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   ‘If you can look back on your life with contentment, you have one of man’s most precious gifts – a selective memory’

   
   JIM FIEBIG

  
   

   
   This life was made by

   
   my parents Alan and Edith Whitehorn,

   
   Jack Gallagher, George Seddon

   
   and

   
   Gavin Lyall

  
   

   
   PROLOGUE

   
   
     Have you ever taken anything back out of the dirty-clothes basket because it had become, relatively, the cleaner thing? How
        many things are there, at this moment, in the wrong room – cups in the study, boots in the kitchen – and how many on the floor
        of the wrong room?

     
   

   
   Thus ran the most remembered thing I have ever written: an article on sluts, in the Observer, in 1963. I discussed how we sluts could outwit our doomed condition, using Indian ink instead of darning-wool when our black
     stockings had holes, giving up any idea of little white collars, bulk-buying since we would never remember to replace stuff
     in time. It had an amazing response: readers wrote in to say, ‘Yes! Yes! That’s exactly how I am!’ One said hers was the only
     baby in Ruislip with blue nappies; another had found she was wiping the kitchen table with the kitten; another rejected the
     notion of resorting to aspirin tablets when the button was off one’s suspenders, as sluts never have any, using gin for headaches
     instead – she said she had used the buttons off her husband’s pyjamas until he sewed them on again.
   

   
   Why should that article have had such an impact?

   

   
   This was a turning-point. We were poised at the moment when writing for women ceased to be a matter of exhorting them to be
     perfect – at the stove, round the cradle, head down in the broom cupboard if necessary – and started telling it how it really
     was: a confusion of purposes, a mess, against which we all struggle. It was ceasing, too, to be a separate ghetto occupied
     only by women. George Seddon, when he was made the women’s editor of the Observer, was required by the editor David Astor to create some serious women’s pages. Before that, they’d had just the fashion, expertly
     done by Alison Settle, and a recipe column by a bloke who wrote as Syllabub, and that was all. George had taken the pioneering
     ideas of Mary Stott of the Guardian and moved them on: he thought such pages should cover anything and everything that wasn’t work. Food, yes, clothes certainly
     – but also human relationships, visits to the dentist, holidays good and frightful, struggles with babies and children, gearboxes
     and hairdressers, bosses and fathers, bed and board.
   

   
   I had the great good luck to be part of all this, as George commissioned me to write one of the first such personal columns;
     but it took me a while to get there – and I wasn’t a ‘child of the sixties’. My path led from a childhood in Mill Hill in
     north London to six schools here and there, two universities and about a dozen jobs; from two families similar in some ways,
     very different in others; a journey in which I was set on the road by some men, nearly derailed by others. It led from far
     further back, and was to lead far further forward than that explosive sixties moment; and even if, at the time, it seemed
     the exact opposite, I now realise I have had good luck almost all the way.
   

   

   
   SELECTING MEMORIES

   
   When you walk along a street and pass hoardings that hide building work, you discount it in your mind; then suddenly the hoardings
     are down – and how on earth did that eight-storey building spring up overnight? In the same way, boring bits of the past simply
     fail to register. I know I went to Finland, I know why I went, and I have a vague memory of a British Council advertisement.
     But how did I apply, who interviewed me, how did I get a Finnish work permit? No idea. I found a mention of writing something
     for the Mirror, and doing a column for the Sunday Dispatch which I could have sworn I never did. There’s a letter I came across regretfully resigning from something I apparently helped
     found with Cyril Ray and fellow journalist Jean Robinson, the Women’s Wine Club – I had no memory of any such thing.
   

   
   Sherlock Holmes refused to remember things he thought of no importance, of no use to him; but not many of us can order our
     minds so neatly. The memory makes its own selections, its own decisions about what is fun, interesting, moving or even excruciating
     to remember, and what is simply too boring to store. What’s more, you can remember things that didn’t happen – and you aren’t
     lying, either. The brain apparently sees thing A and thing C, and if it is puzzled by the gap, officiously fills in what it
     thinks should be there, thing B; then you remember that, and when you’ve recalled it two or three times it’s a genuine memory
     – but of the last time you ran this construct past your consciousness.
   

   
   Digging around among old papers and letters, as I have been, I was occasionally staggered to find just how wrong my memory
     of something could be. I would have said I never consulted my father about personal things – yet here was a letter asking whether, having dropped a brick with a lecturer whom I admired to the point of adoration, I should apologise or hope
     he hadn’t noticed. Again, I was dumbfounded by a tender if lousy poem, written to someone I knew I’d been involved with –
     but like that?
   

   
   Confronting or trying to call up memories has been one of the most daunting tasks of writing the book you’re now holding.
     As the poet Henry Reed wrote:
   

   
   
     It is strange to remember those thoughts and to try to catch

     
     The underground whispers of music beneath the years,

     The forgotten conjectures, the clouded, forgotten vision,

     
     Which only in vanishing phrases reappears.

     
   

   
   Strange to remember, indeed; but not futile – at least not to me.

  

   

   


   

   PART 1


   

   WHERE I CAME FROM


   

   

   EARLY DAYS


   

   My parents, who already had a boy, both very much wanted their second child to be a girl. So I was born luckier in one respect

     than about half the world’s female babies, who are greeted as an unfortunate second-best. This birth took place in a small

     house in Mill Hill, and I can’t go and visit my birthplace because it was knocked over by one of Hitler’s flying bombs. I

     do know, though, the large white Collinson House, to which my father Alan Whitehorn, who taught classics and cricket at Mill

     Hill School, was appointed housemaster about a year later. He was young for a housemaster, but the previous housemaster’s

     wife had apparently gone off her head, so the husband had to be replaced. That wasn’t necessarily prejudice; a housemaster’s

     wife in those days was expected to run a staff of ten servants and cater for sixty people. This job my mother Edith assumed,

     without any training at all, at the age of twenty-six.

   


   

   I and my elder brother John had a nanny; apparently there was one called Nurse Firth who was credited with ruining my character, but she was succeeded by Molly Leefe, who became an integral part of the family. She was pretty and fun and a

     bit like my mother to look at, and she owned the only pet we ever had: a daft dog called Micky. He was a black and white wire-haired

     terrier who, shrewdly realising that his only asset was a talent to amuse, decided not to give up clowning even when he was

     quite old enough to know better. I have a vivid memory of him when he happened to be suffering from eczema: he had a mackintosh

     bonnet and mackintosh bootees on his paws, eliciting undeserved cries of ‘Oh, the poor little doggy!’ as he hammed it up for

     all he was worth. My mother got a bit fed up because my father preferred playing with this idiot dog to playing with us.

   


   

   Growing up in a school was, I suppose, rather strange. Our part of the house was separate from the boys’ part, at which I

     would sneak fascinated glimpses during the holidays. The house tutor and the matron would have their evening dinner with my

     parents; we children ate in the nursery during term time, and had to eat up everything –- Molly once gloomed that she doubted

     if my parents would have insisted on this if they’d had to force the stuff into us themselves. I do remember one triumph when,

     made to eat my revolting mutton fat in the dining-room during the holidays, I contrived to be sick of it with maximum drama;

     one up for Kath, one down for the carpet. I also remember sneaking back into the dining-room to eat potatoes out of the serving

     dish after lunch; no wonder my father’s nickname for me was ‘Pudding’ (‘more pudding, Pudding?’), and till the end of his

     life I signed letters and cards to him with a drawing of a Christmas pudding – even if I sometimes felt, I suppose, like the

     pudding in the Goons’ Great Christmas Pudding Hunt, found in the bushes angrily lashing its holly.

   


   


   

   For he was a pretty strict father, as schoolmasters so often are. I never really felt close to him or friendly until the end

     of my teens, but I was always close to my endlessly patient and loving mother. She had had spinal meningitis when she was

     sixteen, narrowly escaped dying and had tinnitus all her life, ultimately growing completely deaf; but she was, none the less,

     an extremely happy woman. She was an excellent housewife, but scarcely valued her skills: coming from a large poor family

     that valued plain living and high thinking, not gracious living and certainly not money, she always regretted what she saw

     as her own lack of intellectualism – she had won a place at Cambridge but wasn’t allowed to take it up; they thought the meningitis

     had made her too frail.

   


   

   You don’t realise, until later, the assumptions, the culture in which you have grown up. Both my parents were left-wing, horrified

     by the conditions of the two million unemployed, the slums, the means test that meant you hid your last remaining treasures

     in the coal bin lest your dole be cut until you sold them. And like so many of their generation, the horrors of the First

     World War – during which my father had been a conscientious objector – had made them passionately pacifist. They saw a clear

     distinction between the conservative, class-conscious assumptions of Church and state (my father used to denounce with impartial

     scorn the pronouncements of the weather forecast, the Archbishop of Canterbury and the then head of the London County Council)

     and left-wing idealism. This largely came from my mother’s Christian socialist family, the Grays, for whom the belief that

     all men were equal in the sight of God exactly matched their conviction that all men had an equal right to a decent life.

     It still enrages me when Christian fundamentalists talk as if they were the only idealists.

   


   


   

   My parents were determined to bring us up in a free and modern way: we wore ‘sensible’ clothes – Clarks sandals, hand-knitted

     jerseys – neither the doll-like frills of the nineteenth century nor the round-the-clock fancy dress they wear today – though

     I remember with horror my first struggles with a Liberty bodice, from which my first long stockings were to be suspended.

     I was supposed to have a cold bath every morning; in practice, I swished the water noisily with my hand and stayed dry; my

     parents weren’t deceived for long and finally gave up on the idea. We had sex instruction from a book called Peter and Veronica, greatly concerned with the reproductive life of squirrels. We were encouraged to say what we thought, though apparently

     when I once said, ‘Here comes the old grump’ at the approach of my father, my mother didn’t know whether to be more horrified

     that I should want to say it or pleased that I thought I could. And I was sent to a progressive school, The Mount, halfway

     down the hill from where we lived; sometimes I walked and braved the terrifying dogs along the way, sometimes my mother drove

     me at breakneck speed in our old Morris; I can’t, at this distance, say which was the more alarming.

   


   

   The school did not have prep as such, but set ‘assessments’ which you were supposed to complete in your own time, which I

     didn’t. My main trouble there, though, was that I never had any friends. I couldn’t take teasing, which naturally made the

     other girls tease me more and more; I tended to be the last picked for any team, and if ever I drew a popular girl when paired

     off for something, a certain amount of scuffling would always ensure that she was exchanged for someone as unpopular as me.

     Once someone – the headmistress? – urged them to include me more in their games; so they did. They invented a splendid game

     in which I was a princess and they were evil spirits, circling me and making horrible faces at me – not much of a fun experience.

   


   

   I knew all this made me unhappy, but I suppose I never grasped just why until I saw how much my own grandchildren, both girls,

     value their friends above absolutely everything else; and read Deborah Tannen’s books, explaining how differently males and

     females use talk – males, even little boys, trying to establish status or discussing action, while females, even little girls,

     endlessly try to make connections with other little girls, which I never quite seemed to do. Why? No one ever decided. Probably

     bumping me up a class because I was supposed to be bright took me away from my first natural group; and growing up in a boys’

     school was odd, and different from the others’ experience – I apparently once wailed that I wished I could be an ‘ordinary

     child on an ordinary pavement’.

   


   

   No wonder I longed for the holidays, and especially the summer holidays, which we always spent in Scotland. Sometimes we were

     packed into the back of one of our awful old cars – the journey took three days then; sometimes, if our father went on a cricketing

     week, my brother John and I shared a four-berth sleeper with our mother who, terrifying in her hairnet, would scold us every

     three minutes until anyone who’d been assigned to the fourth bunk would beg the guard to be moved. My mother’s family, Scottish

     to the core, always went there, and my father, also half Scottish, had met my mother at the little house they owned at Lochearnhead;

     they were both great hill walkers, and scaled all the hills of the Spey Valley – Braeriarch, Ben Macdui, Cairn Gorm – no lift

     up it in those days. As a child I wasn’t too keen on the walks, but I hated to be left out of anything, which explains how,

     apparently cursing and spluttering every step of the way, I was up Ben Nevis, highest mountain in the British Isles, at the age of eight.

   


   

   Of course, what I remember about my childhood isn’t necessarily how other people saw it. My mother kept a book, which like

     all baby books started with when I slept and fed and so on, but went on to quote my infant remarks, some of which seemed fairly

     prescient of what was to follow.

   


   

   ‘Says far too often “Kaffrin can do it a self.”’ ‘She often gets quite angry and jealous of John’ – well, yes, I was jealous of him

     all the time I was growing up: the foundation for my deeply jealous personality, no doubt. He was older, he was a boy, so

     he was allowed to do more things; and when he went away to boarding-school he naturally attracted more attention in the holidays.

   


   

   When they tried to stop me spending all my pocket money at once, because there’d be none left, I said: ‘But I don’t want any

     left, I just want lots and lots of toys’ – not an attitude to endear one eventually to a cautious spouse. Then: ‘No one could

     possibly call me naughty now cos I’m very kind and good doing all this weeding.’ Oh, God, yes, the avoidance of blame and

     finally: ‘Bother! There’s my tongue speaking before I’m ready for it – it’s always doing that.’ I can add that I also could

     blow a trumpet at fifteen months – I can’t think why they let me.

   


   

   I think they found me fairly tiresome, even in Scotland. I’ve been told (often) of one time when I’d been larking with my

     young aunt Margaret, my mother’s much younger sister, on a moor; I inadvertently got scratched, was furious and stomped off

     into the heather. It was a wonderful light evening, and after a while my mother said: ‘Oh Katharine, how can you be cross

     on this glorious evening?’ to which I apparently replied: ‘It’s not my fault it’s sunny; I can’t help the weather; if it was up to me it would be pouring with rain.’ It usually was, of course, up there; but having a whole month to stay there gave one a quite different view: if you’ve

     only got a week and it rains every day, you hate the place; if you’re there for a month and can wait for the good weather

     there’s a surprising amount of it.

   


   

   I loved the picnics we would have by a loch or a river. I remember my grandmother at Feshie bridge in the Cairngorms, where

     there are wonderful tea-coloured pools and white waterfalls and huge rocks, cooking potatoes over a fire; you’d dip the scalding

     potato in the river just enough to get it cool enough to eat. It is only now that I wonder about the ease and frequency with

     which they built fires in among the pines: pyromaniacs, the lot of them, the Grays. Years later I remember waking from a snooze

     to find my mother, then in her seventies, making a roaring fire in a high wind on the shores of Loch Morlich; if I hadn’t

     happened to wake up in time to make her put it out I reckon she’d have burned down the whole of Rothiemurchus forest.

   


   

   

   

   MY FATHER’S FAMILY, THE WHITEHORNS


   

   The Whitehorns were solid respectable bourgeois people, entirely English, though I can claim studious Scottish divines there

     as well, through my grandmother Lizzie Drummond. The Whitehorns were blacksmiths in Berkshire at the end of the eighteenth

     century, in the jewellery business in London throughout the nineteenth; eventually my grandfather Joseph Whitehorn was High

     Warden of the Goldsmiths’ Company and ran Collingwood’s in Conduit Street for many years. When he retired, he turned the firm

     over – as it transpired – to a crook; Joseph went back into the firm, put in his own money and managed to pay off almost all the debts. So while

     the firm still remembered him (it’s been taken over now), we enjoyed a privileged relationship. My husband Gavin, when he

     had become a crime writer, once wanted to know if pearls would be harmed by being soaked in petrol. ‘I don’t know,’ said Mr

     Morrell, who ran it in the sixties; he simply took a pearl out of a drawer – ‘Put that in lighter fluid and we’ll see.’ The

     pearl was OK – so in his novel The Wrong Side of the Sky the stolen jewels were hidden in the petrol tank of an aeroplane. And once when I had to give a speech at the Lord Mayor’s

     summer banquet, he lent me thousands and thousands of pounds’ worth of diamonds: a diamond tiara on my head, I had, though

     Marks & Spencer shoes as usual.

   


   

   Mrs Whitehorn was not liked by her daughter-in-law, my mother Edith. On one occasion when Edith, Alan and small John were

     staying with his parents, someone, to their delight, asked them out to a rather festive dinner – as a hard-up schoolteacher’s

     family they had very little money and few treats.

   


   

   ‘And who,’ said Mrs Whitehorn, ‘will look after John?’


   

   My mother thought perhaps the maids …


   

   ‘The maids have their own work.’ She then invented some reason why a sister who was also staying there couldn’t do it, and

     she herself never offered.

   


   

   ‘So with five women in the house I had to hire someone to babysit,’ Edith remembered.


   

   No wonder she didn’t want my children to call her Granny, since that was what we’d called her. So what did they call Edith? I’d once read that question in the advice column of Marcelle Ségal in Elle magazine, and her answer was: ‘Laisse bébé le faire.’ (Leave it to the baby). So we waited till our first son Bernard attempted his version of the word, and called my mother

     Danny from then on. She liked that.

   


   

   At what point the Whitehorns, English, from Wantage, switched to being Baptists I don’t know, but they later switched again

     to the Presbyterian church in Marlborough Place in north London, which was where my grandfather Joseph met Lizzie Drummond,

     his future wife. Joseph, the grandfather whom I barely remember, was apparently a bit of a joker, though looking unbelievably

     saintly behind his abundant white moustache by the time I knew him. My father said Joseph would occasionally take a spoon

     hot from his soup and lay it on the bare arm of the lady next to him at dinner: they would be bewildered because surely he couldn’t have done that? Two of his daughters – he had three – married men who had gone abroad – Robin Sawers was in the

     Argentine, Reg Fenn in Hong Kong. Before their weddings he escorted both overseas, so that if they took one look at their

     intendeds and thought better of it, they could come right back with him. The detail that fascinated me was that they went,

     of course, accompanied by a lavish and brand-new trousseau, but wearing the last of their ordinary underwear – each piece

     of which they would simply drop out of a porthole when it got dirty.

   


   

   Roy, my father’s eldest brother, was a warm and jovial Presbyterian minister, eventually Principal of Westminster College

     in Cambridge, which taught Presbyterian ministers. That sounds highly serious, but his approach wasn’t. One of his exam questions

     was: ‘What is your favourite heresy, and why?’ I was always fond of him; he gave the address at our wedding; and I remember

     him every time I put a towel through a rail because he taught me to pull it up from the back instead of trying to stuff it

     down from the front – which is actually the kind of reason you do remember someone, all the time. Both his sons became ministers, and his daughter Hilary married a Methodist

     minister from Jamaica. ‘I think it’s so splendid of Hilary,’ said my mother. ‘We all talk about racial equality but she’s actually done something.’ Gently we suggested that Hilary probably hadn’t married George solely in the interests of good race relations.

     Roy’s son John had, on the face of it, the most interesting career: as a missionary in the hills of what was then Formosa.

     He found that his potential flock had no written language, so he made them one. Then he translated the New Testament into

     it, though even so, I fear, he didn’t make any mass conversions.

   


   

   My cousin Michael Whitehorn, alas dead now, wrote a little book, or perhaps I should say pamphlet, called The Whitehorns in Five Centuries. The first few centuries contain some pretty speculative connections: a possible early Scottish link, a just believable line

     to a madrigalist, and one hard-and-fast one to an ancestor who was child number twenty-four of his parents: he was called

     Gad, which apparently means ‘Behold a troop cometh.’ Or so we were brought up to believe. And it turns out that I’m not the

     first to fall for (as well as into) the Thames. When I was on the Observer someone wrote and said they’d read in some heritage magazine of a booklet called The Whitehorns on the River – did I want it? Yes indeed – though it was sent without return address or invoice, alas. It was written by my great-uncle

     Percy and describes the way they would go up to Oxford by steamer, and then row back down; one of the great-uncles was so

     keen he had his own rowing boat made especially. It pleased me to think that I had roots in the Thames valley as well as all

     those links north of the border.

   


   


   

   

   

   MY MOTHER’S SIDE, THE GRAYS


   

   My father used to say that while he, a Whitehorn, would go the sensible way up a mountain, zigzagging to take the ascent steadily,

     a Gray would say: ‘There it is – what are we waiting for?’ – and swarm straight up the side. Maybe not exactly true; but the

     approaches of the two families were certainly very different.

   


   

   The Grays, I have come to realise, were in many ways ahead of their times. My aunt Margaret, ten years younger than my mother,

     went to Cambridge in the thirties and didn’t think it odd, because her own aunts had gone before the First World War. (Once

     on a Highland walk my father came across a body lying in the heather, but it was only Aunt Hester, happily reading Homer in

     the original Greek.) It never occurred to my parents – and I know much of this was my mother’s doing – to give me a worse

     education than my brother.

   


   

   Much of the spirited rashness actually came from my maternal grandmother’s side, the Dodses. My great-grandfather, Marcus

     Dods, was the last man to be tried for heresy by the Church of Scotland: he was acquitted, but what had alarmed them was his

     interest in textual criticism of the Bible, how and when it had been written, translated, evolved – heresy indeed to fundamentalists.

     My great-aunt Ursula was not a Dods by birth but might as well have been – she married the next-generation Marcus Dods, a

     judge, who collected antique furniture and used to knit on the train going ‘through to Edinburgh’ during the First World War.

     Before she married, Ursula had to be sent to Australia to curb her suffragette sympathies (it didn’t). She and her husband

     had a lovely house called Easter Laggan near Dulnain Bridge where we spent our summer holidays during the war. I have vivid

     memories of her seen through the haze of a picnic fire smoking a pipe. (Their son was the Marcus Dods who conducted film music in the fifties – one of

     the many pacifists who, faced with the actuality of Hitler, finally changed their minds and joined up.)

   


   

   Mamie Dods, Marcus’s sister, married my grandfather, the poor clergyman Herbert Gray – rather to the consternation of her

     family, for the Grays were ‘in trade’. They had an ironmonger’s store in George Street, Edinburgh. But weren’t the Dodses

     in trade too? Ah, yes, but they were wholesale, which apparently made it better. Herbert Gray, who went to Glasgow University

     on a scholarship earmarked for the best scholar of the year named Gray, was a remarkable man. I never knew him very well,

     but he is something of a legend in the family – and elsewhere. He was a Presbyterian minister, and before the First World

     War had a church in an up-scale parish; terribly aware of the other side of Glasgow life, though, he put up a trestle table

     outside his church showing the shirts sewn by sweated labour in the slums, to make his posh parishioners aware of what went

     on, and of just how little the poor who had sewn them had been paid. During the war he was a padre in France, and was most

     deeply influenced by the horror he saw; he came back a passionate pacifist and was among the founders of the Peace Pledge

     Union.

   


   

   But what he is most remembered for is his work with family and sexual troubles. He wrote a book in the 1920s called Men, Women and God which was the first to tackle the down-to-earth messy problems of sex and marriage from a Christian viewpoint. It sold many

     editions in the twenties and thirties, was reprinted, remarkably, in the eighties, long after his death, and overall sold

     more than a million copies. He was a friend of Dr Helena Wright, one of the first pioneering doctors in the twenties to help

     women with sexual problems – my mother went to her to sort out some technical difficulty in the early days of her marriage, which she plainly did, since my mother never gave me any

     impression of sex but that it was absolutely gorgeous.

   


   

   There is a contradiction here, though. My grandfather Herbert Gray wrote books about married love, insisting that it was not

     sordid or sinful but God-given and splendid, and contributed prefaces to the kind of discreet sexual manuals they had before

     the war. But what Mamie his wife told her own daughter – my mother – was ‘You won’t enjoy it but you must never say no.’ Yet

     my grandmother was a profoundly happy woman, and assumed her daughters would have the same sort of life, with marriage and

     children. When her youngest daughter Margaret had to have a hysterectomy in her thirties, her view was that this was the worst

     news she had ever heard – which somewhat annoyed her other daughters. ‘What about Kitty’s diabetes?’ said my mother, ‘and

     my deafness?’

   


   

   Herbert Gray’s books, predictably, led to a large number of people with marriage difficulties seeking his advice; and in 1938

     he, with others, founded the Marriage Guidance Council. At the headquarters in Rugby of what is now Relate is Herbert Gray

     Hall, and on their fiftieth anniversary a rose was named after him to celebrate his achievement. He also wrote a book called

     God in the Slums which caused his irreverent children to discuss the dread dental disease ‘slod in the gums’.

   


   

   They were an interesting lot, the Gray children. The eldest boy was Arthur, who was going to be a factor on a Scottish estate,

     arranged by his uncle Henry Dods, who worked for Lord Novar. But that never happened, because Henry’s entire family, who had

     been kind to the officers from HMS Natal, a battleship anchored in the Cromarty Firth, were invited on board for Christmas dinner in 1916 and the battleship was blown

     to bits that day by enemy action (I suppose a proper socialist would say, serve them right for having their attendants wait in the carriage on shore all the time they were enjoying

     their Christmas dinner). Arthur finally went into industry instead.

   


   

   Kitty, my mother’s elder sister, was extremely pretty when she was young, and was courted unsuccessfully by John Reith, later

     to be the founder of the BBC. She married James Macgregor, who also worked for the BBC – until he took his typist away for

     the weekend and got sacked. Kitty had to go to her old beau and ask him to reinstate her husband, which he did, and James

     wound up as Head of News at the BBC during the war – but was never, according to my mother, nearly so much fun ever again.

     They had four daughters, the middle pair being twins. This meant a lot of cast-offs – one for their younger sister, one for

     me, it usually went.

   


   

   The true eccentric, however, was my uncle Marcus. His first words in this world, addressed to his mother, were ‘Come here,

     silly woman’; he had a very tender conscience, so much so that his parents knew when he had been naughty because he would

     put a bowl by his bedside to be sick into if need be. At the end of his teens he resolved to be a missionary and set off for

     India, having first had all his teeth out, fearing the attentions of funny foreign dentists. He married Beatrice, nine years

     older than him and something of a puritan – she had had relatives who drank. For years they were ardent followers of the Oxford Group, or Moral Re-Armament. After they returned from India Marcus became

     a teacher, but eventually went to his headmaster and said: ‘I can’t go on any longer, I hate them [the pupils] too much.’

   


   

   ‘But what are you going to do instead?’ he was asked.


   

   ‘I have a job with the local joiner, for whom I’ve been working on Saturdays for some time.’


   


   

   The story ought to end there, of course, but it doesn’t: they lived in Marlborough, where his son, young Marcus, was teaching

     at the public school, and got him a job teaching carpentry to these far more disciplined and civil boys. When Beatrice died,

     my uncle Marcus married her best friend Pat, and while they were engaged they went to stay with Margaret.

   


   

   ‘One bed or two?’ she asked.


   

   ‘Oh, one – we’re very much in love,’ said eighty-something Marcus. ‘Only we can’t get married before Pat’s sixtieth birthday

     or she’d lose her widow’s pension.’

   


   

   I knew my Gray cousins much better than I knew the Whitehorn ones. But I had plenty to choose from – eighteen; my mother had

     a dozen. My sons have only three, Gavin’s sister Barbara’s boys, whom they hardly ever see. Sad, really.

   


   

   

   

   EDITH, MY MOTHER


   

   After my mother died, I found among her things a piece of paper in which, when the war ended in 1945, she had written the

     pros and cons of having another baby. She used to say she was overmaternal the way some people were oversexed – they had had

     just the two of us because that was all they could afford to educate properly. So now she had another chance. But she was

     deaf by then; one con was doubt about having a baby with a deaf mother. The pros included ‘Another chance to bring up a girl’;

     the con ‘But it might turn out no better this time.’ Just as well I knew by then how proud of me she became – and that she’d actually brought me up wonderfully.

   


   

   Edith grew up in Glasgow, was very happy at school, did well, and insisted on taking part in the hurdling race of a class

     higher than her own and won it. Then at sixteen disaster struck: she got spinal meningitis. In those days you mostly died of it, but a doctor uncle was working on this in London, and sent up a new

     horse serum – which saved her life, but left her with permanent tinnitus. She went to Glasgow University for a year but married

     Alan before she was twenty-one (having commented when she first met him: ‘Well, if that’s your charming young Englishman give

     me a dour old Scot any day’), and never had a paid job, though she was an excellent housemaster’s wife.

   


   

   She wanted to write and certainly wrote at least one novel, but nobody wanted to publish it and I think, with two small children

     and Collinson House to cope with, she didn’t keep it up. But it meant that when I made writing my trade, I was fulfilling,

     for her, lost ambitions of her own. And, maternal as she was, she never once said, ‘When are you going to get married?’; she never once said, when I was married, ‘When are you going to have a baby?’

     She did once say she thought I’d be happiest living in the country, and when I said I’d be bored stiff, she said: ‘No, you

     wouldn’t; any daughter of mine can adapt to anything.’ My husband disagreed: ‘You don’t adapt to things – you change them,’

     Gavin said.

   


   

   When the war came, Mill Hill School evacuated to St Bees on the coast of Cumberland, and my mother had to cope with the evacuation,

     catering with all the wrong supplies, organising the masters’ evening meal and rescuing stuff from London, where Collinson

     House was commandeered to be a mental hospital for the shell-shocked. Compared to many people’s war, what they put up with

     was minor; but St Bees was bleak. When John went into the RAF she was, of course, worried stiff about him; and usually, I’m

     afraid, she was worried about me and my various school troubles. And just before John went abroad, she went to spend a week

     with him in Liverpool and caught scarlet fever – which put paid to the rest of her hearing.

   


   


   

   Eventually she learned to lip-read and we all grew used to checking automatically, when we spoke, that Edie was looking at

     us, that there was enough light; but some of her friends were absolutely asinine about it. They’d expect her to lip-read in

     a rotten light, they’d talk with a cigarette in their mouths, they’d turn away in mid-sentence. Edith was pretty brave about

     her condition, and amazingly cheerful and relaxed. She adored Alan, she adored us; she kept up correspondence with several

     of her best friends from school, and made new ones in Marlborough. And in one respect she was more fortunate than some deaf

     people: her voice remained absolutely normal. She used to sing, because she’d been told that was one way to keep it from changing;

     it was a heartbreaking sound because it sounded all wrong, but it plainly did the trick.

   


   

   It was when she became completely deaf that she realised she must learn to lip-read, but no one seemed to know how you did

     it; she had to write to a friend’s husband, a doctor in Inverness, to find out about lip-reading classes. Compared to the

     wealth of help there is now – ways of turning sound into light, the use of signers at lectures, the hear-see TV programmes

     and far better hearing aids (though those wouldn’t have helped Edith), the deaf were appallingly served. Edith thought the

     provision of hearing aids to ordinary poor people – ‘bringing the deaf out of their holes and corners’ – in itself justified

     the NHS.

   


   

   One trouble with being deaf, she said, was that it didn’t show – people just thought you were stupid: ‘It would be easier

     if our ears turned purple or something.’ There’s another snag, too. If you put your hands over your eyes, or turn out all

     the lights in an enclosed room, you can easily imagine some of the horror of being blind. But if you put your hands over your

     ears, it may even seem quite a relief not to be bothered with the noise of other people’s telephones and car alarms. So you don’t have any immediate experience of the real disadvantages of

     being deaf – of the dreadful isolation. Of course, a lot of things like booking tickets or asking prices or striking up a

     conversation with someone new are dauntingly difficult for the deaf; but the real misery is that deafness cuts you off from

     people. It’s an effort for hearing people to make themselves understood; so most of us simply make three minutes’ conversation

     and then talk to someone else, as polite foreigners do when you’re in a country where you hardly know the language. When it

     comes to communication the deaf are strangers in their own country, for ever.

   


   

   For deaf people, technology is a real help – and I don’t just mean hearing aids, which don’t work for everybody (even if,

     says she sourly, the hard-of-hearing can be persuaded to wear them). For my mother, when she came to look after my first baby,

     the National Institute for the Deaf provided a device which turned his cries into flashing light, and later she had a doorbell

     that did the same. It is heartbreaking to think how much she’d have relished fax and especially email – she’d have chattered

     away all day.

   


   

   

  

   

   


   

   PART 2


   

   WHERE DO I BELONG?


   

   

   BOARDING-SCHOOLS


   

   It was at the beginning of 1940 that I achieved my ambition to be sent to a boarding-school – too many girls’ school stories,

     hatred of the school I was at – it seems amazing now that this was what I passionately wanted. And I think I would ultimately

     have liked Downe House, in Berkshire, where I was sent first. But when the invasion scare came, they sent back all the girls

     whose families were in the north lest they get separated, and after much agonising about finding a good academic school my

     parents sent me to Roedean, which had also been evacuated to Cumberland.

   


   

   The school was housed in the grand Keswick Hotel, on Bassenthwaite Lake under Skiddaw; we trooped for morning assembly to

     a neighbouring Methodist chapel, where Miss Tanner, the headmistress, a large woman with wobbly chins, presided grandly from

     the central pulpit. On wet days we wore huge woollen cloaks with hoods big enough to go over our hats (I only discovered later

     that they were the same as the Kerry cloak used in Ireland for pregnant brides). I don’t remember much about the classrooms, or the bedrooms, except that in winter we sometimes found icicles inside the windows,

     and in those pre-duvet days often stuffed the eiderdown under the sheet; we also perfected the art of getting dressed or undressed

     under the bedclothes. There was a tendency to keep up pre-war traditions: the uniform was a strange navy garment called a

     djibbah, a loose tunic with a V-shaped insert at the neck; under it you wore a top – not a blouse – that had an elastic under

     the bosom, if you had one (if you were lucky, that is; if you weren’t, it cut across). In the evening you changed into another

     one made of velvet or silk with embroidery in the V. Everyone did change for the evening, including the mistresses.

   


   

   For me, things went wrong at Roedean from the start. A mix-up about train times meant I arrived from St Bees twenty-four hours

     later than the other new girls, so I didn’t belong even to that small start-up group; and the one girl who lived near us and

     had been told to keep an eye on me was, I discovered, unpopular herself, so that didn’t help. I was hopelessly bad at games

     and I was in the wrong uniform – Downe House’s green and purple (the colours, I discovered decades later, of the suffragettes).

     But I was in the wrong mental uniform too: my background was non-conformist, professional, left-wing, pacifist; theirs, I

     suppose, fully Church and state and certainly money-conscious; we were issued with little yellow cheque books, no cash, to

     prepare us – at twelve! – for what they no doubt thought was the real world. The ethos was certainly Spartan, very much that

     of a boys’ public school – we even sang the Harrow school song, which featured ‘the tramp of the twenty-two men’. If anyone

     had become the tramp of twenty-two men she’d have been expelled.

   


   

   My personal miseries there were compounded of being teased, being useless at games and being the fat girl who gets stuck trying to vault the horse; the gym mistress would look on with the half-concerned, half-exasperated expression of a

     circus trainer trying to back the elephant into a truck; Girls, this is Not Funny. And maybe, even more – what it took me

     years to work out – the captivity. At boarding-school you’re never free: of the school, the rules, the other girls’ opinions

     and the stiff-upper-lip expectation that stopped some girls, who were just as unhappy as I was, ever saying so in their letters

     home.

   


   

   But even years later, when I’d got over all that, I rejected – and still do – the whole ethos of toughening up girls in the

     way that, I suppose, made some sort of sense when you were building boys to go out and run the empire. The attitude to illness

     is a good enough example. One of our matrons was tough: no good going to her just because you felt too awful for cricket;

     the other showed signs of humanity – and was regarded as soft. Yet which are women supposed to be – good at comforting the

     suffering or good at spotting malingerers? I probably did malinger, if I could get away with it: though it was actually at

     Downe House that I contrived to have German measles, in the peace and safety of the sanatorium, twice running. (My father

     maintained that no one could prove, at any one time, that he hadn’t got German measles, since you could have them without spots, without a temperature or a sore throat, without feeling bad.)

   


   

   My father got on well with the mistresses, at least with my house mistress, Miss Patterson. In the hall of the hotel there

     was a larger-than-lifesize lamp-holding statue of a naked black woman. ‘Distinguished old girl?’ suggested my father; Miss

     Patterson laughed, but I was mortified. For I did try to fit in: I tried clowning it a bit which sometimes worked; I did get

     up for fielding practice before breakfast, though I don’t know whether I had a choice; as far as lacrosse was concerned, they finally gave up and simply had me practise ‘cradling’ on the

     sidelines most of the time.

   


   

   Were there no bright spots? There must have been: I remember rejoicing when I was put in the choir, and I was some sort of

     animal in a masque of Milton’s Comus they put on. I played one of the schoolchildren in a production of J. M. Barrie’s Quality Street, in which Jill Balcon played the lead – she who married Cecil Day-Lewis, the divorced husband of my mother’s cousin Mary,

     and would star as Mrs Jackaman in the TV version of my husband Gavin’s The Secret Servant. I did occasionally have the odd friend and was, though seldom, on the teasing side rather than being teased, which I was

     not proud to remember later.
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