later when I was peacefully sleeping, she would wake me up, inviting me to her bed where all the chocolate spoils were laid out. This, she said, was our “exciting midnight feast.” She would then gorge, and I would yawn and fall asleep while she would try to explain to me that this was the thing to do for real older schoolgirls. My behaviour on these nights made Roxie mad, and obviously she had joined forces with the family to wish I would be better in the future and even enjoy eating chocolates at midnight. All these thoughts went through my head while I opened the presents all wrapped up in coloured papers and tied with bows. There were games, a magic painting book, and a stencil set – these I really enjoyed – and then dolls and dolls. I already had 16 and preferred my 2 Teddy bears. At my tea party with my younger family, Mum and Dad, my special Aunty Sally and Uncle Jay, and some chosen friends, I stood up and made my first speech: I thanked everyone and then I said:




    “You call me a rebel because I do not behave as most seven-year-old girls are expected to. Well, I think differently!”




    Then I made it quite clear I wanted no more presents. I wanted instead for them to save their money (and this was particularly aimed at my parents), but when I reached puberty and my childish voice changed I could have singing lessons with a truly professional singing teacher. I had already read about this in a non-fiction book at our local library. You had to wait til after the first period (menstruation).




    I added, “One nice present from you all would be fine – but my heart is set on being a singer.”




    I can’t recall how the family and friends actually reacted to this statement at the time, but Frances, who was already established on the stage in many musicals and Christmas pantomimes, found me a well-known singing master when I was eleven and a half, so I could start singing lessons just before I was twelve.




    My little speech had worked wonders. It was the end of lots of presents. I was growing up fast and I was happy. Now I had a goal. I knew what I wanted, and even then I knew it was going to be a hard fight and that I needed to have muscles.


  




  

    Chapter 15: The London Palladium




    Twelve seemed to me to be a very special age – my life started to take a definite direction. At seven I had made my first big decision – “No more presents for my birthday – but when I am eleven or twelve, let me have singing lessons with a first-class teacher.” It had come to pass – but now I did not just have singing lessons: my teacher, Mr. Marcus, who was very taken with my youth and “lyrical soprano” (his description of my 3-octave voice) had arranged that I should sing for a really famous stage personality, who was also having his voice trained with Mr. Marcus. That was none other than the Austrian comedian, violinist and M.C. (Master of Ceremonies) Mr. Vic Oliver.




    Vic Oliver had fairly recently been much in the limelight because of his marriage to the young film star Sarah Churchill. Sarah was the daughter of the world famous “Bulldog of Britain,” ex-Prime Minister Sir Winston Churchill.




    The marriage was a big surprise to most people and had given him much publicity. The public loved Vic Oliver, and his work for charities was renowned. Mr. Marcus had arranged for me to sing “The Merry Merry Pipes of Pan”, with which I was not enamoured (I found it to be a bit like the songs we had to sing at school). The second choice was Ivor Novello’s “Shine Through My Dreams”, a strong ballad. I was nervous, but Mr. Oliver had that natural charm of an older man and made me feel at home immediately. He was very nice and did not call me “Fuzzy Wuzzy” because of my thick bush of frizzy hair and olive skin, as many other stars taking lessons with Mr. Marcus did. After he had listened carefully to my two songs, he asked me what I really enjoyed singing. I went immediately (with no music) into “Deed I Do” and “Honey Suckle Rose”. He even clapped and seemed delighted. Then he turned to my teacher and said:




    “Dudley, you can’t put this little girl into the classics. She is a natural jazz singer.”




    But that was that; I never heard anything more from Mr. Oliver.




    Some weeks later Dad asked me if I would like to sing at a big charity concert.




    “We have managed to get Vic Oliver to be the Compère and do his act too. This show is going to be BIG TIME.”




    I asked, “At what hall?”




    “We have booked the London Palladium, and you can do two songs, can’t you?”




    I couldn’t believe my ears. Julie Andrews was singing as a “child wonder” in “Starlight Roof” (a big West End show) and setting London agog. Audrey, my cousin, who had been trained at the Italia School of Dancing, had a plum role as the little girl who gets murdered in the controversial drama “Tomorrow the World” at the Adelphi, and now I was to launch out on a singing career at the London Palladium. Oh my! I could feel all the butterflies flying around in my tummy and it was still weeks ahead. I was so surprised you could have knocked me down with a feather.




    My teacher Mr. Marcus was, of course, delighted, and tried hard to make me believe this marvellous possibility of appearing onstage at the world-famous London Palladium all came to be because of the audition he had arranged for me with Vic Oliver. The fact that my Dad, who was paying for my singing tuition, was also on the Board of the Charity Organisation arranging the concert, he obviously pushed into the background.




    He chose for me either Puccini’s “One Fine Day” from Mme Butterfly, or, seeing I was not yet in my teens, Verdi’s “Oh My Beloved Daddy.” I chose Richard Tauber’s “My Heart and I” – which I knew well and felt quite at home with. Richard Tauber, the great Viennese Tenor, had made a name with “Du Bist Mein Ganzes Herz” translated to “You Are My Heart’s Delight” – not just in England, but the whole world, and now he had his own musical with his own composition “My Heart And I”, a lovely song which had become very popular. I practised day and night, working with Marcus like mad til I knew the aria to perfection. The Tauber ballad was pushed into the background, because I could do this comfortably.




    The night arrived. The House was packed. Vic Oliver gave me a wonderful announcement – apart from being highly intellectual, he was a kind man. My heart pounding like a hammer, in my little yellow rayon dress I thought much too childish and short, I went on stage and sailed through the operatic aria with no problems. I even dedicated it to my own Daddy. Now came “My Heart and I” and I felt I knew it back to front. It was easy – that’s why it came to me as a shock that the top note of the climax of the song was just a little flat. Oh, “little stinker”, why did you have to turn up again at such an important time?




    After the show Dad was full of praises, particularly as I had said “Oh my Beloved Daddy” from Giuseppe Verdi was especially for him. He took my arm and said:




    “Little Pussyface, you were a good girl.”




    I think he felt the same, as much of the audience, with no perfect pitch, seemed to think from their “Bravos” and endless applause. Then Vic Oliver brought me out a second time and whispered in my ear, “Your jazz would have got them all cooking.”




    I dropped into a curtsey in my too short frock, first to the applauding audience and then to him, just as Dudley Marcus had taught me. I ran off the stage and behind the curtain to where Mum and Dad were waiting. The relief was unimaginable.




    Mum, who had “perfect pitch,” gave me a disapproving look and said, “Tootsie, never be too sure of yourself. Singers are inclined to slip up on songs they think they know too well. Remember, practice makes perfect.”


  




  

    Chapter 16: Love at First Sight – Switzerland




    The war was over and won. Our class at school had all gone on a trip to Trafalgar Square, to celebrate with Nelson and thousands of others.




    Dad was itching to go abroad. When he had participated with UNESCO he had been in Geneva. He had spent a day in the Tessin (Ticino) and was so impressed, he wanted to take Mummy, Roxie, and me there on a vacation. Apparently, he had colleagues in Lugano-Paradiso. Just the name brought wild wonderful dreams to my imagination.




    We flew to Paris. Oh, what would 99% of the other girls at school say?! “Oh boy – what a superb experience.” Thereafter we took the famous “Blue Train” to Bâle (Basel). We were only in transit in Paris, but the dirt and above all the “public conveniences” (toilets) I found disgusting. There were only 2 places for your feet and a hole – no seats, no nothing – under the guise that this was more hygienic. I could not use them – and oh, the stench to my sensitive nose! Then, you couldn’t drink the water! On the train we used bottled water even to clean our teeth. All these discomforts we shared with a French lady who was in our 3rd bunk compartment. She was obviously quite used to all these inconveniences and regarded them as normal.




    At Bâle we left this old romantic Blue Train and still had time for breakfast at the station and time to go to the toilet! I came back from the W.C. to the family at the breakfast table and announced:




    “It was so clean and so comfortable you could have read a book in there and eaten a sandwich, too.”




    Then the “Schalen” (milk coffees) arrived in large round cups on large round saucers, with a basket full of the most delicious croissants. The fresh butter, the dark cherry jam – what wonderful things they did have in Switzerland – apart from the most outstanding scenery I had ever seen in my life on the train journey to Lugano-Paradiso. It was indeed a holiday to remember. Those beautiful clothes all made in Switzerland, and no coupons necessary! In the UK clothing was still rationed and the beautiful pure silk dirndl skirt and St. Gall lace off-the-shoulder blouse Daddy had bought me took my breath away completely. He and the older members seemed to be more interested in the Strawberry short cake and the thick fresh whipped cream in huge dollops on top. Born with a very sensitive digestion, I found out that even at 10 years of age, coffee and creamy cakes were not for me.




    Roxie, who was already working for Dad as a shorthand typist/secretary, had her own money and purchased a wonderful outfit from a famous boutique and looked marvellous. She was already becoming a very smart lady. Perhaps that was one of the reasons that the young and good-looking night porter Luigi (Luc) at our luxury hotel “The Eden” fell in love with her and would stand at his desk and tell us all about Switzerland. What attracted me most was the direct democracy – everyone could vote over almost anything and everything he said. Back in London, sharing the bedroom with my two sisters, my bed was pushed against the wall by my parents’ bedroom next door. Dad, being already rather deaf, spoke in a loud voice, and I had often heard through the wall how he complained bitterly about the way politics worked in the UK.




    “Those damned ministers,” he would say, “they promise us the world. You vote them in, and once there, they fill their own coffers and don’t give a damn for us who voted for them and all their promises.”




    At 10 I didn’t understand too much about our French speaking Luigi (Luc). It was directed mainly at Roxie anyway. As I felt tired, I said in my best French:




    “Pardon, je sens fatiguée, j’irai accoucher.”




    He burst out laughing and explained to the bewildered Roxie and me that I had just said I was going to have a baby!




    I guess we learnt all the wrong words at school. I had to use the verb “dormir” in the future and leave “coucher” to Lady Marmelade.




    At our last “teatime” at that lovely open-air café under the pergolas, where they served these marvellous strawberries and whipped cream short cake, I stood up and said in a loud voice: “I have made a second decision.”




    Aunty Cissie, Uncle Ralph and Cousin Dennis, plus Mom and Dad, Roxie and the older ones (with the exception of Ray, who was already married to a platinum blonde model) all smiled condescendingly.




    “One day when I have earned enough money singing, I am going to buy a house here. I love this beautiful clean country with their ‘direct democracy.’”




    When Luigi had explained how this worked, I had asked him to write down for me those two words. I had kept the paper and now I read the words “direct democracy” out to them with a flourish. At school, doing Shakespeare’s “Julius Caesar”, I had played the part of Marc Anthony, shouting “Friends Romans Countrymen – lend me your ears,” etc., so I had no problem playing the Orator at this occasion.




    But now I was not Marc Anthony, I was just little Tootsie, Pussyface, also known as “Little stinker” when I did wrong.




    Now I was greeted with peals of laughter. That laughter remained in my memory, because I was already smitten with Switzerland, and marked it down as one of my goals. No matter, I said to myself – big successes often have very small beginnings.


  




  

    Chapter 17: Girl Power




    At twelve I thought I knew everything. I was big for my age (then, to my horror, stopped growing). I got lots of hand downs from my older sisters, giving me a sophisticated touch, and what with my enthusiastic self confidence I gave the appearance of being at least 5 years older. I was without a doubt terribly precocious. Frances had taken me to the most famous professional photographers for show biz people in London, Swarbricks Studios. The photographer got me to pose with only a sombrero for covering and had called me sultry and my mouth sensuous. I had to look both words up in the dictionary, as I didn’t know what they meant. Of course, I was delighted, but rather surprised as the “sensuous mouth” came from pouting when I didn’t get my way as a kiddy. Aha! I grinned, so I am SEXY.




    As the boys we knew boasted about their power over us girls, I found it amusing and decided it was high time my 2 best friends should also know about their “girl power.” I learnt a part from an excellent sex education at school, where our headmistress had super modern ideas, even though we girls thought her to be super strict. I decided she loved the power she wielded not just over us schoolgirls, but also over the teachers. The word “power” appealed to me, and I studied it, particularly “girl power” over the male sex. I found this out even before I was a teen. Let me explain:




    When my two pals, Susan and Annis, both a year or so older than me, got their first bikinis, I got one too. In those days they were not the frivolous sexy bits of nothing, like today with “push-ups” etc. Mine was a royal blue knitted two-piece, but we were young and slim, 12–13 years, and very sure of our new body measurements. At that time, we three girls were at an open-air swimming pool near our homes. I decided then and there, after looking around, this was an ideal time to give my pals a short lecture and lesson on the word “power,” from a female’s point of view. There was a line of young men in their swimming trunks laying with their heads resting against the wall.




    “Now we are going to go by, swinging our hips, and watch all their “little Willies” suddenly stand up.”




    It was fun! We slunk by the boys in our new high heels, bikini clad, getting a terrific kick out of seeing their swimming trunks suddenly shoot up. When we were well passed their stares, I turned to my pals and said:




    “Now you know who has the power.”




    I was 12, and had started singing with an amateur band at our youth club dances, but apart from music and singing I had studied the word “power,” and my name was not “Lolita”!


  




  

    Chapter 17a: My First Date




    I was just thirteen, a magical age – no longer just a kid, I was a teenager. Some teenagers at 18 or 19 were already married, and some were already mothers. I had now joined the brigade of girls who were almost grown up. At 16 one was counted as an adult almost everywhere, and that was only three years away.




    At dancing at Freeman’s school I had met a very nice boy who lived only two roads away from our house. His name was Bernard, and he had asked me for a date. Normally we girls were chaperoned by Theo, our big brother, when going away from our little area, and with him we were allowed to come home at 10 p.m. Mom knew Theo was a good boy and there would be no problems. Sometimes I went to the local youth club, but never alone, always with Sue, Jean and Anice. We went out as a little gang. No nonsense, lots of laughs and no danger. I asked Mom if, now being 13, I could be allowed to go out alone on my first real date. Mom agreed as she knew Bernard’s family, but impressed on us both when he came to pick me up that I must be home by 9.30 p.m.




    Besides bringing me a little posy of violets to pin on the lapel of my coat, he invited me for a light meal at a Lyons Corner House. I was in my element, and we chatted away like two old friends. As was the fashion he brought me home and thanked me for the delightful evening, and then in a trembling voice asked if he could kiss me goodnight before I went in – I had my door key on me. I said “OK,” and he kissed me gently but forcefully and it really appealed to me – and so one kiss went to another. We both laughed and giggled and laughed at the pleasant effect, not noticing how the time was passing. My mother suddenly appeared at her bedroom window overlooking the porch where we were standing. She shouted:




    “Stop that noise Yvonne, come in it’s past your bedtime!”




    This made us both laugh mischievously. Mom shouted again:




    “Stop that row and come in!”




    “Just another kiss,” we said unanimously, and just as we were enjoying this new found pleasure a bucket of cold water came splashing down on our heads. We both realized Mom was not joking and meant business. Wet and still laughing, I ran quickly to our front door before another unwanted cold shower could take the wind out of my sails.




    Silence once again reigned on the front porch and mother slept peacefully. I sat on the edge of my bed drying my hair with a towel as I wrote my diary of that very eventful evening and of that unpleasant but funny incident which certainly made my first date unforgettable.


  




  

    Chapter 18: Plus ça change, plus ça reste la même chose




    Mum, who was half French, used this expression often, so it was perhaps my first lesson in the French language.




    Today we all get quite shocked when it comes to light in the media, that a famous personage like the nephew of ex President of France, Mr. François Mitterand, or world-famous film producer Roman Polanski had sex affaires with underage girls. We all seemed very sure of ourselves, “This must be rape.” I for one am not so sure. After all, in Shakespeare’s play “Romeo and Juliet”, both were well underage. To my mind it does not depend on us, it depends on our hormones and our upbringing, and self discipline.




    At 12 I was already going on a bus once weekly to the other side of London quite alone for my singing lesson with the much-admired classical singing teacher Dudley Marcus. I had learnt how to control my vibrato after having learnt how to breathe and sustain a long note. However, I was 6 months into puberty and already madly in love with a 15-year-old technology college student. When the public bus came to our bus stop, us schoolgirls who had become interested in the opposite sex all made a rush for the stairs, because we knew the boys from the Technical College would be with their satchels upstairs, too. Then we would have about 20 minutes of flirting – pure fun! I had finally plucked up enough courage to invite, for me, the handsomest J.D. to my next party. He had broad shoulders, proper muscles, a nice height, and a very devil-may-care grin.




    He was a big success with all the girls at my party. We played the usual games, but when we played “Postman’s knock”, he managed to call my number and once the door to the party room was closed and we were alone in the hall, he gave me such a passionate kiss, I fell in love with him immediately. Some weeks later we sat on a park bench in the twilight. Some more mature people passed by, whispering, “Oh they must be lovers.” I was elated that people regarded me not as a kid – but an adult lover! The elation was short lived however when Joe told me his hand was cold and could he warm it near my heart under my blouse. In no time he had undone the buttons on my shirt with the dexterity of an experienced male. Then came the “Oh…” I had no bras and nothing to fill a bra with, and worse I felt no thrill – no nothing!




    In spite of the disappointment on both sides, he still managed to pluck up enough courage to ask me to have sex with him. I was shocked and froze like a freezer that had just been re-iced. That was the end of my first love affair!




    To my utter disgust, not more than a week later I heard, as one invariably hears, as word gets round so quickly through the grapevine in girl’s high schools, that he had reached his goal with Tilly Foreman. Tilly was 13 and therefore in a higher class than me. She was known for her pretty face and very provocative young figure. She made up for a lack of brains in the classroom by being a big success with all the boys. I was devastated and walked around the house singing “What is this thing called love?” That was the end of my first big “fantasy” love affair but the beginning of my determination to concentrate on my goal of singing around the world and being so good that, if there should be any hearts broken, it would be the other guy’s heart and not mine! I decided there and then – I will be a success and a heart breaker!




    About that time, I shared a desk at school with an exceptionally lovely girl from Scotland. She had black hair worn in a “pageboy” as was the fashion, brown eyes, and white skin – trademarks of my own mother – plus a quiet way with her. She was not pushy, like so many others, but was reticent and I liked her very much. One day she was absent. After three days of no Diana, I asked our teacher if she knew if perhaps Diana was not well or possibly on holiday with her parents. I realized then because of her closed character, I really knew very little about her. To my horror the teacher lowered her voice and said:




    “She has unfortunately passed away!”




    “What?” I ejaculated incredulously.




    “Yes, it was blood poisoning. Do not say a word to anyone but stay after the class.”




    I was in a state of shock. It was my first occasion to be confronted with death from someone so close to me. My grandmother had passed away and soon after my grandfather – but they were old. Mick Shaw got blown up loading bombs in a Bomber plane, and passed on, but he was Theo’s friend, not mine, and I had only seen him once or twice, and he was definitely well in his 20s. To my mind this was “fairly old,” but Diana was, at the most, just turned 13. How could she die?




    Later when I was alone with our teacher “Barty” – (Miss Bartlett), she told me:




    “Unfortunately, Diana got talked into sex, became pregnant and tried without help of anyone she knew, to rid herself of this horrible situation. Unfortunately,” she said, looking at me and lowering her voice at the same time, “this act of surrender on her part was her death knell.”




    Psychologically that tragedy had an affect on me for the rest of my life: a) to remain a virgin (which somewhat later I seemed to forget), b) to beware of sweet-talking boys, and c) to concentrate on my chosen path and not be led astray by temptation. It was definitely a shock treatment and those last words from my teacher ring in my ears to this day.
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