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For Matthew Jan Rentzenbrink
A book of your own




‘We’ve got to live, no matter how many skies have fallen.’


D. H. Lawrence, Lady Chatterley’s Lover


‘My mission in life is not merely to survive, but to thrive; and to do so with some passion, some compassion, some humour, and some style.’


Maya Angelou




Dear Reader


I’m lying on the floor of my new house in Cornwall surrounded by boxes. I’m supposed to be unpacking, but my back hurts and I’ve remembered some advice I was once given: to lie flat on the floor with my knees bent and to put a book under my head. The book is a big blue hardback that contains all four of Daphne du Maurier’s Cornish novels. Rebecca is my favourite. I think about the story; the timid girl whose name we never get to know, who is working as a companion to a demanding woman in the South of France when she meets and marries newly widowed Max de Winter. He is twice her age and breathes experience and wealth. She goes back with him to Manderley, his beautiful house by the sea, where she walks among the azaleas in her garden and frets about how inadequate she is compared to Max’s dead wife Rebecca. Like me, the girl is a bit of a scruff. She worries about not having the right clothes and that her hair is a mess. We also have nail-biting in common. I hold my hands up and look at them. The skin around both my thumbs is red raw.


How many times have I read Rebecca? Ten, twenty? I don’t remember the first time but I will have been younger than the girl then, and now I am older than Max de Winter himself. I am feeling my years today; tired and worn out from the stress of moving. It is the right thing, to come back to Cornwall, to be close to my parents. I feel the lure of nature, the desire to exchange sitting in traffic for walking by the sea. I want to have a garden and spend time cultivating it.


But so far all I’ve done in between emptying boxes is stare at my phone, watching the ongoing soap opera of politics. If I were reading a novel, I might find it enjoyable, though unrealistic. It would be funny, if it were a satire. It does me no good, I know, to be too close to this absurdity, to be continually confronted with evidence of the folly and vanity of my fellow humans. I need to find a way through, to stop spinning myself out over things I can’t control.


And as I lie there, surrounded by boxes, looking up at the half-filled shelves, at the books that have followed me from place to place, I find my answer. I will be my own doctor and prescribe the best medicine: a course of rereading. I will make piles of my most treasured books and read through them, taking comfort not only in each book itself but also in the reassuring knowledge that there are many more to come. Something shifts in my body. I feel better already, just at the thought of turning off my phone and spending my evenings curled up with a good book. This is what I have always done. When the bite of real life is too brutal, I retreat into made-up worlds and tread well-worn paths. I don’t crave the new when I feel like this, but look for solace in the familiar. It is as though in re-encountering my most-loved fictional characters, I can also reconnect with my previous selves and come out feeling less fragmented. Reading built me and always has the power to put me back together again.


I roll over to one side and pull myself up. Where shall I begin? I pick up the big blue hardback as I mull over my options. I feel Rebecca call to me with the promise of glamour and mystery, but then a slim volume on the top shelf catches my eye.


My initial attempts at shelving have been chronological; I’ve been organizing my books according to the age I was when I first read them. I’ll do that. I’ll start at the very beginning. I reach up and my journey begins.




Dreaming of Narnia


Last night I dreamt I went to Narnia again. I stood under the lamppost, felt the snow crunch under my feet, and shivered despite the warmth of my fur coat. I didn’t know if I had arrived in happy or dark times. Was this an ordinary winter or the endless reign of the White Witch? Would I be brave enough for the challenges ahead? Or would I succumb to the lure of enchanted Turkish delight? I don’t know what age I was in the dream, if I was the woman I am now or the girl who stepped into the wardrobe when she was a child. I’ve been dreaming of Narnia almost all my life.


Where did it begin? Reading has always been a great source of comfort, knowledge, pleasure and joy. It is the most central aspect of my identity; the truest thing I could say about myself is, ‘I am a reader.’ Growing up, I often preferred reading to engaging with real life. Lost and sad in my late twenties, I found consolation when I got a job in a bookshop. When I briefly dallied with internet dating I described myself as ‘Amiable Bookworm’. Pregnant with my son, Matt, I patted my bump and dreamed of the books we would read together. The first thing I do in any new place is look for the bookshop and the library. When I make a friend, I wonder what sits on their shelves.


My granny gave me my first book when I was a few months old. The pages were made of cloth and it was about the seaside. My mother tells me I used to gum on it for hours, staring at the letters as though I knew that words were going to be important to me. I was alert around books; Mum couldn’t read me to sleep, because I would get increasingly excited as the story went on. Reading woke me up rather than calmed me down.


I don’t remember learning to read. It feels like something that happened by magic rather than a skill that I had to acquire. ‘What shall I do with this little girl?’ asked my fairy godmother as she leaned over my carrycot. ‘I know! I will make her a reader.’ And so she waved her wand and sealed my fate, and gave me a gift that has brightened my days, expanded my horizons, and kept me company through the darkest hours.


The first stories I remember were not in books but sung to me by my dad. He was an orphan who had run away to sea from Ireland when he was fifteen. He met my mother when his ship docked into Falmouth three years later. They looked at each other across Custom House Quay and that was that. Four years later I arrived, and then my brother, Matty. Dad took work on dry land so we could be together, and we lived in a caravan so we could follow him around the country as he did various dirty jobs that involved construction and drilling. It was a time before seatbelts and radios in cars, so Matty and I roamed free and unbuckled on the back seat of the Land Rover as Dad sang about brave Irish rebels and wanderers. The men in the songs were always on the move, often working hard and being betrayed by women. Sometimes they were fighting for Ireland and being badly treated by the British. I used to beg for more and loved to sing along.


When we were nearing school age, Dad became a tin miner so we could stay in the same place. We went back to Cornwall and lived in a bungalow in Lanner at the top of a hill. Mum was doing an Open University degree. She’d tell Matty and I that if we let her study for an hour she would read us a chapter of The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe. The time passed so slowly as we waited to be transported to Narnia.


Once there were four children called Peter, Susan, Edmund and Lucy who are evacuated from London during the Blitz, to live with an old professor in a mysterious house that has secrets even he knows nothing about. One rainy day, exploring, Lucy peers into a big wardrobe full of fur coats. She walks in. There’s another rail of coats. This wardrobe is enormous, she thinks, as something crunches under her feet. Mothballs? No, it’s snow! There are trees and a lamppost. Lucy meets a faun called Mr Tumnus who has the legs of a goat but is shaped like a man from the waist up. When Lucy explains how she got there, Mr Tumnus thinks she has come from the bright city of War Drobe in the far land of Spare Oom, and says that if he had only worked harder at geography when he was a little faun he would know about those strange countries. Lucy has found her way to Narnia, and so begin the adventures that will see her, Peter, Susan and Edmund join Aslan the lion to triumph over the White Witch and bring spring and happiness back to these frozen lands.


The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe was published in 1950, and the descriptions of food take on an added lustre when you think of them against the backdrop of post-war austerity. Mr Tumnus gives Lucy a brown boiled egg for tea, and sardines on toast, and then a sugar-topped cake. When Lucy returns to Narnia with the other children, Mr Beaver fries up fish and potatoes and Mrs Beaver tops it off with a gloriously sticky marmalade roll. Sweet rationing didn’t come to an end until 1953. Who wouldn’t do almost anything for unlimited Turkish delight and a warm foamy drink served from a jewelled cup?


My early memories are flashes, dreamlike in the way they start and stop with little logic. They tend to involve either reading or shame, and sometimes both. At my first school in Lanner I had a kind teacher who rejoiced in how well I could read and write. She sent me up to read to the teacher in the class above and it was too much; not the teacher but the other, bigger children watching me. I looked down and saw my wee running between the cracks of the floorboards. This is the image I can still see in my mind. I went home with my wet knickers in a carrier bag wearing a spare pair from a box in the school office. My mum washed them and made me take them back in, which was almost as shaming as having wet myself in the first place. Every day I’d bring them back home again and pretend I’d forgotten to hand them over.


When the tin mines shut down, we moved from Cornwall to Yorkshire so that Dad could take a job sinking shafts on Selby coalfield. He worked at a place called Stillingfleet and could never quite wash the coal dust out of his eyes, so he always looked as though he was wearing mascara.


I was five and excited at the prospect of new friends, but the children at school teased me for having a posh voice, which must have been how my half-Irish, half-Cornish accent sounded to them. I was used to being petted and admired for my reading but my new teacher, Mrs C, didn’t believe I could have read the books I said I had, and made me start the reading scheme again from the beginning. This wouldn’t have mattered as I liked rereading, but she wouldn’t let me skip through them so I was stuck looking at the same pages with big letters and pictures. I’d get bored and look out of the window, and then she’d tell me off for not paying attention. I was in continual fear of bringing her wrath down upon me for putting the colouring pencils back in the wrong place or spilling drops of paint on the floor or not being able to choke down my milk, which had been left to stand in the sun all morning.


Mrs C had white curly hair that looked like balls of cotton wool. She had enormous nostrils that I’d try not to look up when she loomed over me. She liked to say that ‘askers don’t get’.


One day a child had an enormous bag of pineapple cubes, smuggled into school by an older sibling and handed over at playtime. I longed for one. I loved boiled sweets. We bought them in quarters from the village shop. They would last for ages if you sucked them but I was a bit of a cruncher. I’d had pear drops and cola cubes but never pineapple before. Askers don’t get, I thought. I watched the clamour as the bag holder enjoyed their time in the sun and eked out deciding who to favour. I hung around hopefully, trying to hide my desperation. I could almost feel the texture on my tongue. Then, the bag was empty. The crowds dispersed. I was unsatisfied, uncubed, unloved. It isn’t true, I thought, that askers don’t get, though I remain pretty incapable of putting myself forward in any way. I would still rather not have a pineapple cube than suffer the indignity of asking and being refused.


When I moved up a year the teacher, Mrs F, was less cross, though still keen on putting me in my place. We had periods of free reading and there was a series I loved about buccaneers. I tore through one and went to the trolley to get another. ‘Sit back down,’ ordered Mrs F, ‘you can’t possibly have finished that book already.’ Everyone stared and laughed.


I read abridged versions of Great Expectations and A Tale of Two Cities from that trolley. I didn’t know they were abridged, and it was a surprise a few years later to realize how long and dull most of Dickens is. I’ve never quite got over it or been able to recapture that burst of excitement I felt for Dickens on our first acquaintance.


I wasn’t good at everything by any means. My handwriting wasn’t neat compared to the other girls, and I had no finesse with art or crafting and would end up with splodges over my pictures. Sums were tricky. We played this hideous game called Fizz Buzz which was about multiples of fives and threes. Everyone started off standing up but you had to sit down when you made a mistake, which I always did straight away. I didn’t know my left from right and wasn’t great at telling the time, so I never worked out why my teachers were so aggravated about my reading and the long words: ‘What happened to you, did you swallow a dictionary?’ they’d say. Why were they so unkind? They didn’t like incomers, I suppose, and were even more unpleasant to the two gypsy children and the one mixed-race girl in our class.


One day Dad went into the Foresters Arms – one of Carlton’s three pubs. He was drinking at the bar when he heard two men discussing our family. ‘I’ve heard the wife is educated,’ one of them said, ‘but the husband is a rough bugger.’


When Dad told us about it later, Mum was cross on his behalf but he just laughed. ‘Don’t you worry about me,’ he said, ‘I’m used to it. Anyway, they’ve got us about right.’ We later found out that one of the men was Mrs C’s husband.


Dad was having to acquire a little bit of education himself. He’d stopped going to school after his mother died and had always managed to duck and dive around his inability to read and write by getting friends to fill in forms for him and pretending to have forgotten his glasses if he had to go into a bank. Now, a new law meant he needed to be able to complete shift reports, so he signed up for evening classes in Selby. He could only go two out of every three weeks because of his shift pattern, and he told the tutor that he just needed to be able to write in sentences. The other students were all kids who had failed their O levels and called him Grandad. At home we had a big red book full of spellings; Mum would test us both together and I would always win. Dad couldn’t understand how it came so easily to me and thought I was a genius.


There wasn’t a bookshop for miles, but we went into Selby every Friday night to go to the supermarket, and I was allowed to choose a book in return for being cooperative and helpful. I loved Enid Blyton: The Magic Faraway Tree, The Five Find-Outers and Dog, The Secret Seven and The Famous Five. There was also the library in Snaith, the next village along. Grown-up books were on the ground floor and the whole of the upstairs was for children. We went a couple of times a week, which was a great delight for me and a bit of a chore for Matty. We were allowed six books each and I always agonized over my choices, unable to narrow down the big pile of everything I wanted. Matty would only get out one or two – and only then because Mum encouraged him – and would let me use up the rest of his allocation. Once we got home, I’d rattle through them at top speed and not want to do anything else. I liked having several books on the go at any time and would leave them in every room and hung over the edge of the bath. ‘I’ll throw them away if you don’t tidy them up,’ Mum would shout. So unreasonable, I thought.


Bad weather weekends were a treat. Mum would always say it was a shame that we couldn’t go out for fresh air but I revelled in staying in, tucked up in a corner with a book. Any ordinary rainy afternoon could be transformed by the act of reading.


I’m pretty sure that as soon as I knew what a book was, I wanted to write one myself. From very early on, when asked what I wanted to do when I grew up, I would say I wanted to be a detective or an author. No one ever took me seriously. ‘You can’t do that,’ I was repeatedly told. ‘Maybe, if you work very hard, you can work in a building society or possibly even become a teacher.’ I still wanted to be an author. But then I also wanted to climb a magic tree, or solve mysteries with a gang of child detectives, sleep on an island on my own, and find a wardrobe that would take me to another world. Maybe being a writer was equally impossible, exotic and out of reach.


Most people apart from my parents told me what I wasn’t allowed to do. Books, on the other hand, urged me on. There were no limits.


Over the years, I have lost count of the people who have told me that Narnia was their way into independent reading. Perhaps this is because The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe is not only a cracking story in its own right, but also represents the way every book offers an invitation to open a door and find a way to another world. It is both simple and profound to consider the vastness of human experience that sits on one small shelf of books.


I hope I’ll keep revisiting Narnia in my dreams. It always feels like a privilege that I shouldn’t take for granted. Perhaps, as happens with the Pevensie children, one day I will be too old. But I will always have Narnia in my heart. Maybe I should take the professor’s advice: ‘Don’t go trying to use the same route twice. Indeed, don’t try to get there at all. It’ll happen when you’re not looking for it.’ Let’s hope he’s right.




Children’s Books I Love to Reread


My childhood favourites remind me of a time without responsibility when I still believed in happy endings. I feel powerfully connected to my son, Matt, when we share something that I read as a girl. The years fall away and we are just two children allowing our imaginations to be set free.


The Wind in the Willows by Kenneth Grahame


The story of Toad, Mole and Ratty started off in letters that Grahame wrote to his son from his motoring holiday in Cornwall. He sent this from the Greenbank Hotel in Falmouth: ‘Have you heard about the Toad? He was never taken prisoner by brigands at all. It was all a horrid low trick of his. He wrote that letter himself – the letter saying that a hundred pounds must be put in the hollow tree. And he got out of the window early one morning, and went off to a town called Buggleton and went to the Red Lion Hotel and there he found a party that had just motored down from London, and while they were having breakfast he went into the stable-yard and found their motor-car and went off in it without even saying Poop-poop! And now he has vanished and everyone is looking for him, including the police. I fear he is a bad low animal.’


Jennings Goes to School by Anthony Buckeridge


The author of these boarding school stories was a teacher and is gifted at putting small boys on the page in all their boisterous and unwise glory. I laugh my head off at the antics of Jennings and Darbishire, and the old-fashioned language is part of the fun. One of our house rules is that Matt is allowed to insult me as long as he is quoting from a book. I prefer ‘record stinker’ from The Voyage of the Dawn Treader over ‘hairy ruin’ from Jennings, but a rule is a rule.


Biggles Learns to Fly by Captain W. E. Johns


I first read these tales of fighter pilots when I was much younger than the men in their flying machines, but now Biggles and his friends seem like boys to me, which they were. The books are a bit dated now, but they are good adventure stories and encourage a discussion about the futility of war. They also aid gratitude in daily life. We went through a stage of saying, ‘Don’t grouse, we’re lucky to be alive’ to each other, as Biggles’s navigator Mark says to him when they have to swim around barbed wire after crash landing on the wrong side of the lines.


The Railway Children by Edith Nesbit


‘Girls are just as clever as boys, and don’t you forget it,’ says the father of Bobbie, Peter and Phyllis just before he is taken away from them. This gently heroic tale of how a mother copes when her husband is wrongfully arrested is the more powerful for being seen through the eyes of her perceptive daughter, Bobbie, who is clever, kind and never gives up. I am unable to read this slim book without crying at least six times, usually in all the same places.


Little Women by Louisa May Alcott


I can’t remember a time when the March sisters – Meg, Jo, Beth and Amy – were not a part of my life. I most identify with Jo, and her tomboyish ways. I was always happier playing with boys than girls when I was younger and liked to scribble, as Jo does. I still reread Little Women often, especially at Christmas as it offers an antidote to the excesses of festive consumption. It makes me cry, but I finish it feeling glad and grateful to be safe and warm, with no one I love being away at war or catching scarlet fever.




Girls in Books


I was eight years old when I learnt that books have the power to help in difficult times. We had moved to Scotland for a few months because Dad was offered a job at a big mine called Castlebridge. School was huge and terrifying, and I didn’t always understand the teachers. Once, Mrs P made me stand on a chair because I didn’t know what nine times seven came to. As I stood up there, red-faced and tearful in front of everyone, it was a tiny consolation to remember that Amy in Little Women had been similarly shamed when her teacher caught her with a contraband bag of pickled limes.


When we moved up a year, there was a humiliating system of seat distribution where we had to write down who we wanted to sit with. No one picked me, so I ended up on a table with the other unpopular kids, one of whom continually dripped with snot. If I were a character in a novel, I would have found kindred spirts among them, but I didn’t. We just sat there, sullen and miserable. Somehow, I had gone from being too clever for my own good to not being clever at all.


It was hard having no friends at school, but I devoured stories of girls in books. I loved Enid Blyton’s boarding school stories, Malory Towers and St Clare’s. I wanted to play lacrosse and eat midnight feasts – ginger cake! Sardines! – and be the sort of person who stuck up for others. I’m not sure I fully twigged that boarding schools existed out in the real world – I wanted to go to one in the same way I wanted to visit Narnia.


I was also keen on the Chalet School books set in the Alps, where everyone had to speak lots of languages. There was What Katy Did and What Katy Did at School and The Abbey Girls, and Flambards by K. M. Peyton. They showed girls facing moral dilemmas, and I liked to imagine how I would behave in a similar situation and hope I would do the right thing.


Mum bought Matty the Beano every week because it was the only printed matter he would voluntarily engage with. She read to him every day and I’d listen along to Fungus the Bogeyman and Stig of the Dump, often while still reading my own book. What Matty really liked was to be outside playing football. He had plenty of pals, so I’d hang around with them if Mum chased me outside in her continual quest that I consume fresh air.


I was a compliant and obedient child, but I would disobey my parents when it came to bedtime and the lure of my latest book was too great to ignore. The girls in the school stories read after lights out by using a torch under the covers. I didn’t have a torch, but in the summer the daylight stretched way past my bedtime, and I pioneered a method of standing next to my window with my head the other side of the curtain so I could carry on reading. I had to listen for the sound of the stairs so I could scarper back across the room and be under the covers when Mum came up to check on us. One night the story was so engrossing that I forgot to keep an ear out and got caught. Mum told me off for being deceitful. I hadn’t thought of it like that and was mortified. At home, as in books, the worst sin was to be sneaky and tell lies. From then on I lay awake bookless, staring at the ceiling and thinking up plots full of boarding schools, twins and orphans.


One morning Matty woke me up by bouncing on my bed, shouting, ‘Grandad’s dead and we’re off to Cornwall for the funeral.’


Mum was in the bath crying. ‘It’s so funny,’ she said. ‘Yesterday I was so worried about the Falklands War, and now I wonder why I didn’t spend the whole day feeling glad that Dad was alive.’ I was sad that Mum was sad, but like Matty I did find it a bit exciting, and it was wonderful to get a few days off school. I only fully realized that my lovely grandad was no longer alive when I saw the coffin on the morning of the funeral.


When the rest of my family went back to Scotland, I stayed with Granny to keep her company. In the front room was a dresser that Grandad had made, housing a jingle jar to save money for cancer research and a shelf of battered Agatha Christies Granny had bought from church fetes. For each one I read, she put ten pence in the jingle jar. I had finished them all by the end of the week.


We only stayed in Scotland a few months. One of the men on Dad’s shift committed a robbery and used work as an alibi, saying he had been underground at the time. Dad refused to back him up and the police wanted him to be a witness at the trial. Shortly after that, the man and his brothers cornered Dad in a cabin on site and threatened him. Another man warned Dad to get his wife and children away, and one day when we came home from school Mum said we were leaving that night to go to stay with Granny.


I remember how nervous Mum was, waiting for Dad to ring every night. A few days later, Dad said he was sick of not being supported by the big bosses at the mine and he’d managed to get an immediate start at Maltby pit. It turned out to be a blessing that our house in Yorkshire hadn’t sold, and we happily moved back in. I was thrilled to be reunited with my friends and my old school now seemed small and friendly.


With hindsight, I’m surprised how much I knew about what was going on, but my parents had a great way of telling us a version of the truth we could cope with, so we weren’t in the dark but still felt protected. It did feel a bit like something out of Enid Blyton, and I was impressed with Dad for standing up for the truth and refusing to be intimidated by bullies. I loved my dad with a huge passion. He was jolly and kind, different from most of my friends’ fathers who – like Enid Blyton’s Uncle Quentin – were grumpy and didn’t enjoy being around noisy children. I was also fascinated by his story, and would get him to tell me again and again about when his mother died and how he stopped going to school. He seemed more like a fictional character than anyone else I knew, this orphan boy who had run away to sea when he was not much bigger than me.
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