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      I chose this place to live, believing that I would find anonymity among those who did not care if the plaster and glass and paintwork of rented houses splintered and decayed, who were not reproached by gardens gone to seed and rotting sofas. In that hope, as in most things, I was proved wrong. People in the shops, who are living their real lives, even if you aren’t, soon start to recognize you. These are blowzy houses divided into new conversions that generate ancient dust, and next door’s great gorgeous crimson full-blown roses pouring over the Russian vine and honeysuckle that holds up the fence, unpruned like my own friable yellow, pink-tinged roses, are persistent reminders that the gardens were loved once.

      Usually, I stay inside trying to forget that there is a summer going on out there, but tonight, at eight o’clock on a July evening, I am watching swifts flying in the transparent space between the treetops and roofs, and a vaporous blue white-clouded sky. I have cut back rosemary and lemon balm to make a space for a chair and my arms and hands, scented from their aromatic work, are tingling with stings and scratches and the invasive tiny barbs of borage. It is a narrow London garden, where plants must grow tall or sprawling to survive, bordered by lime trees behind the back wall and tangled elder, philadelphus, forsythia and pyracanthus. Pheasant berry seeds itself everywhere, leaving dead canes where it cannot stand the competition, that rattle and creak. One of the cats, tired of leaping and pouncing on falling foliage and exploring exposed secret places, jumps onto my lap and settles there, and I see that the summer has tinged her almost sage-green ears ginger, and I feel a stillness of spirit and an intimation of a sensual, visual intensity that I thought I had lost for ever. It is as if I am in that airy insubstantial zone where the birds are flying, between the past and the future.

      ‘Been doing a spot of ethnic cleansing, I see.’

      It is my upstairs neighbour, leaning out of the window, the author of several unpublished novels of the depilatory school, about whose manuscripts I am sometimes called upon to dissemble in my capacity as an English teacher. I have a copy of the latest in my possession now.

      ‘You’ve ruined my view,’ she says, activating a yelping police siren, thudding music and barbecue smoke beaded with burned fat.

      ‘Sorry. How’s the work going, Jaz?’

      The chopped and broken branches are wilting in heaps under the bushes. The cat disappears.

      ‘For goodness sake. In no other profession is one called on to account for oneself a thousand times a day by every Tom, Dick and Harry.’

      ‘Sorry. Rather poor taste though, your remark about ethnic cleansing.’

      Truth to tell, a need to escape the television news as well as restlessness has brought me outside.

      ‘Sense of humour failure?’ asks Jaz. ‘Well, you’ve got to laugh, haven’t you, or else…’ Her voice tails off, and rallies. ‘Tell you what, April, I’ve got a couple of cold beers in the fridge. I’ll bring them down.’

       

      I don’t want Jaz in the garden, which technically belongs to me as tenant of the downstairs flat, and I see now, dully, that it looks mangled and bereft. I don’t want a cold beer. I was born into the licensed trade, and a brief froth of happiness, bursting in bubbles, evanescent as elderflowers, is the last thing I want, but the bitter-sweet smell of moist green hops that stain the fingers comes to me, from wiry bines entwining in the rafters of a saloon bar or the rood screen of the church at Harvest Festival, and I almost glimpse the gate, far away and cloudy, that leads into the orchard before you come to the hop gardens.

      The only access to this garden is through my flat and Jaz is banging on my door. ‘So, you’re on holiday now, you jammy so-and-so.’

      She sprawls, in shorts and vest, on the chair, sucking beer through a wedge of lemon rammed into the bottle’s neck, while I drop a cushion onto what had once been a little lawn.

      ‘Cheers,’ she says, in her delusion of youth, ‘I should’ve gone into teaching – a writer doesn’t have holidays. Still, you know what they say, those who can do, et cetera, et cetera.’

      And there are those who can neither write nor teach. Her shoulders, arms and cleavage are so moist that I feel like a bundle of dry elder sticks, snappy and hollow, and I think of our camp, where a spring welled up under the roots of an elder tree.

      ‘Penny for ’em, you’re staring into space again, and it’s most disconcerting.’

      ‘Sorry. I was miles away.’

      ‘Where? Where miles away?’

      ‘Oh, in Stonebridge, the village where I grew up. In the fifties.’

      ‘That drab, grey and repressive decade. Thank goodness I was a child of the sixties.’

      ‘It wasn’t grey. That’s not how I remember it at all.’ It was politically, intellectually and artistically exciting. I see the Iron Curtain, as I saw it then, rusting corrugated iron hung with white convolvulus.

      It was the time that coloured everything for me, that set my weakness for the gawdy and tawdry and ephemeral, for the veined gold and silver paper from cigarette packets. Today, my favourite restaurant in London is a little Greek-Cypriot place with lace curtains, hanging spider plants and fairy-lights.

      ‘Oh come on, don’t give me that Festival of Britain stuff, and don’t forget I did my thesis on 50s children’s books. By the way, April, most people have gooseberry bushes in their gardens but you’ve got a gooseberry tree. You’d better watch out, you might find a very tall baby under it one day.’

      The gooseberry is a poor skinny thing, some nine feet tall with leaves turning red, which bears no fruit.

      ‘So, what plans for the hols?’

      All my postponed dread of the school year’s ending engulfs me. Empty days. Hot pavements blobbed with spit and melting chewing gum. The walk down to the shops and back. The little park with its fountain, and loneliness sitting beside me on a bench.

      ‘Actually, I’m going down to Stonebridge tomorrow, and I may stay the night. I’ve been meaning to ask you if you’d feed the cats.’ My heart starts racing as I speak.

      ‘Of course I will,’ Jaz says. ‘If I’m around,’ knowing, as I did, that she would be. ‘Got family there, or will you be staying with friends?’

      ‘No. My parents are both dead, and my brother’s in London.’

      After a time you can say quite levelly and conversationally, ‘my parents are both dead’, and yet ‘dead’ is stamped in black letters on the air, like newsprint. Lightly spoken words come back to me, from a summer afternoon, and hurt, like a piece of grit sticky with melting tar.

      Two children are walking barefoot up a gravelly road, a girl of ten holding her baby brother’s hand, and a woman, passing with her shopping basket, calls out, ‘My, Peter, those are smart shorts!’ Her voice, as bright as nasturtiums, and his orange-bordered new green shorts, lodge in my memory, for ever, and will probably come to me through mists of senility, pointlessly evoking a summer’s day, when I am slumped sightless and speechless in a vinyl chair in some geriatric day-room waiting to die.

      A black mongrel, Trixie, comes scraping along on her haunches downhill towards us and, overtaking her, runs the Jack Russell, Nip. I know now that Trixie was a misshapen old dog and is dragging herself on her bottom like that, grinning or grimacing, because she has worms, but then I loved animals with the physical passion that little girls feel, and I knew all the dogs in the village by name.

      Nip and Trixie belong to old Mr Annett whose legs bow outwards in an almost perfect arch above his wellingtons, so that you think he would fall over if he took them off. I see him carrying a bucket of crayfish home from the river one evening, treading down with a contemptuous boot the tripwire which Ruby and I have stretched across the road. Ruby Richards. Ruby Richards, the Rising Sun, Stonebridge, Kent.

      ‘So where will you stay?’ Jaz sounds impatient and a bit envious. ‘Some bijou B and B?’

      ‘No. I’ll be staying with my oldest friend Ruby at the Rising Sun. We’ve known each other since we were eight.’ It isn’t true that I shall stay there, but then I spend my life dealing with fiction of one sort or another.

      ‘Ruby at the Rising Sun. You’ve got two songs there.’

      ‘Neither is appropriate,’ I say before she can burst into song, regretting having given her the names that flash fire from a Woolworth’s ring and a sharp-edged bracelet made from the gold seal of a jar of fish paste. ‘Actually there are others, but you couldn’t be expected to remember the Hit Parade of 1953.’

      ‘Hmm. Going back to your roots.’ She, a damp fungus grown from a spore blown onto London plaster and I, a brittler accretion but as rootless, sit on in silence. I know, from picking up the post from the hall in the mornings, that Jaz has a mother in Northumbria who thinks her daughter’s name is Janette. That jaunty z is but a wedge of lemon stuck into a bottle of beer.

      ‘So what do you think of it so far? My opus?’

      My silence on the subject has forced Jaz to enquire about her manuscript, The Cruelty of Red Vans, which lies half-heartedly half-read on my desk. I like the title and I tell her so. I can see how red vans could be cruel, always bringing presents and mail-order goodies to other houses and delivering returned manuscripts in jiffy bags to hers, and pulling away from kerbs beside pillar boxes to tell you you have missed the post, if you had any letters to send. Something prompts me to speak honestly for once.

      ‘Let me give you a little Tippex, dear,’ I begin.

      ‘What?’ She is affronted.

      ‘Sorry. Lapsis lingae. A little tip, I meant to say. Try writing about nice people for a change, pretty people, people who at least aspire to being good: a touch less solipsism, a bit more fiction…’

      ‘Bloody teachers!’ Jaz is a mutinous schoolgirl about to snatch back a poorly marked essay.

      ‘I myself keep a journal, I have for years, in which I write down something good, however small or trivial, about each day. Look at those hydrangea flowers, for example, how they float, each flower on its tiny stalk, so delicately on the dusk, or the stars.’ My words sound as prissy as my Liberty Print shirtwaist dress.

      ‘Dreary municipal flowers. Light pollution. You can’t see any stars nowadays. There aren’t any.’

      In fact, we are quite high up here, and you can see the stars quite clearly, not strewn like seeds or pollen as in the country sky perhaps or as bright, but they are there.

      ‘Keep a journal!’ says Jaz. ‘Nice people! Stars! Get a life, Miss Harlency.’

      Oh, I’ve got a life. I’ve got my work, and I go out sometimes, and fly home again, a bittern without a mate booming over the desolate fens, sitting on the tube with my nose in a book. A lone peewit. Possibly dustbin day is more of an event for me than it might be for some, but I have visitors; sometimes in the evening the doorbell rings and it’s a delivery boy, with a pizza for somebody else in the house. ‘You’ve got the wrong bell,’ I tell him. ‘It’s not for me. I ordered the dust and ashes special, with extra acrimony.’

      When at last we go inside, followed by both the cats, my calm kitchen gives a moment’s reassurance, then out of the blue comes my grammar school geography teacher Miss Tarrantine, who must have been about the age I am now, closing an ancient blue reptilian eyelid in a monstrous wink as she tells us, ‘I’ve had my moments, you know!’ We nearly died.

       

      As I leave in the morning, while the cats’ little faces are busy in their bowls, a red van pulls up at the kerb and postie climbs out holding a brown package. I had vowed never to have another cat after my last one died but when a colleague brought these two into the staff room in a basket I succumbed, intending them to be workaday cats, Tibby and Tabby, independent creatures with a talent to amuse when it suited me. However, the little swine have ways and means of getting their claws into your heart, and their fur is graduated like the coloured sands of Alum Bay, like pencil sharpenings.

       

      July is purple and green and white in the railway banks as the train leaves London behind. The first time we made this journey, Betty, Percy and I, was in a smoking compartment with leather straps to let the windows up and down, and string-mesh luggage racks and framed photographs of seaside resorts on the walls; buddleia and willowherb burned on glittering bomb sites and white convolvulus rambled everywhere. I was never a particularly balletic or acrobatic child, but sometimes when I was happy I could see another self slip from my body and run leaping and doing cartwheels, somersaulting through the air beside me. I almost glimpse her now, running along an undulating hedge and telegraph poles’ tightropes, as we travel, our journey so pathetically short and yet its destination so far away as to have made it inconceivable until now.

      Now that I am here, in Stonebridge, in the hot still breath of cornfields and the took-took-took of hens and whirring woodpigeons, I don’t know where to go. I walk, a self-conscious stranger, through the village to the church of St Michael and All Angels and up the path, petalled with confetti. If Mr Seabrook were still the verger, nobody would have dared to throw it.

      The only sign that Mrs Greenidge’s grave has ever been disturbed is the addition of Mr Greenidge’s name to the stone, in 1964. As I stand in the feathery summer grasses, tracing a coralline fan of lichen with my fingers, I am jolted by an image of Mrs Greenidge, woken from ten years’ sleep, sitting up in a flowered nightdress and stretching out her arms to welcome her husband to the wormy marital bed. Mr Greenidge, rigid in her embrace, is wearing the linen suit I know so well, and I am startled by his eyes, bright as blue glass. I know that I could summon then every feature and line of his face, which had faded until Mr Greenidge was just an empty suit of white clothes hanging in my memory.
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      The village of Stonebridge, set in a loop of the river Cray, has attracted many visitors over the years, hop pickers, painters, ramblers and cyclists, and settlers such as some of the residents of the council houses in Brewers Road and Manor Way. Back in 1927 a commercial artist had come to Stonebridge, attached wings to the shoulders of village children and antennae to their foreheads, and photographed them as fairies for a series of glossy sepia postcards tinted with acid yellow, pink, blue and green, that he called ‘Elfin Revels’. The names of elves can be found on the war memorial today, and the ‘Elfin Revels’ cards are prized by connoisseurs of kitsch. Stonebridge’s orchards and hop gardens, woods and hills are illuminated, their autumnal leaves enamelled by magical light, and sometimes in the evenings a white mist rises from the river and lies in layers of vapour over the fields. In 1953, the year of the East Anglian floods and the ascent of Everest, coronation year and the year of the Rosenbergs’ execution and Stalin’s death, when we came to Stonebridge, there were a dozen or so commuters whose bowler hats bobbed up and down Station Hill under the massive horse chestnuts and beeches on either side. None of the village girls would have dreamed of walking down Station Hill at night, or, if they did, their dreams were nightmares, because everybody knew there was a man with a sack and a knife waiting to jump out on you. Even by day the hill was long and silent under the heavy leaves.

      My parents, Percy and Betty Harlency, were brought up in the licensed trade and met and married in that profession. After Percy’s demob from the Catering Corps, we lived above a series of public houses which time has condensed into one bleak establishment with cold, stained-carpeted rooms too vast for our few pieces of furniture and a green linoleumed kitchen smelling of gas. We had left the last of the pubs, a gloomy gin palace in Streatham, after some disagreement with the brewers, and were living in a rented room in Tooting, while my parents were negotiating the lease of the Copper Kettle Tea-room in Stonebridge. The country, and a café, were a new venture for us Londoners. The Copper Kettle was a bargain, going astonishingly cheap, that it seemed we could just, with judicious borrowing, afford. I think now that my parents falling out with the brewers must have been connected with their politics. Unusually for publicans, Percy and Betty were strongly left-wing and they had pinned up a petition to President Eisenhower to save the Rosenbergs on the wall of the public bar. Their petition attracted as many perforations from darts as signatures and the President never acknowledged it. Or it might have been that they chalked up too many drinks on the slate. There is nobody to ask now. We were a scattered, deracinated family, not buyers but tenants who took out short leases on life. Grandma and Grandpa Harlency had both paid the price of their profession by this time, although Granny and Grandpa Fitz, Betty’s parents, the Fitzgeralds, were still the genial hostess and host of the Drovers Tavern, Herne Hill.

      The rain started when we were in the train, and our first impression of Stonebridge was of a green, stinging, miserable place. We took the wrong turning out of the station and sheltered in a midgy, nettly little wood. Betty’s light brown hair darkened by the rain, drips from the tortoiseshell combs that hold it off her face: her red lipstick matches her red and white patterned dress. Percy takes off his jacket and drapes it over her shoulders. His white shirt, belted into flannels, and his curly hair are soaked. I’m the one in tears between them, eight years old. Hindsight blobs a blister onto a pink heel above a fallen-down sock and unplaits one brown pigtail from a lost ribbon.

      We went on after a while and found the village, and the Rising Sun, a pretty little pub with a thatched porch, hung with green Virginia creeper. ‘Civilization!’ said Percy. He looks at his watch. ‘Time for a quick one I think.’

      ‘Give us a chance to dry off a bit,’ Betty agrees. ‘We don’t want to arrive looking like a bunch of drowned rats.’

      A bag of crisps was handed to me, shivering under the porch. I took out my comic from my blazer pocket and found that it was a soggy mass with all the colours run together. Then my heart sank into my wet sandals as a piano struck up and my mother’s rich contralto rolled out ‘The Kerry Dancing’ into the rain. Oh to think of it, oh to dream of it, fills my heart with tears. I decided to find the toilets, following a sign pointing to a yard behind the pub and as I approached I could smell burning.

      I saw a flash of red and green and blue and yellow flames through the half-open door of the Ladies and realized that a girl of about my own age had set fire to the roll of toilet paper. Noticing me, she tore off the burning sheet and threw it into the bowl and came out, pushing a box of matches into her pocket. I stared at her. She wore an emerald-green dress and her hair, in long pigtails with curly ends, was so red as to be almost scarlet, and the sun, suddenly blazing out, struck a fuzzy aureole of red-gold round her head and lit the freckles scattered like seeds over her face, arms and bare legs. Black, laceless plimsolls were on her speckled feet. I went inside and closed the wooden door with its big iron latch. When I came out the girl was waiting.

      ‘Why were you setting the paper on fire?’

      She shrugged. ‘I like it. Do you want a go?’

      She gave me the matches and I struck one, holding it to the burned edge of the shiny paper and stepping back in alarm as it glowed and the flames licked upwards. We watched it for a moment and drowned it.

      ‘What’s your name?’ she asked.

      ‘April. What’s yours?’

      Her eyes were green, like her dress and a glass ring on her finger, and her eyelids pink as if she might have been crying recently.

      ‘Ruby. We’ve got some piglets. Do you want to see them?’

      Inevitably, one of the curly-tailed darlings was called Percy, and there were Peter, Petunia, Primrose, Pauline, Paul, twelve of them, with perfect little snouts and hoofs and their enormous mother Pansy.

      ‘Can I stroke them? Can I pick one up?’ Melting with love, I wanted to clasp a piglet to my chest and tuck it in my blazer and take it home to Tooting. I wanted a piglet more than anything in the world.

      ‘No. You mustn’t touch them or Pansy might go for you. She could take your arm off right to the elbow with a single bite.’

      ‘April! Where’ve you got to?’

      It was my mother’s voice.

      ‘We’re going to live here. Probably. I’ll come and play.’

      I ran to join my parents, Ruby following slowly and staring after me.

      ‘Making friends?’ said Percy. ‘Proper little carrot-top, isn’t she? Temper to match, I’ll be bound. You’ll have to mind you Ps and Qs with that one.’

      ‘Red and green should never be seen, except upon an Irish queen,’ Betty remarked. ‘Do you know, when I popped in to pay a visit the paper was all charred as if somebody had set it alight. Charming!’

      I opened my mouth to speak, and closed it again. It was as if Ruby and I were already conspirators.

      A giant’s tarnished copper kettle was suspended over the door of the tea-room, which was of frosted glass hung with a dingy lace curtain. Inside, the parchment shades of the electric candles on the walls above the dark oak tables and chairs were cracked and splintered: a single pink iced fancy had fossilized on a tiered cake stand and from the central light fitting a flypaper dangled, clotted with flies and bluebottles. To the left was a tiny private sitting-room, and squatting behind the tea-room, the kitchen was freckled and speckled with the dusty grease of years and led out to a garden where a smelly toilet, with rough-cut slices of newspaper impaled on a nail, and a wooden shed stood among tall mildewed weeds thick with the red insects children call bloodsuckers, and broken chairs and tables. On a shelf in the shed was that mouldy suitcase you always find, whose rusted locks threaten to spring open on something unspeakable.

      Upstairs, the larger bedroom with an adjoining boxroom, filled with stained mattresses and bits of crockery, overlooked the street. In the bathroom an ellipse of pink, black-veined soap lay on the basin and a perished rubber ball hung from the end of the chain. The smaller bedroom’s window would have opened above the garden, had it not been sealed with gravy-coloured paint and throughout the living accommodation tones of meat and two veg prevailed. All in all, the Copper Kettle was a disgrace. We took it.

      In the train on the way home I pictured Ruby and myself side by side in a class-room sitting at polished desks with inkwells. When we arrived at the Peggs’, where we were lodging, Rodney Pegg, the son of the house, twenty-one with bad skin, bumped his bicycle into the hall behind us.

      ‘Been out for a spin?’ Percy tried a friendly overture which fell flat on the lino. The Peggs hated us, and we hated them. I had been sleeping with a knife under my pillow ever since Rodney Pegg had threatened to strangle me with one of my mother’s stockings if I told anybody how he had trapped me up against the wall with his bicycle and kissed me. Mrs Pegg was in the kitchen frying mince, with her hair, not yet released for the evening, snarling in a row of pipe cleaners across her forehead.

      ‘Oh for a kitchen of my own,’ Betty sighed. Percy went out for fish and chips which we ate in our room, against house rules, but we didn’t care because soon we would be shot of the Peggs for ever.

      When we left their house for the last time, before we were out of the gate, Mrs Pegg was hanging a notice in the window: Vacancy. No Blacks. No Irish. No Pets.
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      The kettle had been taken down, burnished and rehung over the door, which was draped with a new lace curtain gathered at the waist, where it caught the sun, flashing and winking an invitation to the ladies of Stonebridge to take morning coffee and afternoon tea. Inside, a warming pan was a lesser sun and a belt of horse brasses, taken from the Princess of Teck, Streatham, hung down on either side of the fireplace, framing a screen embroidered with a crinoline lady watering hollyhocks. Percy had replaced the cracked parchment with pleated shades of stiff pink paper. Our hands were sore from sugar soap and my parents’ fingers pricked from sitting up all night sewing tableclothes and there were specks of paint in our hair.

      We had warm scones steaming in a tea towel, jam and thick yellow cream, fan-shaped wafers and napkins folded into fans, a buzzing fridge full of ice-cream, and false knickerbocker glories and peach melbas and banana splits that looked more delicious than the real thing, a little pot of wild flowers on every table. Nobody came. It was a long, hot day of false hopes and humiliation.

      At half-past five Percy was turning the sign on the door to ‘closed’ and Betty was crying in the kitchen when the bell above the tea-room door jangled, and a fat, middle-aged woman with long grey hair caught back in a dirty ribbon and a variety of coloured slides stood, looking round, with a sneering expression. No doubt it was the day’s disappointment as much as her appearance that made Percy say ‘We’re closed’ to our first customer.

      ‘Never mind about that,’ the woman said. ‘I’ve only come to have a look. Mrs Vinnegar, late of the Copper Kettle, and happy to be out of it. Got my own council house now.’

      Mrs Vinnegar took cigarettes and matches from her dress pocket and lit up, and exploded in a fit of wet coughing.

      ‘Is this the kiddie?’ she spluttered. I backed away. ‘I’ve got seven of my own.’

      ‘They never should have closed me down,’ she said. ‘Whatever anybody might tell you, I’ve been catering functions for twenty-five-odd years with never a complaint except from certain spiteful busybodies, but you have to expect that.’

      ‘Closed you down?’ Percy stared at her.

      ‘Next time they want a Coronation Party in the village hall, they can do it themselves, I told them. Food poisoning, my eye! Greed, I call it.’

      Mrs Vinnegar waddled out, giving our ‘Under New Management’ sign a contemptuous twirl and spraying ash over a tablecloth and its little vase of flowers.

      ‘I’d get rid of them weeds if I was you, unhygienic.’

      She squashed a greenfly with a fat fingernail rimmed in black.

      ‘How on earth did they all fit in?’ Percy asked me.

      ‘April! Someone to see you,’ my mother called.

      It was Ruby at the back door in a pink dress with the hem coming down. We sat at a table in the tea-room and Percy served us a cream tea.

      ‘The full monty,’ he said, piling scones, jam, cream, cakes and ice-cream on the table.

      ‘Mr Harlency, this is the best tea I’ve ever had and this is the most beautiful room in the whole world.’

      Ruby went as red as glacé cherry and Percy gave a little bow, like a waiter with a tea towel folded over his arm. I couldn’t be perfectly happy because Betty was lying on her bed upstairs, but almost. Because I was so delighted with my new first, best friend and my funny father. After tea we went out to play, Ruby with a paper lace doiley folded in her pocket.

      ‘Oi, Rube, oo’s that queer gink?’ one of the boys sitting on the steps of the rec called out as we went past.

      In reply Ruby picked up a stone from the road and aimed it at him, causing a yelp.

      ‘That’s Titchy Vinnegar,’ she said. ‘He tries to pull the girls’ knickers down in the playground.’ My suppressed fear of school resurfaced. We were walking along the High Street and Ruby stopped outside a shop, T. D. Boddy, Butchers and Purveyors, it said in gold letters, and on the windows was painted Poulterer and Grazier. Home-killed meat. Sausages a speciality. It was there I learned the fate of Pansy Pig and all her pink litter and burst into tears.

      ‘I hate my dad,’ Ruby said. ‘He always kills everything. I’m going to kill him.’

      She flung another stone, at the window of T. D. Boddy, and we fled.

      ‘But that would be murder, to kill your dad.’

      We were safe, lying in the grass beside the river, smoking, choking, on cigarettes Ruby had pinched from the bar.

      ‘He’s a murderer. He deserves to die, with an axe, and be hung up on a hook. Doesn’t he?’

      ‘Yes,’ I said, although I was frightened.

      ‘Have you got an axe?’ I asked tentatively.

      ‘There’s one in the shed.’

      ‘When are you going to kill him then? Bet you don’t, really.’

      ‘You wait,’ said Ruby.

      And when I thought of the twelve brothers and sisters and their mother, bleeding and skinned, I had to agree that Mr Richards did deserve to be condemned to death, even though I had been brought up to believe capital punishment was wrong. The wireless in our house was always switched off on the morning of an execution.

      ‘I was going to kill somebody once. This horrible man called Rodney Pegg, who said he was going to strangle me, but we moved here, so I didn’t have to. I had a knife under my pillow.’

      ‘Have you still got it?’

      ‘No. I had to give it back. It belonged to Mrs Pegg.’

      ‘Never mind. You can get another one. There must be hundreds of knives at your caff.’

      ‘Café. Anyway, I promise I’ll never go into that butchers as long as I live.’

      ‘Your dad’s nice isn’t he?’ she said wistfully.

      I remembered the time I had come running home incoherent with grief and horror at a terrible scene I had witnessed. Some boys kicking around a dead cat, swinging it by its stiff tail. Its glassy eyes. Somebody’s pet. Percy went charging out and chased them away, and buried the poor cat.

      All the talk of knives, though, came to nothing. I met Ruby’s father, Lex, the pig killer, a gingery, fleshy, tattooed man in a vest, who had served in the Merchant Navy, and Gloria, her mother, beetle-browed with bad temper and brush and dustpan out of hours, in petticoat and slippers, and sparkling darkly in a black and gold top behind the bar.

      ‘My mum could’ve been a film star,’ Ruby said.

      We were not allowed in the pub but if Gloria was in the right mood she would slip us a pickled egg or a packet of crisps. Pubs held no glamour for me, who had been brought up on the smell of beer, and the morning smell of polish and wet ashtrays always induced a mixture of melancholy and apprehension in me as motes of depression swarm in the dusty curtains of a theatre robbed of illusion by cruel sunshine. The cellar where the intestines of the establishment snaked across the floor in tubes, running from barrel to tap, was a dank, fearsome place. Ruby’s parents had locked her in the cellar one evening for some misdemeanour and forgotten about her, and she had spent the night crouched in a corner in the dark with ghosts and rats and cobwebs. The Richards had a television which we could hardly ever watch because Ruby’s dad was often asleep in front of it in his vest, with a newspaper rising and falling over his face. Sitting on the green quilt of Ruby’s bed was her golden-haired walkie-talkie doll, who wasn’t allowed out because she had been so expensive. Ruby, who loved reading as much as I did, had no books except a few old Annuals and those she had borrowed form the library, which was opened one afternoon a week after school in the canteen. I had a bookcase made from an orange box in my bedroom and there was a shelf, in the sitting-room alcove, of green and orange Penguins and a jumble of old books. I never felt at ease in Ruby’s home, and I don’t think she did either. We both much preferred mine, where we pretended to be sisters, or brothers.

       

      The first day at a new school is like a jigsaw tipped out of its box and scattered on the floor. You think you’ll never be able to fit the pieces together. You stand on the edge of the playground noise sick with fear, tasting the fried egg with burnt frilly edges and runny yolk, that your mother made you eat. You feel like a fried egg as you see, queasily, whirling skipping ropes and the chains and arches of bodies in some game such as In and Out the Dusty Bluebells, boys zooming round as spitfires, a chanting gang with linked arms, twenty abreast is converging on you, it will crash into you, and then a whistle blows, sharp blasts cutting through the din and sending everybody into lines and you are left alone and conspicuous on the asphalt trying not to cry or run out of the gate. Then the girl nobody else wants to play with claims you as her best friend. This time it was different. Ruby was waiting outside the railings when Betty left me at the top of the road.

      My fantasy of sitting next to Ruby in class came true but the inkwells in our splintery desks were repositories of crumbled indigo blotting paper. Our teacher was Miss Fay whose hair was coiled in a dried fig on the nape of her neck, faded from teaching generations of girls to sew a run-and-fell seam and knit kettle holders. The boys did woodwork with the headmaster, Major Morton, and we heard the whizz and crash of tools thrown across the class-rooms, and yelps as he lashed out with his cane. Major Morton had a steel plate in his head and was subject to terrible headaches and rages which shook the school. I was in terror of him and of his wig slipping to expose that shining circle screwed into his skull. If anybody was sick or one of the infants ‘had an accident’ a huge boy, Albie Fatman, was summoned from his desk to clear it up. It was assumed that Albie enjoyed the responsibility, the smell, and the disinfectant. The Vinnegars had their own peculiar musty odour.

      ‘Piss and biscuits,’ said Percy, when I told him, rudely but precisely identifying the scent of poor children I had known in London. The eldest Vinnegar girl, Charmaine, was an assistant at Boddy’s the butchers. Sack Vinnegar worked at the sack factory and Twin and Twin went to the secondary modern on the bus.

      One afternoon I came home from school to find my mother in conversation with Mrs Vinnegar at our gate.

      ‘… bun in the oven,’ I heard from old Ma Vinegar Bottle who was licking a dripping Wallsy ice, purchased elsewhere. ‘When’s it due?’

      A smell of baking was coming from our kitchen, an optimistic cake or pie, but for some reason I asked my mother when she came in, ‘When’s what due?’

      ‘Oh,’ she flustered about with a tea towel, red and white checked, ‘Christmas. The baker’s van. I don’t know. There’s a gentleman coming through the door. Go and tell him I’ll be with him in a minute. I just want a word with your father.’

      Percy was at the back, clearing the garden. The idea was to put white wrought-iron tables and chairs out there next summer.

      It was the man in the white suit, with the neat salt and pepper beard, whom I had seen several times in the street, with a dachshund on a lead. He took off his panama hat, revealing thick white hair, when I approached, and the little dog was jumping up at me and I patted its squirming, hard yet silky brown body.

      ‘What’s his name?’

      ‘Liesel Otter. She’s a she. Sit, Liesel.’

      ‘I wonder if you’d mind if this charming young lady joined me in an ice-cream?’ he asked my mother when she came to take his order. ‘Unless she’s too busy, of course.’

      The empty chairs and tables answered for me. The man’s face was tanned and he had very blue eyes under white eyebrows.

      ‘That’s very kind I’m sure. If she won’t be a nuisance.’

      So I sat at a table with Mr Greenidge and Liesel sitting up so sweetly on a chair with his big handkerchief tied in a napkin round her neck, licking ice-cream delicately from a saucer.

      A knickerbocker glory, and a half-promise that I might take Liesel for a walk one day, decided me, in my heart, that I loved Mr Greenidge almost as much as Grandpa Fitz.

      ‘Did you call her Liesel Otter because she looks like an otter?’

      He laughed.

      ‘It’s Liselotte: German.’ He spelled out her name. ‘She’s my wife’s dog really. I should prefer something larger and preferably British, but Mrs Greenidge has a dicky ticker and doesn’t get about much. Liesel’s her companion. You see, we weren’t blessed with children of our own.’

      ‘I’d rather have a dog if it was me.’

      A dicky ticker? I saw a mouse running up a grandfather clock. Hickery dickery dock.

      After he left Betty said ‘What a charming man. He certainly seems to have taken a shine to you, though I can’t think why when you look like something the cat dragged in. I don’t know how you manage to get so dirty at school.’

      Two women in divided skirts and hobnailed boots were waiting for their toasted crumpets. Passing trade, like all our customers so far, except Mr Greenidge.
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