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Prelude


I found my diary for 1971 when we cleared out the loft, buried at the bottom of a cardboard box, covered by old papers and notebooks. I hadn’t seen it for many years, and no one but myself knew that it existed. Holding it in my hands again brought back a chilly discomfort. I could remember roughly where I was, and what I was doing that year, and that I had deliberately destroyed other mementos from that time. Yet I had hung on to this diary, and it had travelled with me from loft to loft through various house moves. Now I was curious to read it, but at the same time I dreaded what embarrassing truths it might reveal.


I decided that if I was going to finally throw it out, I had better check first. So I opened the diary. It is 8 x 5 inches, with a red cover, and has a page dedicated to each day. Most are crammed with writing and occasional shorthand phrases, and some spill over on to sheets torn from notebooks, inserted with long-dead strips of yellowing Sellotape. I was astonished by what I read. Here were work crises, lunchtime discussions, shopping trips, evenings out, even whole chunks of conversation … Of course here too was the story I had wanted to bury and forget. Old emotions resurfaced: frustration, confusion, anxiety; excitement, happiness and desire. Sudden images appeared: half a face, a tabletop, a bedroom … Gill in the BBC canteen, putting the green ceramic salt and pepper cellars together to demonstrate the line you cross in a relationship when you have sex with someone. My father in his tie and tweed jacket, dismissive, argumentative … Then Frank’s pink and white face, dimly lit in the lift, tilted back to gaze up at me.


Immediately, and without understanding why, I was gripped by a compulsion to transcribe it all. As I progressed, I realised my initial anxiety had been absolutely wrong. By the time I had finished, I knew that I had something quite special in front of me, and that whatever people might have thought about my behaviour then, had they known what I was up to, I had nothing to be ashamed of any more.


This story demanded to be set free.




Introduction


I grew up in the Surrey suburbs in the 1950s and 60s, just as Britain emerged from the weariness and austerity of the postwar world. In 1971, home was a four-bedroom house in Chipstead to which I returned most weekends to see my father and stepmother, but it wasn’t an altogether welcoming place. Let me explain why.


My brother Oliver had died, aged twenty, from Hodgkin’s lymphoma in 1961, when I was nine. Born during the war while my father was in the army, he and my mother had inevitably formed a close bond. My mother’s health had never been good and, after losing him, the Crohn’s disease and pernicious anaemia from which she suffered worsened. She developed a chronic depression. Effectively, she lost the will to live and died in 1965, leaving just my father and myself.


We put on brave faces and got on with things, and never mentioned my mother again. My school friends – Georgina Fox, in particular – did a good job of not letting me become too miserable. However, it felt as if losing a normal family life had diverted me down a track that was different from others my own age. A couple of years after my mother died, my father had married my stepmother, Vera, because we needed someone to shop, cook and clean for us and he feared that if he employed a housekeeper, the neighbours would gossip. Vera expected to be part of a normal marriage; my father did not. A retired journalist, he spent much of his time shut away, researching and writing articles.


It was not a recipe for happiness.


After attending a private girls’ school, whose academic achievements were more aspirational than actual, and with less than impressive A levels, I failed to get into university. This was a great relief to me. In those days, careers for middle-class girls were barely discussed. It was understood that you would become a teacher, nurse or secretary for a few years, and then you would get married. I was unable to think ambitiously because I was still subconsciously sorting out the elephant in the room of our family tragedy, and no one in my family had ever gone to university. Moreover, the popular image of the day was one of long-haired, free-loving, drug-taking students protesting about virtually everything. Vera had no time for such things and my father was very worried about what I might get involved with. The prospect scared me too. Instead I spent nine miserable months at a smart secretarial college in South Kensington, which eventually redeemed itself by getting me a job at the BBC because someone on the staff knew someone in their personnel department.


In 1971 I was in my first job, working as a junior secretary in the School Broadcasting Council (SBC), one of the BBC’s more remote outposts. It had many such administrative departments to support programme-making. The BBC in those days was a vast, sprawling empire, with departments all over London and the rest of the UK, as well as overseas. Its very size was both inspiring and intimidating. No one seemed to know quite how it worked but on the whole it was a happy place if you didn’t pay too much attention to the management. It was notorious for its civil service bureaucracy, initialised job titles and acronyms, but was serious about its commitment to public service and generally took care of its staff. I was lucky to get a job there, and always felt proud to walk over the zebra crossing to the main entrance of Broadcasting House, and to pass through the heavy front doors beneath the statue of Prospero and Ariel.


The SBC was the policy-making and advisory body for the BBC’s TV and radio schools programmes. Its officers were educationalists and former teachers, each of whom was supported by at least one secretary and other clerical staff – I think there were about fifteen of them altogether. There was a clear division between the officers and the secretaries. They called us by our first names, we called them ‘Mr’ or ‘Miss’ (my boss was the only ‘Mrs’ but she had divorced her husband). Secretaries were not involved in the real work of the department, such as educational theory and how to interpret it in programmes; we were there to answer the phones, open the post, take dictation, type up documents and arrange meetings. As my annual interview with Mr Roberts (21 July 1971) suggests, it was expected that we would spend a couple of years in the post and then move on. So through the diary trudges a procession of disenchanted secretaries, permanent and temporary. This wasn’t typical of the BBC, though: other departments, such as production offices, tended to be more egalitarian places, where everyone was encouraged to pitch in with contributions.


The SBC’s offices were located on the top floor of the former Langham Hotel in Portland Place, London. At that time the building languished in a state of benign neglect, occupied by a random bunch of departments. It was a sombre place, with lino-clad floors and vertiginous stairwells. One office still had a bath in it! The cavernous corridors were filled with the sound of tapping typewriters, hurrying footsteps and trilling telephones. The inside of the building was shabby, painted in the sort of green that made you feel as though you were permanently underwater.


I was designated to help Louise, Assistant (Information & Recordings). Her job was to handle all the incoming letters and phone calls about programmes for schools and to run a small library of recordings (film and audio) for schools to hire. In 1971 the bulk of unsolicited correspondence related to the sex education programmes for primary schools that the BBC had begun to broadcast in the previous year. This had caused a furore that, despite the publication of a carefully evaluated report (the draft of which I so disdainfully typed in the February), continued to rumble on throughout the year.




January


1st – Friday


The prospect of having to think of something reasonably intelligent to write every single day this year to use up all the space in this diary is more than daunting. I suppose I’d better begin by making some corny resolution, the best I can think of being to eat less. That’s not a good beginning to a diary, but it will have to stand.


The Langham was quiet and the SBC as dead as a dodo. Louise, my boss, is on leave and there are very few people about. Carol, who is secretary to Mr Jones, is thinking of getting married, and there we were, all pitying her inevitable fate as a spinster. Good for her!


In the afternoon I got some work done for Gill’s boss. It was a bit scary as he is second only to Mr Roberts, the Head of the SBC. It also involved smarming up to the Copying Services woman to get it done in time. Anyhow, I got off early to battle home by train.


God, it’s cold here in the Deep South! Still, a mighty supper warmed me up a bit. Vera, my stepmother, seems a bit low today, which is bad.


2nd – Saturday


At home with my parents in Surrey. The weather is on the cold side, with snow still on the ground. Cat looks fed up.


Road conditions delayed Vera and me on our weekly visit to the shops in Purley, and later I had to go back there again with Father to buy some wine (as I am the only one who can drive the car, any taxi duties fall to me at weekends). I let slip that I thought it would have been better had I attended a co-ed school.


Just managed to get into the public library before it closed at 5 p.m. and borrowed a History of Coulsdon, a lengthy tome of 29 pages, in which my former English teacher launches herself into print.


Father was in quite an intelligent mood, although I had to explain to him at lunchtime that not all Beatles’ songs sound alike. He could only remember ‘Yellow Submarine’! Taped pieces from my borrowed records of Copland, Barrelhouse and Boogie-woogie.


3rd – Sunday


Because of thick fog and ice, I wasn’t able to drive over to Purley to see my old school friend, Georgina Fox. Instead I played records, and read Leavis’s Revaluation, most of which was beyond me.


I listened to John Lennon on the radio talking about the break-up of the Beatles. Sad that the Lennon/McCartney partnership is no more – it’s about the best song-writing team this country has produced, and neither has been so original on his own since.


4th – Monday


Snow. Got up in the cold, dark morning and walked over the golf course to Chipstead Station to get the train to London. It was eerie in the dark, and I nearly fell over. The commuters are an odd lot, all freightfully jolly. They come in two types – thin, cold and distinguished, or round, warm and fond of a pint.


Louise is still on holiday so there wasn’t a lot for me to do today.


Gill [secretary to the Senior Education Officer] was back at work but busy, so I had lunch with Adrienne, who works for one of the officers. She comes from New York. As I am a fan of George Gershwin, I really wanted to ask her if she knew anything about him or his family, but I lost my nerve as I didn’t want to bore her or sound stupid. I think we both see each other as specimens of a type: she is a New York Jewess and I am a solid old English girl. Her earrings and clothes tickle me. It’s amazing how Americans dress – you can spot them a mile off.


For lunch we usually go over to the canteen at Broadcasting House, which is open twenty-four hours a day. The food is OK; their salads with chips are good. During the day we get tea and coffee from the BBC Club on the ground floor of the Langham; in the evenings they open up a bar in the rooms beyond, which smell of booze and cigarettes. In both places there’s always the chance of spotting a celebrity; only being so close to BH, the home of radio, you find yourself ignoring someone until he speaks and then you recognise the voice. I’ve seen John Timpson from the Today programme in the Club, also Pete Murray and David Jacobs [Radio 2 DJs], and a few months ago I saw Cliff Richard talking to someone in Portland Place outside BH.


The BBC has lots of societies staff can join, all of them free of charge. I’m thinking about the Film Club. Gill and I have already joined the chess section, which meets every Monday after work downstairs in the Langham. Several tables are laid out with boards and pieces, around which various middle-aged men, mostly with beards, sit like cats watching mouse-holes.


Gill and I have a different approach. We play our games at two or three times their speed, and wash them down with a few glasses of wine. Gill is very good at chess, and she kindly pointed out to me when I had won a game. Her husband Kaz, a Hungarian artist, came along as well, but he is of a better standard so he plays with the mouse-hole men. He has a slightly nauseating sense of humour. Still, that’s a first impression.


Back to the hostel in Francis Street, near Victoria Station. This is run by something called the Girls’ Friendly Society, which sounds alarming. The rooms are strung along the corridors like prison cells, all smelling of disinfectant and boiled vegetables. When you need to go to the bathroom, there is always the possibility you will run into a shuffling old woman with bits of last week’s breakfast down her jumper.


Each room has a cream door with its name in black paint, like Badges, Heartsease, Charles and Olivia, Peace, Hope, Suffolk Archdeaconry and my favourite, The St George and Hanover Square Bourdon Lodge Committee. My room is called Robinson. It has a bed, a small wardrobe and chest and my little bookcase, and is so narrow that I can stand with my arms outstretched and touch both the side walls.


5th – Tuesday


Got a prospectus from the City Literary Institute. Decided to leave it until the Whitsun term as I seem to be too late for the current series of classes.


Did some work for Miss Handley in the Publications Office. She must be about forty and is quite funny. She’s pleasant-looking, but her eyes never seem to be firmly fixed into her face. She keeps saying how I am being so helpful, but actually I am just pleased to have something to do. Or maybe she is simply being polite.


Lunch with Gill and Adrienne, then went shopping with Gill in British Home Stores.


In the evening I went to the cinema to see Start the Revolution Without Me with a couple of old school friends. One of them is going to work at the British Film Institute in the stills archives. Funny, because that’s the sort of job I would like to do, but I’m probably better off in the long run at the BBC. I might leave the SBC in a year or so – I don’t think it would be healthy for me to stay for too long. I might die of boredom.


6th – Wednesday


As neither of the two girls I know at the hostel, Liz and Meg, were up and I felt unable to face a hostel breakfast without them, I walked to work from Victoria to Portland Place. Execution thereof not perfect as I got lost just north of the Burlington Arcade and missed both the Malls.


Today, I was given some work by Miss Sharp, who is Louise’s boss. She constantly generates letters, memos and especially ‘aide-memoires’ to be dictated to whoever is available, with little regard to the time of day or anything the secretary might already have in her in-tray. She is always the first in, in the morning, and the last to go home at night. However, I didn’t object to working for her today as it gave me something to do.


At lunchtime Gill and I went shopping but all the clothes at the moment are in pink, mauve or grey. They are the same colours as Vera’s fruit puddings.


Went to Charing Cross Library and borrowed an LP by Louis Armstrong and Pergolesi’s Stabat Mater, stopping off to inspect the grubby little record shop nearby. I suppose the crime rate will have increased so much in a few years that it will be impossible to visit Soho in the dark, so I’d better make the most of it now.


On my return to the hostel I had a laugh with Meg and Liz about Miss Axe, the incredibly thin woman who is in charge of the hostel canteen. We reckon she is kept deliberately thin because she’s put on a set of scales and weighed against the portions of food for each meal. That way they keep the food bills down.


7th – Thursday


Read the telephone directory. ‘Religious Organisations’ in the Yellow Pages is always worth a look. Typed a letter to an old school friend and then got into a panic because I left it in the machine while collecting work from Miss Sharp’s office. I hope nobody read it, as it included some choice remarks about my colleagues.


Two hot chocolate drinks from the vending machine on the fourth floor. Duncan from the Recordings Library appeared in the office to regale me with tales of how he got a bloke drunk and started a fight with him. Poor lad, he is the only boy in an all-female department so I suppose he has to show off a bit.


At the hostel, Meg and I chatted about her boyfriend. She said I have the tastes of an older person, which made me laugh.


8th – Friday


Breakfast with Meg in the hostel, consisting of tea only because the food was, as usual, inedible. The bacon was grey.


Despite warnings that the heating would be off due to the oil strike [an unofficial tanker drivers’ strike in early January 1971], the office was boiling hot. Did some work for Miss Sharp and then spent the afternoon typing envelope labels for Miss Handley, who was very contrite about asking me to do it (well, she had to be). Miss Handley is jolly but has a rather soft look at times – she might well have been pretty in her youth.


Went hunting for shoes with Gill in the lunch break, but found none.


After work I went home to Chipstead by train.


9th – Saturday


Took Father to Coulsdon (what a dreary place!) and bought a reel of recording tape. After lunch Vera and I went into Purley. Listened to radio – Round the Horne – and watched TV.


10th – Sunday


Got up late. Had breakfast (Ryvita and Marmite). Played the guitar. Had lunch, cleaned the car; listened to the radio. If all that sounds boring it is because it was boring. Penny rang. She is now working at a bank in Piccadilly and not enjoying it at all.


I want something to happen in my life.


11th – Monday


Travelled on the train with Sue Moriarty. She lives in Chipstead and went to the same secretarial college as me. We only ever meet on Monday mornings on the train.


Arrived at the Langham to find my boss, Louise, back from leave. She is about mid-thirties, small, dark, neat and usually rather chic but today, at least until she had been to the hairdresser at lunchtime, she looked like the Wild Man of Borneo. She has been on holiday to Majorca and explained she only sent postcards ‘to parents’. She was satisfied with the work I had done for the other people last week, and I overheard Miss Handley cracking me up [praising me] to her.


Miss Sharp was still generating masses of ‘ORJUNT’ work for me so Louise sat in her office, scribbling drafts. At 4.30 p.m. she said she couldn’t last out the day without a ciggie. It was the start of the slippery slope, I warned her.


I rang the BBC Film Club as I’d been thinking about becoming a member. The woman who answered my call immediately asked if I would like to take over as their secretary, which suggested the state they were in, so I hastily declined and retracted my application.


Went to Chess Club. Kaz has failed his driving test, and thrown a spanner in the works of any re-take by swearing at the examiner, which made a colourful story. Scores: Gill 3, Me 2. Not bad. Got the giggles about ‘mating with two bishops and one (k)night’.


12th – Tuesday


Woke up to hear George Harrison echoing down the corridor, very much hoping to see his ‘sweet Lord’ but it takes so long. As do so many things, George!


Louise has succumbed to the fags again, and admired my sheepskin jacket in a slightly odd way.


I had to check a long document with Gill for a couple of hours. This can be a very boring exercise – one person reads the original draft out loud, while the other checks the final, typed version. However, Gill and I made it more entertaining by imitating the voices of the officers who wrote each section.


Back at the hostel, Liz and Meg both told me that they are going to move out, which came as a shock. Liz is off to a flat in North London and Meg is going back home to Suffolk. They invited me to go with them to a dance at St Bartholomew’s Hospital on Saturday. Apparently you just tell people on the door you are a nurse from St Thomas’s and they let you in for free. No one checks.


13th – Wednesday


Finished checking the document with Gill, who will now have to retype some of it because, in true SBC style, Miss Sharp and Mr Jones wish to rewrite their sections.


As I had a dental appointment in Purley, I left work at 3 p.m. and headed off, reading Photoplay. It is cheaper than Films and Filming and has colour photos. I arrived too early so I wandered around the town a bit, peering at the old houses. So many looked sad and ashamed of their gardens.


My dentist is my Uncle Rupert, my mother’s brother, so an appointment is a family as well as a medical occasion. He did a filling for me and then we came back together on the bus. He told me stories about the family including how, in the 1910s when he was a boy living in Purley, and they used to hoist a flag over Reedham Orphanage to show which university team had won the boat race, he would run upstairs to his bedroom to watch out of the window for the signal. Can’t imagine anyone being that excited about the boat race nowadays.


Stayed at Chipstead overnight.


14th – Thursday


Back to London. Louise was in a leather midi-skirt, looking a bit kinky. She told me about jobs she did before she came to England from Tasmania – market research, teaching – and spent a lot of the day talking. She sent me out in the late afternoon to do a bit of food shopping for her at British Home Stores. It was torture as I was so hungry myself. Didn’t see much of the others.


15th – Friday


Work proceeded well but not so jolly as yesterday.


To carry out my tasks, I am armed with a stalwart Adler manual typewriter and plenty of sheets of carbon paper for the many multiple copies – sometimes I have to do as many as twelve! I’m really pleased to have the Adler. Gill, who is senior to me, only has an old Remington.


Louise and I have separate offices with a connecting door. Most days I take down Louise’s dictation in shorthand and then I go back to my desk, read it back and type it up. If I can’t read my shorthand back, I put down what I think she probably said. Very occasionally, I am allowed to answer basic correspondence myself, but we keep this between ourselves because Miss Sharp wouldn’t approve. When we need more copies of something, I take the papers down to a Copying Services room on the floor above the ground floor called the Entresol, where a nice lady called Mrs Chambers runs off stencils or does multiple photocopies.


Lunch with Gill, another secretary called Anne and ‘Anne’s little sister’, who turned out to be almost my age and twice as precocious – that’s what a Sherborne education does for you.


In the evening I went to Charing Cross library and then on to see my friend Penny (she used to work at the SBC, but left last year). Penny has a room in a flat overlooking the side of the Garrick Theatre. The scene from her window is strange, and gives the impression of having been the same for decades – there is a sickly smell from the cafes, flashing lights from the theatre across the roof, crowds chattering and a violin player busking in the alley outside. We talked about the SBC and psychic matters.


16th – Saturday


I am staying in London this weekend. Went shopping in Oxford Street with Liz and had lunch at the canteen in Broadcasting House (BH). Then down Tottenham Court Road to see Paint Your Wagon, which was a good laugh. Following this, we went to catch a bus to Victoria. Liz got on as it moved off; I chased after, leapt and did a spectacular dive into a puddle just outside Abelard and Héloise. A Swedish bloke offered assistance, but apart from a stiff knee and feeling a bit shaken, I was all right.


Later on we went to the dance at St Bartholemew’s Hospital. Fairly quickly, I acquired a young man who seemed at first OK, although it is always difficult to examine your victim thoroughly, with flashing strobe lights turning him puce and music deafening everything he says. As things progressed, I learned more than I will ever need to know about car engines and pinball machines. After about an hour of it I escaped to the loo, where I lingered for ages reading the graffiti, but he was still waiting for me when I came out. Unable to shake him off, I said I wasn’t feeling well and left.


Oh, it’s hopeless! I’m nineteen. I’ve never been kissed (unless you count a peck from a spotty youth round the back of the village hall when I was thirteen) and I don’t know any boys at all. Meanwhile, all the girls I read about, or talk to, seem to be on the pill and sleeping with their boyfriends. Sex is on the TV and in films and magazines and we’re supposed to be living in a permissive society. So what’s wrong with me?


As I understand it, these are the rules of the game:


1.   Having a boyfriend is something that outclasses O- and A-levels, the Senior Sports Cup and a Queen’s Guide Award.


2.   In order to get one, you have to pretend that you are someone else. That means putting on make-up and wearing funny clothes that you don’t like but they might want to see you in, and saying things to them, like how wonderful they are, even if they are totally dull (e.g. obsessed with pinball machines).


3.   You also have to pretend you are less clever than they are.


4.   And if you really fancy them, you have to pretend you don’t care for them one bit.


5.   After a while you have to ask them, ‘Where do I stand?’ I’m not sure what this means.


6.   All the time you must remember that boys are only out for One Thing, which is to Have Sex with you.


7.   You have to keep yourself pure for your husband on your wedding night otherwise no one will respect you.


8.   You can break this rule, go on the pill and sleep around, but then you risk getting a reputation and then no one nice will want to marry you. There is also a chance you will get a disease or pregnant. Or a broken heart.


9.   If you fail to find a husband, you will end up a spinster, like Miss Sharp or Miss Handley.


 


I find these rules bizarre and confusing, so even if a Nice Young Man fell down a chimney, I wouldn’t know what to do.


17th – Sunday


Most of the morning was already gone by the time I got up. I had breakfast and went down to find Liz in her room. We did some sewing (oh, very matronly!) and washing; then Liz did some hectic packing. Meg and I helped her take her various bags and suitcases on the Underground to Turnpike Lane. It wasn’t a cheap expedition, and as Liz couldn’t afford it, I paid her fare. The flat seems a nice place but damp.


Came back to watch The Six Wives of Henry VIII on the hostel TV and had a quick nosh of yoghurt, cheese, apple and a Haliborange vitamin pill. No fattening food today.


18th – Monday


Not much correspondence for Louise and me because there is a postal strike [it ran until 8 March] so I spent an hour or so typing invoices for the Recordings Library because Duncan has left and absconded with most of the stationery.


Father rang up to find out whether I needed anything. He thought I was going to be at home yesterday. Of course, I didn’t need anything, he was just checking up on me.


Gill and I played some thoroughly inebriated games of chess. I think(!) the score was about three-all so I’m slowly catching up with her.


19th – Tuesday


Bought two poetry books at Mowbrays bookshop on my way to the Langham.


Lunch with Gill and Adrienne. Gill and I were arguing the case that innocence is bliss and medieval man was nearer to God and therefore more stable and happy; Adrienne arguing with intensity against us.


After work, Meg and her boyfriend picked me up and we drove to Liz’s flat in Hornsey. We took a circuitous route as we were caught in traffic. I was navigating, but as I couldn’t read the small print in the A–Z in the dark, I sent us via Stamford Hill.


We met Liz’s flatmates, a pair of slightly snooty girls who both went off to their rooms as they had colds (I said the flat was damp!). I didn’t think much of them – they kept going on about their furniture being ‘twendy’ (I thought it was kitsch) and how the latest thing was eating individual baked beans off needles. Liz told us they wanted her to smoke pot with them. We left fairly soon and came back to Victoria for a drink in The Cardinal, next door to the hostel.


Bed at 11.30.


Glad to be in London.


20th – Wednesday


At breakfast Meg and I had a good laugh about the trendy types Liz has moved in with.


Spent the morning typing a stencil, somewhat hampered by inexplicable errors.


Stencils are a bit of a pain because if you make a mistake you have to paint over it with some pink stuff, wait for it to dry and then type over it again. (You can use nail varnish if you don’t have a bottle of the right stuff.) Make too many mistakes and you have to start the whole sheet again.


Louise was in her Left Bank outfit today: black jersey, black midi-skirt with slits and an Indian incense holder casually slung around her neck.


Still no incoming correspondence.


I began to think I might be going down with a cold so I had oranges at lunch.


After work I sat in Meg’s room in the hostel and ate more oranges while she packed to leave London on Friday.


21st – Thursday


Crawled down to a farewell breakfast with Meg. I said goodbye to her because I could tell I wouldn’t be well enough to have supper with her and Liz tonight. Snivelling, snuffling and sneezing, I took a train back to Chipstead, phoned Louise and then sat around reading until Vera came back from the shops. Then I went to bed feeling rubbish and wishing I appreciated good health more when I had it. How could George Gershwin have played the piano to his friends when he had a cold? How could Louise’s friend have endured three colds so as to strike up an acquaintance with a man she fancied at the Centre for Cold Research?


22nd – Friday


Father came into my room at 9.30 a.m. and offered me tea. Ye Gods, I haven’t drunk tea since I was at school! Read a book by Auberon Waugh and had a chat with Vera. She thinks Father should sell the house so they can move to Dorset.


23rd – Saturday


Argued with Father about the merits of George Gershwin as a composer but then we never do see eye-to-eye on artistic matters. Cold is improved, but a skin problem has broken out on my fingers so I have bandaged them up. I think it might be eczema.


24th – Sunday


Vera and I went for a walk after lunch to discuss her Big Plan further. We agreed that we would have great difficulty in dislodging Father from Chipstead, even though by staying there, Vera thinks Father misses out on a lot. It is callous to sit like vultures waiting until he kicks the bucket, but that’s what it feels like.


25th – Monday


My cold was much better. Went up on a crowded train reading F. Scott Fitzgerald. The day was dawning as we went through Clapham.


Saw Louise briefly and was then pounced on by Miss Sharp. Her secretary has gone sick and by all accounts is unlikely to return quickly. She drove me up the proverbial wall. Everything, of course, was ORJENT, and in rushing to get it down, I performed some technical disasters on the typewriter. In the middle of it all, while Louise was in a meeting with Miss Sharp and a couple of the other bosses, a man rang for her. I didn’t know who he was but he said the call was urgent. But I wasn’t sure what to do. Should I interrupt a work meeting for a personal call? I thought probably not, but then, what if she’d been burgled? I didn’t like to ask him what it was about, so I played dumb and left Louise a message when I went to lunch. Luckily, it was OK.


Chess Club score 2–1 in Gill’s favour, with two stalemates.


Back to the hostel, but of course Liz and Meg are not there anymore. I must meet more people.


26th – Tuesday


Walked to work, which took a time but was very pleasant. I worked very hard for Miss Sharp all day, especially in the morning, and saw nothing of Louise, who is off on a course somewhere in Broadcasting House.


Penny rang Gill, who suggested we three go out together sometime, which I would very much like.


Met Liz after work in the pouring rain and had supper in the BH canteen. However, it turned sour afterwards, when I told her I didn’t approve of her not paying her fares on the Underground. We wandered down to Oxford Circus and, although she told me I was being quite ridiculous, I insisted on buying her ticket. I don’t know why I did that – actually, I think I just wanted to embarrass her.


27th – Wednesday


Still working for Miss Sharp. Louise asked her not to give me more work, but apparently I am asked because I get things done quickly.


Finger exploded in the afternoon so I hope this is a sign that it’s getting better.


Lunch with Gill and Adrienne. Discovered that the latter has (a) been shot in the foot at a New York Chinatown New Year celebration, (b) lived with several men before marrying her husband, Doug and (c) is now twenty-nine. I thought she was about twenty-five.


Went to the library and then called in at Penny’s for a chat, which was mostly about spiritualism but also our first impressions of London and how to be detached from worries.


28th – Thursday


Still labouring with decreasing enthusiasm for beloved Miss Sharp, now mistyped as ‘Miss Shrap’. She gave me a load of work, nearly all memos. She actually dictates, ‘FROM Senior Assistant, SBC …’ each time, rather than just the message itself. Good grief! I know who she is! I haven’t come across anyone else who does that.


Louise had been to a radio drama recording, where she saw Ian McKellen rehearsing Henry VI. Apparently they had trouble getting the right noise for a stabbing so they used a cabbage.


Didn’t go for lunch but nipped out later to get Louise’s antihistamine tablets for her.


It’s a long way from the top of the Langham to the front door – you wouldn’t want to walk up and down those stairs each time. Fortunately, there are two pairs of lifts. The pair on the east side are automatic and I used them a lot last year when Penny was working at the SBC because her office was at that end of the building, but since she left, I’ve changed to the ones at our end.


I used to be shy of using these lifts because each is driven by an old bloke, but Gill said I needn’t worry. Had a lecture from Frank, the Irish lift man, about not getting married in a hurry (why me?). Mr Roberts asked me where my John Lennon leather hat, which I wear most of the time, came from. (He thinks it’s Dutch.)


Went with Carol to the V&A exhibition in the evening, the press (literally!) showing of the costumes from the Henry VIII TV series. Had a meal in a Wimpy Bar; discussed various members of SBC staff.


29th – Friday


I told Frank first thing that I dreamt about him last night but couldn’t remember what happened. This amused him no end. In the evening he tried to kid me he could type because he had sensitive fingers (!!!), while digging me in the ribs. But he was most sympathetic about mine, especially after the nurse over at BH had bandaged them. He asked me who Louise was – ‘Is she your lady-in-waiting, then?’


Beautiful Miss Sharp was a little disenchanted with some of the work I did for her yesterday, and returned about half of it. I didn’t think the retypes were much of an improvement. Felt a bit guilty because Louise and I are now insisting we have masses of our own work to do in the hope that it will stop her giving me more, although of course this isn’t entirely true.


Louise talked about some obscure Polish critic who has a new thesis on Hamlet, which was a bit beyond me.


Had lunch with Carol and Gill. Apparently Miss Malcolm (Personnel Officer) told one of the secretaries who is leaving today, ‘If you were getting married, I’d stay here in a steady job; if not, as you aren’t, I’d move on.’


Back home to Chipstead.


30th – Saturday


Weather absolutely miserable. Did some shopping and went to the doctor about my fingers, but she was a right swine and told me to come back on Monday. Felt like kicking her teeth in. Went to Swinging Coulsdon with Vera in the afternoon, read The Beautiful and Damned and started Herzog again. There is a writing competition in The Spectator, which I would love to enter, only I can’t think of a subject to write about and I don’t think it would be good enough.


31st – Sunday


Listened to a recording of T. S. Eliot reading the Four Quartets, following the words in the book. I’m not sure I understood them any better afterwards but I like the sound of the language.


Uncle Ron, who is Father’s oldest brother and a widower, came to lunch. Father bellowed at him in his usual banal, bigoted fashion, every sentence a declaration of war. He’d sweep dandelion heads off with an axe! He then vanished into the garden.


Vera and I walked round Chipstead and moaned about Father, not moving to Dorset, etc.




February


1st – Monday


No post = no work. Office deadly dull, and I spent the afternoon at my desk eating ¼ lb mixed nuts and reading Mr Jones’s memos and files of old correspondence. The majority of the letters were about the sex education programmes for primary schools, which the BBC started broadcasting last year. It caused a big controversy, and Louise was brought in to deal with it all. I know we have to be very careful about anything to do with the subject. Some of the letters were quite disturbing, written in weirdly coloured ink. One even had diagrams, which were interesting to look at but I don’t think they were very accurate.


At lunch we had a serious discussion about stealing from shops. I said I thought it was wrong in any circumstance. Adrienne and Gill both thought it was justified if the price of the item was exorbitant but Gill also said people should be punished if they were caught. I said there should be absolute laws; Adrienne thought there should be exceptions (e.g. murder is OK in some cases).


Trying to quash an affection for Little Frank, who has taken to not-so-concealed winks and profound stares whenever I enter the lift. He is a really cute fellow, very cuddly and good-looking, but he is also shorter than me, middle-aged and walks with a Byronic limp.


Chess score: 3–2 to Gill. The last game was a disaster and I felt a bit depressed.


2nd – Tuesday


Weather still on the cold side and zero to do at the office. Gill and I took an extended lunch hour to formulate a complete reorganisation of the SBC. She told me Mr Roberts has a romantic history – he had an affair with one of the female officers. There’s a scandal for you!


Little Frank, the lift man, was very chatty. He asked me with some awkwardness what my name was, where was Louise, how are my fingers, and how much did the apple cost that I bought in the Club for my tea. He is getting quite friendly and I find I almost quite fancy him in an affectionate way. He’s amusing.


Walked down to Leicester Square to see The Railway Children with an old school friend. It wasn’t as good as the book or the recent TV version. Bernard Cribbins and Jenny Agutter were both very good, as was the scenery but the direction and editing were flat and the end was dreadful. On the way back I got the blues over the absurdity of the situation with Little Frank. Crazy, but it is OK now, thank you.


3rd – Wednesday


The day passed strangely. Each Wednesday I collect free copies of the Radio Times for Louise and myself from the BBC Club office in Chandos Street. Today, Little Frank said he could show me a quick way to get there. He took me down in the lift to the Basement and, saying he wanted to help me, pointed out that the Goods Entrance goes straight out on to Chandos Street. When I said I thought Louise would have a fit if she knew he was spiriting me away below stairs, he said, ‘Well, she’s married, isn’t she?’ (Isn’t he?)


The man who drives the lift next to Frank’s is not at all prepossessing. He’s almost bald and wears thick spectacles. We call him One-Eyed Jack. He asked me my name today, like Frank did yesterday. I wasn’t sure I wanted him to know my name, so I said ‘Field Marshal Montgomery.’ ‘Blimey!’ he said. ‘No,’ said I, ‘actually it’s Stanislaus.’ ‘Sunny glasses?’ he asked.


In the afternoon a secretary who works for the Nottingham Education Officer was brought round to my office. Apparently I had been given the job of looking after her and showing her around, but nobody had told me this. It was a bit pointless as she already knew how the SBC functions and I had no idea what to do with her. I was cross with Miss Malcolm, our Personnel Officer, who was supposed to have organised her visit. Anyway, I took her round the offices and introduced her to people. She said she would look after herself tomorrow (probably going shopping in Oxford Street).


As I put her in the lift towards the end of the day I said to Frank, ‘Look after her, she’s a visitor.’


‘Oh,’ he said, ‘but it’s you I would like to look after.’


Huh?


Supper with Penny, who is currently looking for a job, and Gill, and then Kaz joined us, fresh from further chess victories. Got sloshed on wine and laughed a lot.


4th – Thursday


As Gill observed, it was a peculiar day. The heads of departments had a big scare because the Daily Telegraph published a letter about the sex education programme, which includes a bit about masturbation. Then no one knew exactly what it said. Gill had a hell of a job trying to locate a copy of the programme so her boss could check.


Although I sort of know what masturbation is, I am not sure how it works and didn’t want to say anything silly, so I pretended I knew what everyone was talking about. I hoped I might find out more, but didn’t.


With no incoming mail, and Louise engaged in deflecting the abuse of self-abuse, I did nothing much all morning and joined Gill for lunch to deplore Miss Malcolm’s inefficiency yesterday. We saw Thomas Cranmer (Bernard Hepton) in the BH canteen.


Typed a stencil for Miss Sheridan, and helped Gill to make up the nameplates for a committee meeting. We had quite a laugh rearranging the letters. You have to be careful with some of them, especially Dr De’Ath.
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