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“Ouch, ouch that flipping hurt” I shouted. I did a stupid trip over a crate of ginger beer which made me livid because my mind was elsewhere.

“I’m sorry love” said Mum “I only put it there for a moment.” I lifted my skirt just above my boot. There should be a bruise - it felt like it but there’s nothing to show for my pain. What a disappointment.

“It’s alright Mum.” I said, rubbing my shin. “Working by candle light is stupid in this day and age. You’re working in your own shadow half the time.”

“I know love, I can’t wait until we get electricity” said Mum. “Exeter has had it twenty years now but not for these parts of Devon yet.” Feeling sorry for me she came and sat across the table from me. I looked over to her. She has such kind eyes, she’s never grumpy and so understanding yet in some ways so pragmatic, just like ‘shop’ Gran. When she’s got a task to do she is can be so single-minded and I might as well be talking to myself. “Let’s have a moment shall we?” she said reading my mood “let’s catch our breath.”

I cleared some bottles on the table so I could rest my elbows for full effect of my mood. “I get bored Mum. Life’s all work. If I am not making the ginger beer I’m helping out in the shop.”

“Yes love and it’s appreciated. We all are working hard at the moment” she said finding the right tone of sympathy.

“You say ‘at the moment’ as if it’s going to ease off. Gran starts baking in the early hours; you and Dad open the shop at seven o’clock for the milk; then Dad goes out with the deliveries; then you and me start the ginger beer orders - it’s a constant cycle of stuff to do.”

“It certainly is love.” I know she is trying to win me over with a smile but what she really means is stop moaning, it won’t make a difference and get on with some work. But I wanted to moan.

“What about Fergal?” I whinged pathetically. If she thought I had finished moaning she was wrong. I got a look of disappointment from mum.

“He is studying for his exams. When you were doing your exams you weren’t expected to work and he does help out some Saturdays.”

“He gets out of a lot if you ask me.” That was mean thinking but straight from the heart.

Mum gently rested her hand on my arm. “In a couple of month’s time he will be expected to do his share.” Inwardly I said ‘HUH’ and forced a sickly smile. She got up from the table and that was it, our heart to heart finished. She walked straight over to the sink, picked up a bottle, shook it vigorously and turned it upside down into the crate to drain then straight away she reached for the next one. So it’s back to work.

“But mum” I pleaded “can’t it be possible I have set working hours? You know say six or seven hours a day leaving me time to do other things in my life?”

Mum looked thoughtful for a moment. “Such as?” she asked without looking up. I had a look of sorrow on my face that was completely wasted and not even witnessed. “Could you pass me over that scrubber... and do what?”

“Well, you know, stuff ... I might want to write a play or something” I said grating a lemon, watching my finger ends.

“That’s nice love” said Mum, getting straight on with the next bottle. “How are you doing – do you want me to help you grate the ginger?”

“You’re not listening mum, I am serious!” You see what I mean? When she’s working it goes in one ear and out the other.

She stopped and gave me a look. I grabbed another lemon and continued grating. “Why don’t we talk about it tonight love? I am feeling the pressure at the moment.” What she meant was more paw work less jaw work from me, which was fair enough. I had whinged enough. I do not want you to get the impression I am a constant whinger – I think I am more of a ranter.

My family run a busy corner shop called Pepperell’s on Church Road in Salcombe in Devon. The business has been in the family for generations. Our house is next door and upstairs above the shop is Gran’s flat. At the back of the shop across the cobbled yard are stables which were converted into a warehouse where I spend my days making Ginger Beer.

It’s not a large warehouse it once housed three horses and the middle door is still a half and half barn door. The other two are bricked up with windows now. Along the back wall are crates stacked three deep and in the middle of the floor is a large table and under one of the windows is a big white sink and large pump tap. Along the side wall are shelves of demijohns and fermentation jars and copper pans. It smells of ginger root and lemon and there’s no getting away from that.

In the shop we sell fresh vegetables and all the tinned stuff comes in on the train from Plymouth. Dad usually hires transport to meet the train every couple of months. Actually we sell most things in the way of groceries. Gran gets up early to make the bread and scones (that have usually gone by midday) then she works in the shop. We also sell milk by the gill to those who bring their jugs in. 

Salcombe is a small coastal town with a market and plenty of pubs. It was the ship building and international trade that made Salcombe what it is today. It’s still busy with shipping but not internationally and these days it’s more boat building. It’s quite remote place in some ways which is why we rely on the ferry which is essential to the town. There’s one that crosses over to East Portlemouth and a bigger one that goes all the way up to Kingsbridge which is six miles from here, though on a low tide the ferry cannot make it all the way - it would get stuck in the mud - so the ferry has to drop you off the Crab Shell Inn quay and you have to walk the rest of the way. But that’s alright, it’s no distance.

For two obvious reasons my knick name is Ginger Betty: the first you will have guessed. The second I have red wavy hair, a bit of a mop really, but I like it. I am seventeen - I know I don’t sound it, but I am growing up. I am far more self-aware these days and that’s a good thing. I am not a mature seventeen because I feel no different than I did when I was fourteen.

My friends tell me I am bossy but that’s no surprise. Since I was eight I have been given instructions either by Mum or Dad or my Gran. It is because we work together, it’s not personal or anything. During a working day we all tend to say to each other ‘could you do this’ or ‘can you deliver that’, and I just picked up the habit.

I have two friends. Ernie Hannaford: his parents run the hardware stores on Island Road and like me he has worked in his parents shop as soon as he was able to fetch or carry. He understands me. I have always got on with Ernie. He’s small in stature but big in personality.

My other friend is Deirdre. We have a solid friendship yet we are very different people. She is shy, conscientious and a reader of classical literature. For us the perfect afternoon would be browsing around the bookshop in town and buying a book. I would often challenge the owner Mr Tilsbury with a list of novels I wanted to read. He tended to stock the classics which suited Deirdre. I like my popular fiction and generally steer away from the classics. Deirdre, on the other hand, will immerse herself in one particular author for months at a time. He has to order books in for me. I know he finds it exasperating but that’s his problem not mine.

Mr Tilsbury is a small serious looking man with big bushy eyebrows. His eyesight is terrible so he wears bottle end glasses that are large and thick. He holds up every book up to his nose to read the title. After having once exhausted his stock of popular novels he suggested I read plays. I thought ‘how is that a sit down and read experience?’ but it was. My imagination became like my own theatre and I enjoyed reading the stage directions. In my head I created the scenery, directed all the scenes and cast all the characters. That was why I took pen to paper and started experimenting and writing my own plays.

Because of this I have become an observer of people. Take Mrs Scoble: she comes into our shop roughly the same time every day and buys bread. She says she can’t bear people that gossip, then checks over her shoulder as though not wishing to be overheard. Then she says she ‘does not like to say but she’d heard...’ and expands - she has an opinion on everyone.

Then there is old Larry Ditson. He lives mostly on his fishing boat and comes ashore for his tobacco then makes his way down to the Ferry Boat Inn and stays there all day. His favourite saying: ‘if only my eyes could talk, the things they’ve seen!’ I am Devonian but he takes the accent to another level - sometimes even Gran cannot make sense of him and that’s saying something. He is larger than life, big white bushy beard, wears wellingtons all year round - yes even in the summer.

You know, until I started reading books and plays I had never studied people in that way. Now I notice things. If I hear a conversation I listen to what words they use and whether they rise up with a word or finish in a deep tone. I watch a person’s mannerisms, body language and their facial expressions. I am also one for studying people’s eyes. Sometimes the eyes say one thing and their words another.

Gran is a character too – oh she has her ways. As soon as the clock strikes six my Gran has that shop door shut and the closed sign turned round. No one in the town would think ‘oh I might just catch them open a minute after six.’ At the dinner table of an evening she insists we all sit down scrubbed up. Dad has had to leave the table before now – just for having his sleeves rolled up. She treats us all like that.

Mum usually finishes her day early to get the dinner on. That night we were all sitting around the table waiting for dinner to be served.

“Your mum was telling me you’re interested in the theatre” said Dad, passing the dinner plates round.

“Oh you mean about writing plays” I replied, taking a plate off him. There is a routine to dinner. The serving dishes are always served clockwise around the table, potatoes first and no one starts till the last person had served themselves.

“Plays!” muttered Gran accusingly. She usually has something to say about most things but on this occasion she didn’t go further. Unless it’s got a price on the tin she’s stumped and this was not her thing.

“Well why don’t you join SADS?” said Dad passing the gravy jug along the table. I laughed, confused.

“Who are the SADS?” I asked, amused at the name. Then my brother and I both reached for the gravy at the same time. He looked smug. I frowned.

“The Salcombe Amateur Dramatic Society” explained Mum regaining my attention “we have put posters up for them on occasion.”

“Do you think they let people my age get involved?” I asked tucking into dinner.

“I believe a lady up the top of the town runs it. I couldn’t tell you her name. I know the name of the house though” said Dad deep in thought, hoping to move stuff around in his brain to find it. It would eventually come to light but I knew just the person to ask - Mr Tilsbury at the bookshop. My visit is a pleasure he has to endure every Saturday so he will be surprised to see me on a Tuesday.

Next day I got along there early and waited outside the shop. I was not the only one waiting on his doorstep. The gentleman in front of me kept looking at his watch. I looked in the window as I waited. He had a varied collection of stuff in the window. Do you know he actually thinks Charles Dickens is popular fiction - not in my book - and he told Deirdre that Elizabeth Gaskell is a far better writer? Mr Tilsbury has strong opinions about what is literature.

I could see Mr Tilsbury pacing towards us so the shop would be opened as usual dead on nine o’clock not before. He greeted us both with a business like good morning. He took his keys out and unlocked the door, turned the shop sign round and now was prepared for business. The gentleman in front of me went in first and collected his previously ordered book. Once his customer had left the shop it was only me.

“Betty, what can I do for you?” he said over the top of his glasses, politely restraining any impatience. I decided I was going to stretch this out. “Have you got...?” I could read his mind. He was thinking what is she going to ask for next that I don’t have in stock? That is how our usual conversation goes. “Have you got...an address for the person that runs SADs?” I asked. Credit where credit is due he did not give way to a sigh of relief.

“I do” he said. “I will have a look for you.” He opened his desk draw. Everything was lined up neatly and he picked up a nicely bound notebook. He turned a few pages carefully. He’d found it!

“Here we are.” His finger searched the pages. “Have you got pen and paper?” I was pencil ready. “Miss Prideaux...” - I just had to stop him there. I had not got a clue how to spell that.

He spelt it out for me, and continued “and the address is Rosaland, 74 Devon Road - that’s one of those big houses going out.” He looked relieved that that’s me sorted. I thanked him for the information and left, the shop the bell giving notice that I had left the building.

I met Dad on the way back. He was out doing his shop deliveries with his hand cart, and no doubt having a cheery conversation with everyone along the way. My Dad is a smiley easy-going chap. His auburn hair usually falls over his face unless he has a cap on. He never has a bad word to say about anyone, and looks for a laugh where he can. I asked him if I could finish early today and call on Miss Prideaux before dinner. “Ask your mum!” he said with grin - everything would be alright by Dad.

Mum was happy enough about me finishing at four thirty after our conversation the other day about being bored and needing more in life than washing bottles. I worked hard all that afternoon. I was motivated by ideas and possibilities. I kept an eye on the time and dead on half past four I hung my overall on the peg of the door and was off, leaving Mum to finish up.

Walking up the road I took time to look at the view. From up here you get a good view of the estuary. Living in the town you are near the river but you do not have an overview of the inlets and creeks, the woods on both sides and all the ships and yachts in the river. But from up here you can see the whole town, the rows of cottages, the chimneys and the two church spires and the green fields beyond.

At the back of Salcombe there are lots of really big houses, especially on Devon Road. Some even have their own coach and four. As I walked along I was considering what I should say to Miss Prideaux when I got there. I reached the house and stopped and read the name Rosaland, painted on the stone pillar next to two large green gates. I opened one gate, closing it carefully on its latch behind me. There was a gravel path up to the front door shaded by large trees. It was like a walk in the woods. I went up the three white stone steps. Standing either side of the dark green front door were two bay trees in tubs. ‘Here goes!’ I thought to myself as I knocked on the door and stood back.

The door opened. “Yes? What can I do for you?” said a balding well spoken gentleman. He stood back, he was waiting for an answer from me - what should I say?

“Is your wife in, please?” was all that I had to offer - and it was wrong.

“My wife is not in but if you wish to speak to Miss Prideaux I will enquire whether she is available.” Oops!  I thought, ‘Miss Prideaux.’ The ‘Miss’ might have possibly been a bit of a giveaway.

“I am the gardener - I was just passing the lobby” he explained “who may I say is calling?”

“Betty Pepperell, sir” I said. He waited, I think he needed more. “Sorry I should say it’s about SADS.”

“I see. Would you mind waiting and I will see if she is free.” The front door was not shut completely as he left me on the step. Nice front door, I thought. I liked the brass doorknocker - a sailing clipper. Some one looks after that - very shiny.

That chap had kind eyes I thought while I waited. I can tell a lot by people’s eyes - there are kind eyes, sharp eyes, suspicious eyes and guilty eyes and those that cannot look at you because they are broken inside.

Oh, he’s back. I was shown to a room off the lobby. He opened the door for me to enter. It was a study with bookshelves floor to ceiling. A lady looked over her spectacles at me from her desk. Her grey hair looked structurally sound, bun upon bun, her blinks were rapid and her white blouse was adorned with a cameo brooch, her perfume that of lilacs. Not one for being assessed by someone she did not know she gave me a strong chin of arrogance.

“So, young lady, you are making enquires about our amateur theatre company?” she asked me in a business like way.

“Yes madam. I would like to join.” Well, there’s confidence for you.

“I see. And how old are you and what productions have you been involved with?” I knew my age but that was all, but I could think on my feet. “The Christmas Nativity playing the donkey - and I was once prompt for ‘Alice in Wonderland’ I said. “I still know all the words to this day.” I added having impressed myself. I hoped I did not sound too boastful.

“I see. Have you done any serious work?” She sounded just like my head teacher. Of course I have done serious work. She thought to explain herself “have you done any Chekhov?”

“Not to date” I said not having a flaming clue what she had asked me.

“Shaw?” she asked. 

“Absolutely certain” I said, which I was.

“No” she said slowly “I mean George Bernard Shaw... No matter. Can you act?”

“Not that I know of” I said, taking time to consider.

“I see. And what is it precisely you do do?” Here’s my moment.

“I want to give directing a go.” I did not read her expression well. She got up from her desk and moved in front of the window and with the light behind her I could not see her face.

“I see. Well you are eligible by age. There is of course a monthly subscription” I did not waiver. I am going to do this. She then proceeded to remove a box file from a shelf behind her, opened it and passed me an application form. “I would be grateful if you could fill in this request for membership and return it forthwith.”

We left her study and walked down the hallway to the front door. “Does that mean I’m in?” I asked wanting it confirmed.

“The society is open to the public and always happy to welcome new members.” She offered me her hand as she opened the door for me. I shook her hand and wished her good day. There was a spring in my step as I walked sprightly downhill and home. Well who would have thought it?

I walked into our shop and the brass bell over the door rang excitedly, showing off as if I was a customer. Gran was busy stacking tins on the shelves behind the counter - we would be closing soon so she would be in a hurry to finish. She said she ‘was all behind like a cow’s tail.’ Yes, Gran has a Devonian saying for everything.

A large wooden counter goes across the width of the shop and except for the bread, potatoes and wood faggots in sacks that are stacked in front of the counter most things have to be asked for. The shop smells of cheese and gone off milk as the scrubbed floor boards have absorbed the smell of spillage over time. It’s not just food we sell. We also have shelves of wood polish, brass polish, clothes pegs, pan scrubbers, hair nets, hair pins and string. In fact most things you want from a corner shop. I would say not much has changed about the shop in forty years. Let me think... well certainly not in my life time.

Behind the till on the shelves we have rows and rows of colourful sweet jars and next to the till a small set scales. On other shelves we have stuff like dried lentils, rice, barley and chick peas. We used to weigh out flour and sugar but these days it comes in packets. 

For the most part Grans loves working in the shop. She is the centre of attention and has people dropping in all day to talk to. She cannot stand still. She dusts the tins and jars when the shop is quiet, then she will check the till to make the sure sixpences have not got mixed up with the shillings.

Gran is particular about having things done exactly as they have always been done. She likes to have the loaves facing the same way and if disturbed or touched she will be rearrange them after the customer has left the shop. It seems to me she is always promoting corned beef or fruit salad. Her displays are set up on top of the counter. If she sells one she goes out the back and gets another, otherwise it would look odd. 

It was ten minutes to closing time. Gran was standing by with the shop keys at the ready. Dad will be in soon. He will stand the empty milk churns on the doorstep ready for collection in the morning. I want to work on a play tonight so I thought to ask Gran if I could have a notebook.

“You can love. Up there next to the envelopes, have you got clean hands?” I showed her my hands front and back and she nodded her approval. Then I dragged over our small wooden ladders and climbed up.

“Can I have a pencil as well please as I am up here?”I asked.

“Have you used the last one up?” she asked.

“I‘ve worn it down to the stub so I can’t grip it anymore.” Gran nodded in approval, I am allowed a new pencil. I climbed down with new note book and pencil in hand. Dad had duly done the milk churns and put them on the doorstep. Gran stood by ready with keys. That’s it for another day.

We all sat around the table for dinner. Mum was serving dinner as Dad past the plates around, we waited until each was served then tucked in. I was starving.

“Did you pick up your application form?” asked Dad.

“I did. She seems a nice lady, Miss Prideaux, a bit posh. Do you know her, Gran?”

“I do indeed. She collects her ‘Gardeners Weekly’ and a malt loaf on a Tuesday.” That was not quite the details I was looking for. Gran does tend to identify people by their grocery preferences. If they are without name she will refer to them as the ‘baking soda lady with the frizzy hair’ or the ‘baccy and tea chap from number seventeen’.

“What did she say?” asked Mum slicing some bread. “Are you going to be joining them?”

“I certainly am. I am going to be filling the form in tonight and get it straight back to her tomorrow” said I scoffing my dinner back, knowing there’s suet pudding with raisins and syrup to follow.

“I believe it’s number 74, Rosaland I remember now!” Dad tends to know people by his deliveries. He knows them by their house number or house name.

“What do you know Dad?” I asked dying to hear more information.

“Wasn’t her mother a famous doctor in Plymouth?” He said turning to Mum for confirmation. “Yes, that’s right. But I believe Miss Prideaux went off to London and went into the theatre.” Gosh her mum a famous doctor and she worked in theatre. How exciting is that!

After dinner we all helped clear things away and did the washing up, leaving the table free for Fergal to do his homework. I went upstairs to my bedroom and sat on my bed with my pillows stacked behind me. I wanted to study the questions on the form. I had filled in all my personal details but it was asking me what productions have inspired me. I have read some plays but I was not sure if they are the sort of plays that she would know. I am going to have to see Mr Tilsbury at the Bookshop tomorrow even though it be a Wednesday and all. That resolved I got ready for bed settled and content in my dream world.

“Ma’am, he’s left” said the maid. What now? I thought - I hate coming in half way through a dream.

“Who’s left?” said the lady of the house concerned.

“Charlie Moorland, Miss. I’m sorry but he’s helped himself to the money off the fireplace.”

“Oh that man! He took advantage of my charity. Why am I such a fool?” said the lady of the house. She walked across the stage holding her floppy hand to her forehead in weak despair.

“Ma’am it wasn’t just you - he had us all. We were blind to him” said the maid comfortingly.
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