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About the Author

Some people remember every detail of their lives, right back to the day they were born. Others can’t recall what they were doing even last week. For the rest of us, the past is a rich mix of our own memories plus other people’s. And if there are gaps, we invent something and believe it might have been true. That’s what I did with this story about growing up fifty years ago and longing for love.

I had fun but there were some profoundly sad events too. However, learning to understand the sweetness of grief, even to welcome those memories of loss which ebb and flow, became part of who I am, and of who my siblings are. Whenever we are together, we still discuss our collective childhood as if it all happened yesterday.

Our chaotic family wasn’t unique. Other children have suffered, and survived, as we did, supported by infuriating adults who proved their love by sticking around, even during the toughest times.
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ONE

Down the Garden Path

My eldest sister and I lay in the grass under the twisty old apple tree.

‘I’m thinking about love,’ she said.

‘So am I.’

‘He’ll come this afternoon,’ she said. ‘In a white sports car.’

‘White? You sure?’ I’d had a daft idea that the sports car of our dreams would be black. I said, ‘Hey, listen. There’s this kit I’ve been reading about. The do-it-yourself car kit. So you can build your own Alfa Romeo Spyder. I’m sure it’s black.’

The kit cost three thousand pounds. If I had the money to buy the kit, if I knew how to put it together (which would include some soldering skills and an understanding about the electrics), if I learned how to drive, and if I was at last old enough to have a licence, I could speed us both away to find life and love with big L’s. I got sixpence a week pocket money. So did my sister. Our quaint, yet kindly mother considered this perfectly adequate.

‘But listen girls, it’s what I had from my mother! And you know that your granny has always been very fair.’

‘But Mum, that was in the 1920s!’

These days, it was enough to buy six lemon sherbert dabs, or six liquorice bootstrings, or two Wagon Wheels, or three HB pencils, or two ruled exercise books with multiplication tables printed on the back cover, or one reel of Sylko sewing thread, 100 yards long, in any colour the village store had in stock.

My sister said, ‘Definitely white. It’s more bridal.’

People liked to say she was artistic but in my opinion she was often really quite prosaic.

‘Well, the colour’s not that important, is it?’ I said, for in my dream I could already hear the lusty roar of the engine and see a young man’s lanky dark hair flowing out behind him in the wind.

‘He’ll bring me flowers,’ my sister said.

‘And a heart-shaped box of chocolates, made of red velvet with gold round the edges,’ I added.

‘He’ll leap out, and find me, and drive me away to paradise.’

‘Hey, but what about me?’ I’d thought we did everything together.

‘You can have the chocolates,’ she said. ‘The trouble is, if something real doesn’t happen soon, I’m going to be far too old.’

Was she right? As we lay among the daisies, was there a more real life somewhere else? And if so, was it full of grown-up men and passion and art and poetry and music? And was all of it slipping away, out of our reach before we even had time to look for it?

If she said so, it must be true. She was a year and a half older than me.

Our father’s cousins liked to call her ‘Mariana of the Moated Grange’. It was meant to be a joke. It was a quote from a poet we’d never heard of. The books in our home were either churchy stuff from our mother’s side or military history of our father’s.

I discovered that the long-dead poet’s name was Tennyson and he’d been a lord. I’d have expected our mother to have known about him. She loved lords. And ladies. And royalty. And God. And our father who wert not in heaven but were usually in the same room as her for they had matching writing-desks on either side of the coal fire in their study, and matching beds, side-by-side facing the coal fire in their bedroom. They still seemed very delighted with one another, even after years and years of marriage.

Calling my sister ‘Mariana of the Moated Grange’ after some old verse, wasn’t funny and wasn’t true. Yes, okay, so we had moved to live in a huge sprawling house with thirteen bedrooms, four indoor lavatories and one outdoor, but it wasn’t a grange, it hadn’t got a moat and my sister’s name had never been Mariana. It had always been Mary.

‘Just like the virgin,’ I used to say, which annoyed her a lot. ‘All right then,’ I’d have to add. ‘Like that Scottish queen who had her head chopped off by her sister.’

Mary and I were supposed to be in the fresh bloom of our youth. I’d overheard one of our mother’s friends saying so to another of our mother’s friends. Our mother had a lot of friends. Our father didn’t seem to have any, possibly because they’d all been killed off in the war, the First World War, that is, not the last one.

‘And being youthful is probably why Father’s cousins want to make jokes about you,’ I said. ‘They’re jealous of your bloom.’

Mary was tall with long fluffy hair. She wore a pink elastic surgical sock because of her weak ankle that kept spraining. It got her off Games and Gym. I was stout, pink and so short that I had no ankles at all. Or so Mary said. We both had swollen eyes and running itchy noses. It was June. The hayfever season had begun again. The garden was abundant with flowers and pollen-laden grasses.

‘I’ve always known,’ Mary said, sitting up and violently blowing her nose, ‘that I won’t live to be more than twenty-one. So there’s very little time left.’ Less than a decade. ‘If only one just had someone to love.’

‘Hm. Anybody would do, I suppose,’ I agreed. There was the boy who’d come to help the man who’d been digging over the vegetable patch to get it ready for the broad beans to go in. Tommy had the advantage of being real. But I thought his eyes were so peculiar, and he had such a strong bodily smell that this blocked out the visibility of any of his possible attractions.

‘Or even,’ Mary said thoughtfully, If only one had a baby.’

I sat up abruptly, disturbing the pollen in the grass round us which set us both sneezing again.

‘What on earth for?’ I took her handkerchief and blew my nose on a dry corner. I didn’t yet know what I did want to get out of this section of life but I felt absolutely certain that a baby wasn’t it. We had two toddling sisters and a funny younger brother. Wasn’t that enough small people to love?

From nearer the house wafted the clink of metal mugs and the merry burble of our parents talking and drinking with other grown-ups. They enjoyed a lot of both.

Mary said, without enthusiasm and without moving, ‘Well. Sounds like they’re here. Suppose we’ll have to get going. She says she needs us there to provide the decorative background. I think it’s the Americans. Or the Canadians. Or it might be the BBC again.’

Television crews occasionally came to make programmes about our mother. She wrote verse pageants for holy young people which were said to be very popular, even with the unholy. They were certainly more successful than our father’s serious poems and plays on military historical themes, none of which, as far as I knew, had been published or staged during my lifetime.

We could hear our mother calling excitedly for us. Mary rose slowly to her feet, taking care not to put weight on her wobbly left ankle. She shook the grass out of her wafting clouds of hair. It was obvious, even to me, that if any young man happened to be passing down the lane in a sports car, he wouldn’t avoid noticing her. He’d immediately skid to a halt and invite her for a spin. They’d fall in love. She’d elope with him and they’d certainly be leaving me behind.

Huh!

But little traffic passed, apart from the milk lorry which hurtled every morning and evening down our lane, to collect the churns from the farms. He was the devil of a driver. I thought he looked a bit like Dirk Bogarde.

Mary said, ‘Pah!’

He never slowed to see what lovely maidens might be loitering in the grounds of our home.

As we ambled through the gardens towards the house (which, despite those five lavatories, was definitely no grange because it didn’t have a farm attached), our mother saw us through the rose arbour and began sending urgent hurry-up-where-have-you-been-hiding signals with her arms. She was wearing one of her bright floribund frocks especially for the television visitors so she created the vivid impression, against the herbaceous border, of a daytime Catherine wheel.

Mary paused to peer under a rose bush. Her favourite hen, Friendly, was taking a dust-bath.

‘Isn’t she just so beautiful?’ Mary stroked the brown feathers. Couldn’t this favourite hen satisfy my sister’s yearning for someone to love just as well as a baby might? Friendly eyed us both maliciously, then shuffled deeper into the dirt. Like an Indian cow, the hen had total freedom to wander anywhere in the house or grounds and had never yet been known to produce an egg. Unlike a holy cow, she was able to find her way through the side door, walk upstairs and flap on to the top bunk-beds where she usually left a lot of mites and mess.

There were many bunk-beds for Friendly to choose from because our house was a holiday place for the children of the very rich when their parents wanted to get rid of them for a few weeks, or months, or sometimes even years.

Luckily, the young visitors whose parents paid nine guineas per week for them to holiday here, never minded hen dust. After all, it was supposed to be a country holiday. Nor did the local welfare inspector who called to make tri-annual checks just before the Easter hols, the summer hols, and the Christmas hols. She was always far more interested in finding out how our parents managed to combine running their literary lives alongside running the holiday home than in investigating the purity of the beds.

On most visits, the inspector thrust her latest short story on to our father’s desk in the hope that he’d find a way of getting it published.

Couldn’t she tell from the threadbare elbows of my father’s suits that a sensible regular job with the child welfare department of the council was well worth hanging on to? I had actually heard him say, late one night, how the literary life could offer nothing but poverty and pain.

Reluctantly, Mary left Friendly to get on with her toilette and we went to join our parents, our little sisters, the television people and the holiday children on the terrace. Even though it was only early June, they’d already begun gathering like swallows for their long summer holidays. A group clustered eagerly round the cameraman as he began screwing legs on to his tripod. Some of the regular guests were not only the offspring of the rich, but of the richly famous. A few were even slightly famous film-stars themselves so my mother might well have hinted to them that this television visit had been specially laid on for their entertainment.

Friendly completed her bath, hurried down the path to catch up with us, and flapped up into Mary’s arms in order to snuggle cosily up under her hair, which might well have seemed to a domesticated hen like a briar thicket.

I wondered if my sister’s admirers, when and if any appeared to take her away from all this, would accept a dozen or more furry, feathery, mite-laden companions along with her lovely fluffy-haired self ?


TWO

Smile for the Camera

The TV people went on lounging about under the wisteria as though they too were on holiday. They were drinking beer out of our dented silver Christening mugs. The female one, called Denise, with jangling bracelets all up her arms and an imperious voice, seemed to be in charge.

‘And so this one is Ruth,’ my mother said, pushing me forwards to shake hands.

We were well trained in being polite but I still hated this part, being an exhibit in the family zoo.

‘Why, it’s all so terribly charming!’ shrilled Denise. ‘Absolutely enthralling! I’ve heard so much about you, Rebecca.’

‘Ruth, actually,’ I corrected her.

‘Quite so, darling.’

Our parents knew loads of people like her from their previous lives before any of us existed. Not exactly friends, more like long-ago acquaintances they’d once worked with. This one was clearly impressed by the place where our parents had ended up.

‘Darlings, it’s even more magical than we expected. Oh, do look at all that pretty hair they have! Rousse, would you say? What fortune to be young, to have such glorious hair! Where does it come from?’ She glanced eagerly round at our father as though expecting him to recommend the name of a good hair shop.

Just then, Alfred George crawled out of the bushes, and at the sight of his fiery halo of red curls leaping from his little head, Denise’s jangling bracelets went into a frenzy of over-excitement.

‘Oh, oh, oh!’ she cried.

Our brother was named, in keeping with our parents’ royalist leanings, after some kings of England. It seemed unfair to me that he’d been given two names while the rest of us only got one.

‘It’s perfectly obvious why,’ Mary had told me firmly. ‘He’s the boy. So he’ll always get more of everything than us.’

Alfred George was wearing a peculiar selection of garments. But then, he always did. He was given a lot of freedom of choice, far too much, in my opinion, for a young boy. Today, he had on a green tartan kilt over a pair of khaki scouting shorts which reached his ankles, with a mighty length of rope coiled round his chest as though he was about to go mountaineering.

‘And obviously the spitting image of his papa!’ Denise trilled.

She really was a very silly woman. How could someone of seven in a woollen checked skirt over droopy shorts, wrapped in thick rope, look anything like a tall lean man with a moustache?

‘You know what? We simply must have interviews with your lovely children too. They’re so enchantingly unusual, aren’t they, Phil?’ Denise nudged one of her dozy colleagues who merely grunted and held out his mug to be re-filled with beer. Or rather, he held out my baby sister Felicity’s mug which was what he’d been using. Our parents believed that to enhance the taste of the local draught beer, it must always be drunk from silver.

Denise was enchanted by everything she could see through her dark glasses – the rambling house, the weather, the view across the water meadow (which, if she’d looked more carefully, she might have seen was thick with poisonous floating pollen).

‘You know, darlings, you’ve found true Paradise here. In fact, I’d say it’s the South of France, only better! I’ve always loathed the English countryside until today. But then I’ve never come across such a glorious om-bee-aunts before.’

I thought she must be talking about the wisteria since she was sitting right under it and waving her braceletted arms up at it.

The climbing plant was indeed stunningly beautiful, so much so that sometimes it made me want to cry just looking at it. It was very ancient and the grey trunk clambered up the summerhouse, then under the bedroom windows, pushing its tendrils round the leaded panes. Next, it leaped sideways into mid-air, before catching hold of the silver birch tree growing out of the side of a bank beside the ramparts of the house, and climbing up so that silver birch and wisteria intertwined. Its tender green leaflets fluttered in the breeze and the fallen petals drifted across the flagstones on the terrace like mauve snow.

When Denise started going on about how my parents also had their special om-bee-aunts, which she’d do her best to capture on film, I realised she wasn’t talking about wall creepers but about atmosphere. It was her forceful pronounciation of ‘ambience’, so that it sounded French, that had me confused.

The camera team finally began to drag electric cables out of their van and through the house, trailing them out of doors and windows. The sound engineer wandered round suspending microphones from the branches of the walnut tree. And from the way that Denise kept checking her reflection in a mirror, and taking her dark glasses on and off, it looked like she was finally prepared to start.

‘So, first, the establishing long-shot, then zoom in on that baronial door,’ she ordered.

‘Yeah, loads of ambience in that old wood, along with the death-watch beetle,’ muttered Phil, her right-hand man.

Another of the crew began to peer at our parents through a view-finder. Now that I knew that ambience was a French word meaning a nice atmosphere, I could see that there was a lot of it about and that our parents had created it. Our father was wearing his battered straw boater, tilted sideways, and using his carved Chinese walking-stick so that it would look as though he didn’t really need it except for decoration. His ambiance seemed both raffish and distinguished at the same time. Our mother’s ambiance was more actively ebulliant. She was already slightly flushed with excitement and her hair was springier than usual. Our father once said, after a lunchtime session in the pub with our mother, that he’d married Veritas because she reminded him of a Botticelli cherub.

A cherub of thirty-eight? Parental mutual affection was an odd thing.

So was her name. A lot of people got it wrong and called her Verity, Valerie, Vera or even Fenella. Denise was no exception. Our grandfather was a vicar who’d called each of his daughters after qualities they might aspire to. He’d also decided that each quality must be in a different language. So we had our Aunts Thrift (after the English for being economical), Charité (after the French for charity), and Speranza (after the Italian for hope). Our mother landed up with the Latin word for truth.

‘So tell me, Venetia, all these other children, where are they from?’

‘Oh, here and there,’ my mother said vaguely. ‘You know, London, Edinburgh, Borneo, America, Elstree Studios, RADA, Roedean, the Shetland Isles. That sort of thing.’

‘And are they all orphans? That would make a nice feature. No, they’re not? What a shame. Never mind. Perhaps we could have a shot of them anyway, grouped round your desk looking on, while you’re writing?’

I thought, What an absurd idea! Nobody could write with fifteen spare children breathing down her neck. Nor, it quickly transpired, could anyone make a short film about a literary lady with fifteen children hand-standing and grinning like monkeys in front of the camera. Denise was being forced to give up on her story about the life of the writer in favour of one about the children’s holiday home, with just a glimpse of the proprietors tacked on at the end.

‘You’ll both be gazing contentedly through a mullioned window while the little ones gambol outside,’ Denise told my parents. ‘So now we need all you small folk to sit down here, and make nice daisy-chains. Then, I’ll stroll by and you pretend not to notice me. I’ll sit down and ask you questions.’

It sounded simple enough but just as Denise was about to start her casual stroll, the arc lamps went out and the camera stopped whirring. The lighting man said, ‘Oops, sorry. Overload. Hang on.’

By the time they were ready to re-start, most of the assembled little people had been lured off to take part in a new activity. It was called The Ascent of Everest. It was obviously Alfred George’s idea. They were clambering in and out of the bedroom windows using his ropes. The only ones left behind were Felicity and Blanche, my two toddler sisters. Alfred George must have decided they were too small to dangle from his rope. Or perhaps he’d banned them simply because they were his sisters.

It seemed that when our parents named them, they got them the wrong way round for Felicity, far from being felicitous, was a pale solemn baby, whereas Blanche, who ought to have been pale, had screaming red hair, red eyelashes, red eyebrows, and glowing red cheeks and was a bundle of joyful giggles all day long. And camera-crazy with it.

She’d struggled into an enormous satin ballgown out of the dressing-up trunk. She was ready to perform.

Delighted Denise got the camera rolling again. ‘So now we come to our very special interview with the proprietors’ own five adorable young children,’ said Denise into the camera. ‘Tell me, dear, why do you like these children coming to stay here for their holidays?’ she asked.

Blanche smiled angelically, dimpling her scarlet cheeks and wrinkling her eyes in the phoniest smile a three-year-old could manage. ‘I like it’ coth we throwth orange juice,’ she lisped.

Denise looked blank. ‘Aha,’ she said, nodding.

‘And we hath fights,’ Blanche went on. ‘Wid mud. And thtones. Throwing them ath far ath we can. Thometimes we throws them at the big boys, and sometimes the boys throwth them back. Thometimes we just throwth mud. Thometimes we don’t throw nothing at all.’

‘I see,’ said Denise, who obviously didn’t. ‘So aren’t there any rules?’

The brochure, composed by our parents, dreamily described the importance for the developing child of total freedom.

‘If you love children enough, they don’t need rules,’ Veritas used to say.

So there were no rules, except for some dubious ones that the son of a Hollywood star had invented concerning the playing of Monopoly and a private rule I’d made up that no boy, specially not my brother, should climb the wisteria outside my room and make stupid ghost noises in the night. Nor should any boy borrow Alfred George’s ropes and try to lash me to a tree during our exuberant games of cowboys and indians.
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