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      Lillian Beckwith

    


    Lillian Comber wrote fiction and non-fiction for both adults and children under the pseudonym Lillian Beckwith. She is best known for her series of comic novels based on her time living on a croft in the Scottish Hebrides.


    Beckwith was born in Ellesmere Port, Cheshire, in 1916, where her father ran a grocery shop. The shop provided the background for her memoir About My Father’s Business, a child’s eye view of a 1920s family. She moved to the Isle of Skye with her husband in 1942, and began writing fiction after moving to the Isle of Man with her family twenty years later. She also completed a cookery book, Secrets from a Crofter’s Kitchen (Arrow, 1976).


    Since her death, Beckwith’s novel A Shine of Rainbows has been made into a film starring Aidan Quinn and Connie Nielsen, which in 2009 won ‘Best Feature’ awards at the Heartland and Chicago Children’s Film Festivals.
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    In memory of my father


  

    

      Chapter One

    


    The tarred boards of the old pigsty had blistered in the hot sun and the blisters dried to a brittleness that was like the burned skin of the rice pudding my mother had left in the oven the whole of the previous day. Fran and I stood close against the sun-warmed boards, seeking out the largest and crispest blisters, piercing them with our thumbnails until they split with a satisfying ‘pop’ to reveal the splodges of raw wood, pale as straw beneath the black coating. The most promising blisters were at the top of the pigsty, just out of my reach even when I stood on my toes and stretched as hard as I could. But Fran was taller. She reached up and ‘popped’ them with a thumbnail that was longer than any I was ever allowed to grow. She turned her smug, puckered grin on me.


    ‘I’m taller than you are,’ she asserted.


    ‘I know,’ I admitted ruefully. Only that morning Charlie, the stable boy, had at our request measured us against the height of his new yard broom and there had been no disputing the fact that Fran’s notch was two of Charlie’s fat finger widths higher than mine. It was sad to be smaller than your best friend, especially when she was three days younger.


    ‘And I can run faster and jump higher,’ she pursued.


    I nodded. Of course Fran could run faster and jump higher. She wasn’t short and podgy like me. Head bent, I stirred the fine earth that had once been pig litter with the toe of my blancoed plimsoll.


    ‘And I’m prettier.’ Fran tossed back her drape of glinting fair hair, lifting it away from the nape of her neck with a tanned and grubby hand.


    We smiled at each other in complete agreement. Too often I had heard my mother deploring my own lack of beauty; too often heard adults enthusing over Fran’s prettiness and daintiness, whereas after they had assessed my plump body, my pale cheeks, brown eyes and mousy hair constrained into a thin pigtail the only compliment they could bring themselves to offer was ‘What a pretty bow of ribbon you have tying your hair.’ At least I had that. My huge ribbon bows were the envy of my friends and were Mother’s despairing yet determined attempt to make me as attractive as other children. Each bow took three-quarters of a yard of four-inch-wide ribbon, notched into a ‘V’ at each end to discourage fraying, and they were always the most flamboyant colours she could find: rainbow ribbons, shot-silk ribbons, moire ribbons, double-sided satin ribbons, silk ribbons, taffeta ribbons; she sought them and bought them as persistently as I wore them and lost them. Much as I enjoyed wearing such distinctive ribbons there were times when I envied Fran her plain Alice band. Alice bands didn’t slip off so easily as ribbons, nor were they so tempting to the naughty boys who crept up behind one and with a snatch and a whoop of triumph dashed away with their trophy. Fran never had to face her mother’s irate questioning as to the whereabouts of her hair ribbons nor endure the subsequent reprimand; she was never made miserable by threats that next time it would be a torn piece of rag she would have to wear on her hair, like the despised bargee children.


    There were many things I envied Fran. I wished my parents were as happy-go-lucky as hers; I wished I had her fair hair, blue eyes and rosy cheeks, a combination which adults, particularly schoolteachers, associated with an angelic character as obstinately as they associated plainness with badness. Sometimes when Fran had beguiled some adult into sparing her whilst meting out to me the punishment for a joint misdeed my envy flared into brief sulky resentment. Brief because Fran was an anxious commiserator on such occasions. She was genuinely sorry I was not pretty and consoled me by repeating her mother’s assertion that the beautiful actresses we sometimes glimpsed on their way to the local Hippodrome hadn’t been born beautiful but had made themselves so with paint and powder and hair dye. Fran was quite sure I could do the same as soon as I was old enough. She couldn’t hold out any hope for my eyes though. So far as either of us knew the doctors hadn’t yet managed to change ‘brown eyes pick-a-pie’ into ‘blue eyes beauty’. But I had great faith in doctors. By the time I grew up I was confident they would be able to dye brown eyes blue.


    Usually after Fran had indulged in a little boasting I had to do something energetic to cheer myself up but today I was full of an elation that left no room for even a trace of despondency. Today I could retaliate with something that would make me the object of envy. I took a deep breath.


    ‘I’ve got a secret!’ I announced.


    Fran looked at me as though she expected me to be telling a story, which was our euphemism for a downright lie.


    ‘What sort of a secret?’ she demanded.


    A secret with us could be anything from proclaiming the discovery that Sergeant Zagger had bought a nanny goat which he kept in Archer’s field to tittering the information that the lady from the Maypole had joined the Salvation Army; from divulging that a classmate had bugs in her hair to disclosing that Charlie, the stable boy, only got black pudding for his Sunday dinner.


    ‘This is a really truly secret,’ I affirmed. A ‘really truly secret’ was one that made you sick with the excitement of knowing it; a secret that you’d promised, on your honour, never to tell anyone.


    ‘Are you going to tell me?’ asked Fran, leaning close.


    I looked at her for a moment to ascertain whether she was in a serious enough mood to receive my prodigious news. I was pricked by the memory of my promise to Father.


    ‘No,’ I replied. ‘I mustn’t.’


    Fran looked crestfallen. ‘Is it a nice secret?’ she probed.


    I nodded, slowly and exaggeratedly.


    ‘As nice as mine when I had a baby brother?’


    I didn’t think much of Fran’s baby brother. ‘Nicer,’ I said.


    Fran sucked in her breath. She was staring at me with wide, incredulous eyes and I began to think she was at last solemn enough to be told the secret I was longing to reveal. Still I held back.


    ‘I’ll tell you tomorrow,’ I said.


    ‘Why not today?’


    ‘Because.’


    ‘Because what?’ She pulled at my pigtail as if it had been a bell rope.


    ‘Because I promised not to,’ I retorted, grabbing at her hand.


    Fran wandered away a few steps and picked up some pebbles, tossing them from her palm on to the back of her hand. I was suddenly afraid she was losing interest.


    ‘I ought not to, really,’ I repeated.


    Fran threw down the pebbles. ‘If you’re going to break your promise tomorrow you might just as well break it today,’ she said petulantly, and seeing that I was swayed by her logic her voice became coaxing. ‘Tell me now and God will choke me if I tell it to anyone else.’ She spat the requisite three times and touched her throat to convince me and the Almighty of the earnestness of her pledge. I could hold out no longer.


    ‘We’re going to open a shop!’ I whispered the words at the boards of the shed and then turned swiftly to face Fran so that she would know I was telling the truth.


    Her expression was ecstatic. ‘A shop?’ Her voice was squeaky with wonder. ‘A sweet shop?’


    Her question was exactly the one I had asked my parents when they had first told me of the project.


    ‘No, not a sweet shop,’ I told her. ‘It’s to be a grocery and provision shop but we’re going to sell some sweets as well.’


    ‘What sorts?’ demanded Fran.


    ‘Only the ones my mother likes,’ I said, a trifle apologetically, hoping she wasn’t going to feel as cheated as I had.


    There was a moment of silence and then Fran asked: ‘Does your mother like Kali suckers?’


    I shook my head.


    ‘Peggy’s legs or coconut kisses?’ Fran was naming our current favourites.


    ‘No.’


    ‘Scented jujubes; liquorice comfits?’


    I continued shaking my head slowly from side to side while she reeled off the names of all the sweets displayed in little sun-stickied heaps on lace d’oyleys in Mrs Lett’s shop window.


    Fran gave up. ‘What does your mother like?’ she asked.


    ‘Paradise drops, glacier mints and peppermint lozenges.’ I tried, without much success, to infuse a little rapture into my voice.


    Fran pulled a face. I resorted to digging a thumbnail under each of my fingernails in turn in an attempt to prize out the embedded tar which by now had begun to sting.


    ‘I suppose we could get to like paradise drops and glacier mints?’ I suggested hopefully.


    ‘I suppose we could if we got a lot for a penny.’ Fran was quiet for a moment. ‘Will you be able to weigh my sweets for me and make the scale go down with a bump?’ she questioned with renewed interest.


    ‘Oh, yes!’ I breathed. The prospect of weighing out any sort of sweets made me dreamy with delight. ‘I won’t be like Skinny Letty.’ We giggled.


    Old Mrs Lett never allowed the scale to go down with a bump. Indeed it was difficult to perceive that the weight pan lifted at all when she served us. Father always laughed when we grumbled about Mrs Lett and said God must have had a little bit of humanity left over after He’d finished work and so He’d given it to one of his young angels who’d shaped it into a little Mrs Lett much in the same way as I shaped little figures out of the scraps of pastry Mother had left over on baking day. She was such a tiny wisp of a woman with a pink puckered face and scanty white hair that looked as if it had blown off a seeded dandelion. The lenses of her spectacles were as thick as the bottle-glass panes of her shop window so that you couldn’t see if there were real eyes behind them and her voice was so fragmentary that when she glided out from the kitchen into the shop to stand looking at us enquiringly we were never sure whether or not she had greeted us. While she waited for us to make up our minds she constantly squeezed her spongy pink hands in the folds of the sack apron she always wore. However long we might take to choose our purchases she took at least as long to serve us. She hated parting with her sweets, dropping them one at a time into the scale, exchanging a smaller one for a bigger one if she detected the slightest tremor of the chains that held the weight pan and crouching every now and then to peer at it in case it had stuck. She was so mean she even kept a pair of scissors on the counter to cut dolly mixtures in half.


    ‘If you’re going to have a grocery shop won’t you be selling cocoa and sugar and butter?’ Fran asked, suddenly eager again.


    ‘Of course!’ I exclaimed happily. When there was no money for sweets it was our custom to beg from our respective parents a small square of paper in the centre of which were placed a knob of butter, a pinch of cocoa and a teaspoonful of sugar. We would gather up the corners of the paper, squeeze it gently so that the ingredients became well mixed and then lick at the resulting concoction. If we could lick the paper clean without making too much mess of ourselves it was sometimes possible to beg a second helping.


    Fran croodled down, leaning back against the shed. I slid down beside her.


    ‘Are you going to have your shop in the kitchen or in the parlour?’ Fran asked, looking towards the house.


    I suddenly realised that I hadn’t told Fran the next most important part of my secret.


    ‘Neither,’ I replied. ‘It’s to be up above the railway station.’


    ‘Above the station?’ Fran was concerned. The railway station cut the town in half and ‘above the station’ was virtually foreign country to us. We only got that far when escorted by our parents. ‘Are you going to live up there too?’


    ‘Yes.’


    ‘You’re flitting from here?’


    ‘Yes.’


    ‘When?’


    I wasn’t quite sure when but I understood it was to be soon.


    ‘Shan’t we be able to play together here any more?’


    It was gratifying to see how downcast Fran looked and I was about to reassure her that of course we should still be able to play together around the well-loved stables; the wide cobbled yard with its outside tap wrapped in sacking; the old pigsties and black sheds. But as I opened my mouth to speak it smote me suddenly that it wouldn’t be true. The familiar surroundings would no longer be our sanctuary; perhaps other children—and I had no doubt they would be horrid ones—would be discovering our secret hiding places among the sheds; the dim cosiness of the hayloft; the warm embrace of hay-filled mangers. I began to feel quite tearful at the thought of leaving it all and yet it wasn’t so bad for me as for Fran. I was buoyed up with the prospect of a new home and new adventures and discoveries. Fran had nothing to look forward to but the loss of her playmate and the playground which had become our safe enclosed world into which bullying boys and spiteful girls could pursue us no further than the big iron gates of the drive.


    ‘Oh, you won’t ’alf cop it when your father sees that!’ I spun round guiltily as the voice of Charlie, the stable boy, assailed us. Fran was more leisurely. Charlie had a harness brush in his hand and he was pointing it accusingly at the pigsty like a schoolmaster pointing a cane. ‘You’ve made it look proper shot at,’ he gloated.


    We stood back and stared horrified at our handiwork of the afternoon. Charlie was right. The shed was hideous with its pockmarks of burst blisters.


    ‘You just wait till your father sees what you’ve done, that’s all,’ he taunted.


    ‘Go away, patchy pants!’


    Charlie blushed at Fran’s gibe and backed towards the stables as she picked up a handful of gravel and threw it after him. I felt a fleeting moment of pity for Charlie, wondering if the new children to come to Wesley House would jeer at his patched pants and black-pudding dinners even more cruelly than we.


    ‘Will you really get into a row?’ Fran asked anxiously.


    I found I was biting my lip with worry, but I tossed my head. ‘I don’t care if I do,’ I said carelessly, and Fran, suspecting it was tantamount to an admission that I would and that I was already scared stiff, smoothed her dress and adjusted her Alice band.


    ‘I’d better go home now,’ she said hurriedly. ‘I expect it’s time for my tea.’


    ‘But I haven’t had my tea yet,’ I protested. Fran’s teatime was always much later than mine and the signal for her to go came when I was called. Mother refused to have friends waiting about for me while I ate. She said it made me bolt my food.


    ‘I expect your tea’s late tonight,’ said Fran glibly. She pirouetted so that her skirt swirled around her thighs and showed a frilly white petticoat threaded with red ribbon round the hem. I sulked, wishing I could pirouette as gracefully as Fran and that when I tried to my dress would swirl up and show white frilly petticoats. But I couldn’t pirouette and, because Mother thought wide skirts both improper and extravagant, there was never enough material in my dresses to lift and show my petticoats which, though they might be white, were never frilly nor ribbon-trimmed.


    ‘If you’re still being punished tomorrow and have to stay inside, come to the window and I’ll dance for you outside the gates,’ Fran offered, and seeing that I was not much cheered by the prospect she added comfortingly: ‘I can make funny faces at you through the gate, too.’ Fran was good at making funny faces and I slipped her a tiny smile. She went tripping away home to her indulgent parents, skirts flouncing against her legs as rhythmically as water in a swinging pail. I slunk behind the pigsty to await Father’s return from work and the inevitable scolding.


    My home at this time was Wesley House which had been built originally by Uncle Dick for his own occupation. Uncle Dick, with whom there was in reality only a distant degree of relationship, was an unlovable character. As a youth he had emigrated to America and having made there what he estimated to be sufficient fortune had returned to his native village with a view to becoming its squire. There he bought a sizable area of land and built for himself what he liked to refer to as a ‘gentleman’s residence’ complete with stables, coach-house and ancillary buildings, all surrounded by shrubberies, gardens and extensive lawns. Having thus established himself as a passable imitation of a gentleman he then set about establishing himself as a passable imitation of a saint—an infinitely more difficult task since his reputation had earned for him locally the nickname of ‘Masher Dick’. The first step towards attesting his piety was to name the new residence Wesley House. The second was to build a Wesleyan chapel just outside the drive gates, ‘handy for constant worship’. These somewhat extravagant gestures undoubtedly impressed the neighbours and earned for him a show of respect from the numerous devotees of the new chapel. The rest, it must be admitted, continued to regard him as what they rightly judged him to be—a rogue on weekdays and a bigot on Sundays.


    Uncle Dick was a large man in height and girth; his arms though thick and strong as cart shafts were soft-fleshed like newly boiled ham skin; his eyes were hard and green as the glass marbles in pop bottles and except when he was addressing the congregation in his capacity of lay preacher or struggling to achieve baritone resonance as the self-appointed leader of the choir his voice was raspingly imperious. He was mean and he was money-grubbing and he missed no opportunity to profit no matter at whose expense it might be. However, in the rapidly spreading village which had known no indigenous gentry he was allowed to assume the role of a gentleman, a role which he played with great aplomb. Every day he liked to be seen riding out on a big white horse called Dolly; nodding arrogantly to passers-by and then returning at a gallop which grew more impressive as he neared the boundaries of his own demesne. Dolly would thunder up to the drive gates, her mane streaming behind her, and there Uncle Dick would rein her in and rap impatiently with his whip on the iron gates until the stable boy ran to hold them open for him. When he married it was to a woman even more socially ambitious than himself. She demanded a more imposing residence than Wesley House so he built Westminster House at the opposite end of the drive and there settled with his bride. My parents, good chapel folk who had met while they were both singing in the choir of the Wesleyan chapel, were offered Wesley House for their home and as by this time Uncle Dick had opened a grocery shop and appointed Father as manager, they were delighted to accept the offer. It was here that I was born. In the cobbled yard I took my first steps, reaped my first bruises and imbibed the smell and sounds of occupied stables. It was here that the various stages of my childhood were photographed by Father with his cherished plate camera; and here that I watched for the blooming of the purple lilac tree just outside the kitchen window. It was here too that I had brought my first playmate, Fran, to help me bury with tears and ritual the baby starlings that fell from the nests in the eaves; to play hide-and-seek in the lofts above the stables and coach-house; to sail stick boats on the big horse trough and ride broomstick horses along the poplar-lined drive.


    It was perverse of me to have chosen Fran for my friend. To have introduced into such a citadel of Wesleyanism the daughter of a publican. It might not have been so heinous if Fran’s parents had been high-class publicans but this they were most certainly not. They kept what was easily the most sordid tavern in the town, a small whitewashed inn down by the canal frequented only by bargees, dockers and itinerants. A place where people sat outside on summer evenings and allowed themselves to be seen drinking or even dancing to the music of the barrel-organ. A place ordinary decent sinners kept away from. People said that Fran’s father was never sober and that her mother was too happy, which didn’t please the Wesleyans. But despite coaxing and persuasion and constant inducements to play with more suitable children Fran remained my favoured companion and because she was invariably clean and well dressed and our friendship was never marred by strife and bickerings my parents grudgingly allowed it to continue though always on the strict understanding that I must never pay a reciprocal visit to Fran’s home and the equally strict undertaking to keep well out of the way of ‘Aunty Rye’.


    Aunty Rye was Uncle Dick’s wife. Her name was Maria but her husband had shortened it to the diminutive ‘Rye’ and ‘Rye’ she became to my parents. To me she was Aunty Rye, though behind her back I spoke of her as ‘Aunty-Ryenum’, which Father said was the name of a flower that dragons spat out because they didn’t like the taste of it. She was a most awesome woman, tall and string thin, and always it seemed to me, attired for visiting or chapel in high-waisted dresses that fell in folds round thin, button-booted ankles; she regularly wore a fur tippet and carried a parasol in one hand and a reticule in the other, the whole being topped by a hat like an open fruit pie, pierced with hat pins and swathed in veiling. I cannot recall her face, it was so infrequently unveiled. She did not like children at any time and when she condescended to speak to me it was usually to ask if I had been to Sunday school or whether I remembered to say my prayers regularly. Her eyes regarding me through the veiling looked as yellow and spiteful as those of Aunty Pugh’s poll parrot which used to glare at me through the bars of its cage. Once when I had put my face too close to the cage the parrot had pecked my nose. I was always careful not to put my face too close to Aunty Rye. I think it was on my fourth birthday and soon after I had recovered from a bout of chicken-pox that Aunty Rye, who must have been feeling in a Lady Bountiful mood, came to visit me, bringing with her a beautifully dressed doll. The doll was for me, she said, but only if I could recite for her my nightly prayer without faltering. Eager to earn the gift I knelt down, closed my eyes tightly so that I should not look too covetously at the doll, and glibly ran through the prayer I knew so well.


    

      ‘Gentle Jesus meek and mild,
Look upon a little child,
Pity mice in Plicity
Suffer me to come to Thee.’


    


    I got the doll and a pat on the head. Mother, telling Father about it afterwards, said Aunty Rye looked quite impressed until I, with the doll now firmly in my possession, suddenly demanded, ‘Where is Plicity?’


    ‘Plicity?’ echoed Aunty Rye bewilderedly.


    ‘Yes,’ I replied. ‘Why do we have to ask Jesus to pity mice in Plicity and yet if we get mice in our larder we have to set traps to kill them?’


    Mother said Aunty Rye looked as if she was going to snatch the doll away from me. It might have been better if she had, for, cradling it in my arms, I was taking it for Mother to admire when I tripped over the hearthrug, fell flat on my face and smashed the doll to smithereens. By the time my tears were dried Aunty Rye had gone and subsequently she always made sure I was out before she visited my mother. Even much later when in her capacity of Sunday school superintendent she had to present me with the prize for the best attendance during the year all I got from her was a spectral nod of recognition and a reluctant touch on my head to convey the blessing of her gloved fingers.


    Though she was reputed to be frail, her will was iron and she kept her great bully of a husband in complete subjection. She interfered in almost everything he did and my parents used to mimic the meekness of his tones as he responded to her bidding. ‘Yes, Rye, dear.’ ‘Right away, Rye, dear.’ One day when Fran and I were swinging on the big iron gates of the drive, crashing them together so that they juddered on their hinges, Uncle Dick had caught us. It was not his custom to caution children and he had dragged us off roughly and boxed our ears. Fran and I had run blubbering to our respective homes, hands pressed to our stinging ears. Father was shaving at the kitchen sink, but hearing my sobs he put down the cut-throat razor and demanded to know what had happened. Father believed in chastising me with his belt across my bottom when I deserved it but he considered that only he had the right to do it and that blows on a child’s ears could cause permanent damage. He was angry. Wiping the Lifebuoy lather off his face he buttoned up his shirt and put on his jacket. Mother, who had overheard my sobbed explanation, came into the kitchen.


    ‘Where are you going?’ she asked.


    ‘To see Masher Dick,’ he replied grimly.


    Mother went pale. Father was thin and not very strong and Uncle Dick was known to have felled a man with one savage blow of his large fist.


    ‘No, don’t,’ Mother pleaded. ‘Calm down first. She’s not hurt.’ I bawled louder to show I was.


    Father took no notice of either of us. ‘I’ll not have my child’s ears boxed,’ he said, and strode outside.


    Upset by Mother’s anxious face and terrified that Uncle Dick might kill Father I let my bawls erupt into screams. Mother snapped at me peremptorily and sent me upstairs. The tension was terrible until from the bedroom window I saw Father returning unscathed. He looked quite pleased with himself. I thought it safe to go downstairs.


    ‘What happened?’ Mother enquired. Her hand was clutching at the brooch that fastened the neck of her blouse.


    ‘Nothing,’ replied Father.


    ‘What did he say?’


    ‘I didn’t see him. It was Rye who came to the door and when I asked to see him she guessed there was something wrong so she asked me to tell her what had happened. When I’d finished she just said, ‘‘He will apologise to you directly he comes back and it shall never happen again.’’ ’


    Mother looked incredulous. ‘I don’t know how she does it but she certainly knows how to handle him,’ she said.


    Father resumed his shaving and a little while later a sheepishly apologetic Uncle Dick appeared at the door. He looked utterly deflated and accepted Father’s recriminations with mumbled promises never to touch me again. He never did touch me again. I never swung on the gates again but it was not fear of Uncle Dick’s catching me that deterred me so much as the memory of Mother’s anxious face and the sight of Father striding out, as I believed, to almost certain death.


    By this time Uncle Dick, whether because of dwindling finances or the inability to resist the offer of ready money, had sold a large plot of his land to the authorities for the building of a police station. It was a long red brick building divided from our drive by a high wall which enclosed a wide yard. In the yard there were kennels where lost dogs used to howl their misery for the few days they were allowed to live. On Saturdays the unclaimed ones were poisoned with prussic acid and then there might be a night or two of quiet before the kennels began to fill again with their doomed occupants. I knew it was prussic acid that was used to kill them because I was with Father in the chemist’s shop on one occasion when Sergeant Zagger came in. Sergeant Zagger was a harsh, strident man. He was supposed to beat his wife and we children were terrified of him. Father was waiting for a prescription to be made up so we were able to hear what the sergeant asked for with, it seemed, gloating satisfaction. When he had made his purchase and gone, Father asked the chemist, who was a friend of his, what on earth the sergeant was buying prussic acid for.


    ‘Oh, it’s a regular order,’ replied the chemist. ‘It’s for poisoning the lost dogs. He comes for it every Saturday.’


    Father caught his breath. ‘I shouldn’t like his job,’ he said.


    ‘Oh, old Zagger doesn’t turn a hair,’ said the chemist. ‘He says their howling keeps the Inspector awake and makes him bad-tempered so he’s glad to get the job done.’


    It was the inspector who occupied the police station and the inspector had three sons. The eldest considered Fran and me too young to be noticed but the two younger ones alternated between being our enemies and our friends. They were our enemies when they climbed up on the wall and taunted us for being girls or aimed their catapults at our bare legs; they were our friends again when, at Christmas time, they bestowed on us the unwanted beads and trinkets from their crackers. They became enemies prior to Guy Fawkes night when they threw jumping jacks over the wall or filled hollow keys with home-made gunpowder and hurled them against a stone so that they exploded with a bang; they stayed our enemies until the bonfire was ablaze when they gallantly lit our sparklers for us with matches we were not allowed to carry and invited us to a potato-pie supper in the police station followed by chasings in and out of the empty cells. The first time I was kissed by a boy was in a prison cell.


    Now that Uncle Dick had a police station and a Wesleyan chapel overlooking the privacy of his grounds he seemed to tire of playing the retired gentleman. The 1914–18 war had broken out and the grocery shop gave plenty of opportunity for profiteering. He turned his attention to becoming even more prosperous. The shrubberies gave way to pigsties to provide bacon for the shop. The last fragments of green lawn disappeared beneath a curing house where the bacon was cured and the offal made into black puddings, brawn and sausages. The curing house was itself flanked by a bakery where white-overalled men and boys baked bread and pies and cakes, and soon all that remained of the once spacious grounds was the long wide driveway overlooked by regal poplars and escorted by a curved strip of garden encrusted with London Pride; an impoverished rockery and a formal fenced garden, sad with laurel bushes and plaintive with the wheezings of Gittings, the gardener. Aunty Rye stoically endured the ravaging of the grounds so long as it was necessary but as soon as the war ended she put her foot down. The pigsties were allowed to fall into disuse and the sheds became storehouses. The bakery, being far enough away from Westminster House not to be a nuisance, was let and so continued its trade; van horses continued to share the stables with the pony and the pony trap no longer had the coach-house to itself but had to make room for a delivery van that was long and black and shiny and looked more like an undertaker’s deadcart than a grocery van.


    All this time my parents were working and saving hard to buy their own shop. Father, in addition to working for Uncle Dick, took pupils for shorthand lessons in the evenings, and Mother, who had been a dressmaker before her marriage, took in sewing. Every penny that could be saved was put into the ‘Tomtit’ which stood on the bobble-trimmed mantelpiece above the big kitchen range. The ‘Tomtit’ was a miniature wooden barrel and it had earned its peculiar name from having been the temporary resting place for a syringe which had a white rubber bulb. The bulb had protruded above the top of the barrel and though the juxtaposition had suggested no unusual image to me or to my parents it had to a young cousin who came to visit us. As soon as she was on the threshold of the kitchen her eye had been caught by the barrel and the bulb.
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