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            I cannot picture what the life of the spirit would have been without him. He found me when my mind and soul were hungry and thirsty, and he fed them till our last hour together.

            A Backward Glance, edith wharton

            Do you think, because I am poor, obscure, plain and little, I am soulless and heartless?

            Jane Eyre, charlotte brontë
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        A Note from the Author
      

         

         In 1933 the ornithologist and wildlife artist, Peter Scott, took possession of a deserted lighthouse situated on the mouth of the River Nene on the Wash. It was in this isolated spot that he created his first bird sanctuary. In 1941, his friend the American journalist and short-story writer, Paul Gallico, published a children’s novella, a parable on the regenerative power of friendship and love, The Snow Goose, inspired by Scott’s lighthouse, which he relocated to Essex for his book.

         In this novel, I have developed the bare bones of Gallico’s tale into a story for adults, and returned the narrative to the remote corner of Lincolnshire where Peter Scott’s lighthouse stands.

         I have kept the original names, Fritha and Philip Rhayader, from The Snow Goose, but I have changed the species of the bird they care for. Pink-footed geese breed in eastern Greenland, Iceland and Svalbard. They are migratory, wintering in north-west Europe, especially Ireland, the Netherlands, western Denmark and Great Britain. The snow goose in Paul Gallico’s novel is native to North America, and is rarely found in these islands. 10
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         I was twelve when i was sent to that cold place. I could never have dreamt that anywhere so lonely existed. In my mind’s eye it was always cold, though I arrived in September. A hot day, the sort of day for a picnic not a war. From the stuffy train we could see gangs of women in the fields dressed in old sun bonnets and aprons, weeding rows of potatoes and stacking bundles of hay. Land Girls in khaki drill. And above, the tiny dot of a skylark hovering, soaring up-up-and-up until it finally disappeared into the high wide blue. But still, what stays with me are the winter flurries of sleet over the tidal estuaries. The whalebone-coloured skies and frozen tidal creeks. The eerie honking of wintering geese as they lifted their strong-muscled necks and angel wings in the mist above the reed beds and frosted fields. Hands and toes chapped raw with chilblains. No, after Bethnal Green with its crabbed back-to-backs, its soot-blackened tenements, bustling markets and noisy pubs, I could never have dreamt that such a place existed.

         Very few people lived there. A clutch of tenant farmers and poachers. Local oyster catchers plying their ancient trade. It was known as Black Fen. Black for the peaty soil and melancholy of the place. For its dark, hidden histories. A flat, flat land extending as far as the eye could see, with nothing to help a stranger 14 distinguish one stretch of sugar beet from another monotonous field of swede or celery. With few hedges and even fewer trees, the bitter wind swept in from the Wash gathering up topsoil, depositing it in cottages, blocking dykes and ditches. Chilling the bones. The Fen blows they called it. Murky as London smog, it filled lungs, clogged eyelashes and turned mucus black.

         Hardly a day goes by when I don’t think of that place. I knew only that it was far from home. Far from my beloved nan and the small world I’d grown to know during my twelve years living above that cramped hardware shop in the East End. Once, when wool was in demand, the Fens had been one of the richest areas in England. In medieval times exports from the Lincolnshire town of Boston were booming and the town paid more tax than any other except London, but by the time I was sent there, the area was down-at-heel, neglected and forgotten. Ancient villages and flint churches sat lonely as widows among the sad, flat fields of potatoes and sugar beet. When the local landowners first drained the marsh, the fen dwellers were bitterly opposed. Worried the drainage systems would destroy their fisheries, stop them catching the eels that teemed in their thousands in the waterways. Concerned that the reclaimed land would be given to the men who’d carried out the work, not back to those who rightfully owned it. Dykes were breached. Ditches filled, the peat shrank and water levels rose, so gradually the canals became higher than the land. Windmills were built to scoop up the water.

         Now the dykes are several feet above ground.

         With few roads it became a refuge for the lawless and the feral. Even the Romans thought the place ungovernable. Found 15 themselves outwitted by the cunning Fen folk who strode across the marshes on tall wooden stilts. A skill they failed to master.

         
             

         

         The Great Marsh. A place between somewhere and nowhere. Created by the gradual build-up of mud from the rivers that flow into the Wash. Neither land nor water, constantly flooded by salt tides. One of the last wildernesses in England. Grass and reeds, half-submerged meadowlands, mudflats and saltings appear stitched to the huge skies and wide expanse of open sea. And everywhere there are birds. At first, I couldn’t tell them apart. But slowly you taught me their names. Teal and wigeon. Redshanks and curlews. Terns and gulls. Greylag and brent geese. The black-tailed godwits and dunlin that swirled in their hundreds of thousands between their high-tide roosts and food-rich mudflats.

         When I arrived, a shingle and shell embankment, covered in yellow horned poppies, formed a bulwark against the ever-encroaching sea. It’s still there but breached by many tides. The shape of the land has changed over the years. Bits have fallen away, become silted over. Where pink-foot and little tern used to fish, cows now graze. And, at low tide, the deserted lighthouse appears like a lost thought. Once a beacon shining out across the North Sea, warning ships from Jutland or coal vessels making their way down south from Newcastle of dangerous tidal currents and sandbanks, its rafters, now, are inhabited by bats and nesting owls. Its lantern dark.

         
             

         

         16 I don’t live in that lonely place now. A lot of water has flowed under a lot of bridges. Now I’m old. My life mostly behind me. I don’t expect anything else much to happen. I live each day as best I can. Try to be positive, despite the sciatica. Inside, I’m the same person I’ve always been. That’s the thing. The heart remains unchanged. It’s just the body that ages. But the longing remains. The longing for those moments all those years ago in that place where sea and sky met. Now the old woman others see bears no relation to the young girl I once was and still, inside, often feel myself to be. Mostly I’m invisible. Voices change when people speak to me. I call it their ‘wallpaper voice’. Flat and even, it papers over the cracks. No one really wants to know how I am, even if they bother to ask. Wrinkles have a way of making you disappear one line at a time. I’m just the lady in the green cardigan and sensible shoes. But life has its blessings if you choose to count them. And I have my story to tell. Each of us does. All of us are simply trying to make sense of a world we don’t quite understand. Dipping our toes into that black box of memories to answer those nagging questions: the whats, the hows and whys.

         But I’m lucky. I have my health—apart from the pain in my leg—and mostly my mind. Though what happened seventy-five years ago is easier to recall than where I left my glasses. When it’s fine I go to Victoria Park, where I used to play all those years ago as a child, and sit on the bench. Watch the toddlers eating ice creams, the young boys doing tricks on their skateboards, the swans on the lake floating past in flotillas. Swans are the romantics of the bird world. They mate for life. I’ve always liked birds. There’s a robin that comes 17 to the ledge outside my bedroom window. I save him my breakfast crusts. Robins are very territorial. He thinks he owns the place.

         I like to watch the spray from the fountains make rainbows on the artificial lake. Sometimes I take my battered copy of Palgrave’s Golden Treasury with me in my handbag and sit there with a cup of tea. The book’s very worn now. The spine coming apart. I like Keats and Edward Thomas. I’m not so keen on more modern stuff. I enjoy rereading the poems I learnt as a girl, and know many of them by heart. As a child, Victoria Park was the only green space I knew. I’d never been to the country, except on a coach trip with Mum to Southend where I sat on a miniature clockwork train that ran round and round the edge of the municipal garden with its flower clock planted with golden marigolds, where fat-bottomed ladies in white skirts played bowls. I remember I had a strawberry cornet that dripped all down my blue cotton dress, and a donkey ride. By the time I got home, my bare shoulders were so red and raw that Mum had to smother them in pink calamine. Though that was the seaside, not the country. But still.

         In summer, while Mum was minding the shop, Iris and I’d go to the park. Tuck our dresses in our knickers and paddle in the ponds, daring each other to go up to our knees without getting our clothes wet. We knew we’d cop it if we did. Sundays we’d hang around the men on their soapboxes. We hadn’t a clue what they were on about as they waved their arms, spat and barked about socialism and fascism. But we thought they were funny. There was a man in a torn mac with a sandwich board that said, ‘The End Is Nigh’. Another who claimed he 18 was a prophet inspired by the Holy Ghost. But they locked him up in the loony bin.

         During the war, the park was closed to the public. Used as an ack-ack site to target the Luftwaffe’s bombers looping back north after an attack on the docks, and a holding camp for foreign internees was set up just beyond the tennis courts. Even Signor Giuseppe, who ran the ice cream parlour in Bethnal Green Road, where he made his own ice cream with real lemons, got put in there before being sent to the Isle of Man. Another corner was used to launch barrage balloons, and another turned into an allotment. The railings were melted down for guns, and an air-raid shelter was built near St Mark’s Gate. But Mum would never go there.

         You won’t catch me doing my business in a bucket in front of the neighbours. I’ll take me chances with the Hun, thanks very much, and keep me knickers to meself.

         
             

         

         I was born into a family of shopkeepers. My grandfather’s name, D.W. Cooper, was written over the door in gold letters. The D.W. for Donald Walter. Though towards the end of his life everyone just called him Duck. I still have an old photograph of him with his big moustache, standing outside on the pavement in his white apron among the besoms and brooms, the shovels and galvanized baths. The buckets hanging above the doorway in the cobbled street. Coopers of Bethnal Green sold balls of string, packets of starch and Reckitt’s Blue for whitening the weekly wash. Laundry dollies, fuse wire and nails by the ounce, which were weighed out on the brass scales and 19 poured into brown paper bags like boiled sweets. Duck died when I was four. So the shop was run by my nan and mum. A family of women. Our lives were lived in the tiny dark room behind the shop we called the scullery. When I was small there was a black range with two ovens on either side, surrounded by a fender with a padded seat. But when Duck died, Nan got two men from Mile End to rip it out and put in a modern one with beige tiles. The new gas cooker—at least new to us—stood behind the door opposite the old Belfast sink with its hairline crack and dripping cold-water tap. Pushed against the wall was the table covered in a checked oilskin that you had to squeeze past to get to Nan’s armchair squashed between the fireplace and window. And on the high shelf, beside the print of Sir John Everett Millais’s Bubbles that Mum got free with Pears soap and hung in the gilt frame she found in Brick Lane, was our mahogany radio. The one with a mesh grill that Nan bought with the insurance money after Duck had gone. Mum had to ask Mr Baker from next door to fix up the wire aerial or it just crackled and faded in the middle of a programme. We always listened to the six o’clock news and Mum loved the Glenn Miller Orchestra. She liked to sing ‘Doin’ the Jive’ as she sashayed round the kitchen getting the tea. Outside the back door, a flight of stone steps led down to a concrete yard, not much bigger than the scullery, surrounded by a high wall. At the far end was the lavatory. It was dark and cold, and you had to stand holding the chain until it finished flushing or the water just stopped.

         
             

         

         20 Since my dad, Sid, had upped and left with Vera from the bookie’s, it had just been the three of us. I couldn’t really remember living with Dad. Though I dimly recollect him coming home smelling of the Black Horse, singing ‘It’s De-Lovely’ in an American accent, pretending to be Eddy Duchin. He’d be in the Horse till closing time, wisecracking with his mates. Small-time crooks and East End stallholders. Peeling a ten-bob note from the wad in his back pocket, placing illegal bets on the gee-gees and the dogs.

         Scottie had two winners today, missus, he’d announce, rolling into the kitchen with his mates, the worse for wear. Mum was always missus. Or, if he was in a lovey-dovey mood, Doll.

         Don’t bleedin’ tell you nothing about all his losers, though, does he? she’d answer tight-lipped, slamming the bedroom door and telling him to sleep on the sofa. After that, he’d settle at the kitchen table with his cronies for a game of whist and a couple of bottles of Burton Old. But he always managed to charm Nan. Kissing her on the cheek and asking: How’s my gal? when he came in the door.

         
             

         

         He and Mum met in a dance hall in Clacton-on-Sea. A smooth talker, my dad, he soon had Mum pregnant. A commission agent’s clerk—which was just a posh way of saying he worked in the bookie’s—he always looked sharp. Brilliantined hair and a double-breasted from Harry Cohen’s in Petticoat Lane. After he went with Vera, he always sent me birthday cards with my age embossed on the front in golden numbers. Once he took me to London zoo. I remember the tigers and throwing fish 21 to the penguins who walked like Charlie Chaplin. Riding on a little wooden seat with some other kids, high up on a swaying elephant, terrified at being so far off the ground. My first toffee apple.

         I thought Dad was wonderful because he did tricks. Fished out coins from behind my ear or from underneath an empty handkerchief. Made an ace of spades vanish into thin air. He was a born showman, a raconteur, a wide boy, but he loved me. How do I know? Because when he shaved, he’d stand in his string vest, a towel thrown over his shoulder like a prize fighter and pull funny faces at me in the small, fogged-up mirror. Push up a piggy-nose to reach that bit above his top lip, sticking out his tongue from the foam beard lathered over his cheeks with the big bristle brush, to make me laugh. And when he got back from the pub, he’d tiptoe across the creaking landing and climb onto my narrow bed. Shove me up against the wall with his sharp elbow and, in a beery whisper, tell me about The Little Mermaid or Sleeping Beauty. Stories where he always gave the heroine my name. Freda.

         But after he went with Vera, Mum wouldn’t have him back in the house.

         Not long after I was sent away, he was called up. At the time I didn’t know where. He was drafted into the Royal Army Pay Corps, the unit responsible for administering all the army’s financial affairs. Stationed in Foots Cray, near Sidcup, there was always the chance for the odd scam. Many years later, going through his things after he’d passed away, I found a photograph of him in uniform. It seems he toyed with the idea of deserting. Happier to face prison, with the guarantee 22 of three hot meals a day and a warm bed, than the Jerries. Though that was never a real possibility in the Pay Corps. The most dangerous thing he was likely to encounter was an angry sergeant major.

         It’s bad enough being your fancy woman, Sid, Vera protested. But I’m buggered if I’m going to be a deserter’s fancy woman. You bloody well go and do your duty.

         In many ways the Pay Corps suited him. Got him away from women. He liked a kiss and a cuddle, but women were always wanting things. A bob for this. A tanner for that. Always wanting to know if you loved them. Foots Cray became his fiefdom. When rationing started, he could get his hands on whatever you fancied for a few readies. Extra tea. A pat of butter. A jerrycan of petrol. With a bit of wheeling and dealing, he could conjure up ciggies and nylons, a bottle of Johnnie Walker, a tin or two of corned beef. Even French perfume. Spivs, runners and ticket touts. They were his friends. But looking back, I realize, he was already slipping from my life.

         
             

         

         I never appreciated that we were poor. But we must have struggled. Mum was still a pretty woman; though her looks were beginning to fade, she still had thick auburn hair that fell in natural curls. But like most East End women over thirty, her face was beginning to line and the first grey hairs appear. She was always trying ‘something new’. Egg-white face masks. Pond’s Cold Cream slathered across her cheeks and forehead at bedtime, her hair set in tight pin curls under a rayon scarf. 23

         You don’t look a bit like your mum, people would say if we stopped and chatted when out shopping in the market. By which they meant that with her thick wavy hair and small waist, she was pretty. While I, with my lank pudding basin, my scrawny arms and legs, was not.

         I often wondered if it was my fault that Dad left. If I got in the way. Stopped Mum from spending nights out with him at the Black Horse. Prevented her from having a new dress or that coveted compact of Rimmel face powder she so wanted because she had to clothe and feed me. She was a romantic and liked nothing better than an afternoon at the Gaumont with a box of Milk Tray, watching Bette Davis play Jezebel. That headstrong young Southern belle who wore a scandalous red dress to the local ball. Mum cried at the bit where Jezebel’s sweetheart left to marry a respectable northerner. Mum always wanted a Prince Charming to come and save her after Dad left. But he never turned up.

         She longed to be fashionable but didn’t have the means. Up each morning before I left for school, she’d slip her pinny over her cotton dress and go through to open up the shop, hanging up the mops and dusters in the street outside the front door. The galvanized buckets and bristle brooms. The rubber sink plungers. It would be Nan scrubbing the egg-stained plates or knitting by the gas fire when I got home from school. Her big girdle and lisle stockings airing on the wooden kitchen maid. Her shins mottling in the heat.

         If I close my eyes, I can still hear the clack of her needles. Feel the cold windowpane against my cheek. It’s winter and I’m staring out into a brown pea-souper, watching the rain 24 condense into greasy drops on the glass, placing bets with myself to see which will reach the bottom first. I’ve been arranging the cigarette cards Dad saves for me into sets, hoping he might turn up. Not the footballers. I didn’t like those. I swap those at school for Cottage Garden Flowers: blue hollyhocks, pink roses and dahlias. Or Film Favourites: Clark Gable, Jean Harlow and Errol Flynn. Though I never could find Bette Davis.

         
             

         

         The day before I was sent away to that cold place, Iris and I went to look at the burst water main in Roman Road. Iris was my friend. My only friend. Her mum worked in the fish shop, so her clothes always smelt of coley.

         Ooh it’s like a fountain, she squealed, her frizzy red curls bouncing up and down as the water gushed from the pipes.

         When we peered into the hole the workmen had dug, I noticed a single sandal dropped in the mud. It upset me, that lost shoe. Made me think of Nan alone in the dark back bedroom. Until recently she’d be waiting for me every Friday after school at the scullery table with the big yellow mixing bowl and a jar of plain flour to make pies and jam tarts for the weekend. We’d sift the flour through the wire sieve, rub in cubes of margarine, add water and salt, then knead the dough with our cold hands. She taught me how to roll the pastry on a floury board with the wooden rolling pin. Cut out circles for jam tarts with the rim of a teacup. Make gooseberry and apple pies, crimping the edges between thumb and forefinger, then cutting little pastry leaves to decorate the top, before brushing them in egg white with the special pastry brush so the crusts turned golden brown. I’d 25 practise peeling the apples so the skin came off in one go and I could make a wish. And while the pies were in the oven, Nan would sit in her special chair, her veined legs propped on the wooden stool, her red hands resting in the floury lap of her apron, the thin gold wedding band cutting into her swollen fourth finger. When the pies were ready, we’d cut a slit in the top to let out the steam.

         
             

         

         That day, after visiting the broken water main, Iris and I went to the sweetshop, sauntering home past the kosher butcher, the coal merchant and the barber’s red-and-white-striped pole, sherbet lemons exploding on our tongues. When I got in Mum was in the scullery talking with the doctor.

         There’s nothing more to be done, I’m afraid, he was saying in a voice like the vicar’s, rocking backwards and forwards on the worn lino in his shoes with the polished toecaps.

         I couldn’t listen and ran upstairs to the back bedroom where Nan was propped up against the bolster in the iron bedstead like a small grey-haired child. The room was dark and damp, filled with a fug of coal dust and Wright’s coal tar soap. A cup of half-drunk beef tea was sitting on the bedside table and, even though it was summer, a fire was burning in the grate. Above, on the mantlepiece, beside the row of ivory elephants that got smaller and smaller right down to the baby, was a photograph of Duck before he left for the Somme. And, at either end, two plaster horses reared up on their hind legs, their wire reins held by a pair of naked ladies with roses in their hair that Duck had won in a Test Your Strength booth on Clacton pier when he 26 and Nan were courting. I climbed onto the bed beside her, but she felt so shrunken and small under her winceyette nightie that I started to cry.

         Now lovey, no fuss, she said, kissing the top of my head. You’re a big girl now.

         
             

         

         I shake the rain off my umbrella, put it in the stand by the door and settle at a table that looks over the fountain. If the weather clears, I’ll walk round the lake. I try to do it twice a week. But I’m slow now. I always start at the main entrance on Sewardstone Road. Near the wrought-iron gates with their stone Dogs of Alcibiades. I like watching the seasons change. The crab-apple blossom coming into bloom and the lilac. The ripening conkers. Small details that keep me anchored in the present. Often, I doubt my memories that belong to another century. There’s no one left to corroborate them now.

         Number five?

         A pot of tea and a scone. A dish of strawberry jam. One of my small indulgences is to come to the park café. I like to sit here and write in my journal. My memory isn’t what it once was, so it helps me to remember. Enjoy, says the girl, as she puts down the tray. I’ve not seen her before. She has a blond ponytail, heavily made-up eyes and is wearing a boy’s checked shirt and jeans. There’s a small swallow tattooed on the inside of her wrist. I can’t get used to these young girls having tattoos. In my day it was only sailors and criminals. You never saw them on a woman. She’s pretty and I wonder if she has a sweetheart. Where she’s from. Poland? Lithuania? A migrating bird blown 27 off course. This part of London has always been a melting pot. Jews, Bengalis, Turks. Now Romanians and Albanians. There are few left, like me, who were actually born around here. Houses that once held three families sharing an outside toilet have been done up with expensive bathrooms and IKEA kitchens by couples whose children have names like Noah and Mia. I wonder, where have all the Dorises gone?

         The room I live in now looks out onto a small garden. Sparrows, so common in my childhood, are rare. Though there’s the occasional tit or blackbird. The other day one flew in through my open window and crashed against the glass in a panic before I could help it back outside. On warm days, the carers bring the less mobile residents out in their wheelchairs to sit in the sun. A tartan rug tucked around their knees, their liver-spotted hands fluttering like butterflies in the spring warmth.

         I don’t mind the place. You hear stories about homes like this, but the staff are very kind. There’s not an English girl among them. Gloria’s from the Philippines. Beverly from Guyana. Svetlana from Tbilisi. Oh, and there’s an Irish girl from Leitrim, Bernadette, who’s going home soon to marry her childhood sweetheart, Declan, and run a B & B. Bernadette likes to chat. I know her parents own a farm, mostly dairy cattle, and that she has three brothers, and a sister who is a district midwife. Bernadette’s the second youngest and wanted to be a nurse too, but there weren’t the funds to send her to college.

         Why are you here? they ask, as they plump pillows and fill water jugs. Why aren’t you with your family?

         But I’ve a comfy single bed and the curtains are covered with yellow primroses. There’s a matching bedspread and a 28 blue crocheted cushion on the chair where I sit and read and watch the birds. I still enjoy reading, though my eyes aren’t as good as they once were. Mostly I like the classics. Rereading The Mill on the Floss or The Mayor of Casterbridge. Books I discovered as a young woman when training to be a librarian. Outside my window there’s a laburnum. It seems something of a trick of nature that such a pretty tree, with its cascade of golden clusters, should be so poisonous. I also have my own dressing table. We could bring one small piece of furniture with us to make it feel more like home. It’s where I keep my trinket box with my mother’s wedding ring. Her marcasite swan brooch. The amber beads I never wear because they need restringing. I don’t have much to remember her by. There are other odds and ends, too, that I can’t bring myself to throw away. A spool of negatives. Old tickets. A single white feather. Life soon becomes reduced to a pile of ephemera.

         Why do I keep these things? These bits and bobs, meaningless to anyone other than me. Because they take me straight back, provide tangible evidence of what really happened. Proof that everything isn’t just a figment of my overblown imagination.

         When I’m gone there’ll barely be anyone to remember me. I don’t have children. Books have been my life. I enjoyed being a librarian. There’s something comforting about the Dewey decimal system: 100 for philosophy and psychology, 200 for religion and mythology, through to social science and folklore, dictionaries and encyclopaedias. I liked the fact that each book has its own position. Its own shelf. I prided myself on my card index system. Blue for fiction. Yellow for history. Pink for romance. Each card housed neatly in its small wooden 29 drawer with a brass handle. Typed with its category number, author and title. That, of course, was long before computers. It’s all different now. And there are far fewer libraries. They all seem to be closing. I don’t think people read so much any more, what with all these new-fangled electronic games. There are too many other distractions.

         In my day, all sorts came to the library. Men looking for jobs in the small ads. Down-and-outs wanting shelter from the rain for a few hours. Children in search of the new Enid Blyton. I lived on my own, so liked the company. Helping people find a book on the Tudors or instructions on how to make a rabbit hutch. You’d get to know the regulars. The lady from the wool shop who came in every week for the new Mills & Boon. Her favourite, I seem to remember, was In the Name of Love by Guy Trent. She took that one out many times. The lonely old gentleman who liked Greek myths. I particularly enjoyed the quiet after closing time when everyone had gone, when I was there alone, making sure all the books had been put back on the right shelves. The magazines and newspapers folded and placed in the correct racks. It gave me a sense of satisfaction when I turned the lights out and locked up, that everything was shipshape. Ready for the next day. In truth, I suppose, I’m quite solitary. Happiest with my own company. It’s always felt easier that way. But working with books gave me a window onto other worlds, other experiences I’d never otherwise have had.

         On the mantlepiece, above the gas fire, are my photographs. A faded black-and-white snap of my parents on their wedding day. My mother in a little cloche hat with a veil, holding a bunch of forget-me-nots tied with a white ribbon. Dad raising a toast. 30 They are in the Black Horse. Mum smiling and looking happy. And then there’s one of me as a five-year-old, sitting cross-legged in the front row on the playground tarmac. I remember how the photographer ducked behind a little curtain before the flash of his big tripod camera went off. Sitting just behind me, her hands on her knees and her hair braided in two plaits and twisted over her ears like earphones, is Miss Wilson. I liked Miss Wilson. She had sticky-out teeth but was kind and smelt of lily of the valley. Her fiancé died in the Great War and, like many of her generation, she never married but made some sense of her life teaching and singing in the local choir. She must be long gone by now. Next to me is Iris, one eye of her glasses covered with thick Elastoplast to correct her squint. I wish I knew what had happened to her. She married a Scot at the end of the war and went to live in Glasgow. Had three children. But then we lost touch.

         
             

         

         I do so wish I had a photograph of you. Though I still have the little Bakelite-and-glass snow globe. A child’s toy, more than seventy years old. You gave it to me that Christmas, wrapped in blue paper covered with little gold stars and I kept it under my mattress. A secret. It was the most precious thing I’d ever owned. When I shook it, a blizzard swirled over the thatched cottage, turning everything white. I imagined a happy family huddled by a crackling fire. A shimmering Christmas tree and, underneath, presents tied with coloured string. A plum pudding boiling in muslin on the stove. Outside, the iron-hard fields of the Fens. Kale and cabbage dusted with rime. Frosted sea holly. 31 So much is considered beautiful because it’s valuable, but my little snow globe is quite worthless, except for the memories it conjures.

         Snow shrouds the dirty and broken. The things we’d rather forget.

         I also have your notebook and the painting of the young girl with watchful eyes. It hangs above my bed. Her skin’s so white you can almost see the blue veins beneath it, and her fringe is frayed and ratty, as though she’s taken the scissors to it herself.

         I hope you’d be pleased I have them, that they’ve been preserved.

         
             

         

         It’s something of a cliché to say that grief is the price we pay for love. I’ve always assumed this was said by somebody literary. Emily Brontë, say, or Thomas Hardy. But when I looked it up, it was the Queen. Our Queen, on the death of Princess Diana. The People’s Princess. I don’t suppose the Queen actually wrote it. Presumably, it was a speech writer. I like the Queen. We’re pretty much the same age. I think if we were ever to sit down to tea together, we’d get on. Have things to talk about. The Blitz. Rationing. The countryside. She likes animals. Horses as well as corgis. She may be rich, but she’s never struck me as extravagant. During the war she collected coupons for her wedding dress. Keeps her cornflakes and rich tea biscuits in a Tupperware box. Heats her private rooms with a gas fire. I think we’d understand one another.

         
             

         

         32 All that summer there was talk of the Crisis. After weeks of grey skies and rain there was a heatwave. It was so hot we had to have the back door open to let in some air. I was playing patience at the kitchen table and could see into next door where Mrs Baker was scrubbing her husband’s pyjamas on the wooden washboard, when the wireless began to broadcast instructions for Operation Pied Piper. Next morning the Prime Minister interrupted the regular programmes to announce that we were at war with Germany. Air raid sirens began to wail. In the park, steam shovels started to dig up the turf so the parks could be used for growing food, while men in flat caps stood in rows filling sandbags. Overhead barrage balloons floated against the blue sky like big silvery fish, while AA scouts, who’d joined forces with the military police, rode around on freshly painted khaki motorbikes, taking down signposts and street names, replacing them with notices that told motorists the main routes out of town would be one-way traffic for the next three days. Cars packed with suitcases, children’s perambulators, dogs, cats and bird cages, took to the road. Above, the skies droned with squadrons of bombers making their way towards France and Poland.

         Young squaddies packed into army lorries waved and shouted ‘Give us a smile!’ to any passing shop girl, then bawled out ‘Tipperary’, not knowing what else to sing. All the girls loved a bit of khaki, and these lads were off to be soldiers, unlike those poor sods who had to go down the pits or cycle to work in their bicycle clips and second-hand suits to spend the day as junior clerks in the post office.

         
             

         

         33Evacuation. It was a new word.

         What does it mean, Mum?

         Going away somewhere in the country, she sighed, as I stood in my baggy knickers waiting for the saucepans to boil on the gas stove, staggering with pans of hot water to the tin bath, then back again for the next one.

         Recently Bert, the eldest in my class, had been to the Roxy to see H.G. Wells’s Things to Come. Mum didn’t think it suitable for children, so I wasn’t allowed to go. Afterwards, he terrified us with lurid descriptions of massed bombers, poison gas and heaps of smoking rubble. At night I lay in bed in abject fear.

         
             

         

         We were issued with a list of things to pack. Gas mask. Vest and combinations. One pair of knickers. One liberty bodice and petticoat. Socks or stockings. Plimsolls. A comb. A toothbrush and a bar of soap. Before I went to bed Mum ran me up a rucksack from an old pillowcase on the treadle Singer that sat in the corner of the scullery where she made most of our clothes.

         Up early, I put on the lilac cardigan Nan had knitted for my birthday over my summer dress. And, despite the heat, the coat with the rabbit-fur collar Mum had bought at the vicarage jumble. Then I brushed my hair. It was thin and cut in a ragged bob. Kept out of my eyes with a kirby grip. When I was ready, I ran in to say goodbye to Nan. But she was asleep. Her mouth flopped open like the flap of an envelope so I could see her pink gums. Her teeth in a glass beside the bed. She was breathing so heavily I was scared to kiss her, so picked up the 34 clean hankie on her bedside table that smelt of Parma Violets and put it in my pocket. I wondered if I’d ever see her again.

         
             

         

         Mum was wearing her best astrakhan coat, even though it was so hot. Her hair was tied in a maroon turban with one of Sid’s silk scarves.

         Come on now, Freda. Get your skates on. We’ll be late, she said, dragging me along the pavement, her heels clicking against the hot cobbles.

         Groups of children were already gathered in the school playground. Girls by the girls’ toilets. Boys by the boys’. I looked for Iris but couldn’t see her. A man with half-moon spectacles came and pinned a label on my coat with my name typed on it.

         Find someone to pair up with, he said. We don’t want anyone to get lost now, do we? And there’s to be no drinking from now on. I don’t want any accidents.

         It was an exquisite day, the sky high and clear. London looked beautiful. It was the weekend and, with the roads and railways cleared of ordinary travellers, it felt as if we were going on holiday. As though we should be carrying buckets and spades, not gas masks. Outside Liverpool Street station I was still searching for Iris when we were told to form a crocodile behind Miss Wilson who was holding a banner with our school’s name on it. We lined up behind her clutching our home-made rucksacks and gas masks. Our packets of sandwiches that were beginning to curl at the edges in the heat.

         Then a policeman strode into the middle of the road, his helmet barely visible among the buses and military lorries, thrust 35 a white-gloved hand into the air, blew his whistle and waved us across to the station. A double-decker ground to a halt at the lights and the bus driver tooted his horn, leant out of his cab and shouted cheerio as we hurried across the tramlines. When we got to the ticket hall, the name of the station had been obliterated with black paint.

         So the Jerries won’t know where they are when they get here, Bert whispered conspiratorially.

         Where we going?

         Dunno, he shrugged. A long way out into the country, me dad says.

         The place was chock-a-block with troops shovelling coal and munitions into wagons. Shouting officials and sobbing mothers. Clouds of steam belched from the iron engines as pistons slowly ground into action.

         D’you mind, miss, if it’s all the same to you, a nursing mother in the front of a long queue was saying to a carnation-faced member of the Women’s Voluntary Service, built like a sentry box, I don’t think I’ll send me Alfie after all. Y’see, I never left him before. How’s he going to manage? she asked, nodding at a small, whey-faced boy, torn knee socks collapsing round his scuffed boots. You see, she whispered under her breath, he still has a little problem at night, if you know what I mean.

         Come on. Get in, get in. Chop-chop. You can’t go back now, the flustered volunteer with a London County Council armband barked, clapping her hands. Others are waiting.

         How long? How long would it be before the first air raid? Hours? Minutes? Hitler had promised to darken the sky with his aeroplanes. Two small girls, faces striped with dirt and 36 anxiety, were lugging around a grizzling, bare-bottomed baby. The older one was jigging him up and down, the younger clutching a cardboard box holding a bottle of grey milk and a ragged shawl.

         By the WVS tea urn, we bumped into Mrs Brown and her daughter Betty. They lived in the same terrace as Iris and her brother Fred. Mrs Brown was also wearing her best coat and seemed to think she was the bee’s knees.

         They’re not coming, she said to Mum, pulling a face as if sucking on a lemon. Mr Taylor’s got an Anderson shelter in his back garden, dug a hole and covered those blessed metal sheets with a ton of earth. Said it took him ages. Mark my words, it’ll be cold and damp and stink of pee in there but he says he’s not letting the kiddies go. That he didn’t fight the last war to ship his children off to god-knows-where with god-knows-who. They’ve been married twelve years, though he’s been unemployed for seven, she tutted lowering her voice, and straightening the bow in Betty’s hair. Mrs Taylor says her sister’s offered to take her and Iris countless times, if only she’d put Fred in a home. But Mr Taylor, he says he’s having none of it. We’ll stick together, thank you very much. He reckons if it’s bombs, they’ll be safe enough in the shelter. He says he doesn’t know why the government’s so bothered about them all of a sudden. Never shown any bloody interest before.

         So, Iris isn’t coming, Mrs Brown continued, looking directly at me and shifting her mock-crocodile handbag from one arm to another. Downright wicked, I call it, making the kiddies stick around to be murdered. Mrs Taylor thinks there’ll be time enough to send them to her sister in Wales if the Jerries 37 do turn up. But how could anyone, even the Krauts, murder people in cold blood? Some people just don’t have no sense, do they? The government’s told us to send the kiddies off. So off they must go. But what can you expect from the likes of the Taylors? she continued, turning on her heels and dragging Betty towards the waiting train. Common as muck.

         It was a Sunday. In the distance the church bells were ringing for the last time. For the rest of the war, if they rang again it would be to warn of invasion.

         
             

         

         Be a good girl now, Mum said, wiping my mouth with a gob of spit balanced on the corner of her handkerchief as if I were five. I’d better be off, she said, kissing me roughly on the cheek. The shop won’t open itself. You got your sandwiches, now. There’s ham ones and sugar ones in the greaseproof. And I put two extra pairs of knickers in the bottom of your rucksack. And mind your manners. It’s ever so kind of those nice people to take you in. I don’t want no complaints.

         It was chaos. A lady health visitor and special constable lined us up on the platform to inspect our kit. Some of the children were little more than toddlers. Small girls dressed in hats and coats as if it was winter, clutching their bald dolls. Undernourished boys with runny noses, no socks and broken shoes. Their hair cut well above the ears.

         The sun was high, and teachers came around with big white jugs of lemonade, handing us each a cardboard cup and telling us to unpack our sandwiches.

         Bert put his in his gas mask case. 38

         What will you do if there’s a gas attack? the man with the half-moon spectacles asked.

         Piss on me ’andkerchief and put it over me face, sir! That’s what me uncle said he done in the last war, sir!

         The man with the half-moon spectacles blushed, then ushered us into the third carriage along. I wished that Iris had come. I had to sit next to Bert whose breath stank because he didn’t clean his teeth. I pressed my face to the window, hoping to see Mum, but she’d already headed back to the shop. A row of ticket collectors and policemen were linking arms to hold back the forest of waving hands and fluttering handkerchiefs. Everywhere puffy, tear-stained faces were pushed up against the iron gates.

         Ta-ta. Goodbye. God bless. Write home as soon as you can…

         
             

         

         Then the engine whistled, sending up a puff of steam into the high station roof, and the guard, a short bald man in blue serge, shouted, Keep clear! as he strode down the platform, flicking the heavy varnished doors shut with his wrist. Stand back! Stand back! he boomed as the carriages jerked forward and those of us not sitting fell in a heap.

         I’d never been on a train before. How long would the journey take? The material on the seats felt scratchy against the back of my legs. The string luggage racks overhead were stacked with cardboard suitcases and canvas haversacks. A poster with big red letters announced: ‘food, shells and fuel must come first. If your train is late or crowded—do you mind?’ and showed a long line of railway wagons piled high with artillery 39 shells. On the other side of the carriage was a poster of a lady in a checked summer dress and sunglasses, next to a man in a blazer. The man had a neat moustache and was wearing white cricket trousers. They seemed to be having a day out because they were sitting above the bay at Scarborough with their sandwiches and binoculars, looking out to sea. The sea was very blue. In the distance was a little sailing boat with white sails. I’d never been to Scarborough and had no idea where it was. The man with half-moon spectacles, who’d given us our labels, told us not to stick our heads out of the window. But, when he wasn’t looking, Bert dragged down the leather strap fixed to a brass hook and stuck his head out to have a butcher’s, so when we went through a tunnel, the skin on his face went all crinkly, and black cinders blew back from the train’s chimney, covering him in smuts.

         When we emerged, we could see typists and office girls making their way to work in insurance firms and solicitors’ offices. Some were only a few years older than us. On one side of an invisible line you were still considered a child. On the other a young lady with a handbag, peep-toe sandals and a gas mask who had to go to the office, as long as there was an office still to go to. Two paunchy businessmen carrying gas masks in canvas boxes and neatly rolled copies of The Times under their arms, strolled past a City church where the steps to the crypt had been stuffed with sandbags. In a narrow side street, a grocer’s boy was unloading flitches of bacon and bags of sugar from a Co-op wagon.

         I pressed my face to the window and London flashed past, giving way to a patchwork of small towns and villages. Rows 40 of squalid, soot-blackened houses, often accommodating two families, sat squashed beside the railway lines, their dingy yards draped with lines of drab washing. At the weekends the streets were usually full of children pushing one another around in old prams. Playing hopscotch on the chalked pavements or cantering behind each other waving a pair of string reins, pretending to be a horse and cart. But now the streets were empty, as if some Pied Piper had called all the children away. A few women, taking advantage of the sun, were scrubbing their doorsteps. Others, an elbow resting on the garden fence, were having a chinwag with their neighbour. Down by the reservoir a row of new red-brick council houses fringed the empty recreation ground, where the freshly painted swings sat in wait for the vanished children.

         
             

         

         Of course, we don’t have a child to send, the young teacher in the corner of our carriage, her blond hair twisted into a victory roll, was telling Miss Wilson. We only got married last month. It was Ron’s holiday week. Shoreditch church, she said, pouring two cups of strong tea from her thermos into a couple of Bakelite cups. You know the ‘Oranges and Lemons’ one. It’s very grand, but Mum’s friends with the curate and had a little word. Have you ever been inside, Miss Wilson? Oh, I had such a lovely costume. Mum made it from a roll of moiré satin she’d been saving specially. And I had a little hat with a polka-dot veil from Derry & Toms. We had to save for two years to furnish our place. It’s only small, mind, but ever so nice. I made the curtains myself. Bought the fabric in Petticoat Lane. It’s got a lovely pattern. Sort of zigzags. Abstract I think they call it. Very 41 modern. I said to Ron, I don’t want any of those washed-out-looking patterns. Just bright, gay colours. And the furniture, well that’s all modern too. I like new things. My sister Hazel said, rent a flat somewhere, Doreen. But I said, no, I want a garden. You must have a garden, I said, if you want children. Now I’m thanking God we didn’t start one. Ron’ll be called up. He’s twenty-four, like me, and we’ll have to give up the house. We shan’t have the money for rent. And my things—I don’t know what I’ll do with my things. I thought of trying to let furnished, but other people don’t take care like you do, do they? I can’t understand this war, can you, Miss Wilson? Tell me why it had to come, spoiling everything. Maybe we’ll never have a child now, she said, starting to cry. Oh, excuse me, but when I look at all my nice stuff—over two pounds we paid for that carpet—and there’s Ron’s shelf for his books. He likes those ones with little Penguins on the spine. They only cost sixpence. There’s orange for fiction. Blue for biography and green for crime. He especially likes those Agatha Christies: Death on the Nile, Murder on the Orient Express. Oh Miss Wilson, we were going—she sobbed, taking in a great gulp of air.

         Hush, not now, Doreen. Not in front of the children. Here, Miss Wilson said, fishing up the sleeve of her cardigan for a hankie. It’s quite clean.

         
             

         

         I spy with my little eye something beginning with G.

         A goat, said Bert. And everyone laughed.

         There aren’t any goats, stupid. A gasometer, I said, looking out of the window at the iron giants disappearing along the track. 42

         Then Frank Higgs wrote on his gas mask in big black letters, pulling it on over his head and rolling his eyes behind the dirty mica lens, nodding to make the rubbery snout move up and down like an elephant’s trunk. Everyone started to laugh until he began to choke and had to be helped, sobbing and spluttering, to take it off.

         See, you’ve spoilt your mask now, his sister said, primly.

         What do you think the families will be like? Bert asked. Will they be rich? Maybe I’ll get one that lives in a sweetshop. If the Nazis invade, perhaps we’ll be kidnapped.

         We played ludo and snakes and ladders, and read our Beano comics as suburban sprawl gave way to cows and fields. But, with the windows up, the carriage grew hotter and hotter and, with no conveniences, the little ones started to wet themselves and cry.

         
             

         

         When the train pulled into the station two red-faced men were heaving sacks of coal onto the back of a cart, their broad leather belts pulled tight under their bulging bellies. A dray, with big, feathered feet, was chomping hay from a nosebag, trying to swat a swarm of flies circling its head in the heat with its long swishing tail. No one had the least idea where we were.

         Now listen carefully, Miss Wilson said. Take all your luggage and make sure you don’t leave anything behind. We followed her up the steps and over the bridge. My pillowcase rucksack chafing my shoulders, my gas mask box digging into my ribs. By the time we reached the other side, my cotton dress was rucked up under my coat and I was sweating. There were 43 children everywhere. Some in blazers with purple and white stripes. Boy Scouts in green and gold caps. Joining the crush in our second-hand raincoats and hand-me-down shoes, we looked like the dog’s dinner.

         Outside the Lamb and Flag a handful of men in grey suits, armed with Manila files, was rushing up and down the lines of children, herding us onto two waiting buses. I hardly knew anyone on mine except Bert. Suddenly I was glad he was there. In the past he’d have made a fuss about having to sit next to a girl. Now he was uncharacteristically quiet. Where the road divided on the edge of town, we took the right-hand fork, winding between flat fields that stretched away as far as the eye could see. The harvest had just been cut and rows of corn stooks sat huddled like small yellow tents on the stubble.

         I’d never seen so much sky.

         Could there really be a war on? Had the raids on London started yet? Everything was so peaceful. I glanced up to see if I could see any German planes. But there was nothing. Still, I worried about Mum and Nan. What would they do? Nan was bedridden and couldn’t walk. How would Mum get her from her bed in the back bedroom to the shelter?

         Do you think it’s started yet? I whispered, leaning over to Bert so the two bigger boys behind us wouldn’t hear.

         Dunno. They said they’d blow sirens or somefink. Don’t ’spect we’d hear ’em ’ere.

         But there were no aeroplanes. Not even a distant drone in the wide, high blue. I prayed that Hitler wouldn’t drop a bomb on Nan. 44

         Eventually the bus stopped. A blackboard leaning against the wooden gatepost announced: ‘St Peter’s Church Hall. Evacuee Centre.’ The building was like something out of a picture book with white walls and black beams. Trestle tables had been arranged under the arched ceiling, piled with supplies for us to take to our billets. A tin each of corned beef and condensed milk. A quarter pound of tea and a pound of biscuits. Half a pound of chocolate in a large brown paper bag. Two women in dark-green uniforms were sitting knitting behind a pile of files, chatting to a bald man in a black jacket and white dog collar. After a glass of orange squash and a currant bun, the billeting officer told us to line up so the nurse could inspect our heads. I was clean. Though I’d had nits before and had to go to school with my hair cropped to the skull. Still, I felt dirty and thought of Mum spending her hard-earned money on Derbac soap and that special steel comb, searching out the little beggars every Friday bath night so I wouldn’t be shown up by Nitty Nora.

         Then it was the turn of the locals who strolled up and down checking us over like prize cows, making sure we didn’t have impetigo. When they were done, the doctor’s wife, in a blue coat and string of pearls, stepped forward.

         I’ll take that one, she said, pointing to a blonde girl with yellow ribbons in her plaits. You’d like to come and help me, wouldn’t you? she said, ushering the bewildered child outside into a waiting Humber.

         Gradually most of the children were chosen. The big girls to help around the house. The larger boys like Bert to give a hand on local farms. Those of us who weren’t picked bedded down for the night on straw sacks. Only a few of the smaller 45 boys were left. No one seemed to want them. Or me. I felt a rush of shame. Maybe if I’d had long plaits, instead of lank mousy hair, someone would have chosen me. I cried myself to sleep. In the morning, the last two little brothers were taken off in opposite directions. The big one by the vicar. The smaller boy by the butcher. I can still hear him snivelling: Tommy, Tommy. I don’t want to go without me brother Tommy.

         
             

         

         It’s stopped raining and the sun’s come out. A group of young mothers trail in from the playground and park their buggies in the corner of the café. Shake off their wet anoraks, strip raincoats and wellingtons from their little ones, propping them in wooden highchairs before taking out carrot sticks and rice cakes from Tupperware boxes. The café’s been renovated from the old greasy spoon with its thick white mugs of strong tea and beans on toast. Now it’s all blond wood, baskets of carrot cake and home-made brownies. Twenty years ago, I rarely came to this park. The place was full of down-and-outs and kids from the nearby estate playing football amid the dog mess. Then the council dredged the lakes. A new playground with wooden climbing frames and rubber safety mats replaced the rusty swings and roundabouts. The tennis courts were resurfaced. The lakes stocked with Chinese ducks and Egyptian geese. The young mothers sip their lattes and chat among themselves, ignoring their toddlers throwing carrot sticks on the floor.

         I finish my tea and scone. I need to get back. This afternoon we have our weekly art class with Jade. We’ve been making collages. Doing a bit of potato printing and tie-and-dye. I 46 expect Jade will bring her poster paints and tubes of glitter as if we were in kindergarten. But she’s a lovely girl, and painting passes the time. Today we’re making bunting to decorate the TV room. Next week we’re going to watch the seventy-fifth anniversary celebrations of Dunkirk. The staff are planning a small tea party. Some of the original little ships are going over to France from Ramsgate and Dover. I imagine there’ll be lots of French schoolchildren waving tricolours and Union Jacks in the town square. The last few veterans wrapped up against the wind, huddled in their wheelchairs. A brass band playing the Marseillaise and ‘God Save the Queen’. The BBC is doing a special commemorative broadcast with David Dimbleby. Who knows if this will be the last one? There are fewer and fewer left who actually took part. Soon it will pass from living memory and be no more relevant than the Battle of Waterloo or 1066.

         I pay and pick up my umbrella from the stand behind the door, then make my way slowly round the lake. The cygnets born earlier in the year are shedding their grey feathers and turning into swans. A moorhen with yellow feet is bobbing for snails. It gives me solace, the natural world. Makes me feel that life’s still worth living. As I’ve got older, I’ve come to realize that memory isn’t a question of simply recalling the things that happened day after day, year after year, but a patchwork of events etched across our hearts.
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