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      Elizabeth Taylor (1912–75) was born in Reading, Berkshire, and educated at the Abbey School. She worked as a governess and librarian before her marriage in 1936. She spent most of her adult life in Penn, Buckinghamshire, and had two children. Elizabeth Taylor wrote many novels and short stories and is increasingly regarded as one of the best British writers of the twentieth century. Mossy Trotter, first published in 1967, is her only children’s book
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              From the Writer’s Son
            

          

        

      

      My mother wrote many books for adults, but only this one for children, and some of it is based on my childhood. When I was growing up I didn’t notice how much time she spent writing. She did most of it when my father was at work and my sister and I were at school or playing outside. When we came home she would quietly put her exercise book to one side and serve our tea or run a bath.

      I suppose that most writers draw on real life as inspiration for their stories. My mother always carried a notebook when she was out: she was a very good eavesdropper and would write down bits of conversations she overheard on the bus or in a café to ‘use’ some time in a future book. She must have made notes of things that I got up to because you’ll read about some of my adventures in Mossy Trotter. Most of these stories are true – like Mossy, I also played with tar, ruining my clothes, and my mother threatened to cancel my birthday party, too!

      So, a word of warning. If you see your mother quietly writing in a notebook when you have been naughty, she might be planning to write a book – and the stories just might be about you! You never know. I didn’t! I was probably about your age then, and now I am old enough to wonder what my grandchildren must think of their grandfather being such a naughty boy!

      We lived at the end of a quiet lane on the edge of a big town in Buckinghamshire. There are now houses where the rubbish dump – my paradise – once was, and a motorway goes through the middle of the woods where we built our camps. Emma, Mossy’s sister, is based on my little sister, Jo. She wasn’t allowed to play in our gang because she was three years younger and a GIRL! She was too much of a baby to play real bows and arrows or to swing like Tarzan from a rope on a tree. The story about Mossy and Emma lost on the common reminds me of the evening when my best friend and I hid in the woods to worry our parents – we only gave ourselves up when we heard the voice of the village policeman who had been called to help in the search.

      On the VERY rare occasion that I was especially naughty I would be sent to my bedroom. A couple of years ago I was moving some furniture that had been handed down by my parents and I happened to open a chest of drawers. Inside, I found a pencil drawing of a man’s head, with lots of dots hovering over it. Beneath, in childish writing, were the words ‘John Taylor has fleas’. It was how I took revenge on my father when I was a boy – more than sixty years ago!

      I do hope that you enjoy this book.

      And I wonder if you can walk past a recently repaired pot-hole without putting your toe in the shiny wet tar to see if it is still sticky?

      I can’t!

      Renny Taylor, 2014 
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      HARRIET ROUTLEDGE  

      and also to 

      VENETIA ERCOLANI  

      who asked me 

      to write it
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      ‘It’s a paradise for children,’ Miss Vera Silkin said, standing under the lilac tree by the gate, and looking across the common. Mossy knew what the word ‘paradise’ meant. It was a place like heaven. And he wondered how Miss Silkin could know that it was heaven.

      Standing where she was she could not possibly see the beautiful rubbish dump among the bracken. This had been his private paradise from the moment he discovered it. It was a shallow pit filled with broken treasures from which, sometimes, other treasures could be made. People had thrown away old bedsteads and rusty bits of bicycles, tin cans, battered coal-buckets for making space helmets from. If he could only find two odd wheels, he could build himself a whole bicycle, he thought. And every afternoon when he came home from school, he went to the rubbish dump to see if there were any luck.
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      He had just come back from there to find Miss Silkin standing at the gate with his mother. ‘Oh, a paradise,’ she said again, in her silliest voice.

      She was one of the friends they had had in London, and had come down to see their new house in the country.

      ‘You lucky little boy,’ she said to Mossy, putting her hand on his head – a thing he hated people to do, especially her. He knew by that steady look on his mother’s face that he simply had to stay still and bear it. To wriggle away from Miss Silkin would be rude.

      ‘And you’re a lucky little girl,’ Miss Silkin said to Mossy’s sister, drawing her up close to her, which little Emma did not seem to mind at all. She was a cuddly little pudding. She liked to sit on people’s laps and be petted. She was only four and did not go to school yet.

      There were two of them – Mossy and Emma – and another on the way. ‘There’s another one on the way,’ Mossy sometimes told people; but it had been such a long time on the way – since back in winter, it seemed – that he hardly ever thought about it now.

      Although it was quite a warm day, Miss Silkin was wearing her usual furs round her neck – two long, thin dead animals with yellow glass eyes in their heads. Mossy wondered if they had once upon a time been rats. One head peeped over Miss Silkin’s shoulder, and little paws hung limply down her back. Mossy hated these furs. They smelled of camphor, and looked shabby. He crept behind Miss Silkin’s back and pulled faces at them; until he saw his mother looking at him again, with the same look. She was trying to make two faces at once – one to tell him to behave himself, and the other to show Miss Silkin that nothing was happening, that she was just listening and listening to her going on about paradise.

      They went up the path under the cherry-trees and in through the front door. Emma was still clinging lovingly to Miss Silkin’s skirt. As if she actually liked her, Mossy thought.
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      Tea was laid out in the sitting-room. Tiny cucumber sandwiches – each one just a mouthful – and a cake with little black seeds in it. This was Miss Silkin’s favourite. Mother always made one when she came to tea. Mossy wouldn’t eat it. It had an old-fashioned smell, like Miss Silkin’s furs.

      He was sent to wash, and he stood at the sink in the kitchen, turning the soap over and over in his hands, getting his shirt-sleeves wet, and he was wondering to himself how long Miss Silkin would be staying. He would rather be out here, washing his hands, than go into the sitting-room to be asked all those questions like, ‘How are you getting on at school?’

      On other days, when he came home from school and had returned from inspecting the rubbish dump, he and Emma would have baked beans on toast at the kitchen table, and Mother would sit with them, sipping her cup of tea; and the only question she ever asked Mossy was what he had had for school dinner. She always wanted to know that, and when he said ‘Sausages and cake’, she would click her tongue, as if she thought sausages and cake were no good at all. Once, he said, ‘Shepherd’s pie without much shepherd,’ and she had laughed, and told his father when he came home from work. Mossy always made that joke now, and sometimes she laughed and sometimes she didn’t.
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      Father came home when they had finished tea, and were just sitting round doing nothing. Well, all they were doing – Miss Silkin and Mother – was talking. Mossy was picking at a scab on his knee. Under the scab was bright pink shiny skin, rather sore. ‘Don’t do that, Mossy,’ Mother kept saying. ‘Did you hear what I said, Mossy?’ He heard all right, but couldn’t resist it. Then the scab came off suddenly, hurting smartly. He yelped with pain. ‘I told you,’ his mother said. He put the scab in his pocket and felt ashamed.

      ‘How nice! How very nice!’ his father said, hurrying across the room towards Miss Silkin, as if he could not spare another moment to be near her. His voice sounded untrue. It was the voice he used when people ‘dropped in’, as he called it – just when he was going to have an evening mowing the lawn, or doing a crossword-puzzle, or having lots of little catnaps in front of the television – all things he loved doing. (‘Asleep,’ he always said in an astonished voice. ‘I just dozed off for a second. It was so small I would call it a kitten-nap.’)

      He shook Miss Silkin eagerly by the hand, then he lifted the lid of the teapot and saw there was nothing inside.

      ‘Shall I make some fresh?’ Mother asked in a tired voice.

      ‘No, no, old dear.’ He took a cucumber sandwich and put it whole into his mouth, a thing Mossy had been told not to do. ‘Seedy cake, ha!’ he said. But he didn’t take any of that. He hated it as much as Mossy did.

      ‘And how’s London?’ he asked Miss Silkin – with his mouth full, Mossy noted.

      Father never went there now that his job had brought them to this part of the world. He worked in the nearby town. He was a schoolmaster at the Secondary Modern. The fact that he was a schoolmaster made it seem extra hard to him that Mossy was not very clever at his lessons. Sometimes he tried to help him with his sums, but Mossy fidgeted and said, ‘Oh, we don’t do it that way.’ And they got cross with one another.
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      ‘London’s fine,’ Miss Silkin said, as if it were all her doing that it was.

      Mossy had liked some things about London – the red buses, and the parks. But here was better. It was all park. He had liked the super-markets, too, with the big wire baskets on wheels. He would push them round for Mother, and urge her on to take more and more things from the shelves, to stock up the basket. Then she would suddenly realize that she had spent far more than she had meant to, and rather shamefacedly would put a lot of the things back where they had come from.

      ‘Can I put the television on?’ Mossy asked.

      ‘No, dear,’ his mother said. ‘We have a visitor.’

      ‘Don’t you have any homework to do?’ asked Miss Silkin.

      ‘Well, it’s Friday, so I can do it tomorrow. Or the next day.’

      ‘Then it will be hanging over you all the weekend,’ she pointed out nastily.

      It was so true, but if he did it this evening it would spoil the nice thing about Friday – the lovely free feeling which made it different from all the other weekdays. ‘Looks as if she’ll be hanging over me all the weekend, too,’ Mossy thought gloomily.

      ‘Well, this won’t do,’ Father said. ‘I must do my homework.’ He took up a pile of exercise-books and went bounding out of the room with them, as if he were looking forward to the job.

      Mossy wandered out of the house and along the track. He looked through the bars of the gate when he came to his friend Selwyn’s house, but there was no sign of life there, and he could hear the dog whimpering inside the house, so he knew they must be out. Selwyn’s was the last house on the common. After that, there were just gorse bushes and juniper bushes and beech-trees, and deep glades and thickets where it was easy to get lost.

      He was just moving away from Selwyn’s gate when he was horrified to hear Miss Silkin’s voice quite close by. He put his face to the bars again and looked through – as if he thought that she would not see him if he did not see her. But she had noticed him already, in fact she had come hurrying after him.

      ‘I thought we could go for a little stroll while Emma’s being bathed,’ she said. ‘Isn’t it rather rude to stare into people’s gardens?’

      ‘It’s my friend’s,’ Mossy said.

      ‘Oh, well. That poor dog yelping like that. They have got mildew on their rose bushes.’

      Mossy thought she was staring now, and in a very rude way, too. He moved off along the common, scuffing his feet in some grit where the track faded out into the springy turf.

      ‘I shouldn’t do that,’ Miss Silkin said, following him. ‘After all, someone’s got to clean your shoes, and buy you new ones when those are worn out.’

      His steps always led him to the rubbish dump, and Miss Silkin was horrified. She put her handkerchief to her nose and said the place was an eye-sore and shouldn’t be allowed, and Mossy was to come away from it at once before he caught all sorts of germs. He gave a quick glance to see if there were anything new, anything added since before tea-time; but there hadn’t been anything new for many days. However, as they wandered on he found in some bushes an old bicycle mud-guard. It must have been dropped on the way to the dump. Although it was rusty, it was better than the one he had got, and he pounced on it with joy.

      ‘For goodness sake!’ said Miss Silkin. ‘Put that filthy thing down this minute.’

      ‘It’s just what I wanted,’ he said, beginning now to want it more and more.

      ‘Goodness knows where it’s been,’ she said.

      Where things had been was what grown-ups worried about all the time. Where the germs came from, they thought; and sure enough, Miss Silkin said, ‘It’s probably covered with germs.’

      Mossy did as he was told, but he was cross all the way home, for Miss Silkin, not at all liking this part of the common, turned round and began to walk back.

      When they reached home, Emma had been put to bed, but they could hear her upstairs droning away, telling herself a story.

      ‘You should wash your hands,’ Miss Silkin told Mossy. Then she began a long complaint to Mother about the disgraceful rubbish dump. She goes on and on, thought Mossy. He could hear some of her words above the splashing of the kitchen tap. ‘Infested with flies… rats, too, most likely…’ ‘Council should take steps.’ On and on. Mossy put his hand over the tap and let it come out in little gushes. The front of his shirt was sopping wet.

      ‘Stop playing with the water,’ Mother called out from the next room. Playing with water was another sin.

      He dried his hands and dabbed at his shirt with the roller towel. Then he went upstairs. His father did his work in a little spare bedroom. He could shut himself in there and correct his exercise-books and prepare lessons for the next day. Mossy thought he worked very hard.

      He opened the door quietly and peeped inside. Father had his feet up on the table. He was leaning back in his chair, smoking his pipe, and reading one of his photography magazines. He grinned when he saw Mossy. He took the pipe out of his mouth and pointed with it to the floor – through the floor they could hear Miss Silkin’s voice still going on and on. ‘Such a disgrace,’ she was saying. ‘Ruining the countryside. You should do something, Laura.’

      Mossy grinned back at his father.

      ‘There’s often a funny side to things,’ his father said.
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