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One





I was born in the heart of Hull’s fishing community and my earliest recollection is of a grey, littered street swarming with children and noisy with the clamour of their street games: at dinner-time, and after school, they bowled bicycle-wheels, chalked out hopscotches on the pavements, played chasing games and some of the luckier kids staggered high on wooden stilts or sped up and down on roller skates. Terraces of twelve houses intersected the street at regular intervals: ours was called Ivy Terrace.


As soon as the men had gone to work in the mornings, the women in pinafores, with infants clinging to their legs, would appear in the terrace to shake mats, lean on brooms or stand with arms akimbo, and the morning gossip would begin. I would view this activity from my vantage point behind the front-room net curtains, for my mother, though she was neighbourly, was not one of the throng. She fancied herself a cut above the others, having been in service with a gentleman’s family before she married, and she tried to bring a measure of that gentility to her own mean household. When going out for even the briefest of shopping trips, she dressed in a smart two-piece suit and hat, both of which she had made. At the Alderman Cogan Charity School for Poor Girls she had received a good grounding in domestic economy, but she had picked up for herself the more sophisticated skills.


My dad, a stocky, bowlegged man with cauliflower ears, a broken nose (he had been a keen street-corner boxer in his teens) and piercingly honest blue eyes, was already ill by the time I was born. Proud of his strength and haunted by the spectre of unemployment, as a young man he had taken a labouring job in the foundry of the marine engineering firm of Charles D. Holmes. The regular wage kept the family afloat but working in the intense heat and fumes soon ruined his health; the most regular noise in our house was the sound of my father’s wheezing, coughing and spitting. Billy Holland was adored by everyone who knew him. Grindingly poor though we were, he would always spare a little money or buy a bag of groceries for a workmate who was worse off than we. Newly-wed friends received an expertly hand-crafted poker, shovel and brass nut-crackers moulded in the shape of a woman’s nether half (raw materials by unwitting courtesy of C. D. Holmes – as was most of our firewood, though the latter was more in my brother’s line). My father had ‘spoken for’ Harry, who was nine years older than me, and had got him an apprenticeship as a wood pattern-maker, the most skilled and prestigious job in the wood-working field. ‘Harry works to a thousandth of an inch’ was the proud boast in our family.


One day, coming back from shopping on the teeming main road, my mother and I noticed a knot of people gathered at the top of the terrace. On going nearer we saw a fisherman in wide-bottomed trousers – a great ape of a man – holding a red-haired neighbour of ours by the throat and banging her head against the wall. Her choking sobs could be heard over his foul imprecations and I clutched my mother’s arm and whispered, ‘Can’t somebody stop him?’ ‘No’, she said. ‘You can’t interfere between man and wife. He always knocks her about when he comes home from sea.’ This kind of public domestic violence and the after-closing-time street-fight outside the pub were commonplace in the 1930s.


For some months there had been a teasing preparation by my brother for my first day at school. Here it was, a warm May morning, sun on the dirty street, groups of unshaven, hard-eyed men standing about (this was 1938), and me in a new red velvet dress that mother had made.


I didn’t like school. It was an ugly, red-brick, Victorian monster with white tiled classrooms and smelly lavatories, but worst of all was the crowd in the playground. The noise was shrill and deafening and wherever you stood someone would rush past or bang into you. So I decided not to go to school any more. I told my mother at lunch time and she just pursed her lips. All seemed to be settled until she grabbed my arm and said ‘Come on, Milady, back you go.’


Of course I resisted and sobbed and sat down on the pavement and screamed. People ran out of their houses to see what the trouble was and shouted advice to my mother: ‘Give her a good hiding’, ‘Lock her in a dark cupboard’ and so on. After dragging me three hundred yards on my bottom, she won. I stood in the classroom, my face now dirty except for the tear channels and my lovely red dress dusty and smeared. All right, I said to myself as the other infants gawped at me in wonder. They’ve got me here but they can’t stop me hating it. School, for me, was a cornucopia of shame and humiliation. A year later I committed some minor misdemeanour, perhaps talking, and was called up to the teacher’s desk. After giving me a good rousting she ordered me to apologize. I looked at her blankly. ‘Apologize!’ she repeated over and over and, receiving no reply, she whacked my hand with a wooden ruler until the ruler broke in half. Smarting with pain and outrage, I ran home to my mother and asked, ‘What does apologize mean?’ How many working-class children, I wonder, are punished for being dumbly insolent when in fact they are simply too scared to show their ignorance?


My brother was, for a time, what I believe is called a shifted sinistral, though not from choice. When it was discovered that he was left-handed, Mr Peacock, his teacher, told him to change hands. Since the desks were double-barrelled, he claimed that Harry’s writing position hampered the calligraphy of his partner. Harry made efforts, became absorbed in his work, forgot, and changed back to doing what came naturally. The sharp-eyed Mr Peacock declared it was the school’s policy that all children should write with their right hands, so he forcibly tied Harry’s left one behind his back until the problem was cured.


My senior school was no better. The tortoise-faced maths teacher must have had secret yearnings to join the ATS for her clothes – even her underskirt and knee-length bloomers – were all khaki coloured. She wrote the sums on the backboard and then crept round the desks in her [image: ] sandals. When she saw that I had made a mistake she thumped me on the back. The jolt shot the ink off the nib of my dip-pen and produced a blot. Next time she came round she thumped me again for having blotted my book. Four years with khaki Miss Clark ensured my hopelessness at maths. My only talent was for English, taught by the sweet-faced Miss Senior. She fostered my love of poetry and lent me books of her own to take home.


As soon as war was declared, I was evacuated to Filey, a small East Coast town about forty miles from Hull. For a six-year-old, going to live at the seaside should have been exciting but it was not. My visions of sand-castles, paddling and ice-cream cornets were quickly dispelled by the sight of the barbed-wire fence that cordoned off the beach. I cannot remember much about my months at Filey apart from feeling miserable, lonely and withdrawn. I had gone from being the much-cherished youngest member of a small family to being the unconsidered youngest member of a much-extended household. The fisherman and his wife that I was billeted with were stern, angular, hard-worked folk with two children of their own as well as three other billettees – a married woman from Hull with her two children. Consequently, I got short shrift.


At Christmas my parents sent me a selection box of chocolates which must have represented an enormous saving-up of sweet coupons. I saw the box arrive, was allowed to admire it and then it was put away, never to reappear. I was worried secretly about the luscious chocolate bars and brooded over the loss of them. Perhaps they would be brought out the next day, or the next week? But no. I had not the nerve to ask the forbidding adults what had happened to them. Instead I used my initiative and sent a postcard to my parents saying that I did not like being in Filey and that I wanted to come back to Hull. It seemed to my parents a good suggestion at the time; during those months of ‘the phoney war’, the expected bombardment had not come and all at home was peaceful.


Our house was a hive of industry. My mother baked twice a week (brown bread on Tuesdays, white on Fridays) and always made an extra half dozen small loaves which she and I took round in a basket covered with a clean tea-towel to various ‘poor persons’, one of whom was my father’s stepmother, a frail old lady who was lumbered with a number of middle-aged ne’er-do-well sons. They appeared half-dressed and bed-rumpled in socks, longjohns and unbuttoned grandad shirts in the middle of the afternoon, to pounce on the newly-baked bread. As young soldiers in the First World War the death and destruction they witnessed had turned them into hard boozers. Returning home, masters of no trade, to a town where the unemployment rate was always high, they had drifted into jobs as draymen and casual labourers.


Fecklessness was not encouraged in our house and, looking back, our existence was a miracle of make-do-and-mend and the sort of recycling that would gladden the heart of a present-day ecologist. The Daily Herald and John Bull (a bit shiny, this) were torn into neat squares and hung on a hook in the lavatory. Harry monopolized the kitchen table to make out of discarded bed-ends or old wardrobe doors his fiendishly accurate scale models of Spitfires and Heinkels. Dad had a last on which, with worn-out bits of belting from the machines at work, he mended our shoes and then banged metal segs into the toes and heels to make them last longer. In winter we all helped my mother to make brightly-coloured rag rugs, ready to replace the old ones in spring – they were immensely difficult to clean. Gathered round the fire, we snipped up old coats and skirts into four-inch lengths and pricked them into a sacking base while we listened to Saturday Night Theatre or roared with laughter over ITMA or Happydrome.


Boyes, an old-fashioned store at the corner of the street, used to sell off bankrupt stock and hold Fire Sales of material that had been damaged or discoloured by the water used to put out the blaze. Mum would buy the stuff, wash it, make it into pillow-cases to sell back to Boyes and make Harry a cricket shirt out of the remnants. He wore many a pair of trousers that had once been a navy-blue skirt, unpicked and turned to show the unfaded side. ‘Waste not want not’ was my mother’s dictum, but sometimes her thrift went too far. I remember being cut almost to ribbons by the knickers she made for me out of a bargain length of sailcloth.


My first meeting with members of the middle class took place during the war, in the street’s communal air-raid shelter at the top of the small avenue of six houses down which we now lived. (We had ‘flitted’ from a neighbouring street to this one in 1940. Only the affluent could afford a removal van and, in any case, no one in our circumstances had enough household goods to warrant one. Dad hired a handcart, sixpence for the night, and in half a dozen journeys he and Harry had completed the move.) Miss Jackson and her uncle lived in the big house across the road. At the beginning of the century, the tree-lined Boulevard was occupied by rich merchants, ships’ captains, doctors and dentists, who later moved out to the town’s suburbs. These houses had ornately plastered ceilings and wooden porches decorated with intricate bits of woodcarving. Our little avenue of two-up-and-two-downs had been built to accommodate the servants who would work in the big houses on a daily basis.


Plump and middle-aged Miss Jackson managed a sweetshop by day and played the violin in the Hull Philharmonic Orchestra at night. Uncle was a little old man, retired from the haberdashery business. He wore a velvet smoking-jacket and a trilby hat over a knitted balaclava to keep the night air from his bald head or ‘flies’ playground’ as my brother irreverently called it. Uncle had no time for the military and referred to them scathingly as ‘brasshats and tinswords’. He and his niece came into the shelter clutching important-looking deed boxes. My mother carried a zip-up bag containing insurance policies, birth certificates, her marriage lines and her knitting.


We trickled into the shelter from about 10 p.m onwards (if the air-raid warning siren had not sent us scuttling in before), after having eaten our bread and jam supper, listened to the nine o’clock news and locked up the house. Each of us carried a gasmask, an ex-army blanket and a pillow and we stayed in the shelter until about 6 a.m when we deemed ourselves safe from the predations of the Luftwaffe. Most of the shelter’s occupants were women, the very old or the very young. My mother’s gentility endeared us to Miss Jackson and Uncle and a bargain was struck over the sweet coupons. We handed ours over to Miss Jackson and in return she let us buy the best – Roses chocolates and Quality Street – and she threw in an off-the-ration buckshee quarter of Mintoes. Through the night we would shuffle to get comfortable on the wooden benches, re-plumping the pillow to get some softness between the head and the brick wall.


We looked ghostly when we emerged in the grey dawn – drowsy figures quietly stealing back to our houses with arms full of bedding and a thin feeling of relief at having lived through another night. There were few nights when the shelter was not shaken by the blast from bomb explosions in neighbouring streets or further down our own. The fish-and-chip shop fifty yards from us was hit by the blast from a landmine one night before closing time. The whole queue and the proprietors were killed instantly.


My brother had just called in there for his fry when it happened. He arrived home as Mum, Dad and I were eating our supper and listening to the radio. We were having a rare treat that night, as Mother had opened a tin of Australian greengage jam and decanted it into a basin. As I leaned forward to spread some on my bread and marge there was an almighty crash, the lights went out and the radio was silenced. We fumbled through glass, wood and masonry to find the torch and some candles. Our main fear was for my father, whose chair was in front of the blacked-out window. The torch’s thin beam revealed him struggling and cursing his way out of the window-frame which hung round his neck. Fortunately, the thick curtains had protected his head and shoulders from the avalanche of glass that had descended on him. We picked our way through the debris in order to size up the rest of the damage. The blast had wrenched the front door off its hinges and blown it clean up the stairs and on to the landing. No window remained intact and every piece of furniture in the house was pitted and scratched. I was taken away from the blazing street down dark alleyways to stay with my Aunt Madge while Mum, Dad and Harry boarded up the windows and fixed the doors. This was the first thing to be done, otherwise looters might walk in and lift all the household goods. Within three days the house had been made reasonably habitable. It was nearly forty years before the fish-shop bomb site was properly levelled and planted with a few shrubs and saplings.


At my aunt’s I was sardined into a single bed with my young cousins. I cried quietly to myself at the shock of it all and grieved over the greengage jam that I had not tasted and that was, when last seen, covered in soot and shards of glass.


By 1943 I was evacuated to Lincolnshire and my father had been drafted into the RASC. My mother and brother remained in Hull. Harry, who was fascinated by ships and aeroplanes, longed to join the RAF but he was not allowed to do so for he was in a reserved occupation, helping to build minesweepers. Knowledge of this did not prevent a few ill-intentioned folk from sending white feathers to my mother.


My brother worked in atrocious conditions in a badly-lit pattern shop, making from blueprints the wooden prototypes of parts that were to be cast into metal. He worked from 7.30 a.m. to 8 p.m. each week day and until dinner time on Saturdays. One night a week he did Home Guard duty at Costello Park where he helped to man the big anti-aircraft guns. Like the majority of people, he was exhausted, underfed, had one threadbare suit of clothes to his name, and felt low-spirited. He refused to spend any more comfortless nights in the air-raid shelter, and told my mother that if he were to die he would prefer to die in his own bed.



















Two





At the age of nine, with a dozen or so other children, I was herded on to the New Holland Packet, the steamer which made daily crossings of the River Humber. With gas-mask cases slung on our shoulders and identity discs round our necks, we were taken from our blitzed homes to a tiny village in Lincolnshire. Once there we sat cross-legged on the green for the village ladies to size us up and make their choice. The Major’s wife, a hawk-faced woman who wore bright make-up, country tweeds and two-tone court shoes, selected me – because I looked clean, she said. I was given a pleasant little room to sleep in but in the daytime I was kept in the kitchen, with the maid, to help her with the chores. One day when the family was out, I answered the telephone and when they returned I relayed the message. The fact that I had the gumption to take messages was marvelled over for days. I was not happy there. The house rang with haughty upper-class voices and the one-eyed major and his tall, be-jodphured sons strutted about carrying riding-crops, but the maid was kind and she showed me how to make Marmite and cucumber sandwiches which, nearly half a century later, I still enjoy.


My stay there was brief. One day the Major’s wife had detailed me to clean her bedroom. Lacking the necessary expertise, I had a quick flick round with the duster then, easing the shoe-trees out of her two-tone courts, and making my mouth into a cupid’s bow with her orange lipstick, I did a clumsy dance in front of the mirror (my mum wore no cosmetics, no bra and only the most serviceable shoes so, to me, this was film star territory). Through the mirror I saw the Major’s wife come through the door, her face purple with fury and outrage. That night I wet my bed. Next day, when it was discovered, there were further stormy scenes in the kitchen culminating in the threat, ‘If you wet the bed again you’ll have to go.’ And, of course, I did.


I do not know how I came to be in my next billet. Perhaps the working-class Towles had advertised for an incipient bed-wetter, but it is more likely that the lady of the manor’s directive was law. The middle-aged couple made me very welcome and treated me as one of the family. When their nineteen-year-old daughter, Chrissie, came home on leave from the WAAF, I fell in love with her. She was not beautiful, though to me, feeling displaced, ugly and oozing self-pity, she seemed so with her thick yellow hair, ripe figure and roguish smile. She had a fine voice and it was a joy to hear her singing ‘Yours till the stars lose their glory’ or ‘Perfidia’ as she helped with the housework.


The war seemed to have passed the village by except that the outskirts on three sides of it were occupied by Italian POW’s, the British Air Force and the American Army respectively. ‘Got any gum, chum’, we shouted to the latter as they drawled past us in their beautifully tailored uniforms. But we seldom heard the zoom of aircraft and never the screech and thud of bombs – a recurring nightmare of mine since the night we just missed the landmine.


The next time Chrissie came home on leave there were great celebrations and lots of talk about the forthcoming wedding. I do not know why she wanted to marry the silent and unsmiling Eddie Bowles but I gathered there had been an ‘understanding’ ever since they left school and I suppose at that time Chrissie had not thought of widening her horizons. Eddie was a paratrooper and I was quite sure he must have been the inventor of the barbaric ritual of drubbing – a torture practised by the big boys in the school – which consisted of making a fist and rubbing the taut knuckles hard on the heads of girls and smaller boys after having secured the services of an accomplice to hold the victims down. I dreaded playtime every day I was at the village school. My hatred of Eddie stemmed from the day when he refused to let me look at his cigarette lighter. Later that morning we all went into the snowy paddock, which lay in front of the Towles’ house, and played snowballs. Suddenly he began chasing me and, after a struggle, he pushed me down and started shovelling snow on top of me with both hands. Chrissie shouted to him to stop. I was hysterical and could not breathe. Perhaps the fact that I was timid and a poor sport goaded him to carry on. Eventually, of course, he stopped, dug me out and helped me up but I never liked him or his thin-lipped face after that. Later I heard someone say he was neurotic and I clung to the word. To be able to pin such a medical sounding term on Eddie seemed like a good way of getting even with him.


When their leave was up, Chrissie and Eddie went back to their units and the old, stone-built dower house seemed very quiet and empty. Mr Towle, a bricklayer, took his toolbag and went out to work every morning at seven on his sit-up-and-beg bike, across the paddock and then God knows where. At nine o’clock he came back for his breakfast of bacon, egg and fried potatoes (this meal alone would have been a banquet for the majority of tightly-rationed town dwellers). The three of us would eat, Mr Towle occasionally looking up from his morning paper to make a joke, often at my expense. They were not unkindly people but I was a testing ground for their measure of how dumb a city child could be. Half the time, I only pretended to be ignorant, ill-informed and naïve to please them. It seemed an indulgence and I expected them to divine that really all this was just a game. Perhaps I expected too much of them: the simplicity of their lives would not have accustomed them to the idea of manipulating reality by imaginative role-playing. In any case, I realize now that much of our misunderstanding stemmed from a language problem, and the impatience each of us felt with the other’s accent and dialect.


Looking back, my days seem to have been spent in the surrounding copses and lanes, hunting for wild violets, primroses and snowdrops. School does not bring back many memories, apart from the morning assembly when we sang (surely not every day) ‘New every morning is the love’. I doubt if we learned very much since all ages were taught in the one classroom. There were the usual tensions and minor scandals. Nellie from the fens arrived one morning with streaky blonde hair. (The fen people were an alien breed with their own mysterious culture.) All eyes were riveted to this hair, which had been black the day before, and at playtime we all besieged her with questions, to which she would only answer ‘Mum washed it in Persil’. Another day, during the afternoon lessons, we heard loud thwacking noises issuing from the Headmaster’s study. Jimmy, a thirteen-year-old, came out a few minutes later looking pained but unbowed. His crime had been to urinate in a milk bottle and place it on the teacher’s desk. This, for some reason, increased his prestige with the older pupils but we young ones were horrified.


Spring came. The horse-chestnut tree on the village green, said to be one of the oldest in England, started budding, and my mother sent me a white dress with a shawl collar edged with lace. I thought it the most exquisite thing in the world and then was alarmed to learn I would be wearing it when I presented Chrissie with a horseshoe at her wedding. (Adults arrange things behind your back.) I was torn between suppressed excitement and gloom. My nose, I had long suspected and now confirmed, was at least three-quarters of an inch bigger than it ought to be, my elbows were red and my hair hung lank. Oh, everyone must despise me; how ridiculous I would look.


The aunts began to descend from surrounding villages. Large and bellicose in maroon crêpe-de-Chine, thin and desiccated in navy marocain, they stuffed chines, whipped cream, concocted monstrous trifles, talked about how their stays hurt and generally prepared for the wedding. I was kept busy running errands to nearby houses and farms to deliver coded messages. I returned bearing secret packages of butter, cheese and other black-market items: ‘Remember to go to the back door and don’t let anybody see you.’ On the last day I was sent to the Hall for some sprigs of orange-blossom. At first I thought this was another joke like elbow grease or skyhooks, but I loved the sound of it and hoped it was not. The Hall was a square, three-storeyed mansion occupied by a tough spinster with salt-and-pepper hair and trousers. I had seen her in the village with four dogs on leashes, admonishing them in her husky Craven A voice. A cigarette usually hung from one side of her mouth and she often used the word ‘bloody’. A maid in uniform opened the door at the tradesman’s entrance and scurried round to the back garden. Soon she returned with orange-blossom, an armful of it, and the sweet smell of the white flowers brought a lump to my throat.


At the wedding feast I had to sit with Lena, Eddie’s daft sister with whom, ever since the engagement, I had been expected to play in order, perhaps, to strengthen the union between the two families. Maybe the friendship was imposed because Lena was shunned by all the other children on account of her long blank face and vacant eyes. No less cruel than the rest, I finally lost patience and kicked her when she refused, out of timidity I thought but perhaps it was family loyalty, to help me steal plums from her mother’s tree.


Three weeks later my mother wrote to say the air raids had eased off and to ask if I would like to come home for a while. The general feeling of post-nuptial anti-climax and adult irritation helped me to make up my mind, but mother had been premature in thinking the raids were over. Within a week of my return they began again.


Despite his chronic bronchitis, a legacy from the years of hard graft in the iron foundry, my father, aged forty-two, had been called up when the War Office was reduced to taking in Grade C men. He spent the remainder of the war aggravating his chest condition in wet tents in Ireland. I missed his big voice booming out ‘Underneath the Arches’ or some other music-hall favourite, and the house seemed empty without his cheery presence. Harry lived for Sundays when, whatever the weather, he would cycle into the country for a quiet day’s fishing. My four-foot-something mother treadled the old Singer sewing-machine, dolly-tubbed our clothes and waited in endless food queues to buy our meagre rations. In the barn-like Co-op., our tiny portions were weighed out and parcelled up in blue sugar paper or greaseproof by the tall manager who had two or three long strands of hair pasted over his bald dome. I lived in a more glamorous world, revealed to me by my thrice-weekly visits to the cinema. My heroes did not lack hair nor were my heroines ever short of stockings. After tea, Mum and I devoured vast quantities of romantic fiction. Too busy during the day to slip next door and choose her own books from the Boulevard Branch Library, she would send me to ask for ‘Two books for a lady, please.’


My school lessons were punctuated by gas-mask drill and we were not the most alert of pupils after a few hours of fitful sleep snatched in the air-raid shelter or the gas cupboard. After the raids there was a harvest of shrapnel to be gathered for doing swaps or just gloating over. It came in intriguing sizes and shapes, its texture jagged or smooth. After I had grown up and seen some modern sculpture, I was reminded of these ‘found objects’ and I wondered where all the shrapnel collections had gone.


The raids were becoming more intense, so I travelled back to Lincolnshire and was looking forward to this stay. After Hull, twisted and torn and bomb-scarred, with looters stealing even from occupied houses, the country seemed like a benediction. Chrissie had left the WAAF on the birth of Morris – a peevish, spoilt, pasty-faced child whom I pinched every time he shrieked when I was in charge of him. I got on Mrs Towle’s nerves, which were never very strong (legend had it that she was run over by a motor car in her youth), by continually humming under my breath. What I lacked was books, but I do not remember ever seeing any in that house apart from the Bible, and, what they called books: Woman’s Weekly and odd copies of the parish magazine.


A great change came over the house after Chrissie got to know three Americans who lived in the Nissen huts in the Hall grounds. The way to the Hall and grounds was round the village green, past the schoolhouse and the church opposite and then down a leafy lane. But there was a quicker way for us; we walked down our garden, past the earth lavatory, the vegetable plot, fruit bushes and pig-sty and through a hole in the garden wall. It opened on to a very thick copse, full of birds and small, scurrying animals and after threading your way through this – there was no path – you came out into a clearing in the grounds. Often we would be sitting at the dining-table, gazing out into the garden, and see one of our American friends pop through the hole in the wall.


The one Chrissie loved was called Leo Wagner, a dentist in civvy street. He was genial, under medium height, over medium weight, had beautiful black wavy hair, strong black eyebrows and he always brought a cardboard box labelled ‘delicatessen’ whenever he came to the house. His friend, Franz, also a dentist and similar in appearance to Leo (except that his smile was not quite so winning), was in love with Joanna, a US army nurse whom I placed on a pedestal along with my favourite film stars of the day. Not only did she look like Linda Darnell, she also taught us how to make clam chowder.


Feeling homesick, they spent a lot of time at our house and Mrs Towle liked them to come because she was hospitable and fond of company. They joked and flattered her and, of course, brought lots of lovely food, the like of which was unobtainable except in US officers’ messes. We grew our own fruit and vegetables and killed a pig from time to time, but the Americans brought strange delicacies, sweets galore and rich fruit-cakes stuffed with cherries, angelica, candied peel and nuts. However, I sensed a slight unease in Mrs Towle after these visits and vaguely traced it to the fact that Chrissie liked Leo and Franz liked Joanna but all four were married to different people.


Gone was the photograph of Eddie which had stood on Chrissie’s dressing-table, and in its place was a much more professionally accomplished portrait of Leo. She confided to me that a secret message, for her eyes alone, was written in invisible ink at the bottom of the photograph. Nothing could have impressed me more unless it had been the revelation that Leo was a spy. Chrissie’s looks had changed. The girlish fluffiness had been replaced by something much smoother and more languorous, which I put down to the battery of American cosmetics displayed around the bedroom and the new hairdressing techniques culled from Joanna. But there was something else. The atmosphere was charged with an emotion I recognized from all the films I had watched in the dark closeness of the Langham cinema. I also knew that only the young and the beautiful could experience such a feeling. This ruled out my parents, Chrissie’s parents, most of the inhabitants of my known world and, certainly, knobbly-kneed eleven-year-olds.


I used to pray that Chrissie and Leo could live happily ever after and that Eddie and little Morris would evaporate. In fact, Leo got a posting to a far distant unit. Chrissie’s parents were away visiting relatives the night Leo told her, and after he had gone she howled like a wolf. I was asleep in my small boxroom and the inhuman noises woke me up. I felt terrified until I identified the sounds and then I went downstairs to try to comfort her.


Sometimes I would walk round the authorized outer fringes of the Hall grounds looking for small flowers and savouring the rich smell of the surrounding greenery, murmuring to myself: ‘A violet by a mossy stone, half-hidden from the eye’, full of the romantic yearning that permeated the house, and which in my case centred on one Roy Redshaw, a boy in my class at the village school. He was acknowledged to be clever and marked out for the grammar school. I always felt terribly inferior to him because I thought my obsession with him must show whereas his feelings for me (if he had any) were masked by remarkable indifference. I think I perceived even then that although I was perhaps as intelligent as Roy, my potential would always be dissipated by such sentimental hankering. After hours of being a half-hidden violet I would go home and one look in the mirror would disperse all illusions. No one would ever love that nose.


My mother wrote to say that I had passed my scholarship to Thoresby High School, so I went back to the ruins. The streets looked liked mouths from which every alternate tooth had been inexpertly extracted. I joined the Baptish church, for the singing, and transferred my affections from Roy Redshaw to a small, fair-haired boy called Spud Spurgeon. He was much more encouraging and he reciprocated the note I passed him during prayers with one which read, ‘Meet me at the back of the Nautical College at 4 o’clock.’ I remembered, with great sadness, the chaste kiss we exchanged during that short tryst when, in 1974, I read his name in the local newspaper – Spud Spurgeon, Wireless Operator – on the crew list of the trawler, Gaul, which was lost with all hands in Arctic waters.



















Three





I had immense freedom during my adolescence. My parents had had so little education themselves that they would not have known how to direct or interfere with mine. Lacking any pressure to do my homework thoroughly, I whipped through it in record time and was soon out roaming the streets with my friends. (The absence of the motor car made streets much more friendly places than they are now.) We dared each other to sneak into the side entrance of the flicks, chalked rude words on walls, or congregated outside the brightly-lit fish-and-chip shop or beer-off for long joke-telling sessions until bedtime. Inside the house there was no privacy, for all activities took place communally in the one heated room. Working in your bedroom was considered to be peculiar and it was freezing cold up there anyway. So I painted pictures, wrote poems and read stories to the accompaniment of the radio, Harry’s chisel splinterings, Dad’s hammer blows and Mum on the sewing-machine. If next door happened to be having a row, I would strain my ears to catch the additional entertainment. Such living may not have been ideal but it was always cosy. Too old for toys and too young for boys – those pre-teen years were so awkward unless you had well-heeled and strong-minded parents who booted you off to the Girl Guides, violin lessons and the tennis club.


From early childhood I greedily gobbled all the literature in the small branch library which was scarcely two doors away from my house, and I pestered the librarians for all sorts of esoteric items. ‘Can I have The Shahnameh by Firdausi, please? You don’t seem to have it on the shelves.’ Miss Senior, my English teacher, had lent me Matthew Arnold’s Collected Poems and I had been so stirred by Sohrab and Rustum that I wanted to read the Persian source work. Another time, hunting for classics, I pounced on Rabelais’s Gargantua and Pantagruel and gleefully pulled it from the shelf only to find that it was a block of wood. On its side was written, ‘You must ask the librarian for this book.’ I did and was told that it was not suitable for a child: ‘Come back in four years’ time.’ My reading was wide but whimsical. When I went to Hull University, over twenty years later, I was able to fill in the gaps. My parents had no books of their own, apart from the Bible, and a dingy history series bought at the door from a travelling salesman. Before her marriage, when my mother was in service, the cultured Unitarian family she worked for gave her the run of their bookshelves. Although she was still an avid reader, she could not afford to buy books, nor could she see the point in buying them when the public library was so close by. She was a keen reader of novels and biographies but she did not share my love of poetry – in fact until adolescence, I met no one who did.


While still at school I joined two jazz clubs and supplemented these twice-weekly fixes with furtive sessions listening to AFN (the American Forces Network) on the wireless after my parents had gone to bed. They were solid music-hall fans and had no time for either ‘agony music’ (classical) or ‘that blasted racket’ (jazz and swing).


Mum, Dad and I enjoyed going to the pictures together and did so regularly. Spencer Tracy films were our favourites. We always went at 6.30 p.m regardless of when the programme started. I got so used to arriving in the middle of a film, deducing what had happened so far, then seeing it round to the point at which we had come in, that I felt robbed of a necessary guessing-game when I first began watching films from beginning to end.


School was definitely at the bottom of my list of interests. When I was fourteen I had to choose one of the three vocational courses offered. Thoresby was classed as a central school (a sort of technical grammar school) and at that time pupils could not take a School Certificate to qualify them for higher education, though I think it was introduced not long after I left. The three courses to choose from were the pre-nursing, the practical (you bathed dolls, scrubbed floors and washed clothes in preparation for a job as a domestic servant) and the commercial, for which I opted. So, for a few hours a week, the usual school curriculum was varied with Pitman’s shorthand, double-entry accounts and keyboard practice. It was a two-year course but I left it after one year when I was fifteen and only half-trained. My parents were happy for me to leave school since, for them, the main goal in life was to get out to work to earn some money. In any case, I had untruthfully assured them that I was a whizzo typist who did not need another year’s training.


I must have been insufferable in my early teens. I found it easy to patronize the family with my highfalutin notions and highbrow reading matter. ‘What’s that you’re reading, Jean?’ ‘It’s T. S. Eliot’s The Waste Land, but you wouldn’t understand it.’ If the truth be told, I didn’t understand it either but the sound of it was marvellous. Or I would be draped across the leatherette couch, my face covered in a mudpack and a slice of cucumber clapped over each eyelid, following the latest hint Woman’s Own had recommended for acne and tired eyes. ‘When are you going to wash these pots, Jean?’ Mother would ask. ‘When I’ve finished this.’ This might be the painstaking embroidering of Ted Heath Fan Club (the band leader, of course, not the politician) on the reverse of my old navy blue, vee-necked, school pullover, now worn back to front to disguise its origin. On other nights I would have endless giggling and whispering orgies with my friend Audrey from next door.


My parents were patient, tolerant and encouraged me to bring home my boy-friends, although mother wished that more of them had proper jobs and was baffled when they introduced themselves as writers or poets. They mostly worked in shops or offices but could not bring themselves to admit it. After they had eaten supper with us and gone off into the night, my mother would say to me, ‘I wish you’d find a nice boiler-maker. You can’t beat a lad with a trade.’ Her world picture was somewhat medieval in that she had strong notions of hierarchy and where we all fitted into it. ‘Know your place’ was one of her oft-repeated sayings. I have no doubt that she was taught this at school and in domestic service, but I am sure it was a view shared by the majority of her class. It did not do to try and get above yourself. She and my father had achieved their highest ambition for each other: he was proud that he could afford for her not to go out to work after their marriage; she was content that he had a steady job, that they could pay their way and have a week’s annual holiday at the seaside.


My first job was as a junior shorthand typist with a small firm of accountants who paid me a pound a week. Fifteen shillings went to Mum for my keep and I had five bob pocket-money which was supposed to cover my entertainment, bus fares and clothes, though Mum still made me the odd dress or skirt. I blew my first week’s pocket-money on a book of poems by Edith Sitwell, which did not stand the test of time. I was more selective thereafter.


The job was not terribly demanding and offered a fair bit of variety. First thing in the morning I took a small jug to Charlie’s, a bakery in the old part of town. He also sold milk. After queuing up with the other office juniors and the town’s tramps to whom Charlie dispensed, free of charge, yesterday’s stale buns, I took my two-pennyworth of milk back to the office and picked up the local post for hand delivery to nearby banks, solicitors and the Inspector of Taxes. I then presented myself to the partners, ready and eager to take dictation. Mr Greenfield, the younger partner, winced when he saw he had drawn me instead of Jean, the older and more competent typist. My imperfect grasp of accountancy jargon meant that he would have to dictate at snail-slow pace for the next hour. He did not like my tea-making either. I had discovered that if I put the minimum amount of tea in the pot, over three weeks I could fiddle sixpence out of the petty cash. Mr Greenfield would plead with Jean, ‘Can’t you teach Joan how to make a decent pot of tea?’ My name had been changed to Joan to avoid confusion over two Jeans. They announced the change to me on my first day and I was annoyed that they had not chosen something more suitable, such as Christabel or Madeleine.
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