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Prologue


The pavement was hidden under a sparkling white blanket of snow as I stepped out of the front door of our house on Robinson Street for my long-awaited wedding day. Uncle John, who had reluctantly agreed to walk me down the aisle, sat in the back seat of the hired car, waiting for me. I took a deep breath and got in next to him. We sat in silence as we drove through the snow and the slush to St Alban’s Church, watching the glittering rooftops and trees go by.


I should be happy and smiling, I thought, but instead I was full of anxiety that things would not go to plan: would tension bubble up between our families? Would my older brother Bobby try to stop the wedding? Or even worse, would Joe find a way to ruin everything? At that moment, it seemed to me that the whole world was against us having the perfect day we’d dreamed of.


Perhaps I’d had too long to think. Maybe I wasn’t ready. Conflicting thoughts raced around my brain. By the time we reached the entrance to the church, as I saw him standing there, stamping his feet in the snow, waiting for me with a wide grin on his face, I felt overwhelmed by doubts . . . I couldn’t do it.


‘Drive away please,’ I said suddenly.


‘Are you sure, miss?’ the driver replied.


‘I need to get away.’


Uncle John gave me a sideways look, but he didn’t say a word – just tutted and turned back, staring straight ahead.


As we reversed out of the drive I watched my fiancé’s smile drop, replaced with a look of baffled dismay, then shock. How could I do this to him? But wouldn’t it be worse to subject him to a shattered dream? And it wasn’t just about him. I knew he loved me completely, but what if I didn’t love him enough? What if I lost my independence? I could see a future stretch ahead of me that I wasn’t sure I wanted . . . 
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Playing with Otters


1926–1929


Born blue, the baby was slapped and swung round in the air by her ankles till she cried.


I was that baby. I started life loudly amidst the silenced mills of Blackburn following the General Strike of May 1926. I was born in our two-up, two-down terraced house in Goldhey Street, Little Harwood and was weaned on Oxo. These were hard times for working families in Blackburn, but, although we were cash-poor, both sets of grandparents made sure we always had enough to eat.


Our house was on top of a hill, about fifteen minutes’ walk from the centre of the city and not far from where my mother’s parents lived. Grandad Harrison was a master builder and had his own building company, with a large yard near to their home. They lived in a detached house near Daisyfield Station, about two hundred yards from Goldhey Street.


Grandad had bought our house for my parents when they got married, so we occasionally stayed there, but most of the time we lived at the Tanners’ Arms in Dinckley, a village about six miles away from central Blackburn. The Tanners’ was a popular pub which was owned and run by my father’s parents, Grandma and Grandpa Holden, with the help of my father, Horace, and his brother, Uncle Eddie. They both worked full-time because Grandpa Holden also had another job as a mills inspector, touring all the local cotton mills to check they didn’t break any laws. He was a stern man with dark, greying whiskers, a moustache and a bushy beard. He wouldn’t tolerate any bad behaviour.


His wife, my grandma, was just as stern. I once heard one of their customers calling her ‘a cantankerous woman’. She always wore long, dark clothes and was fierce in her mission for cleanliness. She had a temper and I remember her snapping at my mother if she didn’t do something the way she wanted it. She was often cross with her sons too. Uncle Eddie was never quick enough for her, and Father was too generous when he measured out the drinks. Everyone had to jump to, or there’d be trouble.


Although all seven of us lived together on the first floor of the pub, it was a large building and I didn’t spend much time with my Holden grandparents. I shared a room upstairs with my brother Bobby who was five years older than me. Downstairs was all to do with the pub. In the main room, there was a big open fireplace and a long bar with a wooden top that had to be polished every day. I think that was my father’s favourite place, drinking with his friends at the bar. Along the back was a row of wooden barrels with low taps on them.


One day, as a toddler, I was sitting on the stone slabs of the floor behind the bar and I turned on one of the taps. The brown liquid poured out all over me and I screamed because I couldn’t stop it. I was sitting in a spreading pool of ale, crying my eyes out, when Uncle Eddie rushed across and turned the tap off, then roughly lifted me up and bundled me upstairs.


‘You must never do that again,’ he scolded as he handed me over to my mother. I didn’t like Uncle Eddie much as he wasn’t very kind or friendly. I don’t think he liked me either. He ignored me most of the time.


The bar area led to two smaller rooms filled with curved-back chairs around tables, each with a heavy ashtray. There was also a kitchen on the ground floor. Most of the customers were local agricultural workers, passers-by or travellers during the week, but at weekends, high days and holidays people from Blackburn came in their droves to the countryside for a day out, especially in good weather.


The Tanners’ Arms was surrounded by acres of open fields and farmland. Veevers Farm, across the road, had land that stretched out in all directions with a long walk from the road to the large stone farmhouse. It was a wonderful place to grow up.


Grandpa Holden also used to keep animals, like pigeons and hens, on some ground outside. At the time I thought they were pets but we sometimes used to eat pigeon pie and I never thought to ask where the filling came from! I only realized one Sunday, when Grandad wrung a chicken’s neck so that we could cook and eat it for lunch. I had watched this chicken and her friends running carefree around their pen in our garden just an hour before. Now the hen squawked and screeched in her death throes. I was horrified, but none of the grown-ups comforted me. This was not a demonstrative family. Only Bobby put his arm round me, which cheered me up.


Apart from the chicken incident, I have only happy recollections of my early childhood, not then knowing or even sensing the frictional undercurrents that existed across my extended family.


My two earliest memories were of being with my gentle mother, Alice – a pretty young woman with thick chestnut curls, a round face and a thin waist. The first was at our Goldhey Street house, where Mother was always more relaxed. Perhaps that’s why we went there, away from the pub, just the two of us. I was sitting on her knee in her rocking chair in the living room, rocking to and fro in front of the coal fire in the hearth just as the klaxon was sounding for the mill workers to go home. I watched the flames leap in the fire and I remember the cosy, warm feeling I had, feeling safe in her company. The other was on a bright, sunny day when she took me half a mile down the lane from the Tanners’ to the river Ribble in my big pram.


When we reached her favourite spot, she lifted me out of the pram and held my hand as I toddled down to the water’s edge and sat on the patch of sand that she called ‘Little Blackpool’. While she sat next to me and did her crocheting, I splashed about with my stubby fingers in the puddles on the sand. Slowly, a baby otter approached and dared to come out of the water, followed by his more timid siblings. I remember watching them as they played with each other, turning and tumbling on the sand around my legs as if they trusted me. I think the brave one let me touch him. Mother laughed with me at their antics. I’ve loved otters ever since. It’s just as well that I knew nothing then about the annual Boxing Day gathering of otter hounds and their masters, along that very stretch of the river. I was always happiest with my mother. Unlike Father and some of the other grown-ups, she was never raucous or unpredictable, angry or upset when it was just the two of us – always calm and happy.


During the day at the Tanners’, everyone in the family had their jobs and Bobby was at school, so I was very happy to be left to my own devices. Looking back, I expect the adults were happy to get me out from under their feet. It might seem strange now, but in those days nobody worried about young children playing unsupervised in the countryside, which seemed so safe. I became a very independent child and loved making up my own games to keep myself occupied.


Outside the pub, the farmer from Veevers Farm stood his milk-kits every morning, on two platforms at the side of the building, one higher than the other. I sat and waited to watch them being collected by a man driving his horse and wagon. This carthorse was a gentle giant, with its long fetlocks and glossy mane – it gave a friendly whinny whenever it saw me.


Across the road from the Tanners’ was a small, rectangular red postbox on a wooden pole, next to a grassy mound. There was very little traffic passing down the road then – just the odd, lumbering horse-drawn cart or pushbike, as very few people had motor cars yet in Blackburn – so it was safe to let me play out there. In fact, it was an exciting occasion if ever we did see a motor car, and everyone would go outside to have a look.


Every morning, after breakfast, I used to wander across the road to the postbox, and scramble up the grassy mound. Then I could grab hold of a branch that jutted out of the overgrown hedge to pull myself up to reach the slit. I spent many happy hours carefully picking grasses and gathering stones, roots, pebbles, twigs, nuts – anything I could find – from around the Tanners’. I started to build a pile of them on top of the bank, so that I could have a lovely time posting them all through the slit of the postbox until I had filled it right up to the top.


Having finished this task, I would potter off a few yards down the road to talk to the horse that lived in the field. He always came to the fence as soon as I arrived and listened intently to whatever story I told him that day, while he patiently munched on the tufts of long grass in my hand, plucked from the verge on my side of the fence.


After I’d filled up the postbox for three days in a row, it began to cause some alarm at the Tanners’.


‘Somebody has blocked up the postbox!’ complained one rather large lady who popped into the pub with her letters in her hand. ‘Who could have done such a thing?’


‘Don’t ask me,’ was my grandpa’s curt reply, though I think he might have guessed the small vandal’s identity. ‘Just put your letters up on the bar for now and I’ll tell the postman to call in for them.’ As I continued with my mischief, he put a table outside where people could leave their post. Then, at the right time, he would go out and bring all the letters and parcels in to put on the bar, ready for the postman’s visit. Well, anyone who came inside would stay for a drink, wouldn’t they?


So, each day, the postman pedalled up to the Tanners’ to collect the letters . . . and stayed for a pint to ‘wet his whistle’. Sometimes he stayed for two!


It wasn’t long before the local policeman, patrolling on his clattering bike, took to popping in as well. It was always at about the same time, just to make sure everything was all right . . . and to have a drink while he was there. Some days he stayed so long that the inspector came to join him! When I was old enough to think about it, I realized I must have done my family a favour by filling up that postbox so efficiently.


The Tanners’ Arms was quite an old building, probably Victorian. It had no flush lavatories or hot water. Consequently, we had outside latrines and chamber pots that were emptied into ‘tubs’ with carrying handles at each side. At the end of each day, after I’d gone to bed, Father and Uncle Eddie had to empty them somewhere outside. I never knew where. It was only when I was older that I realized why we so often ate mushrooms for breakfast!


Down the side of the Tanners’ there was a long, narrow tea room, which was a glass-fronted extension. It had a lovely garden where people brought their children to have free lemonade and play, while the adults sat on old school benches and paid for their drinks. Even when I was very small, I always joined in the fun and games, though many of the children were older than me.


Beside the tea room there were lots of sheds and the area of ground where my grandfather kept his hens, pigeons and doves. There was one smelly shed I was forbidden to go into. One day I asked my mother why.


‘That’s where they make gas for the lights,’ she explained. ‘So it’s dangerous. You haven’t to go anywhere near it.’ For once, I did as I was told.


As an independent three-year-old, I continued to seek out new adventures. One very hot day, whilst Mother and I were at our Goldhey Street house, with all the windows and doors open to let the air through, I couldn’t resist the chance to have a little wander, as I often did at the Tanners’. As soon as Mother noticed I was missing, she went round to all our neighbours, looking for me. They came out to help search the street, gardens and alleyways, whilst Alice Fish, from the shop over the road, ran down to the police station.


‘They’re sending a policeman out to help us find Margaret,’ Alice told my mother. ‘They said for you to stay at home, in case she turns up again.’


Mother must have been very worried about me, waiting at home for news. But I was having a whale of a time . . . until our friendly local policeman looked over the school railings half an hour later and recognized me sitting in the middle of a circle of children in the playground, as they took turns to roll a ball to me. He tried to pick me up, but I struggled and kicked and screamed.


‘Let me go,’ I wailed, tears running down my cheeks. ‘Go away!’


So in the end he had to go and ask my mother to come and fetch me. When she arrived, she walked across and took my hand.


‘Come home now, Margaret,’ she said in as calm a voice as she could, highly relieved, no doubt. But I was completely oblivious to all the worry and upheaval I had caused. Despite her anxiety, she was such an easy-going person, kind and considerate to everybody, that she didn’t tell me off that afternoon. In fact, I don’t ever remember her telling me off for anything. Thinking back now, I know I was quite a handful for my mother to manage. I often led her a merry dance, but she was as stoical as a saint.


I was glad my father wasn’t there that day. He would have been furious!


One day, I can remember my mother dressing me up in a pale-blue outfit, trimmed with white fur. ‘Your father wants to take you on an outing,’ she smiled brightly, in an attempt to give me confidence. But I was not so sure, as I was not close to my father and feared his temper. Now I realize Mother must have had her qualms about this ‘outing’ too, particularly as my father had never taken me anywhere alone without the rest of the family. I wasn’t excited about the trip but he did make a fuss of me sometimes, giving me sweets and once buying me a doll.


So off we went. I don’t know where we went or what we did, except for a vague memory of walking across Blackburn and going into a big house with a wide doorway, up the stairs, and being left in a room on my own. It was a small, pretty bedroom and I lay down on the pink candlewick bedspread. It was so comfy that I must have fallen asleep. After a little while, Father woke me up and we walked to another noisier building, where he left me sitting outside while he went in. Much later in the afternoon, my father arrived back home without me.


My mother frantically asked him where I was but he was so drunk he couldn’t remember where he’d left me. Exasperated with him and worried about me, she had to send for the police again. He was probably too drunk to care. This time the search was much wider, as Father couldn’t even remember where he’d been. There were a lot of pubs in Blackburn, so I could have been anywhere. I suppose I was always such a happy child that I must have amused myself in some way while I was waiting for him – playing with stones or making patterns with leaves, maybe.


All I remember is a kind policeman coming to find me, sitting on the bench where I suppose Father had left me, outside one of the pubs. I don’t think I would have been tempted to wander away in a strange place. The policeman took me back to our house in Goldhey Street, where my mother rushed up to me, bent down and looked at my face. ‘Are you all right?’ she asked, stroking my tangled hair with relief.


I nodded. I was fine. Knowing me, I probably wondered what all the fuss was about. Mother made me something for tea and then helped me wash and put me to bed. I don’t know what happened between the grown-ups after that. However, I do know that Mother was ‘not pleased’, as she told me years later, when relating the tale to me.


As I grew older, my mother started to talk to me about her past. She used to tell me how, as a young girl of about fifteen, at the end of the First World War, she used to bake cakes or shortbreads and take them in a basket down to the railway station at Daisyfield. There she distributed them to the returning wounded soldiers, some of whom had been prisoners of war.


‘They were all bloodied and dirty from the trenches,’ she explained.


One of those men was my father. Horace Holden was only fifteen when he joined up in the Sherwood Foresters Regiment during the First World War, and just sixteen when he was wounded in France and taken as a prisoner to Germany.


When he returned home to Blackburn, skin and bone from being a prisoner of war, he and my mother met at the railway station and started courting. She soon fell pregnant and in 1920 they were forced by both sets of parents to marry. He was nineteen and Mother was seventeen. He took a job in a cotton factory – it was a terrible place to work but he had no choice as he now had a wife to keep and my brother Bobby was on the way. Fortunately, two or three years later, his father was able to give him a better job, working in the Tanners’ Arms. By the time I came along, five years after Bobby, we lived in at the Tanners’ most of the time. I suppose it was easier that way.


I didn’t usually go into the pub part of the Tanners’ in the evening when it was very busy, but I often walked through at quieter moments in the morning or afternoon.


There were two or three regular drinkers I came to recognize, who used to smile or wave if they saw me. One of these was a lovely man called David Furness. Mother told me he had a large house overlooking the river Ribble but he spent most of his days at the Tanners’. He always had a skiver bag with him – a small bag, made of the finest leather. He laid it on the table, next to his pint, while he talked with his mates. Or sometimes he sat on his own.


One day, when he sat alone, I asked him what was in his bag.


‘Why don’t you look and see?’ he grinned and pulled a chair round for me to sit on.


I clambered up and knelt on the chair, so that I could reach his bag. He opened the tab for me and I looked inside.


‘What is it?’ I asked.


‘Empty it out and see,’ he suggested.


So I gently poured the contents out onto the tabletop. ‘Oooh,’ I exclaimed as I saw the gold coins glinting in the sunlight from the window. ‘Is it money?’


‘Yes, in a way,’ he agreed. ‘But it’s old money.’


I pulled the coins across the table so that I could see them better.


‘They’re gold sovereigns,’ he said.


I turned one over to see both sides. Pointing at the head engraved on its surface, I asked him, ‘Is this you?’


He laughed kindly. ‘No, it’s the king. He’s better-looking than me.’


Whenever I saw him in the pub after that, he always let me play with his sovereigns. I would pile them up carefully to make a tower, or place them side by side in a row, making a pattern with them on the table. My mother even gave me some paper and a crayon so that I could make rubbings of them to keep in my room.


Like most small children, as I approached school age my life was exciting and carefree. I had no idea that frictions between my mother’s staunchly Protestant family and my father’s equally devout Roman Catholic family had existed even before they got married. In those days, Catholics were not allowed to enter a Protestant church or marry a non-Catholic, so my parents had to go to a registry office. Both sets of grandparents were very wary and critical of each other’s religion. But that wasn’t all. The animosity between them was much more to do with the circumstances of my parents’ marriage, as my mother had fallen pregnant so young and out of wedlock.


As a young girl I was ignorant of these troubles so their sometimes strange interactions with each other just made me laugh. Grandma Holden used to peg a large sheet on the washing line at the Tanners’. I thought it was so the two sets of grandparents couldn’t see each other across the fields. I found this funny, especially when Grandad Harrison got out his telescope while I was at their newly built bungalow in Salesbury and looked through it in the garden to annoy them at the Tanners’. Later my mother told me that the real reason for the sheet was to signal when we left the Tanners’ to walk over to my Harrison grandparents’ bungalow, so that they knew we were on the way. But I liked my version of the story better! Grandma and Grandpa Holden were older, stricter and mostly ignored me but Grandma and Grandad Harrison always welcomed me into their home and loved to watch me playing in their garden. I knew who I preferred.


There were growing tensions, too, of a different kind, between my mother and father. After my mother’s frustrated reaction on the day my father got drunk and came home without me, things never really felt the same. Though they did try to shelter me from all that most of the time. I know now that there must have been a lot of pressures on their marriage, having been made to wed so young, when they had hardly had time to form a true relationship. I never witnessed any arguments between them but sometimes heard raised voices when I was tucked up in bed at night. One such night, in our Goldhey Street house, there was a knock on the door and I heard my cousin Billy’s voice.


‘I was passing a pub just as Uncle Horace came out,’ he explained to my mother. ‘He looked as if he’d drunk too much, so I thought I’d better bring him home, or there’d be no knowing what he’d ’a done next.’


I heard my mother thanking Billy in a tired voice as my father stumbled into the house and shouted gibberish back at him. That wasn’t the last time Billy brought him home.
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Family Frictions


1930


As my fourth birthday came and went, Father’s mood and his drinking didn’t seem to be getting any better. One morning, we were all sitting round the table in our Goldhey Street house – Father, Mother, Bobby and me, eating our breakfast. I can’t remember who was talking, but suddenly Father made a rude noise. It made me burst into a fit of giggles. Mother gulped as Father’s face turned red with anger.


I suppose I should have seen the signs and stopped there, but I was too young to pre-empt the consequences.


‘You trumped,’ I said in my innocence.


This enraged him even further. He shoved back his chair, scraping the quarry-tiled floor, thumped his fist on the old wooden table and stood up, towering over us. We all fell silent, unsure what he would do next.


‘Don’t you dare use rude words against me!’ he shouted, pointing his finger at me, his eyes bulging with anger. He grabbed his belt, undid the buckle and pulled it off, winding part of it round his hand. As he took a step towards me I heard Mother cry out.


‘You can’t hit little girls!’ She looked alarmed and upset. I’d never seen her show this kind of emotion before. Suddenly I was afraid.


‘Right,’ barked Father, turning to my nine-year-old brother, Bobby. ‘I’ll punish you instead.’ Father took hold of his ear and propelled him outside into the yard, where he thrashed him with several lashes of his belt, till his anger ran out.


I cried and cried, but Mother held me back, gently but firmly. Finally Father let Bobby go, so he stumbled back inside and, with his hand on his sore back, he gave me a wink.


‘It’s all right,’ he said, trying to reassure me. From that moment, I feared my father’s unpredictability, especially his anger, and avoided him whenever I could. It took a long time for me to get over what had happened that day, but Bobby and I bonded more closely than ever as a result.


My father’s drinking pals started coming to the Tanners’ every weekend. He didn’t believe in taking money from them . . . and he had a lot of ‘friends’, so it was free drinks all round. I used to stay away from the bar area when it was busy, so I never got to know any of them personally. I could often hear how loud and rowdy they were, though.


Grandpa and Grandma Holden, landlords of the pub, started to worry about the growing number of ‘friends’ arriving every week, so thought up a solution to avoid losing so much drinks money. They arranged for us to go away at weekends, when the weather wasn’t too cold. We used to take the train either to Southport, Blackpool or Morecambe, where we stayed in boarding houses. To keep the cost down, we used to take some food with us and the landlady would cook it for our tea.


I always liked those family weekends by the sea – Mother, Father, Bobby and me. Mother, Bobby and I played on the beaches, visited the piers, watched Punch and Judy shows and went for walks. Father would sometimes tag along but mostly went off in search of the pubs.


We used to take the train back on Sunday evenings, sometimes after dark. One moonless night, on our way back from Blackpool, Father had had quite a bit to drink. It was a long walk back to the Tanners’ from Langho Station, along York Lane, which was unlit. About halfway along, Father suddenly tripped over a cow lying in the middle of the road. He said a funny word which I’d never heard before. Wanting to show off that I’d learned this new phrase I repeated it again and again as I skipped along. Suddenly, his temper flared and he motioned for me to come and stand in front of him. ‘Don’t you dare use a word like that!’ he scolded. Surprised and hurt, I kept walking at a distance from him. Mother came and took my hand gently and I knew to keep quiet the rest of the way home.


I enjoyed our trips, but I was always glad to get back to the Tanners’ on a Sunday evening. Even I could tell that things seemed to be changing, though. Instead of going to the pub, my father started playing cards for money with his friends at the kitchen table in our Goldhey Street house. Mother was ‘not pleased’, as she told me later, and I tried to keep out of their way as much as possible. So, if it was fine weather, I would go and play out on the street with the other children while Bobby kept a close eye on me. If Father had an evening off from the pub, I would usually be in bed asleep by half past six when his ‘friends’ came, though I often woke to hear male voices talking or laughing. Mother also had to stay out of their way, so she went into the front room, furthest away from the kitchen, and did some sewing or knitting. She seemed rather subdued around my father and his ‘friends’, but was always careful to hide her true feelings when I was in the room. I’m sure she must have shed tears when she was on her own. She certainly had a lot to cry about.


As tensions grew at home, my big brother, Bobby, used to go and help out at Veevers Farm over the road from the Tanners’ after school and in the holidays, to avoid my father. He helped the farmer and his wife all through the year in their big creameries, stirring the vats to separate the cream, then the curds from the whey to make cheese. Through the winter he helped to feed the cattle in the barns and in the summer he collected the eggs laid by their free-range hens and joined the vegetable and fruit pickers. He loved it at the farm and spent all his time there, which is why I didn’t see him much during the day. Every evening, though, without fail, he told me a bedtime story in the room we shared or sang me to sleep.


Bobby’s favourite time, and mine too, was haymaking. That summer, he asked me if I would like to come with him to help.


I didn’t hesitate. ‘Yes please.’ I idolized Bobby, so I felt proud that he wanted to show me the things he did at his favourite place. He took me across the road from the pub and I said hello to the friendly farmer and his wife, who always waved at me when they saw me in the lane. Their children were grown-up, so they seemed genuinely pleased to see me.


As they did at this time every year, the merry haymakers had come over from Ireland to work at the farm. I loved their laughter, their lilting accents and the Irish songs they sang as they worked. I remember giggling one lunchtime as I watched them eating slithery white tripe with their fingers. After lunch one of them lifted me right up to the top of the hay wagon for a ride, trundling along on the uneven ground with the prickly hay scratching the backs of my legs – I can almost feel it now. But I laughed and laughed at their antics, which I’m sure they put on especially for me. They let me join in their songs too, like the last bit of the chorus to ‘Molly Malone’ – I used to love singing ‘Alive, alive oh!’ That made them all laugh. Those were wonderful, fun-filled, carefree days – some of the best of my childhood.


Just after I turned five, my mother’s brother, Uncle George, suddenly took me to stay in Blackpool with his wife’s family, who lived there. Maybe it was to give Mother a break. He was the most successful of Grandma and Grandad Harrison’s three children, as he helped Grandad to run the building business and was also an alderman in Blackburn Town Council. His wife Evelyn was often poorly, but she seemed better than usual on this holiday, perhaps because we were staying with her parents in the seaside air.


My mother had given me some spending money for the first time ever, so, on my first day there, I decided to buy some small presents to take home for everyone. There was a shop across the road from their house, so I went there to choose what to buy, paid and carefully took everything back to my room, where I put them in my own little case. It’s amazing how clear that time is to me now. I can recall every detail – the colour of my leather suitcase, a patch where it had been mended underneath and a scuffed corner; the flowery cotton dress I was wearing, made by my mother.


Auntie Evelyn’s sister Norma also came to stay at her parents’ house for that week. She was very pretty, I remember, and her boyfriend Connor was Irish. The weather was so sunny on that second day that we all went to the Pleasure Beach to make the most of it. We had sandwiches and ice cream for lunch and Uncle George bought me some Blackpool rock. But later that day, when we returned from the beach, the happy atmosphere of the morning turned sour. My aunt and uncle told me to go and sit in my room and I knew something was wrong. I felt nobody wanted me there any more.


What I didn’t know then was that while Uncle George took me for a stroll to the nearby park with swings, Norma and Connor had told her parents and Auntie Evelyn that she was pregnant. Well, that was a terrible shock for them. It was quickly agreed that, like it or not, Norma and Connor would ‘have to’ get married. Auntie Evelyn must have told Uncle George when we got back, as he went quiet, no doubt recalling the exact same situation between my parents . . . and the repercussions.


Sensing the tense atmosphere around the house, I got out my case from under the bed and packed my few possessions in it. Then I tiptoed down the stairs and out of the back door without anyone hearing me. My plan was to walk home to Blackburn. I didn’t know how far it was or how long it would take, but I was quite confident I would find the way.


Of course, it wasn’t long before someone noticed I was missing, and Uncle George came after me. He soon spotted me, a small child carrying a case and striding along on my own. He took me back to the house, but it was no longer a happy stay in Blackpool. I couldn’t wait to get home.


A few months later, Norma and Connor’s baby boy was born. Sadly, Norma died in childbirth. The family were devastated, particularly Auntie Evelyn and Uncle George. Regardless of their connection to the new baby, they snubbed Connor because of the stigma of unmarried pregnancy and his Catholic religion. Norma’s parents really felt it was Connor’s fault their daughter had died, so he was left to bring up his son alone. We never saw the new baby boy.


While Bobby escaped to Veevers Farm, I used to love going to my maternal grandparents’ house in the countryside at Salesbury, about an hour’s walk from the Tanners’. I went to see them at every possible opportunity. They were much easier to be with than my father’s parents. I loved their house, a spacious bungalow built by Grandad’s workmen, all beautifully decorated and furnished. The rural area that surrounded it was perfect for long walks through the woods and I would bake biscuits or play card games with Grandma when it was wet. I loved them. I thought the world of them. But I didn’t love Grandad’s silence punishment.


I don’t know what I’d done to deserve it, but I do remember that, every Sunday afternoon, after tea, I had to sit on the chair in front of the clock on the mantelpiece and not move or speak for a whole hour. I wonder now whether perhaps they just wanted a rest. I tried to sit still and watch the minute hand as it hardly moved at all. I began to count the seconds in my head, up to sixty each time, and then see if I was right – had the hand moved a minute? I was frightened I might cough or sneeze – would that count? And what if I had an itchy foot? It was a terrible trial for a small, energetic child like me. After a while I stopped watching the clock and started making up stories in my head. When the hour was over, Grandad used to give me a shiny new penny. I wouldn’t do that to a child. But, after that, whenever I couldn’t get to sleep, I started counting seconds and minutes . . . and soon nodded off.


As I’ve said, this was not a family who openly showed affection. Neither side gave me hugs or kisses. The only time I can recall my mother being affectionate was when she cuddled me in her rocking chair when I was a toddler. I don’t remember it happening again. Regardless, Bobby always looked out for me and cheered me up if I hurt myself, and Mother was always making me clothes and taking me for walks, so I knew I was loved. They just chose to show it in different ways. With my father spending less and less time with us and my parents not being close, the idea of adults hugging or kissing each other never occurred to me. But one morning, while I was staying at Grandma and Grandad Harrison’s house, Grandma was cleaning out the fireplace. She was on her knees in front of the grate and Grandad was ready to go out. I came into the room and stopped still as I saw him bend down to kiss her. I thought that was marvellous, absolutely wonderful. I was awestruck. I have never forgotten that moment. It was the only time I ever saw anyone in my family kiss.


Grandma and Grandad Harrison had three children: Mother, George and Elsie. We saw Uncle George every week and sometimes his wife Auntie Evelyn, when she was well enough. Mother’s sister, Auntie Elsie, never married and lived with Grandma and Grandad throughout my childhood, though I didn’t see much of her, except when she wanted me to help clean her shoes.


My father’s parents were, coincidentally, born with the same surname, Holden, and came from Hurst Green, quite close to the river where my mother would take me and I would play with the otters. Father was the youngest of their four sons – Percy, John, Eddie and Horace, my father, but we only regularly saw Uncle Eddie, who lived and worked at the Tanners’. He was not the friendly sort and kept to himself because he was shy.


The other two brothers led more separate lives. Uncle John and his family lived in Little Harwood, close to our Goldhey Street house, and he was the manager of Bastfield Mill in Blackburn. He was always busy with work and lived a grander life than we did. He had a wife, Auntie Frances, and two children, older than me, but I hardly ever saw them. Father’s other brother was Percy, who lived in London with his wife and his daughter Iris. I only ever remember meeting her once, when she came to stay at the Goldhey Street house and we went to the swimming baths.


Apart from religious differences, money was the cause of all the problems on both sides of my family. Grandad Harrison made a lot of money from his successful building business, but he was very careful with it, which would later cause rifts within the family. For Grandpa Holden, things were more of a struggle. He had to do his extra mills inspector job to keep the Tanners’ going, so there was only just enough to go round.


Mother often used to tell me about Grandma Holden’s brother Richard, who was my great-uncle. He started out home-brewing beer in his kitchen for himself and friends. As it grew in popularity they started to sell it from behind the bar at the Tanners’. Then other pubs in the area wanted it too. Very soon he expanded his little kitchen industry into a thriving business – the Nova Scotia New Brewery, well loved across the whole of Blackburn. The business was so successful that he made a lot of money and sold his company for a fortune to Lion Brewery on Coniston Road in 1920. As a Roman Catholic, he was a great supporter of the Church, but he also wanted to benefit his family with his new wealth. However, a bitter falling out with his sister, my stern ‘cantankerous’ Grandma, jeopardized his plan.


‘Uncle Richard was so cross,’ Mother told me, ‘that he went red in the face. He said he had come to see her to give her and the family some of his money, but now he would give it away to where it would be more greatly appreciated.’


Mother paused as she recalled the scene. ‘And do you know what Grandma said?’


‘No,’ I replied in wonder, hearing all this for the first time. ‘What did she say?’


‘She turned on him and shouted: “You can keep your money. I don’t want it. I wouldn’t have it even if I was penniless.” Then she stormed out of the room and they never spoke to each other again.’


This was one of the first times in my life that I was party to such family gossip. Knowing Grandma Holden’s reputation, and having seen her occasional fits of anger, I believed it all. A small part of me had to admire her too, for sticking up for herself, even though it left our family without a share of Great-Uncle Richard’s wealth.


Mother pursed her lips. She seemed quietly aggrieved about it, particularly when money was always short in our household.


So Great-Uncle Richard gave all his profits away to the Blackburn Royal Infirmary, to pay for new wards to be built and more beds to be put into use. He also gave money to a few small charities and to the Catholic Church, who bestowed on him the honorary title of ‘Papal Knight’. Shortly after this, he fell gravely ill and the nuns made good use of their enhanced facilities to nurse him through his final days.


It was generally understood that young children didn’t go to funerals or burials, so on the day of Great-Uncle Richard’s service – a Catholic Requiem Mass – Mother, Father, Bobby and the rest of the Holdens went to the church, while Auntie Frances took me for a walk instead, picking bluebells in Sale Wheel Woods. Later that day, as Auntie Frances and I joined everyone gathered in the Tanners’ for Great-Uncle Richard’s wake, I eavesdropped on snippets of conversation from under the tables.


‘Do you know?’ began one rather frumpy woman to a more elegant relative: ‘Richard wrote in his will that he wants to have a solid stone slab, with a marble statue on top of it.’ She paused for a quick breath. ‘Would you believe it?’


‘Well, that will keep him down all right!’ said the other with a high-pitched laugh.


What a family!


A few weeks after the wake, Mother became ill with rheumatic fever. She had to go to the Infirmary for some treatment and children weren’t allowed to visit. She was a patient there for quite a long time and I missed her every day. I worried about her too. What if she never came back? When Bobby was at school, nobody really bothered about me, but when he came home he did his best to cheer me up. Eight weeks later, Mother was allowed out and I was very glad to have her back home again.


‘Was it horrid in the infirmary?’ I asked.


‘No. I felt quite at home there,’ she told Bobby and me with a smile. ‘The ward was full of beds with Great-Uncle Richard’s name on the end of them, including mine.’ She paused, with a look of surprise. ‘And nearly everyone knew who he was.’
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Not long after Mother came back home from the Infirmary, just after my fifth birthday, Grandpa Holden died suddenly. It was a great shock for the whole family. What would happen to the Tanners’ Arms? While the solicitors tried to sort out what to do, Father and Uncle Eddie took over the day-to-day running of the pub. They rubbed along somehow, though they were never close as brothers and neither of them was much good at the management side of things. They must have felt uncertain about their future but they carried on as best as they could.


Grandma Holden could have taken over – she was bossy enough. But, only days after Grandpa Holden’s funeral, Grandma Holden fell ill and was confined to her bed upstairs in the Tanners’. Mother took over the nursing of her difficult mother-in-law with enormous patience and care.


‘You must eat,’ scolded Mother, as kindly as she could.


Grandma just shook her head, with her lips firmly sealed.


‘You won’t get better unless you eat something nourishing,’ persisted Mother. ‘Is there anything you would like, anything at all?’


Grandma paused to think, then came out with a surprising answer.


‘Oysters.’


‘Really?’ My mother patted Grandma’s wrinkly hand.


Grandma nodded and added, in a weak voice: ‘I always loved oysters.’


‘Then oysters it shall be,’ nodded Mother.


‘Thank you.’ A big smile lit up Grandma’s weary face as she lay back to rest.


Somebody must have given Mother some money, as she bought a piece of the finest silk from the market. I remember watching her cut the material into squares before sewing two together with tiny stitches to make little pouches, with one side open on each. I couldn’t understand why she’d made them. When they were finished, she took me with her to Langho Station, where we caught the train to Blackburn, then on to the fishmonger’s stall at the big, bustling indoor market to buy a bag of oysters. As Mother paid, I looked around with wonder at all the colourful stalls, selling everything from fresh fruit to clothing. The different sounds and smells muddled together – I’d never been to a place like it! When we got back home to the Tanners’, Mother removed one of the oysters from its shell, put it into a home-made pouch and gently placed it in Grandma’s mouth for her to suck on. It seemed such a strange thing to do.


I can still picture the look on Grandma’s face – a smile of bliss at the delicious taste as she sucked the silk bag to savour the sensation and nourish her thin, weakened body with this very special delicacy. The protein from the oyster juice was what her body needed to keep her going a little longer.


As Grandma sucked on her oysters, she beckoned me and pointed weakly at a special little cupboard she had in the corner of her room, with silk curtains drawn across the glazed part of the door. I had noticed it before, but never knew what was in it. I would never have dared to look inside.


‘Go and see,’ whispered Grandma.


I went over to the cupboard, opened the door and looked inside, to find a large, decorated box. I turned to Grandma to see if this was what she meant.


She nodded her head with a slight smile of encouragement, so I lifted the big, heavy box out of the cupboard and put it down on a nearby rug. I was still a bit hesitant as I had never seen a gentle side to Grandma Holden before. Perhaps it was because she was ill. She watched as I opened the lid to see the most astonishing collection of golden jewellery and precious stones sparkling in the light from the half-curtained window.


‘You can play with them if you like,’ she said. Every day from then on, while Mother cared for Grandma, I played with these special jewels. There was an array of necklaces, rings and brooches, each embedded with shiny, colourful stones. I would inspect and arrange them into patterns on the rug before trying them on as if I was going to a grown-ups’ party. It never occurred to me that they were valuable. They might as well have been penny-stall trinkets to me.


Grandma soon became too ill to speak and slept all the time. A few weeks after Grandad had died, I was sent out of Grandma’s room while Father and Uncle Eddie came to sit beside her bed. It was just in time as she took her last breath.


Both Grandma and Grandpa Holden were buried in a private graveyard in the grounds of Stonyhurst College, alongside their parents and ancestors, just a mile from where they were both born.


After their deaths, everything seemed to change. While their belongings were distributed among the family and the inheritance was paid, it became clear that not everyone was happy. One day, arguments suddenly erupted between my father and his brothers. Accusations and raised voices were flying to and fro between the grown-ups in the bar area about ‘messy dealings’ and anger at the fact that the Tanners’ had been left to Father and Eddie only. It wasn’t a happy atmosphere for a child. Mother took me out of the way upstairs while all the shouting was going on and sat with me until Bobby came home. By the evening, things were simmering down and it was quiet again. Bobby read me the story of The Three Billy Goats Gruff and tucked me into bed. But as I lay down under the covers, I worried what would happen next.


It was just Uncle Eddie, Father, Mother, Bobby and me at the Tanners’ Arms now. Without my grandparents it didn’t feel right, and Mother was expected to cook, clean, mend clothes and tidy for all of us while helping with customers too. Before long, she fell ill again. This time I was told it was a very serious illness and I overheard Uncle Eddie telling Bobby: ‘Your mother’s rheumatic fever has returned and this time it’s affected her heart.’


‘Oh,’ said Bobby in a shocked voice.


I was worried when I heard it was her heart. What if she didn’t come back this time?


She was taken back to the Blackburn Royal Infirmary for about three months and I missed her terribly. When she came home, she had to stay in bed for several weeks. I was still worried about her. Would she die, like Grandma? I was so relieved to have her back at the Tanners’ that I helped to look after her. I brought her a drink of water every morning and helped Bobby to make her meals each day. I took my favourite books into her room for her to read and I sang her some of the children’s hymns we learned at church. She was still very weak but her face lit up whenever I came to spend time with her.


She did slowly start to get better but was far too fragile to take on the chores around the pub any more.


Instead, Uncle Eddie decided to take on a pretty young woman called Jenny from St Alban’s Church to live in at the Tanners’ and be our cleaner, cook, housekeeper and childminder. I didn’t take to her at all. 


Well, she started out all right, doing a few chores, but she soon set her sights on Uncle Eddie. Even I could see that. Consequently, she did precious little cleaning, housekeeping or childminding. Especially not the childminding. I think I just looked after myself, as I had done most of the time since I was a toddler.


Jenny wheedled Uncle Eddie round and made merry with him. They got married and drank together so much that it didn’t take them long to drink the pub dry. Customers stopped coming and there was no money to pay the bills or restock the pub. Eventually they had no choice but to sell up and find somewhere else to live.


Mother had recovered and was up out of bed just as the pub had to be sold. This left us without a home and my father without a livelihood. Luckily we were able to move back into our house on Goldhey Street, but Father still needed an income. So Grandad Harrison stepped in. He offered Father a job in his building company and, regardless of the animosity between them, Father didn’t have much choice, so he took the job.


Following the sale of the Tanners’, Father’s friends continued to come round to our house to play cards for money every weekend. Father started building up debts, which he failed to tell Mother about.


‘The insurance man called yesterday,’ she said to Father at breakfast one Saturday morning. I was about to ask what an insurance man was, but I hesitated when I saw Father’s stormy expression.


He mumbled something under his breath and carried on eating.


‘He says we owe him three months’ payments.’


‘Who needs insurance?’ he replied, avoiding her gaze. ‘They’re all money-grabbers. We’re healthy enough. Let’s keep it that way.’


Mother pursed her lips and looked away, keeping her thoughts to herself, probably because she didn’t want to worry Bobby and me. But I could tell she was anxious.


We finished our breakfast and carried the plates through. Bobby started washing up and I dried, while Father clattered the chairs as he rearranged them.


The door was open a crack, wide enough for us to hear Mother’s quiet voice.


‘Are your friends coming this morning?’


‘Yes, of course,’ he snapped. ‘What of it?’


She said nothing more, but joined us in the kitchen to put things away. She had her back to us, but as she turned to reach for something I caught a glimpse of her sad face. It looked as if she was close to tears.


Fortunately for Father, when the Tanners’ Arms was sold there was a share of the remaining money left for him. He was able to pay off his gambling debts, much to Mother’s relief. He then made the decision to sell our Goldhey Street home. I had some wonderful memories of living on the street, particularly of the times Mother and I had spent there in each other’s company, so I was sad to leave it. 


Father bought a slightly bigger house on the much busier Whalley Old Road, only five minutes’ walk away from Goldhey Street. We all settled in there quite quickly and things seemed better for a while. Mother didn’t have to worry so much about Father’s debts and he was happier too.


‘Now, we’ve got out of that house your father gave us,’ he said to Mother. ‘We’re living in our own home at last.’


So they were both more relaxed . . . for a while.


One sunny September day, not long after we’d moved into the new house, my mother took me to see my godmother, Auntie Maggie, who lived nearby and had a sweet shop. I loved going to see her because she always gave me a scoop of her delicious home-made ice cream – a great treat, and while I ate that I could look at all the different jars of sweets on the shelf behind the counter. My favourites were aniseed balls and spearmint balls, both twenty for a penny or ten for a ha’penny, or you could have them mixed. I liked humbugs too, and chocolate bonbons. Her window was always beautifully arranged with sweets of all colours, including marzipan ovals, little Pontefract cakes, sherbet dips, liquorice sticks and coconut ices. Sometimes she would let me choose a few of each in a little bag to take home and I made them last as long as I could, which usually wasn’t very long at all! Because it was so warm that day, I took my ice cream outside to eat, just as a group of people were approaching down the middle of Florence Street. This was unusual as it was a quiet road, but I didn’t take much notice at first.


As they came closer, I saw that in the centre of this group of men, mostly in suits and some of them writing in notebooks, there was a small, skinny old man, draped in what looked like a white sheet. I’d never seen anyone like that before, so I watched as they came closer. At first, it looked as if he didn’t have anything on his feet, but then I realized he had sandals on, with his toes poking out. He looked as if he must be very poor. I didn’t really understand what was going on, but Mother and Auntie Maggie came out of the shop and stood with me to see what was happening.


The whole group walked on past, turned the corner and went off towards Bastfield Mill, on the corner of Church Hill, where Uncle John was the manager. Could they be going there?


That evening I heard Mother telling Father about it: ‘We saw a little man wearing a sheet and sandals walking down Florence Street when we went to Maggie’s shop today.’


Father looked up from his newspaper.


‘On his own?’


‘No, he was surrounded by several men and some of them were taking notes. I suppose they wrote down what he was saying to them.’


‘He must be very poor,’ I interrupted, ‘if he has to wear a sheet!’


Mother smiled but Father tutted and ignored me.


‘Which way were they going?’


‘They turned the corner towards Bastfield Mill. Isn’t that strange?’


‘Not really,’ said Father.


‘What do you mean? Who could it be?’ asked Mother.


‘It says here,’ he said, pointing at the front page of the morning paper. ‘It says that Mahatma Gandhi was due to visit Blackburn and Darwen today, visiting mills, because of the Lancashire mill workers’ letter to him. Gandhi is a very important man in India and he sticks up for the poor all over the world. He has come especially to respond to their letter.’


‘What is the letter about?’


‘Telling Gandhi about the damage India’s embargo on imports of cotton from England is doing to our mills, especially to the workers being laid off because of it.’


I didn’t know what the words ‘imports’ or ‘embargo’ meant, but I liked the sound of them, so I tried to remember to ask Bobby later.


‘So that was Mahatma Gandhi?’


‘Yes, I expect he was on his way to visit John’s mill. What an honour.’


‘Yes, it must be. You’ll have to ask him about it.’


As I went off to play, I kept repeating that name: ‘Mahatma Gandhi’. It sounded so funny to me!


That September also marked a milestone for me – my first day at school. I was very excited. Ever since I had gone wandering that day as a toddler and the policeman had found me in a school playground, I had longed to be part of all that.


I was five years old when I proudly waved goodbye to my mother that first morning as I set off with Bobby to St Alban’s School in Birley Street. I was starting at the mixed infants’ school, while Bobby, aged ten, was in the top class of the junior school, on the same site. We were divided into separate classes and playgrounds, one for boys and another for girls. From that very first day, I was in my element at St Alban’s and made lots of friends. I quickly found I loved learning too. From that moment, school was always a happy place for me.


A couple of months later, on Bonfire Night, my father was upstairs for a long time with Mother and another lady. Then he came down the stairs to see us.
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