



  [image: cover]






  




  BEFORE THE
YEAR DOT





  





  [image: ]




  





  First published in Great Britain by Simon & Schuster UK Ltd, 2013


  A CBS COMPANY




  Copyright © 2013 by June Brown




  This book is copyright under the Berne Convention.


  No reproduction without permission.


  All rights reserved.




  The right of June Brown to be identified as the author of this work has been asserted by her in accordance with sections 77 and 78 of the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act,

  1988.




  Simon & Schuster UK Ltd


  1st Floor


  222 Gray’s Inn Road


  London WC1X 8HB




  www.simonandschuster.co.uk




  Simon & Schuster Australia, Sydney


  Simon & Schuster India, New Delhi




  A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library




  Hardback ISBN: 978-1-47110-182-3


  Trade Paperback ISBN: 978-1-47110-183-0


  eBook ISBN: 978-1-47110-185-4




  The author and publishers have made all reasonable efforts to contact copyright-holders for permission, and apologise for any omissions or errors in the form of credits given.

  Corrections may be made to future printings.




  Typeset in the UK by M Rules


  Printed and bound by CPI Group (UK) Ltd, Croydon, CR0 4YY




  





  Joy and woe are woven fine,




  A clothing for the soul divine.




   




  ‘Auguries of Innocence’ by




  William Blake, 1863




   




   




  Oh, why should she who holds all my hopes of peace




  Seek her peace with strangers




  And increase the number of her failures?




   




  Personal poem by




  James Law Forsyth, 1948
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  Prologue




  At sixteen I was very interested in palmistry. The fate line on my right palm had a distinct break at the age of thirty. It broke into two parts that ran for a quarter of an

  inch on parallel tracks. I used to look at it and wonder, ‘What will happen to me when I am thirty that will change my life?’ Of course, it was Johnny’s death. But, in fact, my

  life was changed twice by death.




  I can’t remember a time when Marise wasn’t there (she was sixteen months older than me).




  ‘Junie, Junie, quick, get the cotton wool and the olive oil.’ My sister Micie (my name for her, pronounced Meecie) woke me early one morning in June 1934. I was seven years old.




  She was sitting up beside me in the bed that we shared in the big attic of our flat over Father’s electrical business. The first floor had two main rooms – a drawing room and a

  dining room that seemed enormous to me. There was a kitchen, a bathroom and two bedrooms; one where my parents slept and the other where my father’s canaries were kept in cages. They had had

  an aviary at our previous house in Warwick Road but the flat had no garden.




  Micie and I were relegated to the attic, which, ironically considering Father’s business, had no electric light and we had to go to bed by candlelight. I was scared whenever I was sent up

  into the darkness to fetch our nightdresses in order for us to be able to undress downstairs in the light.




  The attic frightened me because there was a trap door set in the floor. It opened up to reveal a disused, back staircase, which would have led straight from the maid’s attic bedroom to the

  kitchen, keeping her out of sight. We would wait in dread for this door to open, revealing some unknown terror.




  I ran down the main staircase to the bathroom to fetch the olive oil and cotton wool – a panacea for earache. I did not think to wake my mother.




  Micie was put into my parents’ bed where Mother could care for her more easily. I wasn’t aware that Micie was very ill. I can still see her sitting up in Mother’s bed. I must

  have gone to say goodbye to her before I went to school. I have a memory of my granny going in to see her there and coming out saying, ‘There is a dying child’, but, do I

  remember it or did Mother tell me long afterwards? I know I have a picture of it in my mind.




  A few days later, I came home from school and Micie wasn’t there. She had been taken to Ipswich General Hospital for a mastoid operation.




  Rosebud (Rosemary, our younger sister) and I never saw her again.




  My mother did tell me, much later, how dreadful it was to hear Micie cry out when the dressings packing the wound behind her ear were drawn out and then replaced. Whether an infection was

  introduced through this, I don’t know, but Micie developed meningitis, became paralysed and, a few days later, she died. Had she lived, she would have been permanently paralysed and would

  have spent her childhood in one of those long, wicker spinal carriages. Yet, Mother, who was with her, said that, just before she died, she suddenly sat up in bed, held out her arms and smiled.




  Micie was a very spiritual child. In the hospital, she had asked Mother to bring her Bible to her. In contrast, she was also a tomboy. I wasn’t. I was timid.




  I can’t remember a time at all when Micie wasn’t there. I can see myself at school outside the classroom door saying to my teacher, Miss Downing in a very ordinary, prosaic voice,

  ‘Micie died yesterday.’




  Her coffin lay in the darkened drawing room with the door closed. We never saw her, Rosebud and I. We just knew she was there.




  On the day of the funeral, twelve-year-old Maggie Forsdyke had come to take care of us. She often used to come and play with us in the garden of our old house in Warwick Road and play our piano

  for us in the drawing room. Although she didn’t know what the day was about, Rosebud, who was four, was aware of the atmosphere of misery and she started to cry. Rosebud didn’t know why

  but she didn’t want Maggie to play.




  Micie was buried in the children’s section of Ipswich Cemetery. She was buried in my brother John Peter’s grave, who had died as a baby eighteen months before. She has a marble

  headstone, with angels on either side. Afterwards, we would walk to the cemetery to put flowers on the grave. In the winter, it was always chrysanthemums. I have never liked chrysanthemums since.

  Their smell reminds me. She and I had always shared a room, walked to school together and were hardly ever apart. Had she lived, we would have been in the same class at school, as I was to jump a

  class that summer, being clever as a child. Suddenly I was on my own. There was Rosebud, of course, but she was only four, and so was not much of a companion to me. She was a dear little girl but

  we were never as close as Micie and I had been.




  Micie was born on the 6 October 1925, and died in June, 1934. Had antibiotics been available, there would have been no operation, she would not have died and, consequently, my life would have

  been quite different.




  The loss of her affected my whole character and shaped the way I behaved for a long time. In particular, it influenced my expectations of men. Too dependent, I found it impossible to be happy

  alone. I was constantly in and out of love, always looking for the kind of caring that Micie had given me – the wholehearted acceptance of me just as I was. I kept looking for the friend I

  had lost.




  I wanted to share everything as I had for the first seven years of my life. I found that companionship for a while, when I married my first husband Johnny. He was a great sharer and he did look

  after me and, in many ways, I looked after him.




  I can be happy on my own now. I’ve learnt how to be.




  Having written that I realise that I’m not being entirely truthful. After ten years of being a widow I would still like to share thoughts, laughter, meals, visits to the theatre, problems,

  house repairs! Not a husband nor a lover do I want. Just a compatible companion.




  





  Chapter One




  We moved very quickly after Marise’s funeral to a semidetached house in Grove Lane. Moving into this unfamiliar, gloomy house with its dark bare attics disorientated me

  further. It never seemed to feel or see the sun. Mother must have found the memory of Marise sitting up in her bed, seemingly not seriously ill and so soon afterwards lying in her coffin in the

  drawing room, too much to bear.




  Micie’s death hadn’t drawn my parents closer either. Father was drinking heavily and there were many rows. Maybe that was partly caused by the accusation Grandma had flung at him the

  day that Micie died. Father arrived at Grandma’s house, where we were staying, with the news of Micie’s death. Grandma shouted at him, ‘You killed that child.’




  Apparently he had hit Micie round the head at some point and, in Grandma’s eyes, the blow to the head had caused the mastoid. Father rarely hit us. I remember him hitting me round the face

  only once when I had spilt a bottle of black ink on a white tablecloth; but that was some years later.




  The Grove Lane house was the scene of constant arguments, which culminated one evening in an almighty row.




  Rosebud and I cowered behind the sofa. Father seized the neck of Mother’s black-and-white, semi-mourning dress – which belonged to her youngest sister, Auntie Marie – and the

  dress tore. Mother pulled on his tie in defence, almost throttling him.




  Mother, Rosebud and I left Father the following day. That morning, once he had gone to his business and I had gone to school, Mother hired a van and removed our clothes and some of the

  furniture, taking them and Rosebud the short distance to her parents’ house at 54 Spring Road. She met me from school that afternoon and took me back with her to Grandma’s house.




  Frightened of Father’s reaction to this daylight flit, we promptly fled to Yarmouth, accompanied by Grandma.




  The journey by steam train was an adventure for me. I had never been on one before. I remember holding my head out of the window to feel the wind rushing past and retreating with a smut in my

  eye.




  It wasn’t the most original hiding place. Ever since I could remember we had gone to Yarmouth for our week’s summer holiday. But this time we were in constant apprehension that

  Father would follow. Everywhere we went, we would stop and peer round the street corners to make sure the coast was clear.




  I have only one other memory of this time. We were hiding in a small, backstreet lodging house – quite different to our usual, respectable boarding house. Rosebud and I got up very early

  one morning to go down to the beach by ourselves where we thought the water would be much warmer if we walked into the path of the rising sun. Going to fetch our bathing costumes, which were in our

  private sitting room, we found our landlady, her husband and family using it as a bedroom. I remember them all suddenly sitting up as we opened the door. It was a very small house.




  We went to the beach for our walk in the sea.




  It was warmer.




  Mother couldn’t have known we couldn’t swim, she wouldn’t have let us go.




  Towards the end of the week, Father appeared on the doorstep. I don’t know how he found us he must have gone to Granny’s house and asked where we were, dear grandfather, who would

  never lie, would have told him our hiding place!




  Grandma opened the door to him. There was an altercation and Grandma, not in the least intimidated, knocked his pince-nez from his nose, which smashed into pieces. Nevertheless, when we returned

  to Spring Road the following day, we heard that Father had driven safely back to Ipswich without them.




  Grandma’s comment was, ‘The Devil looks after his own!’




  





  Chapter Two




  We loved being at my grandparents’ house in Spring Road and wanted to stay forever. The warmth and lack of arguments in the house were such a contrast to being at home

  with our parents. It was so peaceful. Grandfather Butler would sit in his high-backed wooden chair, in the corner of the sitting room, beside the fireplace and I remember his wireless, which sat on

  the shelf of the alcove cupboard on his left-hand side. This was run on square, glass batteries, called ‘accumulators’. These had to be taken to the small garage on the corner of

  Alexander Road to be charged.




  We would be sent to ‘top up the accumulator’. We had to hold the batteries with great care, carrying them by their handles, keeping them upright, so that the battery acid

  didn’t spill.




  The garage we went to was owned by the Hayman family, who lived in the house behind. There were several fair-haired sons and daughters, of whom I remember Dennis and Jessie most of all. Years

  later, Jessie wrote me a letter, full of all their news, after having seen me in EastEnders. I hope I answered it!




  Grandfather was a kind, honest, upright man and he was extremely patient with Rosebud and me. We would sit on his knee, comb his hair and play with his heavy, gold watch chain and fob, which had

  a dark-red stone inset on one face and a jade stone on the other. He would take out his big, gold watch and teach us to tell the time. I still say five and twenty to one or five and twenty past

  two, as if I lived in another age.




  Grandfather was named after his father, John Butler, who came over from Ireland as a young man to escape the horror of the potato famines of 1845 or 1846. He settled in the Soke of Peterborough,

  working as a farm labourer. Grandfather would tell us stories of his childhood in the thatched cottage in Orton Waterville, then a small village, on the outskirts of Peterborough. He would walk the

  four miles to school and back every day. The youngest of thirteen children, he was a bright boy and, by the time he was eight, he could read, write and do arithmetic, so he left school to work

  alongside his brothers in the fields.




  One day, he told us he cut off the tip of his left index finger when he was using a scythe, picked it up, put it in his mouth to clean it, placed it back on his finger, wrapped it with his

  handkerchief and carried on working – he paid it no more attention.




  He would show us the join – a faint ringed scar below the nail, which grew in a ridged fashion from the damaged nail bed.




  His English mother, our great-grandmother Ann Butler née Bell, was the village good-woman and midwife. While walking home late one night, after attending a confinement – this would

  have been some time in the 1850s – she passed an old woman, dressed in grey, wearing a poke bonnet. Ann said ‘Goodnight’ to her, the polite thing to do in the country, but there

  was no answer. Surprised at this, she turned, only to see the figure pass straight through the stone wall bordering the lane.




  Grandfather had another ghost story which concerned the boot cupboard in the thatched cottage, one of a pair on either side of an open range. They had a friendly poltergeist, he said. They would

  hear the boots dancing away by themselves, clattering behind the cupboard door – a forerunner to Riverdance?




  Our favourite of Grandfather’s tales was about the runt of a litter of pigs which had to be reared indoors. It was kept warm in a box by the kitchen range. Grandfather said that pigs are

  very clean animals and that this little piglet would trot to the back door and squeal to be let out when it had a duty to perform.




  We liked the idea of keeping a pig as a pet; we’d only ever had a dog and Father’s canaries.




  When Grandfather was older, he got a job in the ‘big house’ called Thorpe Hall, where he worked his way to the top of the hierarchy to become the butler.




  His cousin, Annie, was the lady’s maid. We went to visit Annie once when I was in my teens. She was in her eighties; very well groomed with pretty, white hair. She told me that she would

  like to die, as she was very tired, but she couldn’t ‘go’ before her husband, Alfred.




  Their manners were impeccable, ingrained from years of service, and their lifestyle in their cottage was a microcosm of life at the ‘big house’. Alfred would bring a jug of hot water

  to their bedroom every morning so that Annie could wash at the washstand before going downstairs. My mother remembered visiting them once when she was little and having a ride in a pony and

  trap.




  Grandfather must have been ambitious as once he’d attained his position as butler at Thorpe Hall and could go no further, he left and went to work for the Great Eastern Railway (later,

  part of the LNER). He rose to be in charge of the main signal box at Mile End Road Junction.




  It was while he was working there that he met my grandmother who lived in the street where he had lodgings.




  Grandma, Sarah Raphael, was very beautiful, with pale-blue eyes, perfect pale skin and black hair. She had been in love with the son of Lord Charrington – of Charrington’s Brewery

  – but he was not allowed to marry her, as she was not considered good enough, or so we were told. Grandma’s parents were Joseph Raphael and Louisa Wakeman. The Raphaels were originally

  Spanish Sephardic Jews who fled to France during the time of the Spanish Inquisition.




  Another of the great-great-great-grandfathers from the Wakeman side was Isaac Bitton, a very famous bare-knuckle fighter in the East-End and also a Sephardic Jew.




  He once went 74 rounds with an opponent on Wimbledon Common before winning the fight. He retired after that one! One great-great-great-grandfather, or maybe even

  great-great-great-great-grandfather, was a famous French rabbi. My own great-grandfather, Joseph Raphael, settled in England in the East End of London. His wife Louisa’s family are said to

  have come from Amsterdam, but her ancestors had arrived there from Algeria. My paternal grandfather came from Scotland and my paternal grandmother was supposedly of Italian stock.




  I am a mongrel.




  My grandfather was forty, and eighteen years older than my grandmother, when they met. She was the eldest of three sisters – Sarah, Dinah and Katherine, or Kitty for short. Dinah always

  said that Jack – as they called Grandfather – had really fancied her but that she was ‘too lively for an old man’.




  Although Grandfather Jack had come a long way since his childhood in Orton Waterville, his garden at Spring Road was set out in the same pattern as a village garden. One quarter of it was cut

  off from the rest by a trellis fence with a gate in the middle. This portion contained a small lawn and flowerbeds, which were encircled by a low fence. There was an outside lavatory across the

  path on the other side. Neat oblongs of torn newspaper, most probably cut from the Evening Star or the News of the World, were threaded on to a string, which hung from a nail

  beside the water closet. A built-in bench seat stretched from wall to wall, with a central hole.




  Behind the lavatory was Grandfather’s shed. His tools were always organised and arranged tidily. The rest of the garden was given over to neat rows of vegetables to the left of the central

  path, elder trees at the far end, fruit trees on the right and an enormous gooseberry bush which produced large red gooseberries each summer. We were only allowed through the gate into this part of

  the garden under Grandfather’s supervision.




  Life was more frugal at our grandparents’ house. Their income comprised two pensions; one, the state pension, and the other, Grandfather’s pension from the London and North Eastern

  Railway, or LNER.




  Grandma made porridge with water, not milk – as at our house – and we had either bread with butter or bread with jam for tea – never both. Granny made her own cake – it

  always seemed to be one with caraway seeds. The biscuits were broken ones from Elmo’s Stores.




  There was no running hot water but the kettle was always singing on the hob of the little range in the back kitchen, although Grandma was modern enough to use a gas stove with an oven. There was

  no bathroom so we were washed in a tin bath in front of the range. Grandfather and Grandma slept in the middle bedroom. Rosebud and I shared the back bedroom with the gas mantel still attached to

  the wall, although Father had had the house wired for electricity. Father had bought the house for them to live in, with them paying a minimal rent which would have been enough to cover the

  mortgage. I loved going to bed there as there was the wonderful sound of ticking clocks. The one in my grandparents’ room was a large wall clock with a pendulum. I still remember its sonorous

  tick-tock, tick-tock. Auntie Marie had the large front bedroom, and Mother must have intruded on her privacy and slept there with her.




  Auntie Marie had been engaged for many years to Eric Jeffs, who eventually became our beloved uncle Eric. Uncle Eric loved motorbikes, and at this time he had one with a sidecar attached. He

  took Rosebud and me out in it, one at a time. It was an adventure to be put in this contraption, feeling special as if we were riding in a very fast pram. Uncle found the combination harder to

  manoeuvre than his solo motorbike, so sadly it didn’t last very long. We were sorry; we liked that sidecar. But we cheered when he replaced it with a Dicky seat.




  We must have stayed away from Father for several months, spending Christmas at Spring Road. It was that Christmas when I first realised what it meant – Micie being dead. Auntie Marie once

  told me that I would write notes saying, ‘Dear Father Christmas, I don’t want any toys, I just want Micie back.’ Then I would put them on the fire and watch them flare and fly, as

  ashes, up the chimney.




  Christmas had arrived and Micie didn’t come back and I realised she would never be coming back. It was then, too, that I realised what death meant.




  Auntie Marie told me that after Micie’s death I became very withdrawn, a lonely child, and that Rosebud and I began to bicker. I wasn’t used to being the eldest and having to be

  patient. You realise, when you have been the middle child and then become the eldest, just what a difference one’s position in the family can mean. I had been sheltered by Micie; I

  wasn’t expected to behave responsibly or look after the younger ones, so it was quite a shift for me of course I was the elder child then as Lois hadn’t been born. I can remember

  bickering only once. We were trying to perform a spell to make a fairy in a thimble with a raindrop, a blade of grass, a spider’s leg and a cobweb. We’d found the spell in an Enid

  Blyton book of fairy tales. We were squabbling over what to put in the thimble as a substitute for a spider’s leg. Mother said, ‘You’ll never make a fairy if you quarrel.’

  We never did make our fairy.




  





  Chapter Three




  It was sometime in the New Year that Father turned to his own father, whom he hadn’t seen for years, to help him persuade Mother to go back to him. Mother had agreed,

  reluctantly, to meet them at the Grove Lane house to discuss this away from the children.




  My mother Louisa, née Butler, was born in 1899 though she always said she was born in 1900. My Auntie Lottie told me just after my mother had died that it was she who was born in 1900; my

  mother hadn’t liked the idea of being born in the nineteenth century. She’d gone to London after an unhappy love affair with a man whom she discovered was already married.




  She left Ipswich to take a job in a milliner’s salon, making hats, living in digs in Balham. On a visit home to see her parents in Ipswich one weekend, unfortunately, she met my father who

  lived in London but had come to visit his friend Sir Percy Bostock.




  Father was staying at the White Horse Hotel, the best hotel in Ipswich. And so they met.




  Everything had begun to go wrong for my father since his unwise move in taking out a court action against one of his customers to recover money owing to him but left unpaid. At the time my

  father owned the well-established firm of Wood & Co, Electrical Engineers. Father knew nothing about electricity except how to change a light bulb and mend a fuse. He should have been an estate

  agent – he was fascinated by empty houses. I was, too, funnily enough.




  He lent his friend from the rich days – Sir Percy Bostock – £200 to start an estate agency in London which prospered. Father’s big mistake was in not joining him in this

  venture, but buying instead an electrical business of which he had no knowing. When Father’s customer failed to pay, Father should have had the sense to forego the debt and keep the other

  members of ‘the gentry’ as his clients. His action caused them to withdraw their custom in support of one of their own and his business fell away.




  He had to move the business to Number 13 Great Coleman Street, a less-favoured position, and the family went with him as there was a two-floored flat above it, Number 13A which saved Father from

  having to pay rent on Number 50 Warwick Road, the house where we’d been so happy.




  We had to dispense with Ruby, our maid, our dog Chip, Micie’s Fairy Cycle; Father’s aviary; and the large dining-cum-billiards table.




  Grandfather Brown arrived, heavily swathed in a cap and muffler against the chill of the wind, having been driven down by his youngest son, father’s half-brother Bertram, in his

  open-topped sports car. They were rather posh. Grandfather’s second wife had been what Mother called ‘one of the Lamploughs’.




  She did not have fond recollections of her father-in-law. During a visit to his house on one occasion before she and Father were married he had picked up a pair of scissors and cut off her long

  red fingernails.




  Mother finally agreed to a reconciliation, though, on the condition that Father give up drinking and sign the Temperance Pledge. He did so.




  I know now that Mother was more influenced by the fact that Auntie Marie didn’t want us living with them any longer. When I was older and Mother was grumbling about Father’s

  behaviour yet again, I, losing patience with her, said, ‘You never should have gone back to him. We should have stayed with Grandma.’ She answered quite vehemently, which was very

  unlike her, ‘I know you think an awful lot of your auntie Marie, but she didn’t want us there!’




  Apparently Marie had said to Mother, ‘You should go back to your husband where you belong.’ We loved her and her fiancé Uncle Eric but clearly she liked her peace when she

  came home from work without having two little girls demanding her attention.




  Perhaps she didn’t want Mother there because Mother was the favourite daughter. She was the one who was amusing and bright, attractive, could sing and play the piano and whom everybody

  loved. I think maybe Auntie Marie was a bit jealous. But then again, I was frightened of her dog, a rather large black one called Nigger that used to jump up and bark and there had been talk of his

  being given away because of me – with our leaving, she was able to keep him.




  Unwillingly, Rosebud and I were once more in that gloomy house in Grove Lane. But at least Father was sober and there were no more rows. We started to go out as a family.




  Mother and Father would take Rosebud and me to a small pub in a backstreet nearby called the Buck’s Horns, where Father would drink grapefruit juice.




  Rosebud was a dainty little thing and extrovert; she could do a wonderful Mae West impersonation and at the pub they’d say, ‘Rosebud, do Mae West!’ She’d stroll up and

  down with her hand on her hip, with her headful of blonde ringlets and her tip-tilted nose, saying, ‘Come up and see me sometime.’




  I sat and watched. Rosebud was familiar with all the American filmstars: Mother was in the habit of taking Rosebud with her to the cinema in the afternoons while I was at school, so she learnt

  all the phrases and mannerisms from the Hollywood films.




  We were less keen on the winter walks we did as a family. Taking the trolleybus to Wherstead we’d walk along the Strand which was the river path on the south shore of the Orwell. A chill

  wind would be blowing off the water, and we’d walk for what seemed miles, then thankfully turn round and walk back, calling in at the pork butcher’s shop as we reached the trolley bus

  stop to go home. As you can imagine, this butcher only sold pork chops, tenderloin, joints, sausages, brawn, and Chitterlings, which Rosebud and I wouldn’t touch once we knew they were pigs

  intestines. We’d walk in the bare, muddy fields, we liked summer meadows but not muddy fields.




  When we got home I wasn’t happy to be at the house, although it was warmer, it felt cold and silent. Mother didn’t play the piano nor sing any more. Rosebud and I would read our

  story books or play with our dolls for company. No visitor ever came to Grove Lane.




  One Sunday afternoon however we took a trip to visit Mother’s great-uncle and -aunt – Montague and Dorothy, or Monty and Dolly – to see their new bungalow in

  Costessey, a suburb of Norwich. Aunt Dolly looked rather like a parrot – she had Marcel-waved hair dyed auburn, a very high colour and a small beaky nose. She found her husband intensely

  amusing. ‘Oh, Mont, you are a fool!’ she’d say affectionately, in her Norfolk accent. She was very smart and wore very good clothes: fur felt hats and fine leather shoes. Outdoor

  shoes had to be removed by everyone when they entered the bungalow. She was excessively houseproud. Their lawn was a bowling green, as Uncle Monty liked to play bowls.




  I remember clearly Uncle Monty’s driving habits. On the two-way road to Felixstowe he would recklessly overtake every car until he reached the head of the line, then he would chug along at

  twenty miles an hour, much to the irritation of the queue of cars behind him! He was a lovely man – apart from that – always laughing. He was one of Mother’s Jewish uncles. He was

  tall and broad with wide cheeks and a large beaky nose and twinkling eyes. We had a Toby jug that Mother had bought from a second-hand shop that looked exactly like him. Mother loved rummaging

  around in second-hand shops and coming home with ‘treasures’, a passion that I have inherited.




  When we got to Monty and Dolly’s, they made a great fuss of Rosebud. She was encouraged to show them her Mae West impersonation – ‘Rosebud, do Mae West!’ When it came to

  our going back home, Aunt Dolly said, ‘Let Rosebud stay for a week.’




  And so I returned with Mother and Father, sitting alone in the back seat of Father’s car. Forty miles home, in the dark, and not a word was spoken to me.




  They knew I was still very affected by Micie’s death, but people weren’t concerned with psychology then. Perhaps it was better because you learnt to survive without sympathy.




  I returned to Grove Lane with no sisters at all, to go upstairs to bed alone with no one to talk to. I was on my own. I have never felt such intense loneliness as I felt then. I still remember

  it as if it were yesterday.




  





  Chapter Four




  I longed to be back at Warwick Road in our old house. I wanted to be playing in the garden with Micie, swinging in the hammock slung between the pear and apple trees, opening

  the door to the greenhouse in the summer to savour the slightly bitter but intriguing smell of the leaves of the tomato plants, standing in rows with their clusters of red fruit.




  I wanted our friend Maggie, our nice maid Ruby and Mummy playing the piano in the drawing room with us around her singing the ‘Indian Love Lyrics’ – her favourite songs. I

  tried to copy her warm, rich soprano voice, which made me sing in my throat. I had to learn not to when I was older.




  I wanted to be sleeping in a bed with Micie, going to school together and being taken to Miss Tracey’s kindergarten by Annie, our first maid, where I remember learning to count on the

  abacus and to knit with big wooden needles and thick cotton thread that didn’t break. Once, when Micie had started school, I sat on the stairs knitting by myself, watching my parents clear

  out the box room ready for the new baby – not yet born.




  At Christmas time in Warwick Road, we would have Christmas trees that reached to the ceiling and pretty lights that Daddy brought home from his business – a row of painted Chinese glass

  lanterns that you had to be careful not to break. Daddy put the lights on the tree and plugged them in. If one lantern didn’t work he would put a little piece of silver paper in it and it lit

  up. It was like magic.




  We had presents on the tree as well, because that’s where my black dolly was, at the top of the tree next to the fairy.




  We made paperchains, sitting at the kitchen table with Ruby – long strips of coloured paper: pink, yellow, red, green and blue. We’d put glue on a brush and stroke it on to the ends

  of each strip, then join them into a circle, one looped through the next, and when the chain was long enough.




  Daddy fixed them to criss-cross the room under the ceiling with beautiful fold-out coloured paper bells attached.




  Mummy would always give us a Christmas party. Micie asked a girl from her class once and she said it was the best Christmas party she’d ever been to. Mummy worked so hard: there’d be

  a cake, sweets, chocolate, fruit and nuts, jellies and trifle and loads of things to eat and lots of things to do. She thought it was marvellous.




  We played games, with Mummy playing the piano for Pass the Parcel, Musical Bumps and Musical Chairs. Once, one of the girls was pushed off a chair but she didn’t hurt herself – and

  everyone had a present to go home with.




  In the evenings sometimes Daddy made the big oak table into a billiards table with its winding handle and they would play – he showed mother, sometimes, where to hit the ball so that it

  went into the pocket or ‘in-off’.




  On Christmas morning we would wake up really early and find piles of presents at the foot of our beds, plus a stocking containing a tangerine and some nuts in shells. We didn’t go to

  church on Christmas morning – we listened to the radio – and the Christmas meal was always a very big occasion.




  One year when Mother had made the Christmas pudding back in August, the suet was off, but of course, we didn’t find out until Christmas Day! Mother was a very good cook, though, and she

  loved to do it. Christmas dinner was an opportunity for her to show off her talents – turkey, Brussels sprouts, potatoes, carrots, parsnips, stuffing, bread sauce and sausage meat. She was an

  efficient cook, too – unlike me – and dinner would always be ready for 1.30 p.m.




  Father would carve the turkey and pour the brandy over the Christmas pudding and light it.




  He would make us cocktails to drink on Christmas Day, too, which we would have in tiny liqueur glasses. Occasionally Mother would give us some of her morning Guinness. It wasn’t forbidden

  so we were used to it.




  Micie and I were very alike. She was only sixteen months older than me and we both had round faces, with big eyes, short, dark, bobbed hair and fringes. There is a photograph

  of us with me sitting on my little wicker armchair in the garden and Micie is standing beside me, trying to make me laugh by scratching her bottom. It is impossible to tell the difference between

  us. I just know who is who because I can remember Mother taking the photograph with her Box Brownie.




  A year later, Micie’s face had thinned down a little and she had started to wear her fringe clipped to one side. She had also grown taller, so it was easier to tell us apart.




  She was a very bright child. Already talking at sixteen months when I was born, she asked Mother’s live-in maternity nurse, ‘Nursie, may I have a mappy for my dolly?’




  Maggie Forsdyke, who lived near, was twelve when Micie died. She was wonderful with us. She was like an older sister and a nursemaid. She loved us and was always with us in the garden.




  We liked her because she liked us and she was a very imaginative child who used to draw us into rather exciting games.




  At our bedtime she’d sit by our bed and make up stories as we drifted off to sleep. She didn’t always finish them – I think sometimes she ran out of inspiration or we fell

  asleep, but she kept us enthralled and mystified.




  One day, in the garden at Warwick Road, Maggie decided that we were going to do a play – well, several plays really. ‘We’ll act this fairy tale,’ she said. ‘Then,

  we’ll do this one. Oh, and we’ll do that one – and we might as well do that one as well.’ We found acting rather embarrassing and were reluctant, but if Maggie said we were

  going to do it, we did it.




  I think Maggie liked directing and telling us what to do – and this was going to be a public performance! I can see Mummy standing at the side garden door, with scissors and a roll of blue

  crêpe paper from which she was going to make our costumes.




  The only time I was ever cross with Micie was during our theatrical performance in the garden. We had pinned a notice on the back gate, which was next to the front of Maggie’s house. The

  entrance fee was a ha’penny.




  In the interval, we had gone down to the corner shop to get refreshments for the audience and we also bought two oranges to share between the performers. Micie cut them up and distributed them

  to the audience as well – that’s why I was grumpy with her.




  Micie didn’t care about keeping anything for herself.




  I have this impression of her: always kind, loving and caring, never nasty. If she had been, I would remember, for those are the moments that stay strongly in the mind. She looked after me. I

  adored her – I didn’t realise it at the time, but I did.




  Once, Micie and I were waiting for a trolleybus in Spring Road.




  We were between maids at the time – our last maid, Sylvia, had been sent home after a week. She was so homesick, she cried all the time, and was returned to her father’s farm!




  The first trolley to appear was a new double-decker, one of the first of its kind in Ipswich in 1932. I was frightened by it and didn’t want to get on – I was five. Micie would have

  loved to run up the stairs and sit at the front, but instead she took my hand, stood back and waited patiently until the single-decker trolley came along. She had such a kind, generous nature.




  In fact, after she died, Mother would say, ‘She was too good to live’, which was often said about someone who had died young, but in Micie’s case I think it was true.




  I trusted Micie implicitly. I did anything she suggested in ‘follow my leader’ fashion, even quite daredevil things. Micie was the daredevil, I wasn’t. She would often put me

  on the rear carrier of her Fairy Cycle and we’d go shooting off down Bellevue Road, a hill close to our house, then straight over across Alexandra Road which formed the crossroads at the

  bottom of the hill. Fortunately, in those days there wasn’t much traffic, so we never had an accident, but it was lucky, all the same.




  On one occasion, I didn’t stay close enough to her and came to grief.




  There was a vast horse-chestnut tree near to where we lived and we would pass it while walking home on our safe side of the road. It dropped big shiny conkers as far across as the opposite

  pavement. I couldn’t resist running across the road to gather some extra-large ones from the gutter. Micie saw me from the other side and called, ‘Junie, come back.’ I started to

  cross, but although I heard a cycle bell ringing and turned to look, I saw nothing.




  Suddenly, I was being dragged, face down, between the front and back wheels of a bicycle that had been speeding down the hill from the top of Spring Road. I ended up opposite the Scout hut, just

  before the Ipswich-to-Felixstowe viaduct.




  My knees were utterly scraped, red-raw and bleeding. I had no other injuries, I must have held my head, hands and feet up in the air. My legs would have been bare but for little white ankle

  socks and button-up brown leather shoes. The man on the bike walked me and Micie five minutes down the road to my grandma’s house. He didn’t think to put me on the saddle and wheel me

  there – perhaps he was too shocked. I imagine my dear grandfather would have bandaged my knees.




  The only other memory I have of the incident is being made to stand on the dining-room table by my father and being firmly told to straighten my legs, while I cried because it was so

  painful.




  The bandages stayed on for a month and I walked all the time with my knees bent. The weight on my feet weakened them, my arches fell and my slim, straight feet were gone for ever.




  I have hated them ever since, and would dig my toes into the sand to hide them when photographs were taken on the beach. My first husband, Johnny, used to say they were pretty but he was just

  being kind! I expect poor Micie got the blame for it, yet she would have only been six, coming up to seven.




  Micie and I had empathy for each other. One night Father came home a bit merry with two presents: a slightly used box of Reeve’s paints in china dishes and a large chocolate rabbit with a

  blue ribbon around its neck. He gave me the paints – I was his favourite at the time – and Rosebud got the chocolate rabbit. Having taken the ribbon from its neck, he gave this to

  Micie. As with the trolleybus when she had sensed my fear, I knew just how Micie must have felt at that moment. I wasn’t pleased to have the paints, I could only think of how unfair it was to

  Micie.




  I don’t think Father was very fond of her. Perhaps he was jealous of my mother’s affection for her. She was her firstborn and Mother was very attached to her. When Father died,

  Mother gave me her marriage certificate as I was registering his death for her. I wondered why she looked at me oddly but said nothing. It was only when I was assembling the birth, marriage and

  death certificates after she had died herself a year later that I realised the meaning of her expression. The date of her marriage certificate was 8 August 1925, Marise’s birth was 6 October

  1925 – two months later. Micie must have been a very endearing baby because Mother told me that she heard Micie crying while she was in labour with me and jumped out of bed to go to her,

  having to be stopped by a nurse.




  Mother had a very good way with children. She would let us learn from experience. I was given some valuable lessons. When I dropped my poor little naked celluloid dolly, with

  her holes at the top and bottom of her hollow body where the arms and legs were hooked on to the elastic band inside her, into the water butt outside the greenhouse to see if she could swim, nobody

  hoisted themselves over the edge and rescued her from her watery grave.




  I didn’t know she’d fill with water and drown when I put her in for a swim! I learnt that day that if you fill a hollow object with water it will sink – unless it’s a

  boat!




  After Micie started school, I was in the garden playing on the ground – it was a sunny day. Mother had given me two halves of an orange and the glass orange squeezer to make myself a glass

  of juice. I had pressed the juice happily out of the second half, poured it carefully into the glass and was just about to drink it when a hand came from nowhere and swept the glass away.




  ‘Oh! You can’t drink that.’ And off went Mother with my lovely orange juice – now a dirty shade of grey-brown.




  It was then that I realised I should have washed my hands. Mother didn’t take me to wash them, nor did she give me another orange, a second chance.




  I didn’t whine, I didn’t say anything; I just watched as my juice disappeared. If you made a mistake you had to live with the consequences.




  The Christmas before I was given a black baby doll that I’d longed for. She sat at the very top of the Christmas tree. I slept that night with her on the pillow beside me and in the

  morning she woke up with a white cheek and I with a black one. What did that teach me? I wonder. ‘We’re all the same under the skin.’ ‘You can’t judge a book by its

  cover’, or just buy the best – cheap things don’t last! All I know is, I wasn’t given another one. My paint washed off but dolly’s face stayed white. Mother’s

  way of bringing you up let you work things out for yourself. She didn’t put herself on a pedestal so she was saved from falling off.




  Mother was always very pretty. She wore her hair in ‘earphones’, as I mentioned earlier – plaits of reddish-brown hair, wound round and pinned over each ear,

  with a fringe in front. She had been very beautiful. She had a slim, straight nose until Father, who had been drinking that evening, drove his ‘open tourer’ into a milestone and Mother

  was thrown forward into the car windscreen.




  They were on their way home to The Hollies in Creeting St Mary, where we had lived before Warwick Road. Mother had fourteen-month-old Micie on her lap and was seven months pregnant with me. As a

  result, her nose became shorter and blunter, with a small scar like a fingernail impression on the bridge. When I was in my teens I dug my fingernail into my nose and said, ‘Look, Mummy, I

  have a scar, just like you.’ Mother, being gullible, was completely taken in, until I laughed – then she did, too.




  Mother was very warm but not physically demonstrative, and I only once recall her treating me affectionately, after she had dug the scissors slightly into my neck while cutting my hair. She

  picked me up and held me in her arms to comfort me. She could also seem remote. At times she could be caught staring into the distance and when we were older we would we would snap our fingers

  before her face to bring her back! After Mother died, Auntie Lottie said that she had been a very affectionate girl but that her marriage had changed her.




  Mother was very good with her needle and always made our clothes. She never used patterns.




  Once when Micie and I were going to be in a school concert, she spent hours making two tobacco-coloured velvet dresses, smocking the waists and embroidering their pointed collars. (We always

  dressed alike.) Micie and I trotted proudly off to the concert rehearsal with Ruby. On arrival, the teacher said, ‘Oh, those dresses are far too sombre. Haven’t you got anything

  lighter?’
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