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To Lachlan




Introduction


I had just done a poetry reading in a school and it was time for questions. In response to one pupil I had explained that there had been long periods when I didn’t produce any poems and was afraid I might never do so again. A girl put her hand up: ‘If you can’t make up any more poems, would you think about trying to be a writer?’


Very politely, I explained that I was a writer already. I had written several books of poems.


Her mistake is quite a common one. You often see people described as ‘poet and writer’, which is a bit like saying someone is a woman and a person.


Anyway, here is a volume that is indisputably a book of writing, although it does include two or three poems. Some of it was written during one of the periods referred to above, when I didn’t have any ideas for poems. To give myself something to do, I embarked on an autobiography. This wasn’t a serious attempt to write a publishable book. If it had been, I probably wouldn’t have been able to write much at all. It was a question of giving it a whirl and seeing what happened. This was some time in the early noughties. I wrote more than 30,000 words before abandoning the project at the point in the story where I went to university. I couldn’t face writing about that. There’s a piece in here entitled ‘On Failure’ that touches on the problem.


The memoir stayed in a folder on my computer until 2011, when I sold my archive to the British Library. It was discovered there by Lisa Highton, my editor, when she went, with my permission, to look through the archive for publishable material. 


She thought parts of it were fit to be in a book, if I did some revising. One small part of that work was to change a few names, as any readers who were at school with me will notice. She found other things too. The most surprising, to me, was a short story called ‘Ladies Do Not Rescue Princes’. I had completely forgotten about that. She also found some articles I’d written but never attempted to publish: the piece on smoking, for example, and the one about Billy Graham.


The extracts from the memoir mostly appear in the first two sections of the book. Much of the rest was commissioned for publication. It is well known that Cyril Connolly, in his book Enemies of Promise, warned that ‘the pram in the hall’ is one of those enemies. Another of the enemies, Mr Vampire, is less well known. Mr Vampire is the editor who tempts promising writers into journalism. One idea I had for the title of this book was ‘Working for Mr Vampire’. The publishers weren’t keen and it did seem unfair on the editors who commissioned these pieces. They gave me paid work when I needed it. And several of them were very encouraging and patient with a writer who didn’t have much confidence. Nicholas Shakespeare and John Coldstream, formerly of the Daily Telegraph, Charles Moore, former editor of the Spectator, and Craig Raine, editor of Areté, all deserve special thanks for believing in my ability to write. They continue to be some of my favourite people.


Thanks, too, to Lisa Highton of Two Roads, whose enthusiasm and drive made this book happen. I am very lucky indeed to have an editor who was willing to go rooting around in boxes in the British Library to find publishable work that might have remained hidden there for ever. And to my agent Carol MacArthur, for her part in persuading me that the project was a good idea.


I was very pleased when the talented young artist, Jon McNaught, whose work I have admired for several years, agreed to do the cover and some illustrations for this book. And I am very pleased with his pictures. 


This is not the first time I have finished an introduction with a paragraph about my husband, the poet and critic Lachlan Mackinnon. He has devoted a lot of time and energy to this book, egging me on, calming my anxieties, reading and rereading all of it and making helpful suggestions. I cannot thank him enough.


May 2014
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I Remember


The first piece in this book was commissioned by Craig Raine, editor of Areté magazine, for a feature called ‘Homage to Joe Brainard’. Brainard was a New York painter, who died in 1994. He wrote a book entitled I Remember, in which, according to Raine’s introduction, ‘Each entry begins with the words “I remember” and their authority is based on truth.’ Other contributors to the same issue (18, Autumn 2005) included the actress Harriet Walter, authors David Lodge, Patrick Marber and Sue Townsend, and TV presenter Anne Robinson. I often use the ‘I remember’ idea on writing courses to help people get going. It never fails.




I Remember the First Time I Read a Book by Myself


I remember the first time I read a book by myself. It was The Buttercup Farm Family by Enid Blyton. I got stuck on the word ‘put’ and had to ask Nanna.


I remember getting angry with my sister and sitting on top of her and banging her head on the floor.


I remember sitting at the piano making up a tune, then thinking it couldn’t be any good because to do it properly you had to have lessons in composing.


I remember a frightening dream about being chased by Captain Hook and the pirates.


I remember when we kept chickens in the back garden and I collected the eggs.


I remember being told to write a poem at school when I was six. I didn’t know how to begin, so I copied the first line from the girl in front of me, and wrote the rest of it myself.


I remember an older girl called Janet coming to play with us. One day she brought a little cushion with an opening at one corner. Inside there were scraps of beautiful fabrics. She let us take them out one at a time and look at them. It was wonderful.


I remember playing a record of ‘Lillibulero’ and dancing round and round the wind-up gramophone.


I remember dreaming that I could fly. I didn’t go high up but I could lift my feet off the ground and move effortlessly through the air. I still have this dream sometimes.


I remember dreaming that someone was tickling me and wouldn’t stop and it was really horrible, so I bit them as hard as I could. I still have this dream too.


I remember when our South African aunt and cousins came to see us. I had been expecting black people in grass skirts and I was disappointed.


I remember finishing the last of Enid Blyton’s Malory Towers books and wishing there were more.


I remember Nanna keeping us out of the way because Daddy needed to talk with Mummy about the business.


I remember saying goodbye to my parents at Charing Cross station when I was seven and first went to boarding school. I didn’t cry because the girls in books didn’t cry.


I remember the first time I saw a slug. It was a big black one, moving up the wall of the school dining room. I couldn’t take my eyes off it because it was so horrible. I thought to myself: ‘That must be a slug.’


I remember the first time I ate baked beans. We had them at school, on fried bread, and I liked them a lot. I still do.


I remember the matron putting a kaolin poultice on my knee after a girl pushed me over on the Sunday afternoon walk.


I remember permanganate of potash. It made the water bright purple and you had to sit with your feet in it.


I remember stone hot-water bottles.


I remember being part of a gang called The EE (it stood for Eating Eight). We stole spring onions from the kitchen garden.


I remember wishing I could run fast and be good at games.


I remember my best friend coming out of the cloakroom on a cold day, wearing a big coat with a hood, and saying, ‘I’m an Omo.’ She often got things wrong in ways that were funny and that was one of the reasons I liked her so much.


I remember a girl called Helen, who bossed us around.


I remember learning to sing ‘The Ashgrove’ and ‘Linden Lea’ and ‘Early One Morning’.


I remember conducting the percussion band on Open Day. The teacher chose her favourite, Gina, but it turned out Gina couldn’t beat 4/4 time. I was the only one who could.


I remember feeling sorry for a girl called Jane because I thought she was very ugly. When Mick Jagger became famous, it struck me that he looked just like Jane.


I remember reading under the bedclothes and the torchlight getting dimmer and dimmer.


I remember wearing long grey socks, held up by garters.


I remember nametapes on everything.


I remember reading Kipling’s Jungle Books and thinking they were the best books I’d ever read and feeling sad about saying goodbye to Baloo and Bagheera and their world.


I remember writing stories in an exercise book and telling people I wanted to be a writer.


I remember thinking poetry was mostly rather boring.


I remember picking up one of the Pooh books and realising for the first time that it was very funny. I reread both the books, laughing all the time.


I remember going with my sister to buy Beano and Dandy and sitting on a wall to read them because we weren’t allowed them at home.


I remember my father reciting ‘The Charge of the Light Brigade’. That was better than the poems we did at school.


I remember a Christmas tree that rotated and played a tune.


I remember those big old Christmas tree lights. When one bulb went, the whole lot stopped working. Grown-ups got very tetchy trying to find out which bulb needed replacing.


I remember watching the Coronation on television. Richard Dimbleby kept going on about how heavy the crown was and I cried.


I remember having a bilious attack, kneeling with my head over the toilet and feeling so ill I wished I could die.


I remember having chickenpox at school in a dormitory full of girls with chickenpox. We had a competition to see who could drink the most cups of tea in a day.


I remember dressing up in my party dress and standing in front of the mirror imagining I was a ballet dancer.


I remember daydreams about being a concert pianist.


I remember longing to have an older brother. My father was a widower when he married my mother. I used to fantasise that a half-brother would turn up out of the blue.


I remember being afraid that Daddy would die.


I remember pretending to think I was adopted and getting a lot of concerned attention and reassurance from my parents. I had been hoping to learn that I was adopted because it would make me more interesting.


I remember being told, repeatedly, that I was lucky to have curly hair.


I remember hating my hair and wishing it was straight.


I remember sulking because I was made to wear a hat to church in the school holidays.


I remember telling my mother that I hated her, and meaning it.


I remember choosing a book about natural history and being disappointed because it was about nature not about history.


I remember Nanna, a teetotaller, saying, ‘I’ve never touched an alcoholic in me life.’


I remember using Daddy’s oil paints to paint a picture of our garden. It was no good.


I remember our art teacher in the senior school, with her smock and her CND badge. She was only interested in the girls who were good at art.


I remember Miss Cox playing us a record of Mozart’s Eine Kleine Nachtmusik in a class music lesson, and thinking to myself, ‘I like this. I really like this.’ And feeling pleased with myself for liking classical music.


I remember falling (briefly) in love with Cliff Richard when I was fourteen and we went to see him at the Palladium.


I remember falling in love with Frankie Vaughan and later with Anthony Newley, and writing a poem about the latter.


I remember falling in love with various older girls at school. Mostly they were the ones who sang solos in the choir.


I remember learning how to inhale cigarette smoke and feeling dizzy and having to lie down.


I remember an incident in a war story when an American airman touched a nurse’s breasts. After that I began to have sexual fantasies.


I remember writing a poem about Princess Margaret’s wedding.


I remember being ashamed of myself because I was overweight.


I remember being taken to see a doctor and told that I was losing weight too quickly.


I remember being glad that I was at boarding school because there were no boys there and I didn’t have to worry about looking attractive.


I remember reading Keats and thinking I would like to marry a poet and be his soulmate. I had forgotten all about wanting to be a writer myself.


Areté 2005




The Dogs


Husky was some kind of terrier – white/grey. The other day someone was talking about Sealyhams and that rang a bell. I think Husky was a Sealyham. And I think I remember him but I’m not sure. I have a photo of him with me, as a toddler, standing beside him. My parents told me that I called him ‘Hucky-boy’. When he heard a motorbike on the road he would charge excitedly down the garden. If I was in the way, tough luck. I would stagger into the house saying, ‘Hucky-boy knock me over.’


My father told us about the dog he had while he was married to his first wife. When she died, it was just him and the dog. Then the dog died. He was so devastated that he vowed he would never become attached to another dog. This resolve lasted until he got Husky, which must have been soon after I was born, if not before. His first wife, Edie, died in 1940. Four years later he married my mother. So he was dogless for five or six years at most.


He did get fond of dogs. I’m not sure, now, what kind of person my father was. For a long time I idealised him and now I’m not sure what kind of person he was. But he did get fond of dogs.


I don’t remember the end of Husky – how or why he disappeared from our lives.


The next dog was Sandy, the corgi. The corgi who bit people. Or perhaps it was just one person: Mrs Filmer, a neighbour, who used to come in to use our telephone. She wore glasses. For some reason Sandy used to jump up and try to attack her glasses. One day he bit her, possibly on the face. Did he bite anyone else? I’m not sure. In any case, he had to go. He was taken in by Mrs Cantello, the fashion buyer at Mitchells. Mitchells of Erith was a department store and Daddy was the chairman and managing director. Mrs Cantello didn’t have any children. This was mentioned as an explanation of the fact that she could manage Sandy and we couldn’t. Since Sandy’s problem, if I remember rightly, was with grown-up visitors, the explanation doesn’t make much sense.


I believe I had a vague feeling, even then, that Sandy’s behaviour had something to do with the way he was treated at our house – the angry anxiety about keeping him under control. I didn’t know the word neurotic in those days. But I suspected that Mrs Cantello would be wiser and kinder than my parents in her dealings with him.


There was a gap, I don’t know how long. We tried again. The next dog was Lassie, a mongrel, who looked as if she had a lot of spaniel in her. Black and white. She arrived as a tiny, sweet little puppy, and she grew and grew. We found ourselves with an unexpectedly large dog. My mother was always against the idea of a big dog: ‘They cost so much to feed.’ Lassie was uncontrollable. She used to charge around the house and garden, barking and knocking things over. She didn’t obey orders. She upset my mother a lot. For a time Lassie lived in a kind of pen outside the back door, made out of sections of wire fencing. At first the fencing wasn’t high enough and she jumped over it. Inside her pen she would rush around and bark her head off. My sister and I felt sorry for her.


There was bad feeling between us and the older generation over Lassie. I suppose we identified with her. We had arguments with our parents, in which we defended the dog. I had a feeling that Lassie’s ‘hysterical’ behaviour (the word ‘hysterical’ was used of her and also, sometimes, of us) was in some way the result of the way she was treated – that she was a fellow victim of our mother’s controlling personality.


And what of our father, who got fond of dogs? He may have felt some sympathy for Lassie. But mostly he just seemed fed up with her. She caused problems for Mummy, and that was a problem for Daddy. She was a worse nuisance than Sandy.


Eventually Lassie went to live with Mrs Arnold. She was our ‘daily help’, paid to clean the house. When we were small she was there (I think) five mornings a week. I loved her. I went on loving her until she died at the age of ninety and I still love her.


Mrs Arnold was fond of Lassie. She never uttered a word of criticism of my parents for the way they treated the dog or their children. She was kind to Lassie, and when my parents couldn’t stand the dog any longer, Mrs Arnold took her home. I can’t remember what we heard about Lassie after that, or how long she lived.


I sometimes wished Mrs Arnold could take us home, too, and love us and look after us. I don’t think she would have minded. She had two grandsons about the same age as us – Peter and Gerald. We heard a lot about them. She had several sons. Later I learned that she had had one daughter, who died as a child. I saw a picture. She looked a bit like me.


The last of the dogs was Chippy, short for Chipolata, a dachshund. Black with some brown underneath. There was another gap, of course, between Lassie and Chippy. It surprises me, now I come to think about it, that my mother was willing to countenance the idea of another dog.


Chippy spanned the end of my childhood. We got him while we were still living in Barnehurst and I was still at school – in the late 1950s, probably. He moved with us to Bexhill in September 1963. By then I had left school, spent two months in a language school in Germany, and was waiting to go up to Oxford in October. It was quite a dramatic rupture with the past, my parents moving to a new area at the same time that I went away to university.


Chippy worked out better than Sandy or Lassie. He was affectionate and reasonably well behaved. It looked as if my family had finally succeeded in bringing up a normal dog. There was one unusual thing about him, however: he hated going for walks. If you rattled his lead and said ‘Walkies!’ he hid under the settee. If I insisted on taking him out, he sat down on the pavement and wouldn’t budge. In his dislike of organised exercise, Chippy reminded me of myself. He did get some exercise, though, running round the garden. He was a small dog, and perhaps that was enough.


After leaving Barnehurst, Chippy lived in two houses in Bexhill-on-Sea. The first was in South Cliff Avenue, very near the beach. The second (a bit cheaper and smaller because my mother was always agitating to move somewhere cheaper and smaller) was in a road beginning with W – Withyam Road, that’s it. Further from the sea, miles from a bus stop, so Nanna, my mother’s mother, who lived with us, couldn’t take herself into town – or anywhere. My father had given up driving by this time but he never got on a bus, in any case. He was over eighty, had little desire to go anywhere, and was content to be driven by my mother.


Withyam Road was Chippy’s last home and my father’s last home, too. Sometime in 1970 the vet was called and he said the time had come to put Chippy out of his misery. He’d had a dodgy heart for a while. The vet said, ‘Go and say goodbye to your master.’ Chippy waddled into the lounge, where Daddy was sitting. Daddy cried. I wasn’t there – my mother told me about it. 


Poor old Chippy. I used to wonder how he felt. Was he happy? Was he bored? He was loved – by me and my sister, by my father, and probably by Nanna and my mother too. I think we managed, in spite of everything, to give at least one dog a reasonably good life.


Unpublished memoir




My Father


Daddy was a reader, who usually had a book on the go. He was particularly fond of Dickens. One of my regrets is that I didn’t read much Dickens in his lifetime. I’d love to discuss it with him now. But most of his reading was non-fiction. He enjoyed military history. If a general published his memoirs, he solved somebody’s problem about what to buy Daddy for Christmas. Judges’ memoirs went down well too. There were several volumes on our bookshelves about famous court cases.


He had made a rule for himself that could not be broken. ‘If I begin a book, I finish it.’ This didn’t only apply to single-volume works. Once he had embarked on Churchill’s History of the Second World War, he went straight through it, without reading another book until he had reached the end. The Churchill wasn’t a problem but he ran into trouble when he started reading a three-volume history of the migration of Persian tribes.


‘Oh dear,’ he would complain. ‘This book is very boring.’


‘Don’t read it then!’


‘Once I’ve started a book,’ he would reply firmly, ‘I finish it.’ I can’t remember how long the Persian tribes took him.


I’m surprised he didn’t read more funny books. He had a good sense of humour. I imagine he might have appreciated P.G. Wodehouse but he probably regarded Wodehouse as a traitor. There were comedians whose work he enjoyed: Tommy Cooper, Harry Worth. He liked watching conjurors, such as David Nixon.


On the whole, though, he wasn’t keen on television. If the rest of us were watching something, he would stay in the room and make comments: ‘Oh dear, another murder!’ or ‘Funny how the cowboys ride around with gramophones on the backs of their horses.’


During quiz shows he sometimes pretended to be asleep until he knew one of the answers. Then he’d sit up and bark ‘“Burial of Sir John Moore after Corunna!”’ or ‘“Lays of Ancient Rome!”’


He liked watching cricket. If there was a Test Match, and he wasn’t working, he would watch it all day. In the holidays I watched with him and got quite keen on the game. I knew all about Len Hutton, Peter May, Colin Cowdrey, Fred Trueman and Denis Compton.


When I was ten I was referred to an orthopaedic surgeon called Mr Tucker because of my flat feet and knock knees and hopelessness at sport. He told my parents I would never be an athlete, which was no surprise to any of us.


When we came out, Denis Compton was in the waiting room. Years afterwards Daddy would say to me, ‘Do you remember how excited you were when we saw Denis Compton in Mr Tucker’s waiting room?’


‘Yes,’ I always replied. And it was true. But I wasn’t nearly as excited as Daddy. It made his day. Accompanying a child to a medical appointment isn’t a fun day out but he must have been glad he came along on that occasion.


Daddy’s presence at that appointment turned out to be very fortunate for me too. Mr Tucker recommended night splints to remedy my knock knees. I knew about night splints because my friend Rosemary already had them. Every night the matron came into our dormitory and bandaged them onto her legs. I felt sorry for her. When Mr Tucker said I had to have them, my heart sank.


But I was spared. It seemed miraculous at the time. Daddy announced that he didn’t think it was worth making me miserable, just to cure my knock knees. I expected my mother to try and overrule him but she went along with it. I never had to be bandaged into splints. Have I still got knock knees? I neither know nor care.


Daddy was born in 1885, and christened Fred Stanley. Not Frederick: Fred. By the time I knew him his hair was grey, he was bald on top and he had a bit of a stomach. Photographs show that he had been a good-looking young man. As an older man, he still had a handsome face.


He left school at the age of fourteen and became an apprentice draughtsman at Fraser and Chalmers in Erith, an electrical engineering firm. After his time there, the firm became part of GEC.


He began working for them in 1899, the year that saw the start of the Boer War. He told us that he volunteered to join the army and serve in South Africa. He was too young to serve overseas (the minimum age was sixteen, I think – possibly seventeen) but he lied about his age and got some way with the application procedure before he was found out. They wouldn’t let him join up.


In 1914 he again wanted to volunteer but he wasn’t allowed to because his job was designated a ‘reserved occupation’. This was the era when patriotic ladies went round giving out white feathers to men of fighting age who weren’t in uniform. In her Testament of Youth, Vera Brittain describes what a difficult time her uncle had. He couldn’t join up because he worked for the Bank of England. Daddy was dead by the time I realised what he might have gone through at this time. Perhaps it is as well. If he did have to put up with being treated as unpatriotic and a coward, it evidently wasn’t something he wanted to talk to us about.


By 1939 he was too old to join the regular services and had to content himself with the Home Guard. I have a silver cigarette box inscribed: ‘To Major F.S. Cope with best wishes from his brother officers of the 56th Kent Bn Home Guard. January 1944.’ That was the month he married my mother, so perhaps it was a wedding present. He was subsequently promoted to lieutenant colonel but the war ended before the promotion was announced in the London Gazette, so it never became official.


It was clear from the way he talked about the Home Guard that he had enjoyed it and that he was proud of his service. When the Home Guard became a joke, with the advent of the television programme Dad’s Army, I think he was hurt.


He always said that he would have liked to be a lawyer or a soldier. Economic circumstances were a bar to the former ambition but I’m not sure what stopped him joining up as a regular soldier in peacetime, when he was old enough. I can speculate. As a young man he was ‘genteel poor’, with the accent and demeanour of a middle-class person. He was a fairly quiet and shy person, not the type to go to the pub and laugh at dirty jokes. He didn’t have the necessary educational background or financial resources to train as an officer. It is hard to imagine him fitting in as a private soldier.


Whatever the reason, he continued to work as a draughtsman until he met Hedley Mitchell. I believe they served together in the Territorial Army between the wars. Hedley Mitchell was the founder and owner of a department store, Mitchells of Erith (regrettably there was no apostrophe). Hedley offered my father a job, which he took. Some time before the outbreak of the Second World War, the boss, who was in poor health, went to South Africa, with his South African wife and his children, and left my father in charge of the business.


Hedley died during the war. Thereafter my father ran the business as an employee of the Mitchell family. The widow, Cissie Mitchell, was my godmother. She lived in a big house called Atherfolds, at Ide Hill in Kent.


When I was five years old my parents went on a P&O cruise, leaving us with Nanna. My father was taken ill and the ship’s doctors couldn’t figure out what was wrong with him. When they got back, he was driven straight to Guy’s Hospital. My mother arrived home in an understandably grim and anxious mood. While Daddy was in hospital, Aunty Cissie offered to have me to stay. This was a golden interlude in my childhood. Atherfolds was surrounded by farmland. I think she owned the farm and employed a manager. It was like being sent to stay in a children’s book. Cows. Sheep. Barns. Fields. Farmyard smells. We’d visited Aunty Cissie for lunch or tea often enough, but I’d never had the chance to wander round the farm. The youngest Mitchell child, John, who was five or six years older than me, showed me round and introduced me to the farm workers and the animals. The two older children, Margaret and Ellen, then in their teens, looked after me and read me stories at bedtime.


One day, while we were eating lunch (it was probably called lunch at Atherfolds), Aunty Cissie jumped up with a cry of dismay. The cows had invaded her garden and were munching the flowers. We all went and yelled at them and shooed them out. This incident proved memorable because it seemed just the kind of thing that might happen in an Enid Blyton story.


Daddy recovered. He told it this way. The doctors were very concerned because he wasn’t eating. One of them said to him, ‘Is there anything at all that you fancy eating?’


‘Yes,’ said my father. ‘I think I could manage some roast pheasant.’


They arranged for roast pheasant to be brought to his room and he ate it. That was the beginning of his recovery. Roast pheasant on the National Health Service? No. He was in the private wing.


They never did find out what was wrong with him. It was presumed to be some obscure tropical bug. After the dreadful night when they first got back from the cruise, I don’t remember worrying about him. I was too busy having fun at Atherfolds. Afterwards, though, I understood that Daddy had been close to death and this must have increased my sense of his vulnerability.


Although Aunty Cissie was good to me, my sister and I couldn’t help noticing that she looked like a turkey. She had a lot of loose skin on her long neck, and, if I remember rightly, her face was often red. She was a strong personality and she could upset people.


My parents were careful about what they said in front of us but I sensed that she wasn’t their favourite person. Eventually they fell out with her.


In the late 1950s and early 1960s the business wasn’t doing well. It was difficult for independent department stores to compete with chains. Many were taken over, but I don’t know of any offers for Mitchells. Erith had a problematic catchment area, with the River Thames on one side, so there were no customers from that direction. Nearby Bexleyheath was developing into a popular shopping centre. The shop needed modernising but the capital wasn’t available.


There were meetings with consultants and accountants. First they closed the branches – four shops called Mother and Baby, in Ashford, Sevenoaks, Tonbridge and West Wickham. Then it was decided that Mitchells itself would have to close.


My father had no share in the business. There were negotiations about his severance deal and his pension. And my mother’s too because she worked in the business. My parents felt that Aunty Cissie behaved badly towards them. If the consultants and accountants hadn’t stuck up for them, they would have got an even worse deal.


I was fourteen or fifteen years old at the time, and I only know what they told me. Once Mitchells had closed, they lost touch with the Mitchell family. It didn’t occur to me to try and keep in touch with my godmother. My parents wouldn’t have liked it, and I was at an age when one isn’t good about bothering with aunties.


By the time the shop closed and he retired, Daddy was seventy-five, too old and tired to want to travel or find new hobbies. At one time he had enjoyed oil painting. My mother encouraged him to take this up again but it didn’t last long. They moved to Bexhill-on-Sea, a town populated largely by pensioners. It wasn’t a good idea. In Erith my father had been somebody; in Bexhill he was just a likeable old man. He sat in his armchair, smoked his pipe and read books and newspapers. At the age of eighty-five, he fell over and broke a leg. He went into hospital, where he died of pneumonia in January 1971.


Unpublished memoir




My Mother’s Story


My relationship with my mother was not a happy one. I have touched on this in some of my poems and in one or two pieces in this book. My attempts to write about it at greater length have helped me understand the problem but they haven’t resulted in anything I want to publish. What follows is an outline of the story of her life, leaving out most of the stuff that would turn it into a misery memoir.


My mother had a horrible childhood. She was born in 1916 to Eliza Lily and Thomas Hand. Eliza Lily (Nanna) grew up in or near Erith in Kent, where my mother was born. Thomas grew up in Hartlepool. I don’t know when or why he came south, or how the couple met.


Their baby was christened Alice Mary but she wasn’t called Alice for long. Thomas had a domineering sister called Elsie, who felt that her niece should be named after her. Somehow she managed to manipulate my grandparents into calling their daughter Elsie. Officially she remained Alice Mary but for most of her life she was known as Elsie.


When Elsie was two or three years old, her father fell ill with tuberculosis. Nanna told me he caught it from a colleague at the factory where he worked. The colleague, according to Nanna, was careless about where he spat.


Thomas was ill for several years and died when my mother was nine. That must have been in 1925, when Nanna was twenty-nine or thirty. My mother was made to go to the funeral. She always said that she shouldn’t have been made to go, that it was a terrible experience for a small child. I never dared to ask questions about that funeral. I wish, now, that I had. I want to understand the emotional damage my mother suffered, and the story of the funeral – how she felt and how she behaved – might tell me a lot.


Nanna once said to me that if she’d known how hard her life was going to be after the death of her husband, she wouldn’t have been able to face it. They were very poor. Nanna worked in a baker’s shop. When she was old and senile and couldn’t remember what you said five minutes ago, she could still talk coherently about the shop – the cake-frills and decorations, the special orders. It wasn’t a terrible job and her employers were kind to her. But she didn’t earn much.
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