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Prologue


Early on a grey frosty February morning in 1998 I stood watching as the cold deep water of the river carried ever further from me the ashes of my late mother which a few minutes earlier I had scattered upon the surface. A late winter leaf fluttered down to join the grim procession.


I am numb with cold and the weariness of loss. I stare blankly as the last physical evidence of the woman who gave me life disappears into the low hanging mist, just as I had stood some fifteen years earlier with her by my side bidding farewell to my father.


They are both gone now, and I stand truly and completely alone in my grief and the personal torment that dominates my life.


Although it was with a heavy heart that I turned away to face another day, I vowed then that if I ever found a way through the unhappiness surrounding me I would write a book the overwhelming aim of which would be to give hope and encouragement to those in despair, together with the belief that no matter how hopeless and desperate today may seem – there’s always tomorrow!











Quiet Beginnings


How many of us, I wonder, have idly watched a leaf journeying downstream, marvelling as it negotiates unexpected hazards so to continue its travels almost as though destined by the forward flow of the water to encounter and conquer further difficulties and periods of calm before finding that ultimate place of rest and peace.


Life seems to run on similar lines, and in the narrative that follows I have tried to balance the undoubted pleasures of life with a desire to give hope to those who have found the darker times difficult to negotiate. If just one person who reads the following account of this particular leaf’s journey through life so far derives some comfort, hope and reassurance that however bleakly and desperately events unfold there is a way through to better times, then the aim of this book will have been achieved.


For those whose faith explains adversity and provides guidance, comfort and courage, I have every respect although not envy. We are given a life and it is up to us how we use that life. Mistakes of all kinds are inevitable but we must be accountable for our actions and where possible learn from errors and move forward better able to make wiser decisions. The absence of a faith has never worried me; maybe I have one as yet unacknowledged. The strength and ability to deal with much that life so far has dealt me comes from trying to do my best honourably with the life I have been given, and secondly – and by no means least – from the truly wonderful gift of friendship.


It is to my remarkable friends who have believed me and believed in me that I owe so much. Without their unstinting love, loyalty, kindness and support in countless ways I doubt that I would have survived. To them, therefore, with immense gratitude I have dedicated this book.


Somewhat contrary to the title of this the first chapter, my arrival into the world on a spring day in 1947 was far from conventional; nearly two months premature, I was born in an ambulance valiantly making its way towards University College Hospital against the tide of an excited Cup Final crowd. I was only the second surviving infant born to my mother from five confinements. Noting that I weighed in at under two pounds with my knees joined together, and sported a shock of bright red hair, the midwife tried to console my mother with the comment, ‘Well, she may not be much to look at but at least she has plenty of character!’ Whether my mother was indeed comforted or not and whether the judgement has proved true I cannot say, but I would settle for it as an epitaph!


My brother, some six years older, had been in poor health and my doctor parents, after a great deal of consultation with their many colleagues and considerable heart-searching themselves, made what must for them have been a momentous decision. They abandoned quite well-established and extremely promising careers in London and moved to rural coastal Essex, where it was hoped the clean fresh sea air would benefit my brother’s health.


All this happened, of course, before the introduction of the NHS, and at that time the usual way to become a general practitioner was to buy an existing practice and to build it up through personal endeavour. Remuneration was based on patient numbers, so with no guaranteed backup, or such arrangements as group practices, the new doctors had to quickly make themselves known as hopefully agreeable, trustworthy and competent. Then by way of word of mouth their patient numbers would increase. It also followed that a successful practice with a healthy number of patients on the list in an affluent area would be far more expensive to buy than a practice in a more remote part of the country which had been allowed to run down.


With the financial implications of purchasing and funding a practice, a home and bringing up two small children, my parents had no choice but to opt for the latter. Having secured the practice and acquired a large but also run-down farmhouse in an auction sale, they moved to Essex – and so perhaps I became an original Essex girl!


Even as a small child I think I realised and accepted without any sense of rancour or discontent that with the workload they had to carry, my parents would not have that much time for us. In no way were we neglected, except perhaps in terms of time devoted to us, but that time was just not available and therefore for my part I felt no resentment. Sadly, perhaps because he was older and therefore needed a different level of interaction, and had received considerable attention when little due to his indifferent health – or maybe because we are all intrinsically different – but for whatever reason, my brother rebelled quite early on, and I remember feeling sad and puzzled as to why he could not settle and find solace. With hindsight, I look back now with even greater sadness, knowing that he in his way was calling for help and my parents in their way were doing everything they thought would assist him. I learnt much later in life just how much my father wanted a son to whom he could feel close and just how much my brother had yearned for a father to whom he felt he could relate.


No parenting class will ever provide adequate preparation for that most complex of relationships. As the one guides, the other grows – sometimes in harmony, sometimes in conflict. All but the most unworthy parents do their best – some better than others, through skill or chance – the vast majority constantly striving to do the best they can in the circumstances. The most precious gift a parent can give their child is their time, and never more so than today in a world filled with the numerous and increasingly available advantages and attractions of technology. These can certainly amuse and entertain, understandably tempting the busy parent to delegate responsibility for providing that vital personal relationship to the amazing array of entertainment options available.


Happily, my brother’s health improved, but with the sense of underlying resentment he harboured I remember an uneasiness always present, even when obvious efforts were being made to help him. A tall, strong, good-looking lad, temptations of all sorts became available and the feeling of distance seemed to make it inevitable that he would leave home sooner rather than later. With seafaring in my father’s family, and his service as a surgeon commander during the war, my father pulled as many strings as he could and managed to secure a position for my brother with a reputable shipping line, in the hope that with his free spirit and love of the sea he would find his way and eventual happiness.


Before all that happened, however, life was not all doom and gloom by any means. Even as small children, we had to contribute to necessary routines and I remember clearly my main early morning duty was to clean all the shoes, and I found my father’s large footwear particularly challenging, my whole arm being needed to fill the shoe so I could use the brush with the other. All disciplines such as bed making, tidying rooms, laying tables, washing up etc., were accepted as quite normal. Frequently, one or other parent would have been out on a call during the night, but morning surgery and the calls of the new day would still require attention. Initially, the expense of additional premises being out of the question; surgeries were held in the house which meant that half the sitting room became the ‘waiting room’, another front room became the ‘consulting room’ and what had been an old scullery became the ‘dispensary’. The hallway was to be as little used as possible during surgery times as contact between ourselves and patients was not encouraged.


I have so many memories of those days, for example, my dear brother one Sunday night before going to bed standing at the top of the stairs leading up from the hall announcing plaintively that he felt sick. Almost simultaneously and before any steps could be taken to avert disaster, he vomited a plentiful helping of previously consumed tomato soup all the way down the stairs, walls and carpet. To this day I can see the mixture of emotions showing in the faces of my parents. Concern for my brother mingled with the prospect of spending most of the ensuing night restoring the hall from what had in seconds become a passable film set for a massacre back to a respectable entrance hall ready to receive patients for Monday morning surgery!


My parents’ apparent ability to work all hours in those days was always a source of amazement to me and never more so than at Christmas time, as the tree and paper chains miraculously appeared between our going to bed on Christmas Eve and coming down on Christmas morning – after, of course, we had emptied the stockings so carefully set out at the end of the bed. I can only conclude they fell into bed just in time to get up again, always assuming they had not been called out. Presents were precious: the stocking contained an orange, a walnut, chocolate money in gold foil and maybe half a crown (12 1/2p). In the beginning, I was also given a sugar mouse but, showing early signs of a later commitment to vegetarianism, I concealed these among my clothes, only to have an army of ants discover them later in the year – much to my mother’s understandable annoyance – and I was thus banned from receiving sugar mice again. In addition, under the tree would be the ‘main present’, and that was that. When I see the volume of gifts received by children today I thank my parents wholeheartedly for the real ‘magic’ of Christmas that we were lucky enough to enjoy. It may not have been seriously religious but it was certainly special.


Financial considerations, together with my parents being constantly on call, meant we had no family holidays away and very few outings at all. However, with over two acres of garden to enjoy, and the close proximity of coastal backwaters, there was plenty to keep us occupied. East Anglian winters can be hard, but equally the summers were usually long and warm. When little, my brother and I were obliged to find our entertainment within the confines of our large garden, which we did happily.


So often my champion in those days, he rescued me from frequent mishaps. I was very small (apparently a search for ‘Small’ usually had to be mounted several times a day) but this never deterred me from embarking on none too sensible adventures. On one occasion I was discovered by my brother stuck in deep mud, sinking rapidly, with mud beginning to ooze over the top of my wellingtons. My knight in shining armour plucked me bodily from my wellies and carried me to safety. By this time fear had turned to tears, so my brother sat me on his knee and we had a good laugh at the pair of little wellies just peeping above the surface of the mud.


Our nearest neighbours were a family employed mainly working on the land, but they also had fingers in other pies and generally considered to be a ‘dodgy’ lot. The house and garden were very run-down with piles of rubbish and bits all over the place. They had one son, who for some reason was the constant butt of his father’s bad temper. In fact, the constant stream of invective hurled at the poor lad morning, noon and night at full volume both worried and annoyed my parents. As children do, my brother inevitably picked up some of this language, particularly as he had been told not to – some things never change!


One day I was seen to fall head first off a swing onto the concrete patch which had been put there to protect the grass from scuffing feet. When my parents reached the scene of this drama, they found my brother cradling me in his arms, endeavouring to soothe me with the words, ‘You darling little bastard, please don’t cry.’ Not knowing whether to laugh or cry, my parents first made sure my head was intact. Then they took my brother aside and gently explained that this was no way to address his little sister!


Our parents’ treatment of us when we were ill was excellent but very clinical, which with hindsight was completely understandable. My mother was academically brilliant, for instance, when studying medicine (which in itself was rather ahead of her time) she felt the need for a diversion, so she took a degree in Ancient Greek to help pass the time! She wrote numerous papers on different medical topics and later became involved in the pioneering stages of cancer treatment, to name but a few of her many achievements. My father was no means a slouch in the intellectual department either. His seafaring father had wanted him to follow a career in engineering rather than medicine, so he first qualified as an engineer and then as a doctor. To this he added a partial training in law to pursue a career as a coroner, working closely with and being highly thought of by no less than the then high-profile coroner, Sir Bentley Purchase. All that of course came to an end with the move to Essex.


When we needed the benefit of their combined medical expertise, they never let us down. Witness the move to Essex for my brother. In my own case, when presenting with a burst appendix at under two years old, it was solely my mother’s stubborn confidence in her diagnosis that ultimately just saved my life.


With small ailments, however, the approach was quite different, with the result that it was much wiser to keep quiet. Any mention of a sore throat, for instance would always be met with an instruction to go to bed, and someone would come up after evening surgery, if there was time. Experience taught us to be careful not to mention problems before tea, unless we really did not want any food, as the reasoning was that if our complaint was worth mentioning we were not well enough to eat, and as there was no heating in the bedrooms (a fire might be lit, but rarely) it was more prudent to say nothing and stay by the range in the kitchen. Because of this, I think we quite often attended school with childhood ailments that kept most of our contemporaries in bed for days, and for my part I was often met with the extraordinary observation, ‘You can’t have a cold, your parents are doctors!’


Always content within their medical world, my parents never really felt the desire or need to socialise, and in fairness within the limited rural community in which they practised the opportunities to do so were very few.


However, it was essential that they made themselves agreeably known whenever possible if the practice was to thrive, and an instance in this regard was to lead to one of those sayings unique to family life, the root cause of which is often a mystery to others. My father was walking along a path behind some cottages and espied a woman hanging out her washing. He knew her name but she was not then a patient. His greeting of, ‘Good morning, Mrs Herbert,’ met with an unexpected response. Without turning round or pausing in her work, the good lady answered in a perfectly civil tone ‘Arseholes to you.’


One could be forgiven for suspecting some ulterior reason for this retort, but on the contrary Mrs Herbert later enlisted and was a patient with my parents all the time they were there. We were left to assume therefore that somehow this was regarded as a normal ‘courtesy’, and for ever after in the family if something occurred to us as inappropriate, rude or out of kilter, we would just grin and say, ‘Good morning Mrs Herbert!’ – as I say, doubtless to the puzzlement of others.


This lane also provided the setting for another little cameo witnessed by my father on his way home from a late evening call. A gentleman in the same line of cottages kept geese; those familiar with these delightful creatures will know they are every bit as efficient as any guard dog and equally as inquisitive, but on occasions very quiet. The rear boundaries of these gardens often included a five-barred gate, as did this one, and against it on this particular evening were leaning a courting couple. Liberties as such were not taken so freely then, so when the girl felt a very determined nip on that part of her bottom squeezed through the gate she was definitely not amused. When despite her protestations the avian offence was repeated, if anything more passionately, she flounced off dismissing the pleas of innocence from her beau. One way or another that path seemed connected with bottoms!


Although we lived very close to the tidal backwaters when we were very little, unsupervised access to these was forbidden and visits to the more formal beaches of, for example, Walton-on-the-Naze were at a premium, only happening occasionally with my mother while my father held the fort.


This changed, however, owing to an understandable debt of gratitude felt by a family to my mother. At this time, the menace of polio was in its early stages, and with its initial symptoms being not dissimilar from those of influenza, it was yet another instance of my mother’s exceptional skill that she detected the very early onset of polio in this couple’s elder son, averting almost certain paralysis or even death.


Desperate to show their gratitude, an arrangement emerged whereby my parents secured a beach hut at Walton on the understanding that it was unreservedly for their family’s use, but when convenient they would also take my brother and me. The family played their part to the full, and I have many happy memories of those excursions.


I have slightly misled my patient reader when I say we had no holidays away – in fact, we had one. Disaster is perhaps too strong a word to describe those few days but I do not recollect the event with any delight. Despite this meticulously planned break in all our routines I do not recall any gleeful anticipation, quite possibly because we almost resented an interruption in our well-ordered establishment. My brother was at an age where he was easily bored and made it quite clear he would infinitely have preferred to be somewhere else; I picked up on this and so we set off in less than holiday mood. All the usual contingency plans for an absence had been painstakingly sorted out, the most important of course being the engagement of a locum to run the practice.


Our holiday lodgings were dirty, very cramped and situated next to a large town clock that reliably chimed loudly on the quarter-hour, it rained non-stop, my brother sulked and I fell into a duck pond, so it was with a united resolve that holidays were obviously not all they were cracked to be that we thankfully made our way home… only to find the police waiting for us.


It turned out that the charming young locum doctor to whom my parents had entrusted their livelihood was on the run, having found acting as a short-term locum around the country an extremely effective way of staying one step ahead of the various pursuing county police forces. While there, he had apparently discharged his duties well, so no real harm had been done, and as children we found this to be by far the most exciting aspect of the whole holiday. The nature of his wrongdoings was never explained to us, but the whole episode certainly put paid to any further goings away.


Very occasionally a neighbouring but distant doctor would stand in. This necessitated the local telephone exchange having to do odd things with the lines for calls to be redirected, and it seemed to take weeks for things to return to normal. This was irritating as the practices were some considerable distance apart. Few though they were, these opportunities to do something as a family were precious. Having no television and very restricted access to the ‘wireless’, all concepts or knowledge of what lay beyond my own boundaries came by necessity from books, which in turn fuelled a young fertile imagination. Apparently my abilities to read, write, walk and swim came almost simultaneously, each in its own way aiding my development and leaving me from a very tender age with strong emotional and practical self-sufficiency – attributes for which I was later to be truly thankful. A drawback of this almost total reliance on books was that certain events in my young life left me either terrified out my wits – or completely underwhelmed – when completely the opposite effect was intended.


The first of these was on my one and only visit to a pantomime made possible by one of the aforementioned stand-ins. The panto was Dick Whittington and of course the cat was played by an actor. I was able to contain my apprehension at this life-sized cat so long as it stayed on the stage, and I was also somewhat reassured that no one else in the audience appeared concerned. However, to my absolute horror, at the end of the panto, just when I was becoming more reconciled to the idea that this potentially dangerous creature never strayed from the stage, it leapt down among the audience and began to hand out sweets! Furthermore, it was making its way inexorably towards me. No longer able to control the rising tide of terror I let out a piercing scream and fled the theatre in tears, pursued by my bemused family, who had happily assumed I had been enjoying myself. To her eternal credit, the actress who played the cat took the trouble to find us, took off her costume head and knelt down beside me – and so a tiny introduction to the theatre was made.


On Sundays, although my parents were still ‘on call’, there were no surgeries and the day became a pleasant ritual; all things being equal, my father read to us for an hour or so in the evenings. He was an excellent reader and chose widely and wisely from the classics, comedy, plays, fiction and non-fiction. Among the many titles of course came The Jungle Book and the Just So Stories and many other tales involving fantastic adventures and animals, and this in its turn led to my being completely underwhelmed when I should have been awestruck.


I had some trouble with my eyes as a child and was taken by my mother to see one of her old chiefs in Harley Street. She had decided that in an effort to make the ordeal more acceptable it should be combined with a visit to London Zoo, followed by tea at DH Evans. For me, the concept of size when it came to animals was drawn almost entirely from reading with no physical comparisons. Therefore, I knew elephants were large – really, really large. On approaching the elephant enclosure my mother, with something like triumph in her voice, announced, ‘Well then!’
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