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      CHAPTER ONE
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      Chinese Whispers

      
      My mother was once long-jump champion of Norfolk. I have no evidence of this but I have always believed it to be true, and
         it would not have been, for her, an unlikely achievement: she was long-legged and athletic, still fit enough in her seventies
         to turn a neat cartwheel. Perhaps the fact, the truth, is recorded somewhere. If not, there is no one left alive to ask. I
         have to rely on what I remember.
      

      
      All our stories begin before we are born. Not just the blue eyes or flat feet we inherit, but the stories we hear from uncles
         and aunts, from grandmothers and grandfathers. Even if oral history is no more reliable than the party game of Chinese whispers,
         everyone bringing to it their own subjective lumber of myths, half-truths, fancies and deceits, it is still these family stories
         that tell us who we are and help to shape our lives.
      

      
      My maternal grandmother’s name was Edith Emily. Born in Norfolk in 1860, she married William James Cushing, a carpenter and
         coach painter, and had four children: Billy, Peggy, Bridget, and Ellaline Ursula May, who was to be my mother. My grandfather,
         a keen theatre-goer, had named his youngest daughter after his favourite comedienne, Ellaline Terriss, or, at least, he had
         registered her birth in a variant of that name, but my grandmother preferred the name Judy, so Judy my mother became, and
         remained.
      

      
      My grandmother was a dressmaker by trade. I can remember sitting on her lap and feeling the tips of her fingers which were rough with pin pricks. But what drew me to her, as a child,
         was a feeling of kinship. I guessed that, like me, she was more interested in other people’s lives than in her own. And as
         a result, although she had lived all her life in small market towns in East Anglia, she had never been bored. She had a brother-in-law,
         Harry, who had travelled the world and was the dullest man you could meet. It was as if he had never been anywhere, my grandmother
         said. Whereas she, Edith Emily, was surrounded by drama. Her friends, her neighbours, the women who came to be fitted for
         a dress in the front room of her cottage – in the private theatre of her imagination they all became creatures of infinite
         richness and complexity, characters in a never-ending story I seemed to spend most of my early years listening to.
      

      
      My grandfather died when I was eight. My mother refused to take me to his funeral, which was a grief to me, chiefly because
         I fancied playing a touching part in the ceremony, laying a posy on his grave, and seeing people shake their heads and whisper
         sadly to each other as they observed tears shining in my eyes. My mother said, reproachfully, ‘You wouldn’t want to see poor
         Granny crying, would you?’ I suppose I denied it, but it was precisely what I did want to see; I was hungry for some real-life
         drama that could be seen and heard and stored away for future use.
      

      
      My grandmother came to live with us for a while and later, when she moved into a small house in Romford, a bus ride away,
         I sometimes stayed with her, to keep her company. I shared her billowing feather bed. We ate at odd times. We went to the
         cinema, often watching the programme round twice; the main film, the ‘B’ feature, the news, and the main film again. We were
         usually there when ‘God Save The King’ was played at the end of the evening, and my grandmother always insisted we stay in
         our seats while the rest of the audience rose obediently. ‘We don’t stand for that family,’ was all she would say in explanation,
         although one of my aunts later suggested that it might have something to do with an incident on a road near Sandringham when
         a minor royal had driven past my grandfather and splashed mud on his only suit. Other evenings we sat by the fire, sipping
         homemade blackcurrant wine which my grandmother affected to believe was non-alcoholic, while she told me stories about her girlhood and womanhood and the people she had known.
      

      
      Her father had been a postman, her mother the local busybody – the wise woman, the midwife. When my grandmother was young,
         her mother had nursed the village through an outbreak of plague. (There were still outbreaks of plague in East Anglia in the
         1870s.) My grandmother could remember her mother coming home, taking off her clothes in the outhouse and bathing in the heated
         copper before she came indoors. The doctor, who was frightened of infection, had leaned on her heavily, refusing, on one occasion,
         to attend a woman in labour because there was plague in the house next door. The birth was a difficult one, but by the time
         the doctor came, at last and reluctantly, my great-grandmother had delivered the baby and handed it, screaming, to its mother.
         When the doctor arrived and called from the bottom of the stairs, she stood at the top, with the afterbirth in a bucket. She
         said, ‘I suppose you’ve come for your half-crown! Well, you can have this instead.’ And she emptied the bucket over his head.
      

      
      Edith Emily was proud to tell this story about her mother. She was anarchic and undeferential herself; entirely ‘respectable’
         in her manners and behaviour, but not in her opinions. She was a small woman, with a tiny waist and delicate hands, but she
         was physically strong and apparently fearless.
      

      
      One Harvest Fair, when she was an apprentice dressmaker, a suitor came after her with a shotgun. Of all the young men who
         hung around the draper’s entrance to escort her home after work, or lingered in the church porch at the end of the service
         on Sunday, Saul was the one she had taken least account of. He was the gamekeeper’s son, nineteen years old with a pasty face
         and long, narrow jaw, and he hardly ever spoke. He had left bunches of flowers on the low wall in front of her family’s cottage,
         and once a basket of plover’s eggs. Edith Emily took the eggs indoors to her mother but she left the flowers to wither.
      

      
      ‘Fetch them indoors at least,’ her mother said. ‘He may be too quiet for you, but that’s no reason to shame him.’

      
      Edith Emily said, reasonably, ‘If I don’t want him, it’s best that he knows it. And it’s not just that he’s quiet. There’s something about him gives me the shivers.’
      

      
      She was at the coconut shy with two little brothers when Saul appeared with the gun. She had her back to him. She had just
         won a coconut. The first thing she knew was the silence. Or the partial silence. One minute, the Fair was all busy bustle
         and laughter; the next, the only continuing sound was the tinny music of the merry-go-round floating thinly on the blue, evening
         air. Even that slowed and stopped as she turned, her coconut prize in her hands, and looked down the barrel of the gun.
      

      
      No one was near. A shocked circle of townsfolk stood still and watching. In the yellow light from the naphtha flares, Saul’s
         face was sickly pale. The gun trembled as his hands shook but it was steady enough for his dangerous purpose. He spoke into
         the awful, stunned silence. He said that if she wouldn’t marry him, he’d kill her, then her brothers, and himself after. Behind
         him, the blacksmith took a step forward. And stopped. Saul said, ‘And anyone who moves, I’ll make a hole in him, too. I’ll
         just ask the once more. Will you marry me, Edith Emily?’
      

      
      ‘Say you’ll marry him, Emily,’ her mother hissed from the sidelines. No one else made a sound.

      
      Emily looked at Saul carefully. Then she said, loud and clear, ‘I wouldn’t have you at any price, not if you were worth a
         thousand pounds a year. So you’d better put that gun back before your father misses it, or you’ll be in trouble. Better still,
         give it to me.’
      

      
      She was still holding her coconut. She gave it to her little brother beside her and held out her hand for the gun. And Saul
         gave it to her.
      

      
      What happened to Saul, no one seemed to know. Perhaps he was marched off by the blacksmith and taken home to his father the
         gamekeeper, who kept a more watchful eye on his guns in the future. The story, as told by my mother (it is not one, as it
         happens, that my grandmother told me) said nothing about what happened after except in one romantic particular. A witness
         of this event, of Edith Emily’s successful mixture of fearlessness, bravado and judgement of character, was a young coach
         painter, working in London, who had come to visit his family for the Harvest Fair, saw my grandmother as a high-spirited heroine (as, indeed, she saw herself
         all her life), and determined to marry her.
      

      
      The fact that my mother did not know (or care to remember) what happened to Saul is significant. In her family archives the
         whole point of that story is that it ended in an idyllic marriage; a happy history passed down through the generations, told
         and re-told and sentimentalised in the process until my grandmother’s marriage to her coach painter and my mother’s childhood
         appear a little like a Victorian Christmas card. Snow falling gently on pretty children, cosily attired with muffs and fur
         tippets; welcoming light glowing softly in the cottage window. We know that indoors the fire will be lit, the table laid,
         the kettle on the hob, Mother waiting with a batch of mince pies hot from the oven. Father may have been dismissed from his
         job and gone to America but he sends minutely detailed postcards to his loving family and all will be well in the end.
      

      
      Not that there is anything wrong in editing memories. There is always an alternative view and there is no undue virtue in
         ‘honesty’, which is often no more than another kind of selection. Why remember (for example) the coach painter’s father, the
         tramp; such a shameful skeleton in a respectable family’s cupboard that my mother always denied his existence. It is just
         possible that since she was the youngest child of the family, no one mentioned him to her. After all, my grandmother never
         mentioned him to me. I only found out about him in the 1970s, when I was in the middle of writing The Peppermint Pig, a children’s book based on her story about the pig who had lived with her family when she was a child, a pet pig called Johnnie.
      

      
      Johnnie was the runt of the litter. ‘Peppermint’ is a Norfolk version of ‘peppercorn’, as in peppercorn rent. My grandmother’s
         mother had bought him from the milkman for a shilling when he was so small he could fit into a pint pot. He slept in the copper
         hole to begin with, then in front of the fire along with the jackdaw, the hen and the hedgehog. He grew, and had many adventures,
         and a good life until he went to the butcher’s at the end of the year, an ending I had always thought beautifully sad. I had
         understood my grandmother when she said, Tigs were a poor person’s investment in those days. Who could afford to keep a great pig, eating its head off?’ But she added that none of the children would eat bacon or sausage
         thereafter and Johnnie’s hams hung from the beam in the kitchen until they got maggoty and were thrown away.
      

      
      Johnnie had lived and died in the 1870s. For convenience, I chose to set his story thirty years later, in the time of my mother’s
         childhood at the turn of the century. The essentials of country life had not changed. The rent of my grandmother’s cottage
         was still a shilling a week; the same rent that her mother had paid. Cottagers still kept pigs; there were still travellers
         with dancing bears, solitary road-menders chipping flints by the side of the road, Harvest Fairs where you could have a tooth
         pulled for sixpence – or watch someone else’s tooth being pulled for a penny. Why bother researching historical details in
         libraries when I had access to living relations? My mother’s memory was phenomenal, and her older siblings, my aunts and my
         uncle, although in their eighties now, were not far behind.
      

      
      And there was another family story that had been told and re-told that would be interesting, I thought, to set down.

      
      My mother was born in 1898. When she was about four years old, her father was unjustly accused of stealing from his employer,
         left his job, and went to America to work on the railway. William James was a gentle, bookish man, a theatre-lover, and perhaps
         more downwardly mobile than striving by nature; instead of taking a job as a carpenter or a painter on the railway, he found
         work with a cousin who was running a saloon in one of the gold-rush towns of California. (This cousin had changed his name
         for some reason and while he was employed by him William James changed his name, too. Why, no one knew, or, if they had known,
         they had forgotten.) Eventually, whatever his name was at the time, my grandfather became a valet to a travelling Englishman
         who brought him back to England.
      

      
      During his absence, his family had gone to live in Swaffham, in Norfolk, a busy market town with a famous market square and
         a beautiful church with a fine wooden ceiling carved with flying angels. In the nineteenth century there was a regular winter
         ‘season’ in Swaffham; local squires would take a house in the town and introduce their daughters to society at a ball in the handsome Assembly Rooms which were curtained with crimson velvet and lit by hundreds
         of candles in chandeliers that tinkled – so my oldest aunt remembered – as the floor bounced under the dancing feet.
      

      
      My mother spent her childhood in Swaffham and most of what she told me I put into my book: the sweets she ate, the games she
         played, as well as her memories of what had happened in the family while her father was in America. I changed some names.
         I called my mother Poll, and gave her two brothers instead of two sisters. And I made use of some of my Aunt Peg’s and my
         Uncle Bill’s memories, too – which included certain things my mother had omitted to mention.
      

      
      The house my grandmother had rented in Swaffham was the one she was to live in for the next thirty years, until my grandfather
         died. I spent holidays there when I was a child. It had a small back room that smelled duskily of the geraniums, packed tight
         on the window-sill, and a long back garden with a woodpile and a tumbledown pigsty at the far end. My grandfather’s sisters,
         Laura and Nan, lived in the house next door. When I knew them, they were both old and some-what alarming: Laura because she
         had had a stroke which made her dribble when she tried to talk, and Nan because she was red-faced and fierce and always hustled
         me out of the room when Great-Aunt Laura was tired, or wanted to use the commode.
      

      
      But when Edith Emily first moved to Swaffham in 1902, Laura and Nan were still in their prime. Laura was the headmistress
         of the local school where Nan also worked, as an uncertificated teacher. They were determined and diligent women and ambitious
         for their brother’s children. My mother was too young to be dragooned into learning, and her sister Bridget was not sufficiently
         clever, but towards Peg and Billy the aunts were autocrats, driving them relentlessly up the educational ladder, setting fiercely
         high standards of manners and dress and general behaviour.
      

      
      Aunt Laura made Peg wear Eton collars to school, stiffly starched instruments of torture that dug into the soft flesh of her
         neck, and when she complained that none of the other girls had to suffer so, Laura told her she ought to be glad to be ‘different’.
         Peg wanted to be an actress and when she won a scholarship to the Royal Academy of Dramatic Art Laura and Nan offered to pay for her maintenance and lodgings in London. Unfortunately, at the end of the
         first year, Peg was commended by the Academy as ‘the best vulgar comedian of her year’, and her aunts refused to support her
         any longer. They had sent her to the Academy to become a tragedy queen, a Siddons or a Terry, not a comic actress, and certainly
         not a vulgar one. Peg went on the music halls for a while with an act that involved a man and a child and had some success
         until the child died. That was the end of her theatrical career; for the rest of her life she taught drama and dancing in
         private schools in Herne Bay in Kent; painted flower pictures and dug in her garden.
      

      
      If the aunts had more success with their nephew, who went to the Hammond Grammar School and won a scholarship to Cambridge,
         it might be because they had a closer control over him when the family moved to Swaffham than they had over the girls. The
         terraced cottages had only three bedrooms, one of them little more than a cupboard (made even smaller when I knew it by a
         tin bath hanging on the back of the door) and so Bill lodged with his aunts next door. And, suffering as he did from their
         expectations of him, he found his single meeting with his paternal grandfather memorably gratifying.
      

      
      He came down one morning to find an old tramp sitting by the fire and bawling at Laura and Nan to bring him a ‘nice piece
         of belly pork’, and to be quick about it. Bill was amazed. His aunts raised the roof if he brought in a speck of dirt on his
         shoes – and now they were scurrying about like frightened mice, waiting meekly on this filthy old man whose great smelly feet
         stank and steamed like a midden. Later, when the old man had gone, and he asked them about him, they said, in some surprise,
         as if he should have known, ‘Why, Billy, that was your grandfather.’
      

      
      Apparently the old man had been a blacksmith who had taken to drink and then to the road, and turned up to harass his children
         occasionally. He had gone to my grandfather’s workplace to see what he could get out of him and he had been left briefly alone
         in the office. That was the day the money had been stolen and William James had been afraid they would send the police after
         his father. So when he was accused he said nothing and by the time his employer’s son confessed to taking the money, the idea of going to America had taken root in his mind.
      

      
      Years later, telling me about this episode, the memory of his formidable aunts reduced to daughterly subservience by this
         swashbuckling free spirit made my old uncle chuckle. Then he said that he had admired his aunts the more afterwards. The periodic
         appearances of their disreputable father cannot have gone unremarked in the town. And yet it had not damaged their dignity,
         nor their resolve to see their family rise up in the world; work hard, pass examinations, wear Eton collars.
      

      
      Naturally, I put the tramp in my book where he fitted perfectly – the story falling into place around him as if he had been
         the missing piece of a jigsaw puzzle. I was pleased with the book when it was finished and I hoped my mother would be pleased,
         too: it was, in a way, a present for her, a daughterly tribute. Instead, to my astonishment she flew into a rage. How dare
         I present her, at her age, with a dirty, filthy, old tramp for a grandfather? Why, Aunt Laura and Aunt Nan would turn in their
         grave! I pointed out that they had put up with him when he was alive. And that, anyway, this was no sly fiction of mine but
         something my uncle, her brother, had told me. That made things worse. My mother never really forgave me, we simply stopped talking about it. But she never
         spoke to my uncle again.
      

      
      It wasn’t because he had lied to me. She admitted that he had told me the truth. She simply thought he should have said nothing.
         She preferred the past sanitised, untouched by anything she thought of as shameful. And besides, once the old tramp had been
         brought into the open, become common knowledge, she could no longer maintain quite so vehemently that her family were socially
         superior to my father’s. Better educated, perhaps – one of my father’s most bitter complaints against my Uncle Bill was that
         Billy had once corrected his pronunciation of the word profile – but in the respectability stakes honours were more or less even between an old tramp and an absconding Italian seaman.
      

      
      The name that my father went by, the name that I assumed was his for almost fifty years of my life, was Charles Mabey. Born
         in 1886, he had two older brothers, both called Mabey, but their father, a lighterman on the Thames, had died long before my father was born.
         After her husband’s death, my father’s mother, a Scotswoman whose maiden name had been Jane Naylor, ran a lodging house for
         seamen in the East India Dock Road in London. My father once told me that she took in ‘nobody below the rank of first mate’,
         presumably to reassure me (and himself) that this was a high-class establishment, but one of her lodgers was only a cook;
         an Italian ship’s cook called Achille Bennati. He married Jane a month before my father was born and, several years later,
         ran off with a much younger woman, a stewardess on a passenger liner.
      

      
      Jane reverted to her first husband’s name. My father was christened Mario Angelo Bennati but when he left school to be apprenticed
         to an engineering workshop in the London Docks, he decided to take the same name as his mother and brothers. From that time
         until his death in his ninetieth year, he was known as Charles Mabey. I have no idea where ‘Charles’ came from. By the time
         I found out about the ship’s cook my father was well on in his eighties and had begun to look like an elderly Italian himself,
         with his beaky nose and a black beret permanently protecting his bald head from draughts. It was a beguiling thought that
         one of us might suddenly clap him on the shoulder and startle him. Come sta, Mario Angelo? – but it seemed indelicate to question him about his vanishing father. He might have preferred to forget all about him. After
         all, my mother had once hissed at me, ‘Never ask your father to show you his birth certificate.’
      

      
      At the time, I had simply been puzzled: I was about nine years old and this was not a question I had thought of asking. Suspicion
         (and the employment of an amiable genealogist I met at a party) came later; about twenty-five years after another family skeleton
         had tumbled out of the cupboard.
      

      
      Both my parents, it seemed, had things they preferred to keep hidden. It was as if they had signed a mutual protection agreement.
         My father, ashamed of his vagabond Italian father, and apparently terrified of being asked to produce his birth certificate,
         deferred to my mother in her wish to keep his oldest child a secret from his second family.
      

      
      My father was twelve years older than my mother. He had been married before and his first wife had died soon after their daughter
         was born. When he married my mother, his daughter Pat lived with them – or, to be more accurate, since my father was away
         more often than he was at home – she lived with my mother and, after I was born, with my mother and me.
      

      
      My mother once told me – proudly, because she considered it to be her success story, not mine – that I had been clean and
         dry before I was a year old. I was born in January 1925, so this, my first memory, must have been towards the end of that
         year.
      

      
      I had fallen down the stairs and was sitting on the stiff, prickly hairs of the doormat in the hall. I was wearing nappies
         – that is, I was conscious of a damp bulk between my thighs. Perhaps I was crying. I don’t know. What I do remember is that
         there was another child there; a child with dark hair who was bigger than me. My mother was there as well. And she was angry.
      

      
      At some point, when I was older (perhaps around the same time that I was advised not to ask my father for his birth certificate),
         I spoke to my mother about this strange memory and she became mysteriously agitated. She said I had ‘too much imagination’.
         I knew this was a crime and said nothing more.
      

      
      The truth, as eventually revealed by my sister, was comprehensible if not simple. Pat and I had been together on the upstairs
         landing. She went to the bathroom and I fell down the stairs. My mother accused her of pushing me. Pat says this wasn’t true,
         and I believe her, but it was clearly the climax of family tensions of an obscure but passionate kind and my father, who for
         once was at home, took her away to live with two women cousins, one of whom was Pat’s godmother. They went in a taxi, is what
         she chiefly remembers (a taxi being an exciting novelty) and our father gave her a box of chocolates to comfort her.
      

      
      For the next quarter of a century Pat knew about me and about my two younger brothers, saw our photographs in our father’s
         cabin when she went on board to see him when his ship was docked in Tilbury, but we knew nothing about her. We only met, at
         the end of the Second World War, because she insisted. My father would have lived his life out if he could, avoiding this kind of emotional trouble. He was a brave man but he found women a mystery,
         and when they made trouble, as my mother had obviously done about my sister, he preferred to take the easy road. I was twenty-six
         when my mother told me that I had a half-sister.
      

      
      When, many years later, I thought of writing about this curious episode, I wrote it from my sister’s point of view, not from
         mine, but all the same my children’s book The Outside Child is an attempt to make sense of something that had happened to me when I was nine months old.
      

      
      Nothing is ever so simple, of course. There are more ingredients in the gamey stew of family life than can be easily counted:
         the best anyone can do is to sniff and taste – and ask the right questions at the right time. The pity is that by the time
         the questions are clear, those who know the answers are usually dead. My Uncle Bill, my Aunt Peg, my father and mother were
         all dead before I learned (from my Uncle Bill’s wife, my Aunt Isobel, who had outlived them all) that the parents of my father’s
         first wife lived next door to my mother’s parents, my grandmother and grandfather, and that my sister Pat’s mother had been
         Isobel’s best friend.
      

      
      I was lucky to have known my grandmother, and lucky that she had a good memory and a talent for stories. And a robust common
         sense, too. Now I am older, and have become more interested in money than I used to be, there is one detail about the episode
         at the Harvest Fair that intrigues me. Edith Emily said that she wouldn’t have Saul ‘at any price’, but then she put a price
         on her refusal. She wouldn’t have him even if he were worth a ‘thousand pounds a year’. This was a huge sum for a dressmaking
         apprentice in the 1870s to contemplate. For that amount of money a family could have not only a substantial house but a carriage
         and horses, a coachman, and at least three indoor servants. And, presumably, since my grandmother was accustomed to working
         for the gentry, even though at that age she was only sewing the buttons on their everyday dresses, she had some idea of the
         kind of income needed to keep up the style that they lived in. When I think of this story what I see is not just a gutsy young
         heroine but, in her ability to contemplate riches and reject them contemptuously, a person with a proper sense of her own value.
      

      
      She was, after all, a poor girl. Though not dirt poor, not poverty stricken. The Romford house she lived in after my grandfather
         died was smaller than the one in which she had brought up her family (only two bedrooms, not three) but filled with the same
         furniture, most of it inherited from her own parents, from childless uncles and aunts, and it was all good, well-made stuff;
         bow-fronted chests of drawers, solid wardrobes and chairs, a fine, round, walnut table; pretty Staffordshire figures on the
         mantelshelf, brightly coloured rag rugs on the floor. A handsome jar that her brother-in-law (the despised and boring Harry)
         had brought back from China, served as an umbrella stand by the front door. She made clothes for herself, for her family and
         for her neighbours, as meticulously as she had once made clothes for the rich families of Swaffham. Once, she showed me her
         ‘savings’ – three new pound notes hidden among the lavender bags in her underwear drawer. I think I had asked if we could
         afford to go to the cinema and she was telling me not to worry because she had this money ‘behind her’.
      

      
      I believe that my grandmother was the only adult in my childhood whom I saw as another person – whole and complete. Most grown-ups, nice or nasty, were simply bundles of characteristics that might or might not be dangerous
         or useful to someone my age. They were beings to be watched and circumvented; I lived in the foothills of their lives as all
         children have to do.
      

      
      My grandmother was older than any other grown-up around me which set her apart from them, and she didn’t behave as they did.
         Specifically, she never assumed any authority over me, or at any rate none that I was conscious of. I thought of her as another
         child like me, albeit rather old. She was ready to play draughts, go to the cinema, more or less whenever I wanted. And she
         was always ready to tell stories – anxious to, indeed, which is probably the key to the comfortable relationship between us.
         What I wanted from her, she wanted to give me, and there was never any feeling on my part that she was tailoring her stories
         to fit my younger understanding; censoring them in any way. Like most children I had a liking for the gruesome which she was
         ready to indulge because it appealed to her as well. There was the story about the farmer who shut his wife in the pigsty at night and drove the pigs up to the bedroom. And the one about
         ‘poor Willie’, the only surviving child of one of my great-grandmother’s neighbours.
      

      
      Poor Willie’s mother had had other children but they had died soon after birth and been buried in the back garden. The doctor
         (the same doctor who had arrived too late at the lying-in to pick up his money) muttered a warning. He couldn’t look the other
         way for ever. If the next one died, the law would have to be alerted. And that would mean prison for poor Willie’s dim-witted
         mother.
      

      
      My great-grandmother kept a sharp watch but she missed the next birth; the first she knew of it was when she passed by the
         cottage and saw a dead baby lying on the windowsill. She knocked on the door and was told by her simple (and innocent) neighbour,
         ‘I did put it on the chest of drawers but Willie would play with it.’
      

      
      My grandmother had a deep voice for such a small and feminine woman and if I close my eyes I can hear her tell the best story
         of all; my favourite, my brother’s favourite, my children’s favourite …
      

      
      Do you remember my telling you about old Granny Greengrass, how she lost her finger? Well, it was chopped off at the butcher’s
            when she was buying half a leg of lamb. She had pointed to the place where she wanted her joint to be cut, but then she decided
            she wanted a bigger piece and pointed again. Unfortunately, Grummett the butcher was already bringing his sharp chopper down.
            He chopped straight through her finger and it flew like a snapped twig into a pile of sawdust in the corner of the shop. It
            was hard to tell who was more surprised, Granny Greengrass or the butcher. But she didn’t blame him. She said, ‘I could never make up my mind and stick to it, Mr Grummett, that’s always been my trouble …’
      

      
   
      
      CHAPTER TWO

      [image: image]

      Before the War

      
      There was a wooden trellis grown over by pale pink cabbage roses outside the kitchen door. On the concrete, by the step, I
         sat in a soft-sided wicker basket and looked up to see the house slowly falling on top of me. At some time I must have understood
         this was an illusion brought about by wind and flying clouds because I can remember the exquisite torment of daring myself
         to look upwards at the moving sky while knowing all the time (though never quite believing) that I was safe from harm.
      

      
      Beyond the rose trellis there was grass, daisies and dandelions, and clumps of pink, stalky flowers called lords and ladies
         growing in the flanking beds. At the end of the long lawn there was another trellis and beyond that, a summer house that smelt
         deliciously of creosote, and four new apple trees, their thin trunks painted white. I had a patch of earth there and made
         little cakes in pots, earth mixed with icing sugar, that were interesting to eat, though gritty on the tongue.
      

      
      I had a new brother. High above me, a shadow spoke; my aunt, my tall Aunt Peg. ‘Someone’s nose is going to be out of joint.’
         Another day, I sat in an armchair, right back in the seat so that my feet, in white socks and blue sandals, stuck straight
         out in front of me, and watched my mother feeding him and asked her if it hurt. She said, ‘You must be a good girl, and do
         what you’re told, or he might drain Mummy to death.’
      

      
      He was christened Peter James. My tall aunt held him in the church and gave his names. Peter was ‘good’ – which meant he didn’t cry when the vicar took him from my aunt and dribbled
         water on his head. I stood on the steps of the font and peered into the basin. ‘Can you see a fish, little girl?’ the vicar
         asked. I liked him because he didn’t smile; it made the joke a private one, just him and me. I said, unsmiling, in the same
         grave voice, ‘No, but I saw a whale.’ And the other silly grown-ups laughed.
      

      
      Older, Peter sat on the rug before the fire and I played with him, picking up wooden bricks in my mouth and growling like
         a dog to make him laugh. Peter had curly hair and wore smocks made for him by my dressmaker grandmother. People said, ‘What
         a pretty baby! What a beautiful child! That hair is wasted on the boy!’ If they noticed me they just said, ‘Funny little monkey
         face.’
      

      
      Later, I went to school; a private school in a double-fronted house with dusty laurels in the garden and smelly lavatories
         with no proper seats. There were no bolts on the doors and sometimes bigger children opened them and sniggered at you, sitting
         there. I wore a brown uniform, a silky gym slip in the summer, stiff serge in the winter, and hats with sharp elastic that
         made deep, itchy ridges underneath the chin. Except for the lavatories, I quite liked this school until I was singled out
         for special treatment.
      

      
      I had always made up stories and told them to myself and to my brother. Although I could read, I couldn’t write well enough
         to satisfy myself and so I drew my stories as a picture book; little, crayoned figures acting out my fantasies and observations.
         Unfortunately for me, when I was five years old, my tall Aunt Peg, who taught art as well as drama, submitted some of my drawings
         to the Royal Drawing Society and they were commended and exhibited. I remember being taken to this exhibition and being handed
         a piece of stiff paper by a beaming and obviously well-intentioned grown-up, and though I knew I must smile and say thank
         you, I was confused. My nose was level with the glass table tops where the winning entries were displayed but, as far as I
         remember, no one explained that my pictures were among them, nor lifted me to show me what was there. On the other hand I
         was aware that I had done something to please my mother and since that was the main object of my life, I was content enough.
      

      
      My mother, eager to nurture the slightest spark of talent, decided I should be given extra lessons. An art teacher came twice
         a week at the end of afternoon school to teach the older girls and I was made to join them. To be thrust upon the sneering
         attention of huge teenagers with enormous busts and smelly armpits was a nightmare on its own. To make it worse, the purpose
         of this torment was incomprehensible to me. When I drew my pictures, I drew the people I saw in my own head. I failed to see
         the point of drawing an apple and a pear, or a daffodil in a milk bottle, which was apparently the sort of exercise expected,
         and although, being willing by nature, I always did my best, the results were pitiful. I didn’t need the art teacher, who
         seemed to be forever peering over my shoulder, to tell me so. I could see it for myself. In the end I said, in explanation,
         or despair, ‘I don’t draw bottles. I only draw stories.’

      
      ‘Well, Nina, we have to learn to walk before we can run, don’t we? Even if we win prizes, that doesn’t mean no one can teach
         us anything, does it?’
      

      
      I have no memory of what this woman looked like but I can recall her voice exactly. Not because of her flat, Essex vowels,
         what my mother, correcting my own diction, called ‘lazy and common’, although I registered this mark against her, but the
         nauseating blend of patronage and triumph in her tone. It cannot have been the first time I had encountered this kind of adult-to-infant
         put-down, but it was the first time it had really stung.
      

      
      It would be nice to report that I gave a withering response. Instead, I burst into tears, which was probably more effective
         punishment for a part-time teacher whose employment (in a small private school in a far from prosperous suburb) was almost
         certainly precarious. I didn’t often cry and once started found it hard to stop. I ran home, sobs growling in my chest and
         turning into painful, jarring coughs. By the time I flung myself upon my mother, I was hot, hysterical, and plainly ill.
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