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FOREWORD




    As I sat on the balcony of the luxurious Belage Hotel, basking in the glorious Los Angeles sun, it was tempting to reflect that I had truly ‘arrived’. It was 1996 and Marianne Jean-Baptiste and I had been on an international tour to promote Mike Leigh’s Secrets & Lies, visiting many countries including such far-flung places as South Korea and Brazil, and had finally ended up in Hollywood prior to the push for Golden Globe and Oscar consideration.




    We had a three-week break from our schedule but, instead of returning home, my agent suggested that I remain in Los Angeles to meet some producers and discuss various projects which were presenting themselves. However, this meant staying on at my own expense. If I was to pay my own way in Tinseltown, it would be necessary, to use a favourite expression of my mother’s, to ‘pull in my horns’. I couldn’t afford room service and consequently went to a local store and bought cereal and milk, quite forgetting that there were no dishes or cutlery in the room. So what? Improvising was no problem for me – indeed, I had been trained to do it from a very early age. With our large family it wasn’t unusual to have to wait for a vacant spoon before we could start our breakfast.




    And as I ate my cereal from a vase, using a shoe-horn for a spoon, I realised I had travelled a very long distance in more ways than one!
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    Making an entrance








  



    

       

    




    
1




    LIFE ON THE PLAINS




    ‘PULLING IN OUR HORNS’ WAS, MORE OR LESS, A PERMANENT aspect of family life. Our horns must surely have been the most vigorously exercised part of us, pulled in as they constantly were. Life on the Plains of Waterloo, in Ramsgate, could sometimes seem to be an uphill struggle, apparently combining many elements of the battle for which it was named. Occasional discomforts, frequent skirmishes and the constant possibility of ambush from my loving, but somewhat volatile mother were tempered by the loyalty, affection and protection of my father and of my brothers- and occasional sisters-in-arms.




    Mum and Dad met c. 1922 while working for the same household in Broadstairs. Mum had worked for the family since leaving school aged fourteen and had worked her way up to become parlour maid. She told us that her first job before leaving school was collecting basketsful of acorns for a local pig breeder who fed them to the pigs, which she really enjoyed because she loved to be outdoors. Dad’s first job, before leaving school, was as a shepherd. Ten years her senior, he had spent six years in India with the Royal Field Artillery immediately prior to meeting Mum, and had returned home to Broadstairs to become the family’s chauffeur, the proud driver of a gleaming Delage. According to Dad, when he met Mum it was love at first sight and it wasn’t long before he popped the question. Mum, however, although she felt the same way, said she needed a little more persuading. Quite a lot more persuading as it turned out! Even after the birth of their eighth child in 1943.




    Mum was born in 1904. She was a small, bright, pretty lady, with beautiful creamy skin and soft dark hair, which was occasionally permed into a style that she’d had since the 1930s, when she was herself in her thirties and probably a time when she thought she looked her prettiest. She was the oldest girl of fourteen siblings and had spent almost her entire life caring for children. It was second nature. In her younger days she was a beauty with the finest teeth Dad said he had ever seen, although by the time I was old enough to notice them they had long been gone. That’s just one of the penalties of having nine children. But also this was a time before the National Health Service, before subsidised medical and dental treatment. Mum said it was quite common for people to lose their teeth to decay and that a popular twenty-first birthday present was a new set of false teeth! A Taurean, home loving, stubborn, loyal, resilient and brave, she was a hardy woman and would never give in to sickness if she could at all help it.




    Dad, born in 1894, was of medium build, clever, handsome and with a ready laugh. He had plenty of time for us children. He was a storyteller and a natural teacher. Dad was an avid reader and was, in fact, offered the opportunity of training to be a teacher on his return from India but he declined. He was easygoing and unhampered by ambition. A typical Piscean, he was compassionate, loving, artistic, intuitive, indecisive. It was Mum who wore the trousers in our house, but he was happy with that. He adored her. He was mildly spoken and I never heard him swear unless he was talking about politics, and even then not excessively. They were both staunch Conservatives, surprisingly. Unlike Mum, though, he was on occasion prone to hypochondria.




    Together they were passionate. Either laughing fit to burst, or arguing fit to kill. A lot of their arguments followed the same pattern. One or other of them would shout ‘Sit down!’




    And the other would say, ‘No, YOU sit down.’




    ‘Siiiiiiiit down.’




    ‘YOUUUUUUUU sit down.’ And on it went, ad infinitum. And all the while they were both already sitting down.




    Before the war, Dad was working away at the Vauxhall car factory in Luton. (His claim to fame is that his suggestion of the use of a crescent-shaped washer to hold one part or other of the engine together was adopted and went into mass production. Mum said, ‘If you believe that, you’ll believe anything!’) He could only occasionally get home to see her and the children, but he regularly sent money. The problem was that when he sent money home he couldn’t afford the fare to come home himself. So Mum became extra thrifty and scrimped and scraped sufficiently to save enough money for Dad’s fare. But he soon saw the necessity of coming home to find work locally and applied for a job as a driver for the local council, which we called the corporation. The wages were not generous and Mum was obliged to take several part-time jobs to compensate, while at the same time running a home.




    In 1944 after an engagement of twenty years, and eight children into the bargain, Louisa Kathleen Supple finally agreed to marry William Charles Bottle. I suppose wartime puts a lot of things into perspective, and makes you understand more fully the value of things. Gran lost three sons in the war, Mum’s three younger brothers. Uncle Sid died when the Firedrake was torpedoed; Uncle Bert was shot in Greece, and Uncle Fred tragically fell down the stairs while home on leave. And if that wasn’t enough, Gran died in 1944. Mum was heartbroken. It was enough to drive anyone to drink. And did.




    At the start of the war and the threat of bombardment, three of their children – Ted, Bernard and Jeannie – had been evacuated for three years to Stafford. Aged eleven, nine and six respectively they were each housed with a different family. Dad said it was not a very satisfactory arrangement, but the phrase ‘there’s a war on’ justified any kind of hardship. At Gran’s funeral, it was decided that Jeannie should temporarily go to live with an aunt in London. Mercifully, she survived the Blitz.




    In 1945 the war was over and just when things were looking up my 42-year-old mother found she was pregnant again. The last straw!




    I was born Brenda Anne Bottle in 1946, nine months after the end of the war, and I like to believe I was conceived in celebration – a product of rejoicing. Even though it meant Mum and Dad had another mouth to feed along with my six brothers and two sisters. In later years when Mum got really cross about something or other she would invariably say that I was the cause of all the trouble, but sometimes she would say it with affection. No wonder I’m confused with a guilt complex!




    We were not well off, but just after the war it seemed that everyone was in the same boat. By the time I came along the three eldest, Pam, Ted and Bernard, had flown the nest. Pam, my eldest sister, was shortly to marry and my two eldest brothers, Ted and Bernard, had both become seamen. This seemed a natural progression as they both loved to watch the ships come and go from the harbour, as indeed we all did. That left just the seven of us, Jeannie, Brian, Bill, Terry, Martin, me and Dad, for Mum to care for. ‘Dear oh dear!’




    When baby Brenda came into the world, relatives galore turned up to see the new arrival, and apparently it was my cousin, Noreen, who was playing ‘This little piggy went to market’ with my one-day-old fingers who discovered that I had eleven of them. Had I been born a couple of centuries earlier I would probably have been drowned as a witch. Mum promptly took me to the doctor’s surgery and the extra finger on my left hand was removed. Dr Crawford, for reasons best known to himself, told my mum that I was going to be a film star. Had he known I was first going to be a typist presumably he would have left the extra finger on.




    We lived in a rented house, which was in a very poor state of repair, but despite many pleas to the landlord we found that we had to like it or lump it. Whenever the landlord turned up at the house to demand his rent, invariably my mother would ask him cryptically if he was afraid of getting lockjaw. What did she mean? None of us knew. Had I known then that I would be capable of DIY in adulthood I might have started my apprenticeship a little earlier and repaired the scullery ceiling when it caved in, narrowly missing Dad.




    Many of the houses surrounding ours had been bombed out of existence during the war, including the one immediately behind ours on the opposite side of the alley in La Belle Alliance Square. A lot of our playtime was spent on these bombed sites. In 1943 my brother Bill narrowly escaped death when this particular house fell, as he had toddled out into the alley and was playing only yards from it. Fortunately my pregnant mother noticed his absence whilst shepherding the rest of her flock to the safety of the air-raid shelter, and sent the most reliable person, my sister Pam, to retrieve him. Apparently with only seconds to spare she snatched him up and managed to get back indoors and under the stairs, covering Bill with her own body just before the bomb fell. Pam was thrown into such a state of shock that it took a considerable time to release Bill from her arms.




    We had a scullery and a basement sitting room, but there were only two bedrooms to accommodate the lot of us, so the parlour also had to be used as a bedroom. The boys all slept in a line at the top of the house. Whenever Mum sent me up there to give an instruction to one or other of them, if they were asleep I couldn’t tell them apart. And nor could Mum sometimes. If one of them was due a clout, they’d all get one just to be on the safe side. Whack whack whack whack. One each. It created a sort of collective responsibility between them! But my mum was never cross with us for very long. And Dad never got cross with us at all. Irritated frequently, but never cross. Mum had the job of getting cross for both of them.




    The rooms were small, and the parlour was made even smaller by the addition of a huge dining table in the middle that would have suited King Arthur. There was a sort of narrow path around the edge of the room, blocked by my little bed and an out-of-tune upright piano. Dad was the only one of us who could actually play, although he couldn’t read music, but he’d only play it if Mum was out, otherwise she’d holler ‘Cut that racket out!’ or ‘If ever a woman suffered.’ He taught me to play one or two tunes, one of which I still churn out at parties, ‘When You Are in Love’, but I sound like Les Dawson. The lavatory was in the back yard, and although we didn’t expect luxury, a door would have been nice! But there is always a plus to any situation, isn’t there? The lack of a door meant there was light, making it much easier to locate and avoid the resident spiders. At night, we’d take a lighted candle, which lasted all of two seconds before it blew out.




    There was no electricity in the scullery or upper part of the house, and the only supply was in the basement and parlour, but even for that you had to clamber across the rooms in darkness to locate a plug and socket. Fortunately there was a lamppost located just outside the front of our house, and at night we’d sometimes leave the curtains open and the room would be dimly lit from outside. Nowadays we pay a fortune to get that subtle atmospheric lighting, casting interesting shadows around the room. We’d take a candle up to bed with us, if we had one, otherwise we’d just have to go up in the dark, in which case Mum would direct us to ‘Get in the same way as you got out!’ I was sometimes scared of the dark because Mum used to hang her white overall on the back of the cupboard door, and if someone walked past the house with a torch casting shadows into the room, the overall would appear to be moving. But Dad would come upstairs and sit in the dark with me and tell me stories of swimming in the harbour and of catching fish with a stick. Or he’d find a torch and leave it by my bed until I’d fallen asleep.




    How I missed my dad recently, while filming Clubland in Australia. A beautiful, huge apartment had been rented for me by the production company overlooking Rushcutters Bay, Sydney. It was fabulous. The first night I was there I was suddenly awoken at 3 a.m. by something falling on my face. I screamed and leapt out of bed in a panic and switched on the light. There on the pillow was a cockroach the size of a kangaroo. I couldn’t get around to the other side of the bed to get my sandals or my specs because I could see several others scuttling about on the floor. When I got my breath back, I told myself not to be a wimp and ran down the hall to get a dustpan and brush, but before I could get there the entire flat was plunged into darkness. ‘If ever a woman suffered.’ I was to spend the entire night curled up in a vibrating chair, which was mercifully still as the electricity had blown, waiting for the sun to come up. Needless to say when the property agent arrived the next day, there were no cockroaches to be seen, except an insy spinsy tiny one lurking along the skirting board which I was almost reluctant to point out. But I’m glad I did because she said it was too small to have flown in and that there must be a nest in there somewhere. I moved to Quay West at The Rocks, overlooking Sydney Harbour, a far cry from the Plains of Waterloo.




    The lighting in the scullery was supplied by gas through a very flimsy mantle, which we children were drawn to like moths to a flame, constantly testing its fragility. One gentle touch with the finger made the mantle disintegrate before our eyes, and presented the distinct possibility of the lot of us being gassed. What fun! But woe betide any of us if Mum caught us doing it. To add to the excitement, many were the times when the scullery was plunged into darkness because the gas had run out, and I would either have to run to a neighbour or up to my sister Pam’s house to borrow a shilling for the meter. Even more frustrating was when Mum could afford more gas but didn’t have the appropriate coin to feed into the meter. In desperation I once saw Mum sliding a knife into the coin slot to try and lever one of those coins out again! My brothers, too, once. But Mum’s teaching of ‘Do as I say, NOT do as I do’ never seemed to sink in until they each got a clout round the ear, where the phrase resonated for a very long time. Of course, she didn’t even know they’d tampered with the meter until the meter-man came one day to empty it and to tally the money with the register.




    ‘Only doing my job, missus, you’d better cough up what’s missing.’




    ‘I’ll give you cough up,’ said Mum, ‘you loppity eyed article! You afraid of getting lockjaw?’




    The boys were in such trouble for that, from Dad as well as from Mum. They didn’t do it again.




    There was only one tap in the house, which supplied cold water, and when I think of all the modern conveniences we have nowadays to make our lives easier, the more I realise how heroic my mother and father were in bringing up nine children with no labour-saving devices at all. Luckily for me and all the other baby boomers, soon after we were born so was the Labour government’s National Health Service, providing free health care for all. The Labour government also introduced other benefits including dental care, free milk at schools and other benefits. But obviously it didn’t provide new kitchen appliances and on wash day, Mum had to boil gallons of water on the gas stove, in what resembled a witch’s cauldron, in order to do the washing. In winter her hands would be red raw.




    One of my jobs was to help her to take the washing out into the back yard and put it through the mangle, a magnificent contraption, which stood about five feet high, with a huge ornate iron frame and two wooden rollers each measuring about 9 inches in diameter. So old was the mangle that the centre of each of the rollers was worn thinner than the outer edges. Washing would be fed through the rollers with one hand while the other hand turned the huge wheel at the side. It had a giant adjustable iron screw at the top which allowed the rollers to accommodate different thicknesses of washing. I was warned not to operate the mangle alone for fear of crushing my fingers, but my brothers spent many a happy hour trying to crush each other’s fingers, or preferably heads, in its mighty rollers. There was a line strung from one end of the yard to the other to peg the washing to, but there wasn’t much room for it to blow in the breeze because the yard was so small. Mind you, that was a blessing because if it did, the washing would hit the wall and get dirty again. It took for ever to drip dry. Sometimes the washing froze, but that was a bonus because Mum could crack off the ice and bring the washing inside to dry in front of the fire.




    When it came to ironing, Mum would spread a blanket on the scullery table and cover it with a sheet. We didn’t have an ironing board. Two flat irons would be used alternately, one warming on the gas flame while the other was in use. ‘Stand back,’ said Mum, as she tested the heat of the iron by spitting on its underside. Only a sizzle said the iron was ready for use. I loved the wonderful, slightly singey smell of the fresh ironing. And I love the smell of laundry that has dried outside on a washing line. I can definitely tell the difference. When not in use these heavy flat irons were used as doorstops, or alternatively as handy weapons. I remember being totally awestruck when my friend Patsy said her mum had got an electric iron. It seemed the height of luxury. I think Patsy’s family was also the first family I knew to get a television. Its tiny eight-inch screen was housed in a dark brown cabinet about three feet high and the screen was covered with a huge magnifying glass.




    A wonderful sense of expectation came on smelling the sweet lavender furniture polish when we came home from school. This meant that Mum was home, it meant she hadn’t been up the Alma, she was in a good mood and probably expecting company. Whenever we had visitors we’d usually end up with threepence in our pocket, sometimes sixpence. It didn’t always mean that though. Sometimes Mum would wake up with a sense of regret and tried to put all her wrongs to right by cleaning the house from top to bottom on her hands and knees. She’d clean the windows by sitting perilously on the outside windowsill until they were gleaming. She’d spray the carpets with water to minimise the dust rising when the stiff broom did its stuff, and I’d watch in a daze as the motes floated out of the window into the sunshine.




    Sometimes the smell of Brobat bleach would hit you halfway up the Plains, which told you that Mum had washed down the area steps. I always expected it to be one of the neighbours washing their steps, but it never was. It was lovely. Or she would swill down the back yard drain after scrubbing the scullery floor.




    Having no bathroom, washing arrangements were in the scullery, and it was quite normal for us to use cold water and carbolic soap. It’s surprising how often people comment with envy on the clearness and youthfulness of our skin, and we think this is probably attributable to these archaic arrangements. Or it could be due to the less sophisticated version of washing when Mum would just spit on the corner of her apron and wipe it around our faces. In winter it was really cold in the scullery so stripping off for a wash was avoided at all costs if we thought we could get away with it. But Mum had eyes like a hawk, and she’d announce ‘Look at the dirt on that child’s neck!’ Or ‘You could grow potatoes on that child’s feet!’ Or ‘Come here, Shuckyucks, let me put a rake through that hair.’ So once a week, whether I needed to or not, I would have to use the West Cliff Public Baths, situated next door to the dance hall. It was lovely and warm in there because there was a gas fire in the corner keeping the attendant warm. She would use a ruler to measure out the permitted six inches of water, and included in the price of the bath was a square inch of soap, but Mum always supplied me with a sachet of Beecham’s shampoo, which came in powder form. A poster advertised WASH AND BRUSH UP 3d, BATH WITHOUT TOWEL 6d, BATH WITH TOWEL 9d. The water was far too hot to sit down in and I would go home on the bus with telltale red rims round my legs, wearing an itchy clean woollen vest and skin-tight liberty bodice, and a most stylish home-made pixie-hood to cover my wet hair. And before leaving the baths I always liked to peek through the doors to the dance hall and see the variety acts on stage, including the Singing Coon (I’m not kidding!), or watch couples taking a turn around the floor.




    But sometimes, bath night would be organised at home, when every saucepan in the house would be used to heat the water. A large grey tin bath, which hung on a nail in the back yard, was hauled inside and placed in front of the fire. One by one we would get into the same water, girls first, and top it up with another saucepan of hot water when it cooled. Sometimes the boys splashed one another and Mum would holler, ‘This ain’t a public swimming pool!’ She’d always suspect Terry of being the instigator of the hilarity so she’d add, ‘I’ll dance on you in a minute, you little box o’tricks!’ Of course, the bath had to be emptied just as methodically, because it was too heavy to lift when full. A chain gang would be formed from the front room to the backyard drain, and the bath would eventually be emptied and hung back on its nail in the yard. What a palaver! No wonder Mum preferred the expense of sending us up the West Cliff, although fortunately for us, we were privileged customers for a couple of seasons because the attendant at the baths was none other than my sister Pam. The glow of knowing someone in such a position of authority would keep us warm on the cold bus journey home.




    But I was never as clean as I was after an unfortunate incident while out playing on Abbotts Hill with my best friend, Patsy. A middle-aged man approached us and asked if we knew where he could go to wee wee. We were about nine or ten. We said that the nearest public toilets were down at the harbour or perhaps Charlotte Court in the town, but he spotted an alley almost opposite Patsy’s house and he said he would go up there to relieve himself and that I should go with him in order to keep watch. We had never heard of child molesters or paedophiles or rapists or anything like that. Although we had been taught not to go with strangers, we had also been taught to obey our elders. I was taken firmly by the shoulder and escorted up the alley while Patsy ran indoors. As instructed I diligently kept watch while he urinated, except he wasn’t urinating was he, and he then took my hand and told me to give it a good old shake dry. Oh dear, oh dear, I thought, why won’t it get dry? Surprisingly, having grown up with brothers, I had never seen a boy’s private parts. Obviously I wasn’t aware of what he was really doing, and although I intensely disliked what was happening, I wasn’t traumatised by it because I didn’t understand, but I was greatly relieved when Patsy came running down the alley with her father, and the man fled. Devout Catholics, they took me into their house and scrubbed my hands cleaner than they had ever been and my mother was summoned, who was absolutely livid and over-affectionate all at the same time. I had to describe time and time again what had happened, and then she took me home where my underwear was examined and every inch of me was gone over with a fine toothcomb and the bath was taken from its nail in the yard. Oh what a stupid little girl I had been to go with him. Why hadn’t I shouted out or screamed? The realisation of the narrow escape I’d had made me sickened and scared. Once satisfied that her daughter was still intact and spotlessly clean, Mum stopped quizzing me, but I was very aware and ashamed of the drama I had caused for a very long time. Except I hadn’t caused it, had I, HE had. Mum possibly thought that she was scaring me more than the man had, so let me climb into bed with her and she cuddled me to sleep, running her fingers through my hair and I could smell her powder and beautiful scent. I thought it heavenly. Even though it was inexpensive, no designer perfume I’ve come across since smelt as good. Whether the man was reported to the police or not, I don’t know.




    In fact I was wanted by the police at a very early age, when I was reported as trying to hang my niece Valerie on the school railings with a length of rubber hosepipe. Honestly, we were only playing cowboys and Indians and of course I was the sheriff and Val was wanted dead or alive. Anyway, some nosy parker had witnessed the lynching and dutifully rushed and told my sister, who summoned me to her presence. Pam convinced me that the police had been informed and were now scouring Ramsgate for a little girl matching my description wearing a red coat who was wanted for attempted murder. I protested that I was only playing and wouldn’t have actually lifted Val off her feet (although I’m not absolutely sure about that) and, anyway, it was her turn to be sheriff next. My protests fell on deaf ears. I was petrified. I walked home in absolute terror, walking sideways with my back to the wall just in case I was being followed (I’d seen too many films). My head was turning from side to side on constant lookout. How unfair of my sister to frighten me so. After all, I had only tried to hang her daughter. When I got home, Mum asked me why I looked so shifty. I explained what had happened and she said she’d felt like hanging the lot of us on more than one occasion!




    Of course, Pam wasn’t the only celebrity in our family. My dad was the operator of the Waterfall on Madeira Walk and the Fountain on the East Cliff. He’d cross the stepping-stones at the bottom of the falls and disappear into a cave behind the cascading water to switch it off on our way home from the cinema. I could never understand why he never got wet. But more important than that, Dad was the driver of the Aqua Lovelies in the carnival every year. Not only the Ramsgate carnival at that. The float displayed the Aqua Lovelies (bathing beauties) posing on water skis behind a speed boat being driven by my dad. Of course, he was also driving the float itself. Mum was a bit jealous, and wasn’t shy of showing it. ‘I lay he does think he’s something,’ she’d goad and then say he looked like ‘a whelk’ or ‘a barnacle’ on the boat. But that wouldn’t stop her from cheering as the float passed by. ‘What do you think you look like!’ ‘Look out, here’s Gregory!’ (She often accused him of thinking he looked like Gregory Peck.) Or ‘Hey-up, here’s Humpty!’ ‘Ever to be associated with such an article!’
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    Ne’er cast a clout till May is out
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    KEEPING THE HOME FIRES BURNING




    UNLIKE TODAY WHERE FAMILY MEMBERS COME AND GO OR watch television while eating, our mealtimes were extremely rigid. I think it is such a pity that the convention of families having their meals together is going out of fashion. It’s so valuable, to simply face someone across the table, and give the meal the attention it’s due. The meal didn’t arrive there by magic. Someone planned it, bought it, carried it home, cooked it and served it. And in Mum’s case, also made it stretch. We’d all sit down together around the huge table, depending upon when Dad would be home from work, leaving time for him to wash and change out of his overalls. Dad always sat sideways at the table, never with his knees under it. (The only time I saw him with his knees under the table was at Val’s wedding. Her veil was getting in her way and she asked Dad if he had a pin. He said, ‘Why, are we having winkles?’) Anyway, either myself as the youngest, or whoever happened to be in the most trouble at the time, would sit on my mother’s left side. She was left-handed, so if there was any misbehaving, the unfortunate in the hot seat was conveniently positioned for a clout. She couldn’t bear sapping, noisy eating or greediness. If we were greedy, she’d say, ‘There’s another day!’ Or if we said we wanted another cake, she’d say, ‘More still when there’s none!’ Which, of course, meant we’d be craving even more for a cake if we’d had none today. Such pearls of wisdom. Catch 22 though was when there was a little pudding left over and we were all fighting for it. By way of resolving the situation she would say, ‘Those who ask, don’t get. Those who don’t ask, don’t want!’ and promptly put the pudding away in the cupboard.




    The table was covered in newspapers, except on the rare occasions we were expecting ‘company’, in which case a nice clean cloth would materialise and be spread. Having visitors meant Mum’s special tea – tinned salmon and cucumber sandwiches and two shillings’ worth of mixed fancies. These were a selection of little iced cakes of different colours, shapes and sizes, jam tarts, cheese tarts with twisted coconut shreds on the top (I didn’t care for that one), cream slice, Eccles cake, angel cake and cream horn. Two shillings bought a dozen. Oh, oh, what a huge treat this was, although admittedly it was usually marred by an unseemly scuffle for the cream horn. Oh, the cream horn! It’s making my mouth water just thinking about it. But Mum simply would not tolerate bad behaviour at the table, and would only allow herself to throw a punch if absolutely necessary.




    I loved hearing the back gate opening and knowing that Dad was home. He would invariably have a present for us. Comics or some toy or other that someone had thrown out. And we would rush to the back door to greet him, our little hands diving into his pockets to see what treasures were there. I would hold on to his hands and walk up his legs while Martin and Terry climbed up on to his back. And Dad would protest, ‘Aw gawd crickey ay, give me a chance to gid in the door!’




    We’d have to make our own breakfast because Mum would already be at work. She had a regular cleaning job at Albion House, the offices of Thanet Council, and had to be there by six o’clock. Come rain, snow, hail or shine, off she went. We’d make either porridge or have cornflakes with the milk mixed with water. I didn’t know then that I’d come to prefer this humble breakfast to the breakfasts served in LA that come on a plate the size of a manhole cover. ‘Dinner’ was at one o’clock. My brothers and I went through phases of having school meals, but sometimes Mum couldn’t afford it, and we would have to come home – it was only a ten-minute walk. Some children got free school dinners and my brothers remember that we did too, so why can I remember being made to stand in the corner of the classroom for not having my dinner money?




    On entering our house we could see along the passageway straight into the scullery, and we’d know instantly whether there was any dinner or not, for sometimes Mum, bless her heart, would get sidetracked at the Alma, get a bit squiffy, and there’d be nothing on the table to eat at all. On good days though there might be corned beef and potatoes. ‘What’s for afters, Mum?’ was a familiar cry. ‘Think yourself lucky you’ve got befores’ invariably bounced back. But sometimes, though, on entering the house we could smell baked rice or the spicy aroma of bread pudding. It was such a welcome smell, because not only did it mean we had a tasty treat for afters, but that if there was a pudding at all, it meant that Mum was home, sober, and in a good mood. It felt like a cuddle. We would negotiate about who was going to scrape out the rice-dish in lieu of a portion, because of all the lovely crispy bits round the edge, even though the first one of us to enter the house would shout ‘BAGSY THE DISH’ and felt there was no need for further discussion on the matter. Mum thought differently, however, and unreasonably made us take it in turns.




    I have yet to taste bread pudding as good as my mother’s. It was an event just watching her make it. We’d all gather round in the scullery marvelling as all the different ingredients went in. Soaked stale bread, suet, sugar, spice, sultanas and raisins – sometimes even the odd bit of fag-ash if Mum happened to be smoking. She had the uncanny knack of balancing about two inches of ash on the end of her cigarette before it fell. ‘How long will it take to cook, Mum?’ ‘About as long as a piece of string’ came the reply. Whoops, there goes the ash! Mum’s Yorkshire pudding was also in a class of its own – so light and fluffy that when she ran the knife round the tin, the pudding would spring into the air and flip over. It tasted so good that we never noticed how little meat there was to go with it. Whenever Mum did cook beef she would always make ‘dripping’ by pouring the excess fat and juices into a pudding basin to cool, for spreading on to our bread for tea. The brown jelly, which had settled at the bottom of the basin, was particularly tasty. In winter the dish usually lasted all week because it would stay cool on the outside windowsill.




    One of our neighbours made an improvised fridge by digging a hole in a shady part of the back yard, filling it with a big metal box and putting in all their perishable food. The box was then covered over with a big rock. What a performance! We didn’t own a fridge until I was about fifteen, which my brother Bernard bought for us, amongst other things, when he returned home after working as a chef for several years for the New Zealand shipping company. All the time he was away, he religiously sent money to Mum to buy shoes for us children or winter coats or school uniforms. To Mum he was a godsend. On one of his trips home he introduced us to a very peculiar dish called spaghetti bolognaise. I can remember being terrified of it. It took a lot of persuading to get us to taste those worms but when we did, oh! It was delicious.




    Being a Catholic household, every Friday was fish day, or to be more precise, fish and chips day. Inexplicably, almost every Friday after fish and chips I got a toothache, I’ve no idea why, and the thought of having to visit the dentist filled me with terror. Mind you, I never even owned a toothbrush until I was thirteen when I went on a Girl Guides camping trip and Pam bought one for me, but this was more for appearances’ sake than for cleaning my teeth. Considering our lack of oral hygiene, it’s surprising that we all have such good teeth.




    Having a tooth pulled out at the dentist was a most traumatic affair and I can remember sitting in a huge leather chair surrounded by torturous contraptions and the white-coated dentist coming at me with a mask to fit over my face. The gas knocked me out while the tooth was pulled, and it was disconcerting on waking up to find my mother tussling with the dentist, who was covered with my blood and holding my tooth with a pair of pliers. My mum, who’d been waiting in the next room, had heard me screaming blue murder while the tooth was being pulled. She apparently came charging into the surgery and accused him of not knocking me out properly and told him to keep his hands off me! She nearly knocked him out.




    Tea was around five o’clock, and sometimes Dad being the breadwinner would have bacon and egg. My brothers and I would sit and watch him eat it, pretending to be hungry waifs and begging him to let us dip our bread into his egg yolk – he rarely got it all to himself. He might have done had he been a faster eater. But Dad religiously chewed every mouthful thirty-two times. He maintained it was good for the digestion. Mum, however, maintained it was good for sending her to an early grave! The whole procedure was like a well-rehearsed comedy routine. Our tea was more likely to be bread and jam and a cup of tea, or an old favourite – wait for it – condensed milk sandwiches. Ugh, it sounds awful now, but when that tin of condensed milk was placed on the table, it was a real treat.




    In the 1940s and 50s the American Air Force was stationed at Manston on the outskirts of Ramsgate, and on one occasion we came into the possession of a huge tin of jam, that had apparently started life at this base. The tin was so big that I had to stand on tiptoes just to reach into the top of it – we didn’t possess a dainty jam dish. On the contrary, it was quite a hazardous exercise just getting a spoonful of the stuff, for the serrated edge of the tin was quite capable of cutting your arm off. This tin of jam couldn’t possibly have fallen off the back of a lorry, because theft in our house was absolutely forbidden, and any offenders were severely punished. Oh no, absolutely, it couldn’t possibly have been nicked. Curious to recall then, that if there was an unexpected rat-a-tat at the door the cry went up immediately, ‘Quick – hide the jam!’ This would be followed by a mad scurry to lift the massive tin from the centre of the table and conceal it in the cupboard, lest the unexpected visitor would come in (there were no locks on the doors in those days) and spot the offending article.




    It was also around this time that I first experienced the taste of a new beverage called coffee. It might have been well known to everybody else but it certainly hadn’t been in our house before. It wasn’t the freshly ground beans ready to filter, or the instant freeze-dried kind, it was in a bottle, made of chicory and its name was Camp. How appropriate. It smelled so sweet and I remember the smell of it made my nose itch with excitement. The black sticky liquid was measured into the cup with a teaspoon, just like medicine. The fact that it was only for adults made it even more exciting. I have often asked myself where it came from because we certainly couldn’t have afforded such an exotic extravagance, so it must have come from the same place as the jam, i.e. the American Air Force Base.




    When Mum and Dad were out one day my brothers decided it was time for us to check out this mysterious potion. They boiled a kettle of water on the gas stove and poured out some of the Camp coffee, filling the bottle up with the exact amount of water to hide the theft. Perhaps we used the wrong measurements or something because the vile taste of the stuff made us screw up our noses in disgust. Eeeeeergh! Why would anybody drink this muck called ‘coffee’ for pleasure. In our young wisdom we decided that it would never catch on! A few days later, our theft was discovered when Mum was making a cup of coffee for Dad and not a single one of us was whining to have a taste. She twigged at once. It wasn’t a proper clout, it was one of those terrifying ones she did quite often. She would raise her hand until you could visualise the almighty clout coming, and with a cry of GEEEEERCHA down came the thump with force but mercifully stopping just short of impact.




    Sometimes on a winter’s night, Mum would pose the question ‘Do you know what I fancy?’




    ‘What?’




    ‘A nice four penn’orth of pease pudding. So who’s going to nip down Woods the butchers to get it?’




    ‘Me! Me! Me!’ we chorused




    After Mum had broken up the ensuing fight, she would announce that we all had to go, for there was safety in numbers. In retrospect I think she only sent us all together so she could have a little precious time on her own in front of the fire with Dad. It was freezing cold upstairs in the bedroom! You could only buy pease pudding on Tuesday and Thursday nights from 7 until 9 p.m. It was delicious, especially accompanied by faggots or a saveloy. My brothers and I would eat our share with our index fingers on Abbotts Hill until our fingers went all crinkly because we were too impatient to wait until we got home.




    Also available were pigs’ trotters. I couldn’t understand how anyone could eat them, but they were a favourite with Mum and Dad. Neither could I stand the look or smell of tripe cooking. At least I think it was tripe, Mum called it chitlings. It made me feel physically ill. And Dad. But that didn’t deter her from tucking into a handsome helping. It was probably the only dish she could have all to herself with not a hungry waif in sight. If she was annoyed with Dad over something or other you can bet your bottom dollar she’d cook chitlings for tea just to irritate him.




    Because there was no heating in the house, in winter we had a coal fire in the parlour and the basement, but never both at the same time. If money was short, there’d only be a small fire in the hearth, and we’d all crowd around elbowing our way in, and Mum would be heard to say, ‘It’s like heaven in here – you can’t get near the fire’ or ‘Let’s see it even if we can’t feel it!’ She would supplement the fuel by throwing the vegetable peelings on to the fire, and they’d hiss and sizzle on the coals. Or we would be dispatched around to the various greengrocers to see if they had any empty wooden fruit boxes going begging, whereupon we would take them home to the back yard and chop them up. In fact, we’d chop up anything wooden if it was no good and burn it. Anything to keep warm. We had one giant log in the yard that you had to place the piece of wood on before bringing the chopper down. I got quite expert at it.




    To supplement the bedding, winter coats were laid on top of the blankets. On my bed there was a thick khaki army coat to keep me warm. But one summer, the prettiest rose-covered satin eiderdown suddenly materialised on my bed. Goodness only knows where it came from! Probably Daniel Bing’s, the secondhand shop, and along with it came a pretty little nightgown. There was a name-tag in the collar. Brenda Chips. Wherever you are Brenda, thank you very much. And Martin also got a very smart dressing gown. He looked remarkably like Noel Coward in a smoking jacket!




    One night when Mum and Dad had to go out, my brother Martin was left in charge of me, and he thought it would be a good idea to bank up the fire so that it would be nice and warm when they came home. It was a wretchedly cold night. He made a beauty, and we had to sit on the other side of the room so we wouldn’t get scorched. Oh it was lovely. Well, Dad nearly went ballistic when he saw it – fearing the blaze was halfway up the chimney! His face was redder than the fire. Now I never saw my dad raise his hand to any of us, but on this occasion we thought a clout was definitely on the cards and it seemed more than appropriate to get out of his reach and retreat to the passageway. We watched the action through the crack of the door.




    With the speed of an athlete he’d gone to the back yard and returned with a shovel and a couple of metal buckets and started to lift out the hot coals, and then shoved loads of sodden wet sacks into the fireplace and up the chimney to stop the house burning down. (I suppose it was a precautionary measure to send steam up the flue.) He took the buckets of hot coals and rushed them downstairs to the grate in the basement. No point in wasting them. When he was certain he had made the chimney safe he sat for a while on his heels in front of the diminished fire and slowly calmed down. He glanced at the four wide eyes staring at him through the crack in the door and with his finger crooked he beckoned us in. Look out, we thought, here it comes! Get ready to dodge! Blow me down if he didn’t thank Martin for being so thoughtful. It was just a bit too thoughtful. So the expected clout turned into a pat on the back. Honestly, grown ups! Who could understand them? I have this strange recollection of Mum finding this all hilarious – but surely that can’t be right! Especially as I remember her calling Dad a prat!
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    Mum, c. 1924
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    ESOTERIC COGITATIONS




    BUT THIS WASN’T THE ONLY TIME MARTIN GOT ME INTO DEEP water. He is closest to me in age, being three years older. He and Terry were always together as children, as there is only one year between them, and naturally they didn’t always want their sissy little sister hanging around all the time. While Terry excelled in business acumen even as a boy, Martin was more studious, reading anything he could lay his hands on, and has a remarkable memory. Martin was in the school choir, sang as an altar boy in church, and excelled in the school production of HMS Pinafore. I was so proud to see my brother on stage singing ‘Polish Up the Knocker on the Big Front Door’. He is also a very sharp snooker player, taught by my dad who in his younger days ran a snooker hall, and Martin has played and won demonstration frames against two world champions. But as a boy, Martin was only allowed in the snooker hall accompanied by an adult. However, he didn’t let this small detail stop him from sneaking in.




    On one occasion he was forbidden to go to watch a snooker tournament at Swan’s snooker hall (always referred to as Swanies) because he’d been told to stay indoors to look after little me. It was simply too much for him to bear. He had to go, and came up with a brilliant idea. What if he had a little brother instead of a little sister? As girls were not allowed in the snooker hall at all, he told me to dress up in Terry’s shirt, tie, rolled up trousers, braces, big boots, jacket, cloth cap and muffler, and took me with him to the snooker hall.
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