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New Beginnings




Chapter 1

Follow Your Dreams

I sprint up the hill, but not fast enough to catch my horse, which has just broken into a canter. Doris is harnessed to a gypsy wagon containing the full complement of my children. Joe, the April baby, waves to me from the back window gloriously unaware of the impending crisis. I can’t see Elfie and Dan, but I imagine they’re rattling about like peas in a pod. As I run, I weave about the road to avoid the avalanche of pans and kettles that have dislodged themselves from beneath the jolting wagon . . .

Faced with a steep hill, a good wagon horse will automatically change pace in order to reach the top without losing momentum. This is fine as long as you are prepared; but as I dingle along at her head delighting in other matters, Doris catches sight of the incline before I do. Off she goes with my children as I look on aghast. The wagon rocks and rolls behind her, while pots and pans jump off their hooks and tumble back down the road. Now, I deliberate, do I catch the horse, implicit in which would be rescuing my children, or try to  grab the utensils while ignoring the ire of passing motorists? Maternal instinct triumphs over worldly possessions, vital as they are, and I take off after the horse.

At the brow of the hill the most extraordinary thing happens: Doris, worth every penny of the small fortune I paid for her, comes to an abrupt halt, hangs her head and takes long, deep breaths. When I catch up, Joe is clapping his hands and chanting, ‘More, more!’

The children think the whole thing is a complete gas and are laughing their heads off. Until, that is, I send them back down the hill to gather everything up.

 



Let me start at the beginning. Beside my bed hangs a small embroidered picture; on it is sewn a sun, a star, a puffy white cloud and a rainbow. Written across the centre is Follow your dreams. It’s the first thing I see when I open my eyes in the morning and I love it.

I suppose we all have dreams, but not everyone is lucky enough to realise them. As dreams go, mine was modest: to own a wagon, a brightly painted gypsy wagon. Like Toad of Toad Hall, from the first moment I glimpsed a bow top, I knew I must have one. With a horse, my children and a love of the countryside, I would wander the lanes of this green and pleasant land, make clothes pegs out of hazel wood, glean food from the hedgerows and generally get up motorists’ noses.

The latter I became aware of only after a while. Instead of the cheery waves and smiles I naively imagined, far more frequently our lot would be a gesturing of fists with the occasional addition of blasphemy.

We have been invited to a local steam fair for the weekend, to ‘add a little interest’, I think were the words of the chap who asked us. I am in my element as I pack the wagon with  all our needs, the children and two bantams. Then I harness Doris to this charabanc and set off on our adventure. On the whole, modern roads are not conducive to a horse-drawn wagon meandering along at around three miles per hour. Gone, sadly, are the halcyon days of Toady wending his way along sun-filled country lanes. Instead there are empty grain trailers rattling or overly full ones on a mission to get crops home before the rain.

After a journey of about fifteen miles we arrive exhausted. With only three hours of daylight left, there is much to be done before we can even start looking around the fair.

When you reach your destination in a car, what follows is relatively straightforward: park, turn off ignition, remove key etc. Not so with a horse and wagon. Given the weight of the latter, it is imperative to place it where you intend it to be before taking the horse out of the shafts. Everything involved is so terribly physical: unharnessing, lifting the huge collar over the horse’s head, banging in tethering posts and lugging chains.

I cherish the simple belief that getting back to basics is character-forming, especially for the children. As yet they remain unconvinced. Having settled the horse, a degree of order is now desired, something that continues to elude me. It is vital that I am organised in order to sort out the workload before dark.

Collecting water is without doubt the most important task. While it is prudent to carry a small amount on the journey, every drop we need has to be carried by hand. I send the two older children off with buckets to fetch water not only for us to drink, cook and wash in, but ten times that amount for a singularly thirsty horse. Bearing in mind that on a tether she may knock her bucket over and need it replacing, they have  to make several journeys. I remind them that in order to save their energy they had better stop bellyaching. Then there is wood to gather; as it will be our only means of heating, we must have plenty.

Enough water and wood to start the day will facilitate much.

With the children gainfully employed, I set about lighting the fire. For this I snap dead twigs from branches. These are drier than any I will find lying on the ground, and within a few minutes the fire is blazing away. Traditionally the wagon would be lit with oil lamps and candles, but this is too risky with youngsters, so a good torch is our only concession to the twentieth century. With the light rapidly waning, the sooner I can get my offspring fed and into bed, the better.

At eight, six and nearly three I think my lot are a bit too young to send off into the woods with a spade or indeed use public loos unaccompanied. Instead I carefully position a gaily striped windbreak amongst the trees behind the wagon and stick a port-a-potty in the middle. The children flatly refuse to use this on account of their heads appearing above the parapet and the fear of being spotted by some passer-by. I tell them not to be so coy, while wondering how they have become so dreadfully bourgeois . . . or perhaps if I am scarring them for life.

Wagons are deceptively commodious. I sleep on the full-sized bed at the back, while my two older children occupy the cupboard beneath. The April baby is precariously balanced on a narrow bench beside the (unlit) Queenie stove. It would normally be the old and the young who slept inside, while the rest of the family would lie in the great outdoors.

There is something magical about lying in a wagon looking up at the night sky through a tiny open window. Outside I  can just hear the steady grazing of my old mare and the odd rattle of her chain. The chilly air on my face is filled with the comforting smell of wood smoke and despite their earlier protestations, the children sleep soundly.

I awake at dawn and creep down the steps to greet the rising sun. Doris leaves off from her grazing to offer me the gentlest of whinnies. Last night’s fire, while giving the appearance of being dead, is only teasing; the white ash may look lifeless, but how willingly a fire will spark back to life with a handful of twigs and a gentle poke, even after rain. I fill the kettle and hang it on a hook that I swing over the now dancing flames and gather up mugs as I listen for the water to boil.

Gradually, bleary-eyed children emerge from the wagon like little pupae from their cocoons. Firstly Elfina, my daughter, appears, all bare legs and wayward hair, followed by her youngest brother, Joe, who turns around gingerly to take the steep steps backwards. Then Dan, intent as always on fiddling with some vehicle he is making, absent-mindedly almost trips into the flames. They huddle round the fire for warmth, cradling mugs of steaming tea while I begin to cook a massive fry-up in the cast-iron pan. Even they enjoy this part of the day. There is no doubt that living outside gives us huge appetites and we’re all as hungry as hunters.

I toast my toes by the fire. My cheeks burn while a cool breeze chills my back; the contrast exhilarates me. Going ‘horse drawn’ is like stepping back in time. Life slows down almost to a standstill and makes me think how much I take for granted. We quickly start to conserve water now it is no longer on tap. I smell like a kipper as I keep the fire going to boil kettles to make endless cups of tea. All the while I rabbit away to anyone who cares to listen about the joys of ‘living vans’.

‘The pan box at the back is used as a larder . . . above it is the cratch over which hangs a tilt . . . this is for storing the harness when not in use. There is room here too for a bale of hay . . . all in all they’re so well thought out . . . with such a tiny amount of space things get lost quickly . . .

While I love every minute of this, I forget it is my dream exclusively. First big mistake: children do not enjoy being exhibits. Why should they? They are tired of being asked by passers-by for the umpteenth time if we are having hedgehog for supper. Instead they have rapidly become feral; they have taken to scavenging anything they can find discarded about the fairground.

I remember a woman I would not normally have credited with having anything worthwhile to impart saying the sagest thing: ‘If you are lucky you will get everything you want in life. But, it won’t necessarily be in the order that you would have wished for, and it certainly won’t be all at the same time.’

 



At this juncture my marriage is in its death throes; my almost-to-be-ex-husband deigns to join us around the fire for tea. He is spotted by a friend of his, who subsequently asks:

‘Who was that gypsy I saw you with at the weekend?’

‘That was no gypsy, that was my wife!’ he replies.




Chapter 2

Scene Setting

I shall endeavour to be positive. Despite the heartache of the impending divorce, I am determined to adopt a more casual approach to parenting. As I no longer have a husband to pander to, I am at last free to explore new avenues. Or so I hope.

Lest I forget, when I decided to move here, to this little cottage, I was in a complete state. It was a running away of sorts; perhaps selling up the family home was a mistake, but it’s too late to dwell on that now.

I believe our neighbours have retired to this sleepy seaside village for a bit of peace and quiet. Little do they know all this is about to be shattered. They peer over the adjoining fence as I drive Doris and the wagon through the gate to our new home. With a look of horror, they watch as three filthy children spill out onto the grass.

Our little entourage has arrived!

[image: 002]

I never, ever, thought my marriage would end, not in a million years. It came as a complete shock.

I was pregnant with our third child when my husband fell madly in love with someone else. I have no desire to dwell on the pain this caused, but suffice to say, we all suffered. We loved him and he loved someone else. And while I know he will always remain the children’s father and hopefully see lots of them, I have to accept that the family life I had envisaged was now changed forever.

Some years earlier, my husband and I had left London for a rambling old farmhouse in Suffolk. We arrived with a copy of John Seymour’s seminal book, Self-Sufficiency, tucked firmly under our arm. With room to indulge our love of animals and gardening, we immediately embraced a simple, country lifestyle.

This idyll was completed with the arrival of first, Elfina, and then some two and a half years later, Dan. It was about three years after that that I became pregnant with our third child, Joe.

I thought we were so happy; I certainly was.

Single parenting would never have been my first choice. I had two very close childhood friends with divorced parents, so I had first-hand knowledge of how bitterly divorce can affect young lives.

I think back to my own formative years. I believe my own parents’ marriage was a happy one. My only sibling, a sister, Terry, two years my senior, was the dream child. Not only did she inherit my mother’s exceptional good looks, but she was equally blessed with a kind and gentle nature. Unlike me, she was seldom at variance with our dear parents’ wishes.

For my part, my happiest memories involved ponies, rivers, sea and books. I suppose therefore, with the breakdown of my  marriage, it was inevitable that I should choose to move my little family back to familiar territory.

And it will be these constants, and my perennial love of books and the natural world, which will sustain me through the next phase of my life. Walks in the forests, bike rides and picnics will all play a vital role in restoring my courage. Mum is right, each day the children become a little easier.

When I was young, I would stand on the beach and gaze out to sea. I imagined I was on the brink of life, which I suppose to an extent I was. I would wonder what life held in store, what lay ahead. I no longer have time for such nonsense, I know. I know now what it’s like to be out of my depth, with the shore a long way off. How I long for the safety of the coast, but that continues to elude me . . . for the moment.

 



I have an industrial vacuum cleaner. It’s so powerful that it sucks up everything within a ten-yard radius: tiny lights off Lego cars, toy soldiers, marbles, even knickers sometimes. When the bag is full, I can’t just throw it into the dustbin like any normal person. Instead I spend a very unpleasant half-hour groping meticulously through the most horrible mess in the hope of retrieving some of the lost objects. It has just occurred to me: could this be the thrust of my whole problem - a microcosm of my life, as it were? Always groping through mess, be it physical or mental, in search of lost treasures, instead of accepting they are gone and applying myself to the next thing.




Chapter 3

What Doesn’t Kill Me

What an extraordinary year it has been. There have been so many emotions, and so very much pain. I console myself that things may never be quite as bad again. What does not kill me makes me stronger.

I feel in my pocket for an old luggage label. It is the only tangible thing that remains of my father. We knew he was dying; he was diagnosed with cancer some two years ago. And although we thought we were prepared, it still came as a shock. With hindsight I now think it a privilege to be forewarned. Although I was devastated when I first learnt of his illness, it did prepare me; it allowed me to deal with the mourning process while he lived. When I had overcome the sadness, it left me free to enjoy every precious minute I could with him.

I look at the writing on the label and smile.

And now he is dead, but I don’t always remember. I hear a joke or a little story I know he will love and just as I am about to phone him it all comes flooding back. So instead, I will my  thoughts up into the ether and blow him a kiss. I still feel him about me, I can still hear his laugh.

He would have loved this little cottage with its proximity to the sea and now he will never see it.

He was a gentle man, a kind and a caring father. It would have broken his heart to know that Ben had left not only me but his own children. It would be beyond his comprehension that any father could behave so. Knowing how very unwell he was and not wishing to distress him further, my mother and I made a joint decision that he should never know. And he never did.

So within the space of a mere few months, life as I knew it has been completely upended. And while I might wish to grieve for a lost father and a wrecked marriage, it is evident there will be little time to indulge such emotion.

 



I knew the moment I walked into this little cottage that it was for us. I made an offer and it was accepted within twenty-four hours. Perhaps on reflection I was a tad too hasty in my decision. There was no survey done and no thinking; it was simply a visceral, knee-jerk reaction based on first impressions.

The door key is substantial and makes a satisfying clunk as I unlock the kitchen door onto the heap of boxes left by the removal men. The children push past me and rush off down the corridor. In the sitting room there are more packing cases and our old grey Chesterfield is the only place, apart from the floor, I can see to sit down. Not that there will be much time for that, given the piles of cases to be unpacked.

But I’m tired and hungry, as are the children, and the horse needs my attention. In my eagerness to buy this seaside idyll, I omitted to notice there wasn’t actually room for a horse. But I’ll think about that one tomorrow. For now I tether her in  the back garden and set about finding something to feed the children.

The previous owners appear to have taken the cooker; it didn’t occur to me to discuss such things at the time. I gaze at the place where it should be and instead notice peeling paint and layers of grease. The reality of my new situation is gradually dawning on me.

Upstairs the beds have been put up but are unmade. Typically, I have forgotten to label the boxes so it is a complete mystery to me as to which ones may or may not contain the bedding. And while the children suggest we play Eeni, Meeni, Mini Mo, I am in no mood for guessing games. The light is waning and my heart is dull. How much easier and reassuring it would be if we all slept in the wagon tonight instead; after all, I know where everything is in there, especially some biscuits.

We are huddled together in the wagon eating cold baked beans and chocolate digestives when we hear voices. There is a knock, then a quizzical face appears over the half door.

‘Hallo,’ it says, ‘I’m Dick, and this is Audrey. We’re your new neighbours.’

I smile, while trying to push the April baby under the bunk bed as I haven’t had time to change him and his nappy hangs off.

‘We were wondering if there is anything we can do to help?’ he continues.

‘Gosh, that’s so kind, but we’re fine thanks, honest. I’m Nicky, by the way and these are my three children . . .’

‘Do you have a television?’ asks Dan.

‘Shh!’ I whisper, trying to gag him.

‘We’re not allowed it,’ he continues, ‘and I want to watch  Doctor Who.’

‘Oh shut up, Dan, this is far more fun. We like to make our own amusement,’ I say, in a rather superior way. ‘Please don’t listen to him.’

‘Well, if there’s anything you need, we’re only over the fence.’

‘Thanks, but we’re just fine,’ I say.

‘Oh, and by the way . . . how long do you intend to keep the horse in the garden for?’ asks Dick, as he turns to leave.

‘Till she’s eaten all the grass or I can find some grazing close by,’ I say. ‘Why do you ask?’

‘Just wondered. Goodnight,’ he says. ‘Come on, Audrey.’

‘What nice neighbours,’ I think to myself as I tuck the children up.




Chapter 4

An Englishman’s Home

For someone who hates house-hunting, I have done my fair share.

My initial ticklist for our new home included a field for Doris, space for a vegetable garden and being miles from everyone and anyone. I was determined to distance myself from life. The house itself was secondary, but if there was a choice I would prefer something old.

Apart from the latter, Bramley Cottage ticks none of these boxes. But I knew from the moment I drove down the hill and smelt the sea air, knew when I turned the corner and actually caught a glimpse of the sea, knew even before I picked my way through its overly planted cottage garden, complete with a wishing well, that I could live here. And more importantly, could live here with my children and our assortment of pets.

I had seen an advertisement for it in the Sunday papers. I immediately phoned and viewed it on the Monday. The owners, an elderly couple, were marketing it themselves and  so, in the absence of an estate agent, I made them an offer and was accepted there and then.

Far from being remote, the cottage is a Victorian semi-detached and stands in the main street of a tiny hamlet on the Suffolk coast. The little village is made up of less than seventy houses, mainly huddled together in two lots. It is to prove strangely reassuring, this proximity of others. On long winter nights, when the light goes so early, I wonder how I could possibly have coped with young children miles from any other beings.

The cottage itself is ideal. My priority is to create a home for the children that I can run singlehandedly.

The front door leads into a small hallway with a room on either side. Along a very dark corridor is the bathroom and next to that the kitchen. The elderly owners had used one of the downstairs rooms as a bedroom, hence the bathroom. At first I found it quite disconcerting, given there were three further bedrooms upstairs. But in time it has grown to be one of the features I love best. Bathtime with youngsters can be a lengthy affair and it can also conflict with homework, teatime and all the other activities - a bathroom next to the kitchen means I can stick the children in the bath and simply walk next door to the kitchen and cook their tea. They are close enough to keep an eye on and an ear out for while I get on with other things.

Beyond the kitchen there was originally a small room, quite obviously converted from one of the adjoining out-buildings, which was used as a dining room. From the moment I saw it I had plans to knock down the wall and make one huge kitchen.

The garden to the front of the house is mainly flowerbeds. There is an unmade drive, enough for two or three cars, and  a garage that is too small for anything except our motley assortment of bikes.

The garden is so overplanted that the spectacular views from the bottom are completely obscured. The previous owners were quite obviously keen gardeners: I know that she was also a flower arranger. To this end the back garden came stuffed with every conceivable shrub, the majority of which had been chosen for their form, or colour, in a vase. There were several varieties of berberis and while I love their autumn colour, their thorns are vicious in the extreme. This we learn the hard way while playing hide and seek, so I decide they will be the first to come out. A field for Doris was high on my list, but tethered between these shrubs is to be her lot until I can find some proper grazing to rent.

 



I can remember the first bedroom I had all to myself; until then I had always shared with my older sister, Terry. I presume she had had a say in the decorations because they certainly weren’t to my taste. There were a deal of frills and flowers, if I recall correctly, and it had a decidedly girly feel to it.

If an Englishman’s home is his castle, my first bedroom was my fortress. While the walls were painted a pale mushroomy colour, not my choice, the shelves and furniture were a bright sunny yellow; my favourite. The Thelwell pony theme I so longed for on my new curtains would have to wait; there was still a deal of wear to be had from the old ones. But I didn’t really mind. I could shut the door on the world and lose myself in a book. I began my first library and numbered the books accordingly. Black Beauty, my all-time favourite, was number one; then there was Wind in the Willows, Heidi, Little Women . . . For reasons I have never understood I was not allowed to read Enid Blyton. I thought it an odd decision even  then. Not only are they rollicking good stories but they are the logical progression from strip comics where the narrative is supported by pictures. For me, however, not being allowed really meant not being caught.

I had a friend at school whose mother was quite obviously more broad-minded than the persistently domineering variety that had fallen to me. As I walked past her house on the way home from school, I would borrow another volume of the  Famous Five or Secret Seven with a promise to return it on my way to school in the morning. Now that I had no sibling to consider I could read late into the night, and I always did. So began my lifelong passion for books. My other constant in those far off days was anything equine. On the gaily painted shelves not given over to my books was a burgeoning collection of china horses.

The room was most definitely mine and I loved it.

 



In this knowledge that a bedroom should be sacrosanct, I am determined that my children will feel an equal sense of control in their own chosen space.

Upstairs in the cottage are three bedrooms and a little washroom. The end room, which is Elfie’s, while smaller than the others, has by far the best view. Out across the grazing marshes you can see towards Sole Bay and beyond. And there is the comforting beam of the Southwold lighthouse as it flashes reassuringly through the night.

I have an abiding dislike of choice. It confuses me. I would rather have little or none. With no choice, I simply roll up my sleeves and get on with it, or take what’s in front of me and make the best of it. Conversely, while I struggle to choose what I do like, I always know precisely what I don’t. According to my mother, this is already halfway there. I’m  not so sure. I am fascinated, therefore, when my daughter displays a decisiveness that has always eluded me. She knows in an instant which colour and curtains she wants for her new bedroom. It’s just as well this is to be exclusively hers; Dan’s reaction on seeing pink walls and flower fairy curtains provokes a fight. They roll about on the floor like puppies.

‘Yuk, pink. It’s gross,’ he says, between pulling hair and appropriate faces.

Within a matter of days Elfie has transformed her little domain into a fairy grotto.

Her collection of My Little Ponies is almost obscene: Dream Palace with its turrets and swimming pool, My Little Grooming parlour and so on . . . But she is in her element and I have to remind myself that it is her space. However, I must inquire at the toy shop if they make a My Little Knackers Yard.

The boys are to share a room initially. They are still of an age when they don’t mind what colours the walls are. This makes life much simpler for me as I paint it magnolia along with every other room in the house. What floor space remains between the two little beds is quickly eclipsed by Lego and Star Wars vehicles. That this will obviate any future hope of vacuuming crosses my mind, but again I am resolute: this is their very own little sanctuary.

My room is almost Spartan by comparison. I look at the cast-iron double bed that takes up the major part of it and wonder whether it was sentiment or optimism that made me hang onto it. I have two windows, both with rather indifferent views. I’m uncertain as to whether I can be overlooked by our immediate neighbours, but after some thought I decide I don’t give a damn. I know this cottage is right for us.

The corridor linking the front hall to the kitchen at the back  is long enough to be almost pitch-black. I have an old cast-iron cathedral heater in which I put a red light bulb and leave it on permanently. Not only does this radiate a gentle warmth down the almost dark passage but, as a friend comments, it symbolises the heart of our new home.




Chapter 5

Mother

Before I have a chance to unpack and knock our new home into some semblance of order, my recently widowed mother phones to announce that she plans a visit.

I know I should be pleased, grateful even, that she is taking an interest in our new life so soon. But there is a nagging undertone.

Struggle as I may, I never quite manage to get it right with Mum; but this will not hinder me from trying to make this visit a new beginning for us all.

To this end, I make redecorating the guest room a priority. It is not in my nature to look for trouble - I would sooner open a book. However, this is the first property I have bought completely on my own. Only now, with the previous occupants’ furniture gone, the rooms take on an altogether different appearance. I begin to see the cracks; well, not so much the cracks as damp. The outside walls in this little bedroom are full of it, and with my mum’s impending visit, there is no time  to deal with it now. So I paper over the worst bits and push a chest of drawers in front to hide it.

The children are excited about our first visitor and do as much to help as they can. Elfie has the sweetest nature and already her artistic side is beginning to show. I give her the task of picking flowers for Ganti’s room. I remember reading an old-fashioned book that said to always remember the three Bs when you have visitors: Books in case they are bored, Blankets in case they are cold and Biscuits in case they are hungry.

Dan’s contribution is to keep Joe amused while Elfie and I see to the finishing touches. Finally, I stand back and admire our new guest room. The wallpaper looks suitably old-fashioned with its little pink rose buds. Not that anything so twee would necessarily have been my first choice, but knowing how essential appearances are to my mother, I am actually thrilled with the results. I’ve made some patchwork curtains and even managed to work in some of the pale pinks and greens of the walls. The leaded windows and the stone floors, particular to this period of cottage, complete the almost saccharin décor. But I console myself that Mum will love it; it’s important to me that she does.

The Elf is becoming such a help. I am mindful that it will be all too easy to put on her given her good nature; she positively delights in all things domestic. We make a tin of fork biscuits for Mum’s room, while the boys are in the next room painting cards to welcome her.

The room beside the kitchen has lost its status of dining room and is gradually metamorphosing into a one-size-fits-all sort of room. There is an open fire and a table big and old enough for the children to make as much mess as they like. Despite the walls being even damper than the spare bedroom  - the paper is actually hanging off in places - I have no more time to camouflage it before Mum’s imminent arrival.

Her train gets in at six. The children are not really old enough to leave on their own. I’m uncertain as to the age when it is actually legal. Or indeed, what age my daughter must be before I can pay her to keep the boys in order. Another fallout from the divorce: I can no longer dash off and do what I want in the knowledge the children are safe with the other parent. I find I have to now plan things in advance. Not something that comes naturally to someone of my impetuous nature.

I cannot miss my mother at the station.

 



I suppose I have always known I was not the child my mother wanted. I forgave her; there was nothing else I could do. Some say we choose the family we are born into. If that is so, it was my first big mistake.

How do you cope with a mother christened Mona Lisa? A woman to whom beauty was, is and ever shall be, her driving force? She was the youngest daughter of eccentric artists, too impoverished (or careless) to bathe her in the milk of human kindness. Not that such a dunking would have necessarily predisposed her to loving something less than perfect, but it may have been worth a try. As I said, I understood this - it was her default setting.

So it is with mixed emotions that I stand on the station platform awaiting her arrival. Of course I am excited about seeing her; I am longing to show her our new home, explore the surrounding countryside. Perhaps she might even have brought her paints. I so want her to love it as much as I already do. But as always there is the nagging certainty that, however hard I might try to please, something beyond my control will spoil it. I beam, Please may we not be at variance, just this once,  please, up into the evening sky and watch as the train comes to a halt.

I have an abiding image of my mother in a hat, and true to form she does not disappoint. As a child I always found it a bit embarrassing, but now I see it does have its advantages. As the train comes to a standstill and the doors are flung open, I see a tall, elegant woman with a big floppy felt hat step out onto the platform.

I run towards her, ‘Here, give me your bags,’ I say, leaning forward and giving her a kiss. ‘How wonderful to see you.’ I’m delighted to see she has brought paints and an easel.

‘Where are the children?’ she asks immediately.

‘I’ve left them at home. Why?’

‘You’ve done what? Do you have a baby-sitter already?’

‘No,’ I say. ‘Elfie is keeping an eye on the boys. They were all playing so happily I didn’t want to mess up their game.’

‘Well, I think that’s thoroughly irresponsible. I thought you’d have known better than to leave children of that age alone.’

‘Oh Mum, please don’t start. The cottage is only four miles away; we’ll be home in a tick.’

‘I don’t care how many miles away it might be, you simply can’t leave young children alone.’

‘And it’s not irresponsible of Ben to leave all of us?’ I shout. ‘I was only doing what I thought would be best for the children.’

‘The sooner you get one thing straight, young lady, the better. Whatever Ben has done is his business and must no longer concern you. Two wrongs don’t make a right. From now on you put the children first.’

‘But can’t you see that’s precisely why I left them playing,’ I say as I start up the car.

I drive on in silence, determined not to row.

‘Nearly here, Mum. Look you can just glimpse the sea . . . look . . . just over there.’

As I pull into the drive, the Elf rushes to the door to meet us.

‘Ganti! Come and see your new room,’ she says excitedly, taking my mother’s hand.

‘Where are the boys?’ I ask, as I follow them along the corridor.

‘They’re here, in here,’ says Elfie, pushing open the door. ‘They’re playing a game.’

On the floor in front of me is Dan with a collar around his neck, while Joe holds a lead and drags him about. Dan stops beside the tin of fork biscuits I had placed on my mother’s bedside table, then sits up on his haunches in a begging sort of a way.

‘I’m your dog,’ he says to Joe, ‘and now you must feed me.’

Joe proceeds to open the tin and pop a biscuit, the last one I notice, into his big brother’s mouth. ‘Good boy,’ he says. ‘Good boy,’ and pats him on the head.

‘Darlings, come on, get up off the floor, come and give Ganti a big hug,’ I say.

‘I thought you didn’t let the children have sweet things. If you remember I never allowed you or Terry to have them when you were young. Empty calories, rot your teeth,’ says my mother in a rather imperious manner.
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