



  




  [image: cover]






  




  [image: ]




  





  I dedicate this book to my darling Mumsie




  





  CHAPTER ONE
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  I lived at 304, Morningside Road, Edinburgh, till 1910 when I was six but, apart from Daddy carrying me up the stone stairs from my pram to our

  fifth floor flat, and Mother leaving me across the car-lines to go to Miss Hunter’s Private School, I can’t remember much about my infancy save being dressed up in skins with a girl

  called Lily Roberts to raise funds for Donaldson’s Hospital.




  It was swelteringly hot and the skins didn’t help. At three o’clock in the afternoon, with sweat pouring down our faces, we danced ‘The Teddy Bears’ Picnic’. Mother

  said, ‘Well done! You won’t have to dance again till five, so you can get out of those skins and have an ice-cream.’ That suited us fine. We got our ice-creams and cooled off and

  sat under the trees. When it was time to get back into the skins, I said to Lily, ‘We’re going to have another ice-cream.’ She said, ‘We’ve had our ice-cream.’ I

  said, ‘We’ll get another.’ She said, ‘How?’ I said, ‘Wait and see!’




  My mother came up full of how everyone was saying how marvellous we little kids were performing on this hot afternoon and how young we were to be so good. ‘Come on now, girlies!’ she

  said. ‘You’ve had your rest. Time to get ready. Into your skins! I know they’re not very nice, but you’ve only one dance to do and then we’re off home.’

  Cocky-bit sits up and says, ‘Could we have another ice-cream, please?’ ‘Oh no, darling! You don’t want to have another ice-cream just before dancing. You’ve

  had an ice-cream. You’ve cooled down. You’ll get one when you’re finished.’ ‘No,’ I said, ‘we’ll have one now or we won’t

  dance!’ ‘Marjorie! You naughty girl! How dare you say that!’ She got really angry. ‘If you don’t go on I’ll give you a whipping!’ I was

  determined. Before she could make me go on, we got our ice-creams. Blackmail – at four years old!




  We moved to Alloa, Clackmannanshire, the smallest county in Scotland. That was where Daddy went all wrong with drink. Alloa had eight breweries. No-one went shopping on a Friday, the smell was

  so obnoxious. He was an accountant at Calder’s, a firm of brewers in opposition to Younger’s. He was a wizard. He could add four rows of figures in a wink. But he needed his whisky.

  ‘Has Daddy got his whisky?’ was like ‘Has Daddy got his slippers?’ He had a tantalus – three big bottles in a cabinet, each one filled with whisky. I never thought it

  odd. I told my friends, ‘Daddy always has to have his whisky!’ and Mumsie said, ‘Oh, you mustn’t say that!’




  Daddy didn’t spoil my childhood. He only spoiled me. He left it to my mother to try to mould my character. When she asked him to whip me, he wouldn’t and I knew he wouldn’t.

  She could never threaten me by saying, ‘When Daddy comes home, he’ll do something!’ I shall never forget her taking her hand to me. I cried and cried and cried. Not

  because she hurt me, but because the tears were pouring down her face. She never whipped me again.




  Daddy seemed delightful. He bought me an upright piano and paid a Miss Cock to give me lessons. He painted wild seascapes in oils in the kick-in room where I kept my bicycle. Tears ran down his

  face when I played or sang. He cried a lot. He cried at the theatre. Mother used to say, ‘Norman! Please don’t let people see you! It looks awful to see a man with tears on his face!

  Use this handkerchief!’ He drew cartoons. There was one of me sitting at the piano, an enormous ribbon and a wee skinty plait over a broad back and bottom. Unlike my mother, he never went to

  church. He said he’d read the Bible from cover to cover and could pray anywhere. He wrote plays for me and my friends. Mother gave us cocoa and buns, and he directed. I bossed. My best friend

  to begin with was May Small. She had to do some heavy acting. She tried to cry at rehearsals and couldn’t. I got so worked up, I dashed at her and shook her and smacked her face. I

  couldn’t understand why she wouldn’t give anything.




  I had acting in the blood. Before we left the Academy at home time the teacher would say, ‘Now Marjorie’s going to sing to you. All sit round in a ring.’ So I stood in the

  middle and sang ‘The Petticoat Song’ from Miss Hook of Holland which my Auntie Day taught me when she came to visit. Auntie Day was on the stage in London. She had funny eyes.

  One was brown, the other a mixture of brown and green. Her hair was dyed red. Instead of a hat she wore a chiffon bandeau. People looked round at her in the street. I thought everything she said

  and did was right. She was more attractive to me than my own mother.




  Mother had sad, grey-blue eyes, a Cupid’s bow and high cheekbones. Her nose was big for a woman’s, rather like an Indian’s. Her hair was reddy-chestnut, tidily done on top,

  usually with a small becoming hat – but she hadn’t enough to make coils. She was very slim. I don’t take after her in that way at all. As a matter of fact I don’t take after

  her in any way whatever, which used to upset her considerably. When people said, ‘Your daughter isn’t a bit like you!’, she said, ‘Don’t you think a little

  bit?’ She had a lovely smile and she never lost her temper. Her weakest feature was her neck. Daddy and I used to tease her: ‘You’ve got a swanlike neck!’ ‘Don’t

  you believe it!’ she’d say. ‘I’ve a scraggy neck which I hate, and I’ve no bust either!’ She’d neat feet and ankles, and good legs – but in those

  days you didn’t show your legs; you even played tennis in long skirts. Her hands were well shaped, despite blacking grates and scrubbing floors as the eldest daughter of a large family. She

  was a first-class dressmaker and dressed herself beautifully. I can always remember a costume she wore one Visiting Day: a royal blue coat in a warm woolly material, very tightly fitted, with

  a black astrakhan high neck and black astrakhan cuffs. A black astrakhan hat went with it, and black lacing shoes and black silk stockings. ‘But what does your father look like?’ the

  children asked. ‘Handsome,’ I said, ‘but he doesn’t like coming to school.’ Daddy didn’t like going out anywhere, except to drink at a hotel. Once, he came to

  see me swim at Alloa Baths and I won a silver cup presented by Sir John Paton of Paton’s Wools. He was so happy and excited! He said, ‘I never thought my nipper could do it.’




  In those days I got everything I wanted by foul means or fair. Mother gave strict instructions before visiting Mrs Bowie next door. ‘Marjorie, when Mrs Bowie asks you to have a cake, you

  accept and finish. If she asks you again, unless she presses you, you refuse.’ I go to tea, am asked to have a cake. I accept and thoroughly enjoy it. Mrs Bowie brings the cake tray round

  again and says, ‘Have another cake, Marjorie.’ I answer, ‘No thank you, Mrs Bowie, but Mumsie says if you press me I would like one, please.’




  We were in mixed classes at Alloa Academy from the age of seven. The boys were on one side, the girls on the other. I always managed to get near the boys. There was a special boy Barney Waller,

  nice looking, rather shy. To get near me, he used to say to the teacher, ‘Please, Miss, I can’t hear you properly. Can I move to the bench in front?’ There we sat, he at the end

  of his bench, me at the end of mine, with a corridor down the middle and our little desks carved with hearts and arrows and ‘I love you’s’ in front of us. Oh, how I loved Barney!

  There was another boy called Ramsey Stewart. He was a real Scot, red-faced and always in the kilt. I couldn’t bear him, but I had to put up with him because he was Barney’s

  pal.




  I met Barney after school one day shopping in the town. He said, ‘I’ve got some cream buns. Will you come back home? Mother’s out, so we can eat them in the kitchen.’ We

  got home. We had our cream buns in the kitchen and Barney asked would I like to see his Cub Medals in the bedroom. We had little cuddles and fights on the bed and thought we were wonderful.




  I don’t believe children should be told about sex till they come to the age of puberty. Why not be allowed to find out with the same sensations as an animal finds out? Too much knowledge

  kills their natural human instinct to want to have contact. When I was ten I was asked by a girl of the same age did I know how babies were made. I said, ‘No, how are they

  made?’ She said, ‘A boy does a dribble in a pot and you do a dribble too.’ What a damned, ridiculous, silly thing, but it’s better than ‘This goes in here,’ and

  ‘A baby comes out there,’ before the poor little souls are ready.




  At puberty my mother told me not to worry if I woke up bleeding; this was something that happened to every girl. She told me nothing about boys, and I never was sure exactly what

  men had or hadn’t until I met my first lover. I hadn’t even seen naked boys because at the swimming baths they always wore trews. Nor can I say I was thrilled when eventually I

  did find out. I was very glad I was a woman. I thought, ‘Your figure is quite as attractive as mine, but I don’t like the gadgets.’ That was until I’d had some

  usage of them.




  I gave up May Small for a ginger girl with freckles called Edith. She was allowed to drabble on the streets till all hours and I was intrigued that she could love someone one minute and hate

  them the next. At school if she was asked to draw a vase she’d draw a woman in a gown. She said, ‘I can’t draw a vase, so I’ve drawn a woman in a gown.’ At twelve

  years old she put on a Blue-beard Tableau. I was the one wife that escaped. She designed her own trousers and papier mâché sword. For a set she had a white sheet with real girls’

  heads sticking out, chalk white with blood on their necks and on the sheet. She went on to become a glamorous model in London. Though plain in the face, she grew tall and graceful, with her hair

  drawn back to a bun low down. With the help of makeup she was able to lose her freckles. It was she who started the craze of wearing only one earring.




  Edith was in Higher Grade. So was Jim Cuthbert. Jim and I became sweethearts. He was fair with blue eyes. He danced. He swam. He was an athlete. My mother and father accepted him at the

  house because his father was a solicitor. He was the first boy to give me a lover’s kiss. We were playing a version of Postman’s Knock. Jim knocked at the door and called for me to go

  outside. What a thrill!




  During the First World War, he went away to HMS Peyton as a midshipman. He wrote to me religiously and Mother suggested I knit him a pair of socks. I couldn’t bear knitting, but she

  offered to cast them on. He got them months later. I had to keep telling him they were on their way. ‘I don’t know that he’ll ever wear these, darling,’ said Mother when I

  finished them at last. ‘I think they’ll hurt his toes.’
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  Daddy, who loved me to death and, if he had kept his reason, would have made a mess of me, proposed either that I ‘finish’ at Dollar

  Academy, which was ten minutes from Alloa in the train, or that I come to London where a thousand-a-year accountant’s job was waiting for him with MacDougall’s, the timber merchants. He

  gave me the choice, so of course I said, ‘I don’t want to go to any Dollar Finishing School! I want to be a film star!’




  On Armistice Night, 1918, my aunt, who belonged to the Chelsea set and went everywhere and knew everyone, got Mother and me tickets for an all-round show at the Palladium. We went on a bus but

  we couldn’t get any conveyance home. There was noise. There was lights-up. There were taxis passing with people sitting on the luggage rails and dangling their legs and shouting and waving

  flags. It took us a couple of hours to get from Oxford Street to Pimlico. We had to walk one behind the other with little steps. People were drunk. Mother was worried at having me out amongst such

  a crowd. But it wasn’t a crowd you’d be hurt in. It was a slow-moving crowd which didn’t care when it got home. It didn’t shove and push like those awful crowds you get at

  football matches. People were so happy. They were so full of joy. Everybody loved everybody else.




  Daddy was still up North. We had taken a furnished flat in Claverton Street. Suddenly, he wrote to say that he’d sold the furniture, including my piano, because we wouldn’t

  need it. He’d sold my piano that he’d bought and given to me. I never forgave him. It was nobody’s but mine.




  Now at that age you get something done to you and you never forget it. Right till Daddy died I resented that one thing he did. I felt, ‘What a horrible thing to do!’ I feel it to

  this day. It isn’t a thing I’d do to anybody. He gave me a present. He said, ‘I love you. You’re my daughter. I give you this. I’ve worked for it and I’ve paid

  for it.’ Then, just when I was interested in getting on and when I wanted to use it to learn songs and practise them and play them for myself, he wrote with the news, ‘You’ve no

  piano. I’ve sold it’. When for two years he drank and drank and drank and hardly ate at all, I didn’t care. When he lost his job, I didn’t care. When, in the bedroom,

  he shouted, ‘I’m going to tear the sheet from one end to the other, rip it to pieces!’, I said, ‘That’s silly. It’s too easy. I could do that. Why not tear

  something really difficult?’ and I picked up a mat and gave it to him.




  At last we got him incarcerated somewhere in Kilburn. He couldn’t read. He couldn’t remember. He could only count very slowly, like a child. He went from home to home, and I visited

  him because it was my duty. He lived to eighty-three. When I got notice of his death in The Lady Something Home in Streatham, I felt no love. I didn’t want to see him in the mortuary. I

  took a sheaf of flowers to the door.




  The Elephant and Castle staged a big pantomime every Christmas. I changed my name from Marjorie Hunter to Marjorie Graham, and went for an audition. I did a little dance. I’d only

  done ballroom dancing at school, so I improvised. I copied Jessie Matthews. I danced for five minutes. The director, a fatherly man with greying temples, called, ‘That’s enough,

  thank you! Go to the side. I might want you back.’ Well, he did call me back, and I had to sing him a number in my tiny tuneful voice, and he engaged me. I wanted to kiss him. My first job!

  Two pounds a week and only a twopenny bus-ride home!




  I was supposed to be a Chinese coolie. When it came to the dress rehearsal they issued out the coolie clothes. I was given a tiger skin, sandals and a big straw coolie hat. I went away, made my

  face into a dark dirty yellow, dressed, and sailed downstairs and on to the stage, thinking I looked marvellous. The director’s mouth opened. His eyes popped. He said, ‘My God! What the

  hell have you done with your face?’ ‘I’m a coolie,’ I said. ‘Maybe,’ he said, ‘but in pantomime we don’t make up coolies to look like coolies. You go

  back and make your face what it is. It’s a very pretty face.’ It took me years to understand what he meant.




  We ran nine to ten weeks. I thought I was on the way. I wrote to Elstree and was offered a screen test. I’d to act a sort of Queen of the East with a bosom – covered in draperies, of

  course. In those days everything had to be covered, which was just as well, considering my waistline. I went home to Mother conceitedly satisfied. Though I was just a baby in face of so

  many beautiful and experienced people seeking employment, I thought there was some hope.
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