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  For my beloved Mummy,




  my husband Johnnie and my brother Eddie.




  Thank you for a wonderful life!




  

    And to our dear friend Geraldine Mary Clarke,


  




  who has now joined them in heaven.




  You were always a true rawney (lady).
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  Prologue




  I lay awake in the dark, alert for sounds. It was quiet, too quiet. I waited for something to break through the silence, but nothing came. For so many years my home had been a

  caravan, where the sound of the wind or rain hitting the roof could always be heard. My thoughts drifted back to comforting childhood nights spent in Granny’s traditional Romany vardo, her

  painted caravan. Perhaps I would never quite get used to a life where bricks and mortar did such a good job of shutting out the elements.




  I turned to look at the figure sleeping by my side. Johnnie, my husband of less than twenty-four hours, lay with an arm draped across me. I loved him more than I ever knew it was possible to

  love someone, and now I was his wife and his little Brighton bachelor pad was home. I felt like the happiest woman in the world, so I should have been enjoying a peaceful, contented sleep, but the

  unnerving silence nagged away at me and kept me awake. Even the sound of the boiler coming on would have helped, or the clink of milk bottles being left outside our door. I listened hard, but could

  hear nothing. You’d think I would have got used to living in a house in the four years since my family had left behind their travelling life to settle in Brighton. But at home, someone would

  always leave a radio on or a window slightly open to let nature’s sounds in. I needed some sort of background noise before I could sleep.




  I eased myself carefully out from under Johnnie’s arm, crept out of bed and switched on the radio, tuning the dial until I found something to reassure me that I wasn’t the only

  person awake at such an ungodly hour. I went back to bed, slipping under the satin sheets. As I laid my head on the pillow, I lifted Johnnie’s arm and placed it around me again. Perfect now,

  I said to myself, closing my eyes, the warbling of Johnny Mathis soothing me and giving me the sense of security I needed.




  I knew that, next to me, Johnnie was oblivious to the radio. His steady breathing told me he was lost in deep slumber, probably dreaming of his speedboat rides or the impulsive drives we would

  take when the mood took us. Now I too was being taken away into dreams, dreams of the past, of lying in Granny’s feather bed in the painted caravan, the sound of rain dripping from trees

  beating a gentle rhythm on the roof, a sense of wonder at the shadows cast across my window by the branches moving above us.




  
 





  ONE




  Wedding Bells




  I woke with a start, and for a moment lay still, replaying the previous day’s excitement. On 3 November 1964, I had put on my smart black suit and pink chiffon blouse and

  tiptoed down the stairs and out of the home I shared with my family in West Street, Brighton, clutching the black cartwheel hat I’d last worn a few weeks earlier at my cousin’s wedding.

  Now I was about to wear it at my own wedding. I had raced down the road in my high heels, my stomach churning as the enormity of what I was about to do sank in. I had not told Mummy or Daddy I was

  getting married; I had said nothing to my younger brothers Nathan and Eddie; nor had I breathed a word to my little sister Anne, Eddie’s twin.




  In true Romany tradition, I was eloping, and it was my secret. A secret Johnnie and I shared. At the register office in Brighton, just a few streets from my parents’ home, Johnnie and I made our vows. I couldn’t believe I’d had the nerve to go through with it.




  Immediately after the ceremony, Johnnie had called my mother.




  ‘Hello, Mrs Petulengro,’ he had said. ‘I’m John Tullett. I’ve just married your daughter.’




  Johnnie got straight to the point, while I sat in the background biting my nails, dreading my mother’s reaction to the fact that I had just married a non-Romany. By this point in time it

  was relatively common for Romanies to marry ‘gorgers’ (non-Romanies), but my family was still very true to its roots and quite traditional in many ways. I sat there with bated breath.

  Would I have disappointed her? Nothing in the world could keep me away from my Johnnie, but I couldn’t stand the thought of upsetting Mummy.




  I needn’t have been so worried since she wasn’t in the least bit surprised. She had guessed what was going on and had left it up to me to make the right choice; all she wanted was

  for me to be happy. There were no recriminations, just plenty of champagne to celebrate the marriage of her eldest child. ‘Get round here now,’ she ordered. ‘We’ve got some

  celebrating to do!’ Although Mummy did interrogate Johnnie for ten minutes in the kitchen when we first arrived!




  We had drunk, danced and sung into the early morning, and my head felt heavy now. As I lay there, my mind whirling at the thought of how different my life had become in such a short space of

  time, I realized that Johnnie and I could have tied the knot three years earlier if I’d said yes to him then. I was being a good girl and doing what I felt my mother would approve of, but

  what a waste of time and life! Still, all’s well that ends well. I was with him now and that was all that mattered.




  In the dim early-morning light, I looked around the flat, taking in the curtains and the furniture. This was where I now lived – a bachelor pad! As I lay in bed, I realized I actually

  hated the satin sheets I had insisted on getting for when we were married, as they were too slippery and they slid all over the place and weren’t nearly as luxurious-feeling as they had

  seemed when I bought them. I vowed to buy some good old-fashioned cotton sheets.




  From somewhere in the flat came the sound of Johnnie singing: ‘She wears red feathers and a huly-huly skirt.’ Where the hell was my husband anyway?




  ‘Johnnie,’ I called.




  He suddenly appeared at the doorway, bright-eyed, a cup of PG Tips in his hand. ‘I didn’t want to wake you,’ he said. ‘You had a lot of excitement yesterday, and a lot of

  champagne!’ We laughed together at the memory.




  Johnnie sat on the edge of the bed. ‘Here’s your cuppa tea, duck,’ he said, a phrase he had picked up from me and which I had learned from my time in Nottingham in my

  teens.




  His eyes sparkled. How could anyone be so happy at this early hour? Surely he needed more time to acclimatize? It was beyond me. I had never been good in the mornings. My brother Eddie could

  leap up and resume a conversation from where he’d left off the night before, with a spring in his step and a smile on his face, anywhere, any day of the week. I, on the other hand, could not.

  My family knew not to phone me or bother talking to me until gone eleven, as that’s when my batteries turned on. At this stage of my life, I have come to the conclusion that I will never do

  mornings! Thank goodness Johnnie worked that out fairly early on.




  ‘What would you like to do now then?’ he asked.




  We had told everyone we were going off on a honeymoon because we wanted to be left alone, but we hadn’t made any proper plans.




  ‘If you like,’ he said, ‘we can go to Gatwick and take a flight somewhere hot?’




  I gazed up at him. ‘What do you want to do?’




  ‘As long as I’m with you, I don’t care what we do or where we are.’




  We had both always been direct, saying exactly what we meant and meaning exactly what we said. ‘I can’t lie on a beach thinking about what needs to be done to this flat,’ I

  said. ‘You don’t own a single pot or pan, only a grill which you use to cook the only thing you can – a bacon sandwich. I want to cook you some real food.’




  Johnnie had never experienced my cooking, and I’d always loved to cook.




  He laughed. ‘Tell me what you want and I’m at your service.’




  ‘OK, I want to go shopping, but not in Brighton. I don’t want to run into anybody we know yet.’




  In the days before the wedding, we had bought a few things to make Johnnie’s flat a bit more homely – there was a new dark-blue three-piece suite and rugs and curtains to complement

  it – but we had not yet got essentials like pots and pans and all the other things that make a home.




  ‘London would be nice,’ Johnnie said with a smile and a twinkle in his eye.




  ‘Oh yes,’ I said, delighted at the thought of a shopping spree in the capital.




  Johnnie got a pen, a piece of paper and a tape measure. ‘Where would you like to start, madam?’




  ‘Kitchen – definitely kitchen.’ I threw back the bedcovers, jumped up and ran past him.




  Johnnie’s kitchen was a very sparse room with a sink and only one shelf. I stood for a second or two, working out what was needed to brighten the place up.




  ‘Curtains for the window,’ I ordered. Johnnie made a note. ‘Oh, and cupboards and shelves for pots and food.’ He started taking measurements, the two of us quickly moving

  around the bare space, working well together.




  ‘How about a nice room divider that can serve as a breakfast table where we can sit and eat?’ he said. Johnnie used to build boats for a living and was great at woodwork. Having

  served his apprenticeship as a young man in a boat yard, he was not afraid of a challenge. He quickly sketched what he had in mind for the room divider, then began measuring the walls, asking where

  I wanted everything to be placed.




  I was now on fast-forward, ideas taking shape one after another. ‘I’d like a copper top on the room divider, please.’




  Johnnie gave me a questioning look. ‘You won’t like it,’ he warned.




  I insisted I would. I could picture it already.




  He laughed and wrote it on the list. ‘What colour shall I paint the walls?’ he pondered.




  ‘Bright orange,’ I said excitedly. As a child, I had always loved the rich jewel colours in Granny’s vardo: the ruby red of the old gas lamps, the emerald of the leaded lights

  and the deep amber of the doorknobs. ‘It will go lovely with copper and I’ve seen some old Victorian copper saucepans I’m going to buy to hang on the wall.’ There had been

  copper trim on the vardo too. My imagination was running wild and we were both revelling in designing our first home together.




  We headed to the station and up to London. Shopping as a pair of newlyweds was great fun – and very expensive! It was then that I realized my husband was colour blind. I’d thought

  I’d like the bathroom to be cream and brown, and had spotted some lovely striped towels and flannels and a mat for the floor. Johnnie suddenly pointed at a pile of grey and white towels and

  said, ‘Is that what you’re looking for?’ My mind flashed back to an oil painting he’d done of me. When he gave it to me, the only problem with it was that he’d painted

  my eyes brown. Surely he had noticed I had blue eyes? Now, with the mix-up over the towels, I knew for sure. Colours would definitely have to be my department! I selected my cream and brown towels

  and, laden down with parcels and bags, we headed for Victoria station. We were going home. To our home. I couldn’t wait to hang my new towels on the rail in our bathroom.




  Every aspect of our lives was good, and we worked well together, quickly adapting to married life. I was twenty-five and Johnnie was nine years older. I had become well known

  as a clairvoyant and was busy seeing my clients and writing a regular horoscope column for the Evening Argus in Brighton and several other newspapers and magazines. At the same time, I was

  producing my quarterly horoscope guide, which had proved hugely popular. Johnnie worked in a boat yard in Newhaven, and in the summer he ran a speedboat from the West Pier in Brighton. He had begun

  working with boats at the age of sixteen, when he went to work as an apprentice in a boat yard where there were lots of office girls. He told me that on his first day at work they made an excuse to

  get him into one of the sheds, where there was some molten tar that was used in the boat-building process. They had cooled some off, so it wasn’t hot, but still sticky. The girls rolled up

  his trousers and held him whilst one of the women painted the tar onto his legs and arms from the elbows down. Then one of the girls produced a bag of feathers. They held onto him until the

  feathers were well and truly glued on. Apparently, this was what they did to all new people, especially if they were young. Shortly after this, he was offered a well-paid job in a wet-fish

  shop.




  ‘I only lasted two weeks,’ he told me. ‘I couldn’t get rid of the smell, so I went back to the boat yard. In the summer I started working on the speedboats in

  Littlehampton – did that for a few years – then one winter I got involved in yacht deliveries. I’d be back working on the speedboats in the summer months.’




  At the time of our wedding, he’d also taken a job in an off-licence in Brighton. When I could, I would take him lunch and we would sit in the back room, where I would write my horoscopes

  for the newspapers.




  We loved spending as much time together as we could, but we also had our own loves and passions that we stayed true to after we tied the knot. In between writing for my horoscope columns and

  guide, I would put aside some time each week to make notes for the book I’d been planning to write since I was a child. And Johnnie could spend hours locked away in a room painting.




  Since Johnnie had worked out that I was not at my best first thing, we fell into a daily routine where he would bring me a cup of tea and then sneak out of the room, so as not to have to listen

  to, or reply to, whatever grumpy comment came out of my mouth. Instead he headed downstairs to read the paper – the ‘rag’, as he liked to call it.




  I would never feel like eating until after 11.30, but always made breakfast for Johnnie. One of his friends had told him that when you look at a woman over your paper in the morning,

  you’ve got to love her. I knew that would always be the case for me and Johnnie; I couldn’t imagine either of us ever looking at each other with anything other than a loving smile. As

  he ate, we would discuss what we wanted to do with our future, coming up with all sorts of new and exciting plans – some of which would come to fruition and others that would always remain

  pipe dreams. I loved moving around, whereas Johnnie loved living on a boat. He had lived on a barge for a while when he was single, but we both knew it wasn’t for me.




  ‘You couldn’t do it, Jewel,’ he said. Jewel was the nickname he had given me. Although my real name was Julie Eva, I used Eva, my granny’s name, for my horoscopes and

  readings, but I was always Jewel or Jules to Johnnie. He went on, ‘Barges on rivers attract rats.’ He saw me shudder and grinned. ‘That’s a definite no, then?’




  ‘If and when we have children,’ I said, ‘and I want six children by the way—’




  Johnnie cut in. ‘What I was going to say,’ he said with a smile, ‘is what about a floating home? A boat we can actually live on, a bit like your vardo. The difference being,

  that instead of travelling the roads, we could travel on the water and go abroad, or anywhere you fancy, for the winters and come back for the summer seasons.’




  Now this idea appealed to me. ‘The only thing is, what about schools?’ I said. ‘By law, the children – when we have them – will have to go to school, unless we home-school them.’




  Johnnie was laughing. ‘Now you really are getting ahead of yourself.’




  He was right, I was. I started laughing too.




  We occasionally chatted about that idea of living on a boat as the years passed, but nothing ever came of it. There was no way I would ever really consider living on a boat when I couldn’t

  swim!




  A lot of people have asked me what it was like to have to adapt to a house after living in a vardo for so many years. I have always been a big film fan and one of the things I

  envied, when watching films, was the sight of a glamorous star lying in a bubble bath. It was a luxury not afforded to those of us who lived in caravans. We had to put up with a top-to-toe wash in

  a hand bowl, and our idea of a luxury bath would be one of those tin baths some house-dwellers used, which were not big enough to completely immerse your body in. You’d have to sit up, which

  was fine for kids, but for adults that meant your knees were up against your chin. Not very comfortable, but nonetheless preferable to the hand bowl. Having bathed, you then had the problem of

  disposing of the water. You would use a jug to fill a bucket, which you would then have to empty before filling it again with more of the bath water, and repeating the process several times. Hardly

  relaxing after a soak with your knees tucked up beneath your chin! I remember dreaming about turning on a tap and seeing water flow into the bath, rather than having to fill up cans from taps I had

  trekked up hill and down dale to find. So, you can imagine my delight at the thought of having running water on tap – and not only cold water, but hot, hot, hot. Delicious bubbles in

  which I could actually stretch out my legs and even dip my head under, should I so desire, and to top off this heavenly experience, all I had to do when I was finished was pull the plug. Even

  today, I still appreciate my baths because the memories of the hard work involved in my early ones are still etched on my mind.




  Throughout mine and Johnnie’s courtship, the Sussex public house in the heart of Brighton had been our main venue to meet, and now we were married we still went there for

  a drink. The landlord and landlady were such colourful characters, and we liked them enormously.




  I first met Harry and Cath Taylor in 1960, when I started going out with Johnnie. They were a glamorous couple with three lovely sons. Harry had a wonderful moustache and a persona that made you

  feel as if you should curtsey in his presence, while Cath always had a beaming smile on her face, sparkling eyes and a great sense of humour. Before she was a landlady she used to be the

  Queen’s hairdresser; she was an incredibly creative lady.




  Johnnie and I would meet our friends in the Sussex if we were going out, and the pub drew many wonderful and outrageous people. Many people from the theatre world went there. I remember one

  lady, Betty, who was always two sheets to the wind and kept us entertained with her antics.




  Cath and Harry were wonderfully friendly people, forever making everyone laugh, and we always had a great time at their lock-ins. At closing time they would say, ‘Don’t go anywhere,

  you two. Stay where you are.’ When the pub had emptied we would find ourselves in an elite little group with the likes of the TV and radio personality Gilbert Harding, who on one occasion

  actually walked down from his home in Clifton Terrace in his dressing gown and pyjamas with his pet Pekinese to join us! Among the other regulars were actors Nigel Green, who appeared in Jason

  and the Argonauts and Zulu, and Robert Coote, who starred in My Fair Lady on Broadway, playwright Alan Melville and singer John Leyton, who topped the charts in 1961 with

  ‘Johnny Remember Me’.




  I recall one evening in particular. I didn’t want any more to drink, but one did not refuse a drink at these handpicked lock-ins and everyone had to stand their round.




  ‘Oh no, I don’t want any more,’ I said, and John Leyton, who was next to me, beckoned me over to the window, where we stood with our backs to the others.




  ‘This is what you do with the drinks you don’t want, Eva,’ he said. He pulled the curtain to one side to reveal four large gin and tonics lined up on the windowsill.




  In future, that was where my unwanted drinks would go too.




  Later that same evening as we were all standing round chatting and laughing, drinks in hand, Cath called for everyone’s attention. ‘Quickly, everyone upstairs, the police are at the

  door. We’re being raided!’




  We all piled into the lounge upstairs like naughty schoolchildren, giggling. One or two of us were slightly the worse for wear. Anyone who’s ever been in a lock-in will know that the

  drinks do seem to taste better after hours. It must be something to do with that naughty, illicit feeling of having a drink when you’re not supposed to. Thankfully, Cath and Harry

  didn’t lose their licence, which, without mentioning any names, was a lot to do with the fact that one of the senior police officers was also one of the main after-hours drinkers there. They

  were good times, filled with laughter.




  Although I had been in daily phone contact with Mummy, after a week of married life it was time to go and visit, to find out what was happening in the family. I had never been

  away from my mother for such a long time before and I was desperate to see her. Johnnie and I walked into the flat to see a beaming face.




  ‘Hello, Mummy,’ I said.




  She hugged me tighter than usual, before pushing me and Johnnie into the lounge. ‘Sit down, you people,’ she ordered. ‘I’ve got something to tell you.’




  My brother Nathan had recently moved out and the twins were at school, so we were the only ones there. I could see the worried look on Mummy’s face and began to feel quite concerned.




  ‘I’m sure you know, Eva,’ Mummy continued, ‘that things haven’t been right between me and your father for some time. And now that you and Nathan have both left

  home, I don’t need to put up with your father any longer,’ she said. ‘He was never really around much anyway, so I told him to just pack up his stuff and go.’




  She said the words as quickly as she could, and then seemed to stand there holding her breath, gazing at me intently to see what my reaction would be. I stood up and looked at her. I knew it

  must have taken an enormous amount of courage to make such a decision, especially for a Romany woman who firmly believed that marriage was for life, but he had only ever made her unhappy and I

  couldn’t have been more pleased for her now. ‘It’s about time, Mummy,’ I said.




  She let out a huge sigh of relief, and we both hugged, tears of happiness rolling down our cheeks. Before we knew it, we were laughing.




  ‘If it hadn’t been for you,’ she said, ‘I would have kicked him out years ago, but you thought the world of him.’




  ‘Oh no, I didn’t,’ I said, determined to let her know that wasn’t the case. The only reason I had never complained to her about my father’s manipulating ways was

  because I didn’t want to hurt her or make things difficult. ‘I’ve always thought the complete opposite. I just didn’t want to upset you,’ I said.




  Now Johnnie began to laugh too.




  She decided not to tell me that day, but it came out soon afterwards that Daddy had been having an affair for quite some time and that Mummy had found out about it. It was with this ‘other

  woman’ that he was living, in a flat on the other side of Brighton.




  Mummy still had the twins, Eddie and Anne, now fifteen and very lively characters, living with her. They had inherited her dry wit and ability to look at life as if the glass was half full. In a

  sense, I never really left home, even though I was married, because at that time, our dukkering (palm-reading) place was actually Mummy’s flat, so we found ourselves together most of the

  time. She also felt as though she had inherited another son in Johnnie, who was round at Mummy’s as often as the rest of us. Within hours of meeting on our wedding day, my mother and Johnnie

  became like two of the musketeers, so much so that whenever she phoned up, it was Johnnie she asked to speak to, to tell him her latest joke or adventure, and he was the same with her. They got on

  wonderfully and shared the same dry sense of humour. It seemed as if he’d been part of our family forever.




  Johnnie and Eddie would play football together, and he and Nathan shared a love of cameras. Often, when we were at Mummy’s flat, Johnnie and Nathan would go off for a pint together. Anne

  had her own pals, and across the road from the flat was an ice-skating rink which was great fun for her and her friends. She also now had her own bedroom since I’d moved out, where she and

  her friends would disappear to play games, watch TV and do homework. In Brighton, the twins had two years at school, between the ages of fourteen and sixteen. It was late to be attending school for

  the first time, but at least it showed them that a gorger’s life was very different to ours and prepared them for the changing times. Eddie used to lock himself in his bedroom for hours to

  paint pictures that no one was allowed to see. So all in all, life continued much as it had before, except that my father’s absence made for lighter spirits and the house was always full of

  laughter now. And Mummy especially looked like a huge weight had been lifted from her shoulders. Looking back, I realized Daddy had never joined in with us, never really wanted to be part of the

  family, and in fact had cast a grey cloud over the rest of us.




  Shortly after he moved out, Daddy called to say he was having a party and he wondered if I would come along. I couldn’t think of an excuse quickly enough, so I had to agree. But then he

  said, ‘Would you bring along your friends too? All of them, as many as you can.’




  ‘How strange,’ I thought. But I did as he asked and invited a few of mine and Johnnie’s friends along. When we arrived at the party, Daddy asked me what I wanted to drink.

  ‘Brandy and coke, please,’ I replied. When he came back with the drink, one sip told me there was absolutely no brandy in there at all! I spotted him swanning round the room with

  everyone patting him on the back, telling him how generous he was, and I realized then that he had used me once again, just as he always had. The whole thing was an elaborate attempt to make

  himself out to be a wonderful, generous fellow, opening his pockets to all his friends and family, when in fact the ‘party’ was probably costing him just pennies. And as he didn’t

  have any friends of his own, he’d asked me to bring mine along instead! I thought back to all the times he had used me as a child, giving me all the horrible jobs he considered himself to be

  too high for – sorting the rotten fruit outside his shop at 6 a.m. every day, getting up even earlier to feed his chickens, making hot dogs and toffee apples and scrubbing his fairground

  stall at all hours of the day and night, while he stood around chatting – all while I was doing my palmistry apprenticeship with Mummy and looking after the twins. But that was my daddy; some

  things would never change.




  I would regale Johnnie with stories of my childhood and how us Romanies used to live, and he loved the cookouts which took place in Mummy’s back garden as they brought

  all those tales to life for him. By the time we all arrived, the stick fire would already be lit and we’d sit around it and talk about our day. At one of these gatherings, Johnnie said he had

  something important to tell Mummy. ‘I’ve just met up with a guy I used to know years ago,’ he said. ‘He’s a butcher and he provides the meat for the royal kitchens. I

  hope it’s all right, Eva,’ he added, looking at my mother, ‘but I’ve invited him to pop round and say hello.’




  Mummy looked at Johnnie quizzically. ‘There’s more to it, boy. What is it?’




  ‘I thought you could do with some meat and fowl that he’ll let you have for the wholesale price.’ Johnnie looked a bit nervous, not knowing if he’d been too presumptuous.

  But he’d thought it was worth the risk as he knew how much Mummy loved a bargain!




  Mummy was beaming at this. Ten minutes later, a dapper, well-dressed little fellow came through the yard. He was introduced to everyone as George. Mummy asked him to sit down.




  ‘Now then, young man, before we go any further, would you like a drink of any kind?’




  ‘Oh, I could kill a cup of tea,’ he replied.




  ‘Anne, go and make this man a cup of tea.’ With this, Anne ran up the spiral staircase that led from the garden into the kitchen.




  George was soon chatting to Mummy about different cuts of meat. He got out his notebook and pen and proceeded to take her order.




  ‘I would like a sirloin of beef, a leg of lamb, fillet steaks and some sweetbreads.’




  I loved Mummy’s sweetbreads. She would gently fry them in butter with a little salt and pepper, and they tasted delicious.




  So the next time I saw George, I ordered some steak and some sweetbreads. He looked at me and said, ‘Do you want the sweetbreads from around the heart or the throat?’




  I stared at him in horror. ‘Cancel it!’ I said.




  Although I had eaten sweetbreads for years, I’d never known which part of the animal they came from. In one minute flat, he had put me off for life. It doesn’t take much to put me

  off something!




  Romanies are indeed a strange lot. Things like a dog drinking or eating from our plates aren’t tolerated at all, whereas I know that many gorgers are happy to let their dogs finish what

  they don’t eat straight from their plates. In the old days, I remember that if a dog took food from a plate, the plate would be smashed. A waste, you may think, but it is our way. But we like

  to eat with our fingers when around a fire, as gorgers do with fish and chips. Food cooked on a stick fire tastes better eaten that way than with a knife and fork off a plate. I saw a film about

  Henry VIII once, and they were all at a big banqueting table, eating with their fingers. If it was good enough for him . . .




  That evening after George left, Mummy began to boil a big ham on the bone in a boiler over the stick fire, while Johnnie watched her in awe, completely fascinated. When it was cooked, she cooled

  it, then cut all the fat from it. She spread English mustard all over it, then brown sugar, patted it and took it upstairs into the oven in the kitchen, until the sugar melted. Before it burned,

  she removed it and let it cool. I remember Granny doing the same thing when I was a child. She brought it back down and we all tore strips off with our fingers, savouring every delicious

  morsel.




  This was a recipe my family had made for generations, and any ham that was left over would be re-cooked in the boiler with dried peas, which had been soaked the night before, slices of onions,

  carrots, leeks and potatoes, which were put in last, just after the ham had drifted from the bone. The peas disintegrated and the vegetables cooked. We’d add a dash of black pepper, and you

  would have a pea and ham soup to die for.




  I can remember Granny singing ‘Roses of Picardy’ as she cooked, which was her favourite song, her head waving back and forth, her long grey hair plaited each side and pinned into

  what was called ‘earphones’, a popular hairdo when I was a child. I can still see the white pinafores she always wore when cooking, which she would wash and then soak in

  ‘blue’, little blue blocks of ultramarine and baking soda wrapped in cellophane. They didn’t turn blue, but instead came out whiter than white. I’m still often reminded of

  Granny and her ways.




  All of a sudden there was a clatter on the spiral staircase and we turned round to see Eddie and Nathan coming down into the garden with their guitars, to play our favourite tunes. Nathan pulled

  out a table top, which was laid on the ground, and Mummy and I tap danced on it together while they played ‘I Got Rhythm’, ‘Top Hat’ and ‘Isn’t This a Lovely

  Day?’ Johnnie loved it all – it was so new to him.




  That night, as we returned home to our flat, Johnnie said, ‘I wish I’d been born a Romany; it’s a totally different world.’




  I looked at him and smiled. ‘You are a Romany now, boy!’




  
 





  TWO




  Stick Fires and Red Faces




  It was May 1965, and Johnnie and I had been married for seven months. Everyone was looking forward to a peaceful bank holiday after what had become known as the Battle of

  Brighton over the Whitsun weekend the year before, when rival gangs of mods and rockers poured into the town. Something like 3,000 of them had gathered on the seafront – the mods with their

  suits and parkas and scooters, the rockers in leathers on powerful motorbikes. When they clashed, it was mayhem: holidaymakers running for cover, deckchairs flying off the end of the Palace Pier

  and windows smashed. It took hundreds of police officers, many on horseback, to restore anything like order. The same thing had gone on in other seaside towns that weekend. It was the worst, most

  violent bank holiday anyone could remember.




  One lovely hot evening over the bank holiday weekend, we had been invited to a dinner party by a gorger friend of Johnnie’s. His name was Kenneth and his wife was Angela, and they owned a

  lucrative local business. Johnnie had done some work on Kenneth’s yacht for him, and in the process they had discovered a mutual love for boats and life on the sea.




  Kenneth proposed to sail over to France with some friends, with Johnnie as skipper, and we were invited to the dinner party in order to meet the friends who would also be making the trip.

  Forgive me, but I disliked the group as soon as I laid eyes on them. They seemed to me to be pretentious, nouveau riche and imagined they were the cream of society. Kenneth, blond-haired and

  a big, strapping bloke, was nice enough – until he opened his mouth! He gave the impression that he knew everything and everyone, and had been everywhere. He had the beginnings of a beer

  belly and his shirt strained across his middle and hung out the back of his trousers.




  Looking round, my heart sank, until I was introduced to Angela, a quiet girl who certainly didn’t fit in with any of her husband’s friends. She was in her late twenties, about ten

  years younger than Kenneth, and was very slim, with glasses. I observed that she could be a real good-looker if she had a makeover. Her hair, in particular, needed attention – she wore it

  tied up in a ponytail. I was interested to know where she’d met Kenneth.




  ‘I worked for Kenny as a secretary in his head office,’ she said. ‘After work, he’d drop me home, and after a few weeks, we started dating.’ He had introduced her

  to a new and affluent way of life. ‘He’s ever so generous,’ she said.




  As everyone sat in the garden, drinking Pimms and airing opinions and so-called knowledge on various subjects from the sublime to the ridiculous, Angela and I retreated to the kitchen. I had

  taken an immediate liking to her.




  ‘You’ve got some interesting friends,’ I said.




  She pulled a face. ‘They’re not my friends, Eva. It’s Kenneth’s crowd really. It’s difficult. He loves having them round and I don’t dare say I don’t

  want to mix with them.’




  I felt for her. ‘Can’t be easy,’ I said.




  ‘Oh well, it’s easy enough to slip away when it all gets a bit much. I don’t suppose they notice whether I’m there or not.’




  I thought that Angela suffered from low self-esteem and I decided to make it my job to help her. I talked to her, emphasizing her good points and telling her how pretty she was, and I suggested

  what she might do with her hair. I gave her a proper pep talk. Gradually we bonded and in no time we were allies, laughing together like old friends.




  As the two of us chatted, Richard, one of Kenneth’s friends, appeared at the kitchen door with an empty Pimms jug.




  ‘Can we have a refill, please, and a lager for John?’




  I took the jug from him. ‘We’ll bring it out for you.’ I winked at Angela as I tipped almost a full bottle of vodka into the jug.




  Her jaw dropped open. ‘Eva, what are you doing?’




  I gave her a mischievous grin. ‘This will relax them,’ I said. ‘It’s obvious they’re playing one-upmanship out there, showing off and trying to outdo each other.

  Well, give them a minute and once they’ve got this inside them, watch them let their guards down and you’ll see them for what they really are.’




  By now Angela and I were having a great time. Nervously, but with a large grin, she took the jug and carried it out into the garden to a crowd that was getting louder by the minute.




  When she returned, she pulled out a very large platter of fillet steaks from the fridge. ‘Can I help you?’ I asked.




  ‘Thanks, Eva. I’ve already made the salads and the desserts. All that needs doing now is to fry the steaks. I’ll get on with that if you don’t mind taking the salads

  out.’




  As I placed the salads on the large table that was already set, a distressed cry came from Angela in the kitchen.




  ‘Noooo!’




  I rushed in, to see her most upset. ‘Whatever’s wrong?’




  ‘The cooker won’t work,’ she said, almost in tears. ‘Can you get Kenneth to come and help me?’




  I went and found Kenneth, who checked all of the switches and fuses. ‘Nope, damned if I know what’s wrong,’ he said, baffled.




  Soon three of the other men were in the kitchen, all determined to fix the cooker and have their steaks, but to no avail. Not even Johnnie, who was a genuine Mr Fix-It, could work out what was

  wrong.




  Kenneth put a reassuring hand on his wife’s arm. ‘Don’t worry, we’ll have a barbecue instead.’




  Angela looked stricken. ‘We can’t,’ she wailed, defeated. ‘I’ve loaned it to my sister.’




  Seeing how upset she was at not being able to cook a simple steak for her arrogant guests, I came up with an idea. ‘I know, how would you like me to cook them for you Romany-style?’

  Seeing that Angela was about to have a coronary, I directed the question at Kenneth.




  Kenneth looked both relieved and a bit embarrassed. I’m not sure he liked the idea of a female guest stepping in to save the day.




  ‘Anything you say, Eva,’ he said eventually.




  ‘I must warn you though, it’s going to make a mess of your lawn,’ I said.




  ‘Eva, darling, I’m past caring. Make all the mess you like!’




  Now, there was an invitation! ‘OK,’ I said, ‘I’m going to need some wood.’




  Excitedly, Angela chipped in, ‘We’ve got some logs in the garage – will they do?’




  ‘Absolutely ideal,’ I replied. ‘But I’m going to need a nice strong man to chop them up.’ I looked at Kenneth.




  ‘I’ll come with you,’ Johnnie said. ‘I know how she needs them to be cut.’




  Johnnie and Kenneth trotted off to the garage like two schoolboys on a homework assignment.




  ‘I’m going to need some newspaper,’ I told Angela, ‘and a very sharp knife.’




  I rooted around in the garden, found some straight sticks and sharpened both ends with the knife. I prepared the steaks by covering them with sea salt and cracked black pepper and picked what

  herbs I could from their garden. There was some fresh rosemary, which was perfect, and I made small slits in the meat and pushed the sprigs inside, along with some garlic. Now we were in business!

  Finally, I threaded the steaks onto the sticks and screwed up the newspaper Angela had found.




  Johnnie and Kenneth emerged from the garage with the chopped logs. Since Johnnie had seen Mummy and me make stick fires before, he knew just how thick I needed them to be. I criss-crossed some

  small ones on top of the newspaper to start the fire off, then I lit the newspaper with a match and, to my relief, the fire caught almost immediately and the logs began to burn. I watched with

  pride as my fire came to life. Piling on some more logs, I waited until it was all alight and then allowed the fire to die down, so that grey ash replaced the flames. The heat was just right. I

  pushed the pointed sticks into the lawn around the fire and we sat watching the meat sizzle, me twisting the sticks so the steaks would cook evenly.




  ‘Oh, how very primitive,’ bellowed one woman, a redhead with tracks of black mascara running down her cheeks. She had downed several of my ‘special’

  Pimms and was obviously feeling the effect. She seemed oblivious to the fact that she was sitting much too close to the fire and the smoke was making her eyes run.




  Angela appeared from the kitchen with another big tray of drinks. I noticed she had taken off her glasses.




  ‘Your recipe, Eva,’ she said gaily. It was lovely to see her looking so happy and loosening up a bit; it was such a contrast to the way she’d been earlier in the evening,

  feeling uptight and acting as if she was walking on eggshells.




  The conversation was now all about the forthcoming trip to France. ‘Once we get over there, we might have a couple of nights in Paris,’ someone suggested.




  Everyone started talking at once, mentioning restaurants and places they had been to. Johnnie and I had our own special restaurant in Montmartre, La Mère Catherine, which served the best

  French onion soup we’d ever tasted and in the evenings had a live singer who would sing all of Edith Piaf’s songs. We looked at each other with a sly, secretive grin. There was no way

  we were telling this lot about our special restaurant. I looked up to see Kenneth tottering towards me with a bottle of champagne in one hand and two glasses in the other.




  ‘I haven’t seen Eva and Angela have a drink yet,’ he said, slurring his words slightly. ‘I know this is Angela’s favourite.’




  ‘Mine too!’ I said.




  Angela and I had been drinking coffee and it was our first proper drink of the evening. I looked around at the other guests, who were by now very drunk. Angela and I exchanged grins and toasted

  each other.




  It was obvious to me that no one was in a fit state to drive home – not after several jugs of my special-recipe Pimms! It would have to be taxis all round. I was very naïve in the

  ways of gorgers and innocently asked the men to hand over their car keys. All at once, their expressions changed – some seemed bemused, but a few seemed surprisingly quick to do what

  I’d asked.




  A man with a face flushed from a combination of booze and the heat of the fire perked up straightaway and dangled his keyring in front of me. ‘Happy to oblige,’ he said, with what I

  could have sworn was a drunken leer.




  The tipsy redhead watched wide-eyed. ‘Now it’s getting interesting,’ she said.




  One by one, the men dug their keys out of their pockets and passed them across. Johnnie was almost hysterical, trying hard not to laugh. He knew how innocent I was and that I was just trying to

  do the right thing.




  ‘It’s taxis home tonight, boys,’ I said, depositing the keys into Angela’s hands. ‘Hide these,’ I told her. ‘I’m not going to be responsible for

  accidents and drunk drivers.’




  Angela beckoned me into the kitchen, practically doubled up with hysterics. She could hardly talk for laughing. ‘Don’t you know about car keys and parties?’ she managed to

  splutter.




  I shook my head. What on earth did she mean? ‘No, what?’




  She went on to explain that in certain circles they had ‘car key parties’ and what I had just done made it look as if I wanted to get one going.




  ‘Once everyone has thrown their keys into a hat or a bag or whatever, the women each pull out a set of keys and whoever the keys belong to is supposed to be their bed partner for the

  night.’




  I didn’t have a clue about such parties, nor had I ever been anywhere near one. I had never been someone who flushed easily, but instantly my cheeks began to burn. I’d never felt so

  embarrassed in my life. Needless to say, I didn’t stay more than five minutes after I’d learnt of my mistake.




  I called Johnnie over. ‘Quick, let’s go.’




  ‘I think we’d better, before anyone starts trying to swap keys!’




  ‘I didn’t know that’s what it meant!’




  ‘I know, Jules, that’s the best bit about it.’




  ‘You’ve got some funny friends, that’s all I can say.’




  ‘Not as funny as you, darling!’




  Johnnie laughed all the way home. ‘I know they weren’t our kind of people, Jules, but it was worth it just to see your face when you realized what you’d done.’




  He stopped laughing when I announced that there was no way I was about to go anywhere on a boat with a crowd like that. The looks on a few of the men’s faces when I’d asked for their

  car keys were enough to ensure I was not going to allow myself to be marooned in the middle of the ocean with any of them.




  As Johnnie digested this, I sneaked a look at him and saw the disappointment on his face. ‘How about we go to Paris on our own?’ I said. ‘Have a nice big bowl of that lovely

  French onion soup. What do you think?’




  He broke out in a large grin. ‘La Mère Catherine, here we come! It wouldn’t have been any good going with that mob anyway. You know what they say: two’s company,

  three’s a crowd, but sixteen . . .’




  The next day Johnnie phoned Kenneth to say he couldn’t skipper his boat after all.




  ‘What a shame, John,’ Kenneth said, his head probably still fragile from all the alcohol consumed the night before. ‘Hey, they were nice steaks, but have you seen the state of

  my lawn?’




  Needless to say, this was not a friendship either party pursued, although Angela and I did go on to meet for lunch occasionally and I learned I’d had a lucky escape. Two of the couples had

  gone on to swap partners on a permanent basis!




  Johnnie and I didn’t go out a lot, and spent most of our time getting our flat shipshape and going to the shops together. When we went to the supermarket, I would pick up

  the same staple items each time. Due to my upbringing, I was always wary of running out of certain things, as when my family had been on the road, we would sometimes pull into places where there

  were no shops. We also often had unexpected visitors when others would park up their caravans nearby, so there were certain things you always kept in the cupboard, such as tins of John West salmon

  and Ye Olde Oak ham which would come in handy if anyone came round and you needed a quick meal. Making sure I had back-ups like this was a habit I got from my mother.
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