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Chapter 1


She was far too big for the pram but we pushed her in it anyway. Nora Pittance she was called. Her head lolled about and she dribbled but we liked that because we could clean her up and pretend she was a real baby. Shocking looking back, but her mum and dad were glad to have her out of the house and she never knew who or where she was. Everyone said she had water on the brain and was spastic.


She must have been three years old and she was blonde and pretty except for the rolling eyes and the dribble. We pushed her round the streets like a doll, only she was alive. I hope to God that we weren’t horrible to poor Nora and I hope she looked out of that pram and at least enjoyed the sunshine. My best friend Elsie Greenway and I loved playing this game and I think Elsie really wanted to make Nora happy because Elsie herself had something to worry about. She was clever I think and I thought she was pretty, but she had a big strawberry birthmark on her face. She used to say, ‘Give me a kiss, Kate. You can keep yer eyes closed!’


All our play was in the streets. I don’t think we ever went to a park because parks seemed really empty to us. All that green grass and far fewer people than were on the street.


If we didn’t have Nora we’d push an empty pram and talk like our mothers and argue about how much washing and shopping we had to do. I can remember repeating the things my mother said with the greatest seriousness. Play without toys was always about pretending to be grown-up, which is mad when you think being grown-up back then was just a world of toil and trouble. But children never understand these things.


Elsie and I were as close as sisters until we lost touch, seemingly for ever, after she went to one junior school and I went to another.


But in those happy days of playing in the street I’m afraid we were not always as good as we should have been. We did a bit of thieving because we were desperate for sweets. Elsie and I would leave Nora outside and go in the local shop where Elsie would immediately start talking to the shopkeeper in a very rapid manner and with the most confident air you can imagine:


‘Hello, Mrs Short, how are you today? We’re fine thank you for asking and for the time of year. We thought we’d come in and have a talk with you because you look lonely and it might bring some luck and some customers. We also want to look at the sweets as we’ll have some money next week . . .’


And on she’d go, with Mrs Short, the shopkeeper, folding her arms and looking increasingly fed up and angry or amused depending on her mood. Eventually when Elsie looked as if she might just run out of steam, Mrs Short would interrupt and say:


‘Elsie, you say that every time you come in here and then while you’re at it your friend there pinches a sherbet or two and you think I don’t see.


‘I’ll give you a sherbet today so you don’t have to steal but mind you pay me back when you can.’


‘Yes, Mrs Short,’ said Elsie and out she’d troop.


‘She really likes us, doesn’t she?’ said Elsie as we split the sherbet between us.


But if Paddington in the 1920s was bad for ordinary poor kids then it was bloody murder for kids with disabilities. Nora died before she was six and at the time I thought nothing of it. People were always dying but I think of her often now and hope she can forgive me.










Chapter 2


People say that women had to fight for the right to work, but when they say that they mean middle-class women. All those delicate lace-covered girls you see in Victorian pictures fanning themselves on the chaise longue and looking like their arms would snap if they didn’t have someone to hold their tea cups for them. Working-class women like me have always worked. I reckon we worked much harder even than the working-class men who swaggered around the place. Certainly they worked long and often back-breaking hours but when they got home in the evening that was it. They stopped. Down came the braces off their shoulders and out came the packet of fags, feet up by the fire and ‘Where’s me dinner, missus?’


It wasn’t so good for their wives. Having slaved all day making matches in a factory or taking in washing or looking after six kids they then slaved at the cleaning and cooking in the evenings and sometimes half the night.


Of course not everyone worked hard. A lot of men got their money on a Friday and spent it in the pub that night and clouted their wives if there was a word of complaint. The poor wives were down the pawnshop every Monday with anything they could find.


We knew a young couple who were both always drunk and whose kids were always on the street, until they vanished for good, one by one – street Arabs we used to call kids like that. Their mum and dad were drunk twenty-three hours out of four and the kids were out at all times and took up with anyone. You never saw them after they reached the age of about ten or twelve because they’d hopped it permanently by then.


But I’m getting ahead of myself.










Chapter 3


I was born in Paddington in West London in 1911. According to my mother, a slightly tipsy midwife dropped me out of the towel two minutes after I’d arrived.


‘She even had the cheek to swear when she dropped you,’ my mum used to say. ‘Didn’t even apologise, just scooped you up and said, “She’s all right, ain’t even dusty.”’


Paddington was all horse dung and railway smoke. You could smell both most days, especially in summer, and it was a real laugh to watch the boys run out as soon as a horse did his business in the road because you could make a bit of money, maybe a ha’penny a bag, out of manure. There was a lot of it in the streets but the middle classes were happy to pay the kids to scoop it up for them.


We used to go into the shunting yards at Paddington to look at the horses. The station kept its own massive cart horses to move goods around the yard and sometimes to move the engines. My dad had a job for a while mucking them out but he wasn’t a country boy and said he found them terrifying because they were unpredictable.


‘There’s a big black one,’ he told me, ‘and he keeps his white eye on you. Soon as you’re between him and the wall of his box the bastard moves across and just leans on you. Hardly seems to shift more than an inch from one foot to the other but he’s so bloody big you can’t breathe a bit. It’s a ton and a half of horse meat leaning on your lungs. But he doesn’t want to kill you. Oh no. He just does it long enough to show you who’s boss. And when he’s not leaning on you the bastard’s always trying to stand on yer feet!’


My dad was a terrible one for exaggerating and he always made out every job was so awful that much as he’d been prepared to stick it, he’d been forced to give it up. It wasn’t that he was a lazy old bugger – well, he was in some ways – it was always that no sane person could stick a job like that. But despite the fact that he never stayed in a job for five minutes he always had money. Not a lot but enough.


‘As long as you’ve got a jingle in your pocket you’re all right,’ he used to say twenty times a day. And then he’d jingle the change in his pocket, smile and bounce off down the stairs. He never once told my mother where he was going. Men never told their wives let alone their children. It was a pride thing. The woman was supposed to do for her husband and children and it was not for her to question what her old man got up to. Some men would clout their wives for even asking and men who helped their wives or stayed at home with them were laughed at by their friends and soon didn’t have any. And it’s a fact that in the 1920s and 1930s up to the Second World War if not beyond, no man in Paddington would ever have been seen pushing a pram – he’d never hear the last of it from his mates.


A time traveller going back to Paddington would notice one thing above all others. The dirt. If the smoke from the trains and the dung from the horses wasn’t enough, there was the greasy stale smell of people who didn’t change their clothes for weeks and months at a time.


But Paddington was all right in other ways. Every morning I woke to the sounds of the trains’ shrill whistles and the distant roar of the steam as they headed up the incline out of the station. There was plenty of work too and Paddington, for all its slums, was close to areas where the quality lived. It was also a bit of a bohemian area and artists and prostitutes were always shouting at the buses or each other or killing themselves.


Years later I read that a painter called Nina Hamnett jumped out of her window in Paddington and fell forty feet onto the railing below, but she was only the most famous. All sorts of people killed themselves in Paddington, but you had to be artistic for anyone to notice.


Not a week went by without a suicide. It was partly because there was no social-security safety net, I think, and when people got desperate they often felt they really did have no other option. Back then suicide was a serious crime and if you survived you were locked up, which always seemed a bit mad to me. It was a nasty, tough old world in lots of ways and ordinary people liked to pretend they were as tough as the world they inhabited. When something bad happened we just gossiped about it. We loved a bit of scandal. We were like the mob that would have gone to a hanging – which always struck me as funny as we lived just a mile or so from Tyburn, now Marble Arch, where all the hangings had taken place centuries earlier. I bet my ancestors were always in the front row.


But imagine it. If you were a woman and you had no husband and no family or if you had kids and your husband had left you, there was no money – which meant you either went on the game or you topped yourself. You had to have your wits about you the whole time because you see there was often nowhere to turn if you were really stuck.










Chapter 4


We had a little flat above a shop in Praed Street a hundred yards from the station. My earliest memory is being given a small wooden doll by my dad. He’d made it himself because he didn’t have the money to buy me a doll, but what was really good about it was that he’d not only made the doll. He’d also made it a little dress and hat and shoes as well. Imagine that. Not my mum but my big old tough dad! By the time I’d grown up he was still chuckling about that doll. He said, ‘When I gave you that doll I had to tell you not to mention it to anyone in case any of the blokes found out I’d made the clothes. I’d have never heard the last of it!’


Dad was an odd-job man who could turn his hand to anything – he’d even been a screever for a bit. That’s a pavement artist.


‘I could have gone to the bloody Slade if I’d had the bunce,’ he used to say. ‘That bloody Augustus John. He can’t draw at all. I expect he’s heard about me.’ That was a good joke because in fact he’d been useless at the pavement drawing and told me he hadn’t made a penny.


‘I thought it would be easy,’ he said, ‘money for old rope, but for some reason they didn’t like my work. Too modern I suppose. I was always ahead of my time!’


Dad was often in a bad mood, usually when he was out of funds, but every now and then he’d brighten up and be very entertaining. He’d talk nonsense, but it was very entertaining for us kids. Other times the black mood would come down and he’d scowl around the house. Then suddenly he’d be joking about everything again. He had a tatty brown hat he always wore with his dark grey shabby suit, a shirt with no collar – he hated collars – and terrible teeth, crooked, half of them missing and the ones that were left had a terrible green tinge. You’d run a mile if he tried to kiss you. But he had loads of hair that had gone grey early. He was always running his hands through his hair and as his fingers were always covered in tobacco stains his hair took on a permanent orange-brown tint. I never knew what he looked like in old age because he’d long vanished by then.


He used to pretend to be a waiter sometimes when we had our dinner and he’d swank around the table with a dirty old cloth over his arm bowing to each of us kids and saying, ‘And what does Her Ladyship require? I can do you a very nice French tongue pie with a crotchety sauce.’


My mum was completely different. Whereas Dad hopped from one job to another, she did the same work the whole of her life. She used to wash and mend for people. Well, that’s what she said she did – in fact I only ever saw her washing, but I think she thought mending made the job sound a bit more genteel.


She’d get the washing in and take it to the local baths. You could swim there but they also had rows of baths where people who didn’t have a bath at home could go. They had a massive laundry where all the local women would wash their own and other people’s clothes. All the big Victorian baths were like that. That’s why they were called public baths and wash houses. The swimming pools weren’t the most important things about them.


Even in the 1960s the old ladies of Paddington and North Kensington still took their washing down to the wash house at the baths because it was a lot more fun than doing it at home on your own. By then some of these old biddies had spent twenty or thirty years meeting each other once or twice a week and wouldn’t miss it for anything. None of them could swim and they rarely had a bath – all they were interested in was the wash house.


But I loved the swimming pool. There was a first-class pool and a second-class pool – the difference was that the posh pool was more expensive and didn’t have fag ends floating in it. In the second-class pool they also used to chuck you out after an hour which the kids hated. You’d end up with kids shouting at the attendant, ‘Oi mister, I ain’t been in ten minutes. That was me bruvver you saw.’


And the attendants would get really angry and shout and swear till the kids climbed out. Once I saw the attendant dive in to get at one particularly annoying kid who promptly hopped out and ran off right out of the building still in his swimming shorts. And I remember his swimming shorts were woollen and half hanging off him. But we cheered him!


When they demolished the old wash houses it was heartbreaking for the old ladies because that’s where they’d always met their friends.


I used to go with Mum sometimes when I was six or seven and if she didn’t send me in for a swim in the second-class pool, she’d leave me in a funny little room away from the pools and the wash house where the walls were covered with glazed tiles and there were a few benches and marble tables bolted to the floor. There was a wooden hatch in the wall. If you knocked on the hatch it would open and you’d ask for a penny slab and they’d give you a lovely piece of bread pudding for one old penny. I remember the weight of that bread pudding and it was so sweet to me who didn’t get shop sweets much. In fact, as is so often the way with all the smells and sounds of childhood, I’ve never since tasted anything as good as that slab. But I’m sure if I’d gone back as an adult and tried that bread pudding again it would not have tasted as it once did. That’s just the way things are.


I think the cleanliness and order of the baths made a great impression on me and gave me a taste for sorting things out. I was such a tidy little thing – which is perhaps why I eventually ended up as a housekeeper running other people’s houses. Just such a pity I never really got the chance to run my own.


Anyway they had loads of hot water down at the baths and for a few pennies you could do a ton of washing there. That’s where my mum used to go to do the washing she took in. It was back-breaking work and you’ve never seen anything like the state of her hands. Red raw they were, always. She also had what I thought of as the Paddington look – big beefy arms with the sleeves always rolled up and a ragged apron that covered her from her neck to her knees. She never seemed to take it off. Despite all her hard work she was also amazingly stout without seeming to be fat; she was hard, too, like a barrel, with a permanently cross look on her face and hair that she permed herself using old wire curlers and cigarette papers.


She would sit up late by the coal fire, I remember, with her bare feet in a tin basin of warm water to ease her corns and a fag hanging out of her mouth. She would do her hair blind – or nearly blind. What I mean is that she put the curlers in using a tiny broken mirror – it was about two inches square – and as each curler went in she’d take a squint to see it was just where she wanted it. Why she went through this rigmarole once a week every week when she washed her hair I’ll never know because she looked a right bloody fright before and afterwards.


What made it even odder was that most of the time as she went about the street or down to her work at the baths she kept the curlers in so you rarely got to see her hair in its lovely wavy state anyway.


Our neighbour Mrs Ellis used to come round every few weeks and they would cut each other’s hair while gossiping about everyone else round about.


My dad used to go to the barber’s every two weeks and he always had his eyebrows singed. It was his one little vanity and we always knew when he had it done because he’d come back to the house smelling like he was on fire. It’s a mystery why anyone had their hair singed back then because by the 1970s no one had it done. Dad used to say ‘It’s a gentleman’s prerogative,’ but going to the barber was for him what the baths were to my mum. He liked to chat to the other men there.


His other great hobby was standing on corners with his mates. If it hadn’t been for the lack of money when he didn’t have any work, I think he would have been happy to stand around talking to his friends all day every day of his life if only it had left him with a jingle in his pocket.


And talking of haircuts and hairdos reminds me of the biggest upset of my childhood. It came when, aged about eight, I had my hair cut by my mother and it was sold to a wigmaker. We got a few bob for it, but I was upset for days not so much because I’d lost my hair but because I didn’t get the bloomin’ money!


 


But we weren’t poor at all compared to some. There were always people who were so badly off they made the rest of us seem like millionaires. The Irish were the worst. Bloody hell, they were poor! I got friendly with an Irish family that lived along the street from us because they had a daughter my age. The first time I went to call for her there were about six of them in one room with a metal trunk and a couple of chairs the only furniture I could see. But her family were lovely to me, always welcoming. I don’t think one of them could read or write a word and the children never went to school at all like the rest of us. The oddest thing of all was that every now and then they would talk to each other in a language that was strange to me. I couldn’t understand a word of it. They were speaking Irish of course. As soon as I arrived they would speak in English. That’s the curious thing I remember most about them. They had nothing but they had better manners than most of the people I worked for later on.










Chapter 5


At home we always had enough to eat, but I can’t believe how stupid we were about food. Meat was always boiled or fried or roasted, cabbage and other vegetables were boiled to mush and salt and pepper were the only seasoning we ever used. No wonder English cooking had such a bad name – in truth there was no cooking involved at all. It was all boil and burn. When I learned to cook later on I was amazed at how the middle classes ate far better food. They always looked to France in cooking matters, though not of course in matters of morality – ‘she’s a bit French’ was a slang way of saying that someone was promiscuous.


Anyone going back to those early days in Paddington would be shocked at the state of the flat where we lived: dark varnished floorboards, a few old beds, a creaky table and chairs and a cooker. That was it. Nothing on the walls and the landlord would have died rather than part with a penny to paint the walls. They’d been whitewashed in about 1900 I’d say and were yellow with coal smoke. The ceiling too was yellowed and bowed and cracked with age.


The house was also overrun with mice and an occasional rat. We bought penny traps that were devils for catching your fingers but as fast as we caught them new mice came in.


But the rats were the worst. You knew when the house had rats because they’d eat almost anything and you’d hear them and see the remains of anything they ate which might include bits of rubber, straw and even plaster. Mice are pickier and you’d rarely see evidence of what they’d been eating. You’d just see a quick darting movement across the room early one morning.


Catching the rats was a horrible business. They were so crafty the only way you could do it was to get some birdlime and paint it thickly on to a wooden board and leave the board where you knew the rats ran along the skirting. A rat would come along at night and his feet would get stuck on the boards. Terrible thing to hear a rat screaming but they did until my dad got along to them and bashed them with a wooden club he kept by the bedhead for burglars. I had nightmares for years in which all I heard was the scream of a rat caught in the birdlime.










Chapter 6


I woke up one morning when I was about eight and I couldn’t move – not a muscle. I had no pain but couldn’t lift my arms or move my legs an inch. I had to shout for my mother.


They got the penny doctor in and he said it was polio. My poor mother sat down and rested her head on her hands. My father stared at the doctor as if he wanted to hit him. When the doctor had gone there were no specialists to call in. Ordinary people had to deal with disaster on their own in those days.


Mum and Dad came over to the bed and I remember they just stood and stared down at me, struck dumb by the disaster. I tried again and again to move my legs and arms, but nothing happened. I don’t recall feeling upset or panic-stricken as you’d think I might. I was calm and almost enjoyed the sense that I could now stay in bed as long as I liked.


‘How do you feel, Kat?’ said my mother.


‘I’m all right,’ I said, more to reassure her than anything else. ‘I just can’t move right now but I’m sure I’ll be up and about again soon. I don’t feel sick at all.’


The truth is I was intrigued by this new state of affairs. Kids don’t seem to panic in these sorts of circumstances, I think. They can’t imagine that things might really be terrible unless they are in pain or feel abandoned.


I stayed in bed all that day and the next. Then something strange started to happen. It started when I thought to myself, Hang on, I can’t go to the loo in bed, I’m too old. I imagined the shame and boy did I need to go by now. I felt horribly stiff but somehow, almost I think through force of will, I got the engine going again a bit. I found I could move a little again. I had pins and needles everywhere for a while, but I managed to get to the loo to the amazement of Mum.


Truth is I don’t think that bloody doctor knew a thing. I can’t really have had polio because I never heard of anyone getting paralysed with polio and then recovering. So it was a mystery and it remained a mystery forever after. My mum and dad were just grateful I was up and about again and the horror of what to do with a paralysed girl had passed. But that was just the sort of thing that gave doctors a bad name. People never remembered when they did some good, but they never forgot when a doctor made a bad diagnosis.


What’s the point of the doctor? people would say. Bloody charlatans. They give you coloured water and charge you ten bob for it. And of course a lot of them did give you coloured water because it was all so unregulated and unscientific then, you see.


I only ever had one real clue about what might have happened. In the 1950s I had to have a chest X-ray and the doctor told me it was a miracle I was alive because there was a lot of scarring on my lungs. I’d had TB as a girl he told me, and he said it was a miracle it had not spread and killed me. He said he’d never seen anything like it.










Chapter 7


A bigger shock came when I was about ten and I woke up one morning to find my little brother was dead in bed – he’d have been about two years old. He’d been the pet of the family and we couldn’t get over the shock for months. That was a dark time and no jokes even from my dad as we moped through the days and weeks as you would expect. After a quick visit by the police to check we didn’t look like the sort who would murder someone, we got the undertaker and Natty went into the ground. No pathologist’s report or coroner’s inquest that I can remember. Too many kids died of all sorts of things for there to be too much of a fuss. It was a very strange death too.


When I’d woken up that morning Natty had had his fingers curled round one of my much bigger fingers and he just looked as if he was asleep. I remember staring at his cute little face as I gradually woke up and started to think about the day ahead. It was only when I went to tickle him to wake him up that I felt how cold he was. I knew he shouldn’t have been cold because the bed was so warm.


I remember how we all sat in the miserable morning light staring at the little still boy on the bed while my mother walked up and down with an old handkerchief pressed to her face and absolutely silent. Then she started to wring her hands. I always thought that it was a bit of a cliché about people wringing their hands but they really do it – or at least my mother did. The desperation of that movement always seemed worse to me even than the tears.


Then the neighbours came in and sat around which was an odd sort of comfort and what people always did then. Births and deaths – that’s what brought people together. Death and grief were more public then and the need to make the visitors tea while they looked on gave a curious other-worldly feel to an otherwise disastrous day. Half the street came in and out as the day wore on. It was as if they came in shifts.










Chapter 8


So that left four of us. I went to school when I was five. My brother Jack went a year before me and Tom was a good bit older so he’d already left and was wandering the streets and doing odd jobs with my dad. Noel was the baby.


I was very good at figures – arithmetic and algebra I mean. From as early as I can remember I could just see instantly how all the numbers and symbols connected together. They were like a pattern in my head that always made sense without me needing to think much about how to move them around.


I’ve always felt that my love of numbers and number patterns was connected to the fact that from the earliest I needed to keep things tidy and organised. I mean my few clothes, a pencil or two, even a few pine cones I collected in the park. They had to be in their place neat and tidy always. My dad was amazed when he met one of our teachers and the teacher said, ‘You should get Kat into the senior school if you can because she has a good brain – a great flair for numbers.’


My dad was delighted and was always saying to my mum and anyone else who would listen: ‘I might be an idiot but my daughter’s a genius.’ But I know he worried about finding the money for secondary school, which was expensive at that time.


‘You don’t want to be doing washing, like me,’ said my mother. ‘You’re a good-looking girl with a brain and could get a good job in a nice house with your wages and all your meals – bed and board.’


Mum was convinced that being good at figures would help me get on. She didn’t know the first thing about it really but in the long run she was proved right because I would probably have stayed at the bottom of the servant ladder except for the fact that I was such a wiz with numbers – and so tidy and well ordered. Being a housekeeper back then was all about being organised and able to add up!










Chapter 9


But I aspired to more glamorous things in my early days. I thought being a shop girl would be as good as being in the films. And the most glamorous shop in the world was just round the corner from us. Whiteley’s in Bayswater was the first and the biggest department store in the world. It was famous at the time. All the girls dreamed of working there and I might really have been able to do it if I could just get a bit more education and learn to speak posh. Mind you there were disadvantages to working at Whiteley’s. You had to obey nearly 200 ultra-strict rules, for example, and they gave you the book before you started work. The rules were about dress and behaviour and one slip and you were out.


My friend Ginny laughed when I told her I wanted to work in Whiteley’s.


‘Yer bloody mad, Kat. What do you want with all those stuck-up tarts? They’re not even allowed to have a piss during working hours. Imagine standing there all day with yer legs crossed!’


Ginny was exaggerating but she had a point. For example the Whiteley’s rule book said you had to wear long white gloves at all times. If your gloves did not extend at least seven inches above the wrist you would be ticked off. If your stocking seams were not straight two days in a row it was an official warning. You had to work from seven in the morning till eleven at night and live in company accommodation. When I found all this out my dream of shop work faded a bit I must say!


On the other hand I don’t think they would have taken me whatever happened with secondary school because you needed to speak properly – not in a strong London accent like me – and a London accent was a hard thing to lose. I was amazed when I discovered that some people really didn’t use the word ‘ain’t’! The other difficulty was that you needed the money for nice shop clothes.
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