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For mum

(for looking out for me)

and dad

(for putting up with me)
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Wednesday 13 June 1962

I am the wind. I skeet across tarmac and whoosh over dale. Birds skate along my amorphous limbs and the sun bakes down on my back. I am a sirocco, hot as the desert sand. I fly. I loop. I race.

I’m also Evie, as old as the hills (16 ½), as tall as a tree (5ft 11), and as wise as time (perhaps). A dog-loving, celery-hating, never annoying, always enjoying, at times corduroying, (brackets-deploying), daughter of Arthur, and the fastest girl with a milk bottle in East Yorkshire.

My milk-delivery speed is not usually worthy of comment. Under normal circumstances, I’m to be found doing my rounds either on foot, with a few bottles in an old basket, or on my bike, in which case I carefully balance the basket up front, leaving the bike front-heavy and ripe for an accident if I brake suddenly (as I often do).

Today, though, I’m flying.

I’ve borrowed Arthur’s other child: his MG roadster. If he knew I’d taken the car, he would not be happy. Luckily he’s currently in his trusty old Land Rover on a shopping trip to Leeds with Christine, our housekeeper, stocking up on a new shaving brush (him) and ‘just a few little bits and bobs’ (her). Despite being only eight years older than me, Christine (hoarder, moaner, heifer) always makes it very clear that she is an Adult and I am not, although in Christine’s world being an Adult seems to consist of little more than listening to Mantovani LPs, drinking Babycham and wearing cleavage-bolstering dresses.

I have been warned about driving Arthur’s pride and joy before. It is one of many things classified as Off Limits. Other things that are Off Limits include the telephone, the drinks cabinet, the bull (yes, this is the country), the attic, assorted ornaments and vases, and – by far the largest category – Christine’s Things, a group of objects that seems to be growing in number with the speed of a virus.

I’ve broken the Off Limits car rule today because this morning is the occasion of my first ever hangover. Somehow my brain knows to tell me that being on a bike would not be good (but why doesn’t it say anything about driving a car?).

Yesterday, at 4.02 p.m., I finished my last O level exam. Chemistry. By 5.30 p.m. I was slumped in the corner of my best friend Margaret’s father’s barn slugging a perm-inducing mix of spirits from an old dandelion and burdock bottle. The day before, Margaret (girl guide, practical, destined for teaching) had suggested we get ‘something fizzy’ so that we could celebrate the end of our exams. She’d supply the food and I was tasked with getting two bottles of Babycham from Christine’s stash at the back of the pantry. As if trying to remember about titration numbers and endothermic compounds hadn’t been mentally exerting enough.

The pantry is a dark cave of plenty. Its shelves are lined with tins, packets, bottles and jars, all standing like soldiers on a parade ground, best face forward and ready for action. The back of the pantry slopes down and it’s there, tucked away, that Christine keeps her Babycham. Usually there are dozens of bottles of the stuff, herd upon prancing herd, but last night there were only two. Two bottles. Two very conspicuous bottles. So I made do with the drinks cabinet (Off Limits – see above), decanting half an inch of everything into the most innocent-looking bottle I could find.

Initially my drinks-cabinet cocktail wasn’t a success (Margaret said it was like drinking vapour rub), but after a while we both decided it didn’t taste so bad after all. It was definitely helped down by Margaret’s food: two bags of crisps, a Melton Mowbray pork pie, some sherbet dips and a box of Terry’s Neapolitans. I can remember lots of dancing (with each other and with assorted hay bales) and lots of falling (falling off things, falling over things, falling under things), but the rest of the evening is a bit of a blur.

Fourteen hours later, I woke up in bed (how did I get there?) wearing my Adam Faith nightie back to front and with my hair clumped together in tufty knots well beyond the means of any brush known to man (or woman). I lay still for a few minutes, letting life – and the room – settle, before realising that I was late for my milk run, a small and select clientele made up mainly of family friends (the milk run is my principal job around the farm along with some occasional hay spreading and cow scrubbing). Downstairs a note on the kitchen table (Gone to Leeds. Back 6ish. Dad.) reminded me that there was nobody around to enforce the Off Limits rule and so here I am, in Arthur’s MG, flying from village to village, the very model of a very modern milkmaid.

To look the part, I have wrapped an old woolly scarf around my hair and become Grace Kelly in High Society, or at least the part in High Society where Grace Kelly is driving Frank Sinatra round lots of empty country lanes, the part where they hate each other before they realise that they actually love each other. But instead of Frank in the passenger seat serenading me with ‘You’re Sensational’, I’m stuck with eight milk bottles in a basket, rattling and chinking (a micro-symphony of impending doom).

My life up until this point has been nothing special: a patchwork of school, Guides, cows, lost mothers, the Brontës, lacrosse, and Adam Faith. But now adulthood has arrived. Exciting things will happen. Life’s great adventure will unfold.

I will become A Woman.

What kind of Woman I will become is still very much up for discussion. Arthur is set on farmer’s wife. Christine, unhelpfully, has suggested either hairdresser or bus conductress. Margaret thinks I should become a teacher (of what? Cocktailology?). And me? What kind of Woman do I want to become? I honestly have no idea.

Different future Evies whoosh constantly through my mind. Librarian. Florist. Vet. It’s exhausting. Sometimes my head feels like a sputnik, rocketing around the world at great speed but without ever actually getting anywhere. Maybe I should become a cosmonaut? Do cosmonauts need a good pass at O level Chemistry? I read in Christine’s Woman’s Realm magazine that becoming a Woman is basically all about efficient typing skills and good deportment (of which I have neither), but I suspect it’s probably a bit more complicated than that.



The road ahead is clear (literally if not metaphorically) and I push my foot down on the accelerator, encouraging the engine to heights of high-pitched crooning that even Frank would struggle to reach.

Hedgerows and trees race past me as I fly. It’s a beautiful sunny morning and the bright blue sky looks like it’s been borrowed from a Spanish summer and stuck on top of our lush green Yorkshire fields. The early morning heat brushes my bare arms and I can taste its warmth in my mouth. Soaring and plunging, I am unstoppable. A force of nature. A wild wind-faerie. Will being a Woman always feel like this?

The hedgerows race.

The engine croons.

And the milk bottles chink.

I am Evie, a speeding joyous blur of scarf and smile.

Gulping in the view ahead, I see someone in a field. A man. And some cows. I shield my eyes with my hand, trying to get a better view.

It’s dear old Mr Hughes, a farmer from the next village.

I wave.

Mr Hughes doesn’t wave back.

I blink, trying to make out what’s going on.

Is he dancing?

I blink again.

Is he swinging? Swaying?

Corralling? Herding?

From somewhere, the words to ‘Jerusalem’ jab-jab-jab themselves into my brain.

And then, just like that, mid-skeet and whoosh, I have a moment of clarity: Mr Hughes, flat-capped and trousers down, is singing the hymn at the top of his voice while thrusting rhythmically into the back of a cow.

Suddenly everything slows down.

My head inches round, transfixed by the strange coupling. My jaw drops and I feel a thread of spittle hanging from my mouth. Fat beads of perspiration appear on my forehead and my eyes feel as big as pan lids. My hands follow my head, edging the steering wheel round to the right.

The engine croooooooooooooooons.

The milk bottles chiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiink.

And Mr Hughes serenades the world with his arrows of desire.

The MG clatters as it exits the smooth tarmac of the road and mounts the rough dirt of the bridle path. My head feels both hollow and very heavy. How is that even possible? What’s happening? Is it all some kind of divine punishment for breaking the Off Limits rule twice in twenty-four hours? I see a tree stump, gnarled and brutish, immediately ahead and then…

I’m out of the car and flying through the air. Milk bottles whoosh past me like little white missiles. I am the wind, flying over hedgerow, a startled gust. All of a sudden I feel very hot. The ground disappears and I melt into the sky.

I am Evie, sixteen and a half, as wise as a tree, as tall as time, the fastest milk bottle in East Yorkshire, hurtling towards Womanhood.

This is all really strange.
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Wednesday 11 July 1962

I am woken by a loud thump of cured ham.

‘What do you mean I’ll have to go on the bloody bus?’

That’s Christine, assembling a cold tea and clearly not happy about having to rely on the vagaries of the East Yorkshire Bus Company to get her to bingo.

I must have nodded off. It’s four weeks since the crash and the colourful assortment of pain-relief tablets I need to take every day makes me drowsy, or ‘dopey’ as Christine puts it. I have been out of hospital for two days and am missing the attention of all the middle-aged nurses desperate to mother me. In hospital, I was the star patient: young and glamorous (you don’t get many MG-driving sixteen-year-olds in East Yorkshire), with a whiff of excitement and scandal. The Hull Royal Infirmary’s answer to James Dean, but a marginally better driver.

‘We can’t leave Evie on her own, Christine. She’s an invalid.’

That’s Arthur, my surprisingly – given the state of his MG – doting father. He’s locked in a battle of wills with Christine over his services as a taxi driver. For the past six months he’s taken Christine, her mother (Vera) and Mrs Swithenbank (Vera’s friend) to bingo on a Wednesday night, but tonight he wants to carry on listening to the cricket on the radio and is using me as an excuse to get out of it.

‘Invalid!’ The cured ham takes another thump. I hope I’m not going to be expected to eat any of it. ‘You heard the doctor. There’s nothing wrong with her bar a few cuts and scrapes. She could fall out of bed and land straight in a warm bath, that one.’

She’s right. The consultant at the hospital said I was very lucky. I told him I was a Sagittarian, the lucky sign, and began to explain to him about the lucky charm on my necklace (my mother’s wedding ring), but he stopped me and said he just meant that it’s a good job I’m so young. A young body is a rubber body, apparently, and this rubber body bounced its way safely through a field of muddy grass after coming flying out of Arthur’s MG. I don’t remember any of this, though, as I had passed out, which, according to the consultant, is why I ‘fell so well’ – an odd way of putting it seeing as I was trussed up in a hospital bed, at the time, with a thick scratchy neck brace and more bandages than an Egyptian mummy.

But it hasn’t all been good luck. When I got back from hospital, a big Christine-shaped dollop of bad luck was waiting for me at the farmhouse. Apparently she’s now our live-in housekeeper.

Much more convenient for everyone, said Arthur.

Much easier to keep an eye on everyone, said Christine.

There’s no escape from her. She’s everywhere. Like a bad-tempered pink fog.

Since Christine started working as our housekeeper ten long months ago, after a fateful meeting with Arthur in the Red Lion (village pub and unofficial labour exchange), our once lovely kitchen has gradually turned into her trophy room. Her chief prize is the gleaming new electric cooker, prim and pert and very pleased with its own modernity. It replaced our nice old Aga, a huge beast which threw out as much heat as a steam train. Christine didn’t like the Aga because:


	‘It smells’ (really more the fault of Christine’s cooking than the Aga).

	‘It’s got a mind of its own’ (it takes a special kind of person to be outwitted by a kitchen appliance).



The Aga’s days were numbered after one memorable incident involving Christine, the Aga, three coiled Cumberland sausages and a particularly gripping episode of Take Your Pick!. No food, as such, was produced, just a burnt cruddy mess and more smoke than a London pea-souper.

The kitchen now also houses, among other things, a pink glass vase full of dusty plastic flowers, a small china figurine of a dinner-suited Mantovani, a knitted pink doily plonked in the middle of our lovely old table, and a plague of pastel-coloured Tupperware bowls. The bowls are all over the kitchen. Little pots of plastic springing up like mushrooms. They’ve replaced a huge emerald-green tureen which we used to keep more or less everything in, from buttons and keys to coins, pencils and spark plugs. The tureen was an heirloom from my mother’s grandmother and had survived two world wars but didn’t survive Christine’s love of British Home Stores’ kitchenware department. Even the large black-and-white photo of my mother, Arthur and me (taken in winter 1946, when I was four months old, an ample mass of wool and lace with a tiny beaming face) has been sent off to Arthur’s study – replaced on the kitchen wall by a photo of Christine and Arthur in front of Buckingham Palace and another one of Christine meeting Perry Como outside the Manchester Free Trade Hall.

But, despite Christine’s handiwork, traces of the kitchen’s previous custodian still linger if you know where to look. Objects and spaces offer up secret bits of information like a discreet hallmark tucked away on a silver candlestick. Christine’s shiny new cooker, for example, sits in the same space as the Aga, but it’s much smaller, exposing an Aga-shaped block of brightly coloured wallpaper that sings out against the old, faded patterns around it. A noisy silence. Then there are the hooks in the pantry ceiling, meant for game and bird but left untouched for years, reminders of a time when the kitchen was run by someone who must have been considerably more skilled in the culinary arts than the present occupant.

And, unused and unknown, hidden deep inside the second cutlery drawer, is an art deco nutcracker inscribed with the initials DM. Diana Melville. My mother. A beautiful affirmation. An idea I can’t quite remember.



Thump.

It’s the poor cured ham again, a proxy casualty of our very own cold (tea) war.

Arthur is hovering, clearly uncertain of the best way to engage in battle. He looks scared (or do I mean scarred?).

Thump.

Christine is a formidable opponent. Her hair is up in rollers, a modern-day Medusa, and the stench of Amami setting lotion wafts across the room like clouds of mustard gas.

‘Arthur,’ she says, staring at him with the intensity of a serial killer.

Thump.

‘I’m sure Evie will be fine on her own for half an hour. They did let her out from hospital, remember?’

Thump.

Thump.

Arthur coughs.

‘I just think we should wait a few more days until she’s left on her own, that’s all. Probably best to keep an eye on her.’ He’s smiling as he speaks but it’s the kind of nervous-hopeful smile that I use when I’m explaining to Maureen, our village hairdresser, what style I want (something hip) but know that she isn’t actually listening and will do exactly what she wants to do anyway (something with a vicious fringe).

Christine closes her eyes and breathes in deeply. Will she explode?

‘Just (thump).

A (thump).

Few (thump).

Little (thump).

Scratches (thump).

And anyway,’ she goes on, pointing at me with the carving knife. ‘She’s got her book to keep her company, haven’t you?’ The way she says ‘book’ makes it sound like she’s holding the word with laundry tongs. ‘What are you reading?’

It’s Laxdæla Saga, an old Icelandic saga about the Norse myths. Why am I reading the most obscure book in my entire collection just when Christine asks to see what I’m reading? Why couldn’t I have been reading Wuthering Heights again? I can see her eying the book with great suspicion. Christine’s reading doesn’t really extend much beyond Woman’s Weekly and the Littlewoods catalogue.

Arthur bought me the book on a family day out to York Castle Museum. The trip was his idea, a way for Christine and me to spend some time together, although why either of us would want to do that I have no idea. I was tasked with choosing the destination. Initially I suggested Whitby (where better to take a bad-tempered blood-sucker?) but Christine rejected it because the sea air plays havoc with her fringe. So we went to the museum. We spent an hour wandering around the castle and its recreations of ancient city streets before Christine got bored and suggested a trip to Browns department store, where she quickly sprang back to life and managed to persuade Arthur to buy her some new leather boots and a set of ‘Ye Olde York’ coasters. Afterwards, sitting in Bettys and having a toasted teacake, Christine said that she couldn’t understand why people were so interested in The Olden Days as it all looked a bit grim and dirty. Christine’s version of The Olden Days is fairly broad, starting with the First World War and then working backwards, taking in the Victorians, the Tudors, the Normans, the Vikings and the Romans in one huge blurred unwashed historical pageant.

‘Laxatives Saga! What kind of name for a book is that? Laxatives Saga.’ She’s shaking her head in disbelief (I know the feeling). ‘Have you seen what she’s reading, Arthur?’

I think about correcting her but, from past experience, know that this probably isn’t a good idea. (I once pointed out her use of split-infinitives in Selby Woolworth’s and, after an initial confusion with split ends, it led to quite a nasty scene next to the pick ’n’ mix). Laxatives Saga it is then. The heroic tale of Unnr the Deep Minded, Hákon the Good and Olaf the Peacock as they set off in search of bowel Valhalla. A classic. I wonder what our Norse names would be… Arthur the Phlegmatic. Arthur the Put Upon. Arthur the Lost Soul. And his Brünnhilde? Christine the Acquisitive. Christine the Sausage Burner. Christine, Naggiest Nagger of the North.

And what about me? Who would I be?



‘What’s that, love?’ Arthur is miles away. At The Oval, to be precise, where someone has just bowled a flipper off a sticky dog and hit a Chinaman, or something like that.

‘I said have you seen what Evie’s reading? You’re not even listening, are you?’ Christine picks up a jar of pickled onions and unscrews it as if she were breaking the neck of a small animal. ‘I don’t know why I bother. I have to do everything in this house.’

(This isn’t strictly true as Vera, Christine’s mother, seems to be round here every day doing all the chores for her.)

Thump.

Slam.

Crash.

The ham looks like it’s been through the St Valentine’s Day Massacre. In fact, the whole kitchen has the feel of a crime scene. Even the potted plants look stressed. Christine picks up the bread knife and butchers a cottage loaf.

Trying to ignore the drama and concentrate on the radio, Arthur is now doing his best to hide behind a copy of the Yorkshire Post. He is a great believer in the if you can’t see it, it doesn’t exist school of thought and is adept at using the large newspaper to block out anything he finds troublesome or stressful: a bad day on the farm; a poor cricket over; Christine in a funny mood. Life. Death.

‘Sorry, love. Barrington’s just hit a six.’

A noise like an angry gas leak spurts from Christine’s side of the kitchen.

I decide it’s best to leave them to it for a bit so I head to the downstairs loo. Not for any biological reason (I have the bladder control of a Shire horse) but because it’s a place of sanctuary and escape. Compact and safe. With a lock. For such a small room, there’s a surprising number of accoutrements. There’s a big pile of old Wisden magazines in the corner (Arthur), a pink knitted loo-roll cover in the shape of a doll (Christine), and, perched on the windowsill, an Oxford dictionary (me).

I love flicking through the dictionary. It takes me off to another world, a world where a mélange of esoteric people do pulchritudinous things meritoriously. Or at least a world with fewer doilies and hairnets. I sit down on the loo and open the dictionary at a random page.

Histrionic (adjective – theatrical performance, display of emotion for effect.)

Hmm, sounds like Christine.

Another page.

Jejune (adjective – lacking interest/significance, dull.)

Christine again.

You can see why I do this, can’t you?

When I come back into the kitchen, the conversation has finished and, unfortunately, an air of victory hangs over Christine. She’s sitting on Arthur’s knee and when they see me, they both look a bit sheepish. Arthur quickly taps Christine on the bum and she gets up and walks back to the table, looking over at me in a very cat-who’s-got-the-cream-ish way.

‘Your dad’s decided to run us to bingo after all,’ she says, smiling smugly (adverb – in a way that shows excessive satisfaction in oneself).

‘Oh,’ I say, looking over at Arthur. He’s retreated behind his Yorkshire Post and is doing a very good job of pretending he isn’t here. ‘But I thought he wanted to stay and listen to the cricket?’ I ask, knowing it’ll really irritate her.

Christine stops assembling the cold tea and puts her hands on her hips.

‘Well,’ she says, cracking the word like a whip. ‘He’s decided it’s much safer to take us in the car. There are a lot of nutters around, you see, and it’d be dangerous for us to be out on our own.’

Dangerous? For who? The combination of Christine, Vera and Mrs Swithenbank would be more than a match for most small armies, never mind one lone nutter.

‘You can’t be too careful these days, isn’t that right, Arthur?’ Christine goes on, smiling at him and wiping her hands on a Bolton Abbey tea towel.

Arthur looks up over his Yorkshire Post. ‘Of course. More than happy to run you there.’ He ducks back behind the paper and a disembodied voice adds, ‘No trouble at all.’

‘Such a gentleman, your dad,’ says Christine, more loudly than is strictly necessary. ‘They don’t make ’em like him any more.’ She smiles over at Arthur and then turns her attention back to the plates of ham, lettuce, pickle and tomato in front of her. I decide to do the sensible thing and get as far away as possible, heading off to my bedroom. As I leave the kitchen, Christine is doing something to a radish that she has seen Fanny Craddock, one of her heroines, do on TV. It involves a potato peeler and lots of patience. Christine has the potato peeler but not the patience. Sure enough, within a few seconds, the radish pings out of her hand and scuttles across the table. She takes another and exactly the same thing happens. It’s radish carnage. Christine, eyeing the radishes like a maniac, is muttering something under her breath. Walking up the stairs, I hear a muffled scream followed by the pained, manic cackle of a woman pushed to the edge by a punnet of small root vegetables.



Up in my bedroom, a Christine-free zone and general haven of loveliness, I lie on top of the soft, flowery eiderdown and begin to tally up the events of the past few weeks.


	Dramatic car crashes: 1

	Broken bones: 0

	
Hospital visits from Arthur: 18

	Hospital visits from Christine: 2

	Hospital visits from Margaret: 11 (I think she might have been bored)

	Letters written to Adam Faith: 3

	Replies from Adam Faith: 0

	Disturbingly vivid dreams involving Mr Hughes and a cow: 5 (hopefully just a side effect of the tablets)

	Ideas about what I could do in the future: 28

	Decisions made about what I should do with the rest of my life: 0



The Future is strange. Before my O levels, it seemed far away, something that only other people worried about (scientists, politicians, old people). It was a hazy, unreal half-thought that involved weddings, jobs, babies and tailored suits, not necessarily in that order. But all of a sudden, it’s here. I always used to think of The Future as a happy, crowded, noisy place with lots going on, but now it feels big and empty, a huge silent space, like an enormous aircraft hangar with a tiny me rattling around it. What am I going to do in The Future? I still have no idea.

As an insurance policy, under Margaret’s guidance, I have put my name down for sixth form. I have no great burning desire to study A level English, History and French, but then again have no great burning desire to do anything else either. I am happy to be a little cloud and get blown more or less where the wind takes me. And at least sixth form means that I won’t get buffeted into any wholly inappropriate life by Christine (our very own gale). Christine has decided to take the idea of my return to education as some kind of personal insult. She is campaigning hard for my life in an ivory tower to end before it even begins. Torn clippings from the job section of local newspapers have mysteriously started to appear around the house (Shop assistant needed. No experience required). Every time I see one, I’m reminded of the small scraps of newspaper that Arthur sticks on his face when he cuts himself shaving. Christine thinks these clippings are subtle messages that will send me cartwheeling into the world of work, part of a subliminal arsenal to be deployed in her cunning psychological war. In reality, they are as subtle as the Blackpool illuminations. Naturally, I ignore them.

Sixth form starts at the beginning of September. Today is 11 July. That leaves two months to find a Future. Easy. I can do that. Can’t I? Surely it can’t be that hard.



As I’m lying on my bed pondering Life and the unappealing prospect of Christine’s cold tea, I look up at the two big posters of Adam Faith on my wall. In one of them (a freebie from Melody Maker), Adam is staring at the camera, brooding and looking rugged and masculine. He’s wearing a mustard-coloured blouson (which matches his lovely blond hair) and his smile lights up the room like a million candles (well, perhaps not quite a million). In the other poster, bought on a day trip to Scarborough, he is the living embodiment of sophistication. He’s wearing a well-ironed white shirt, navy cardy and bow tie. A bow tie! He is pop aristocracy and I love him. No matter how bad things ever get, I’ll always have Adam.

Evie and Adam. Adam and Evie.

Together forever in our very own garden of Eden (otherwise known as Yorkshire).

I quite often speak to Adam on my walls. He can be a great help and, to be honest, he’s one of the better conversationalists in the village. Which Adam I speak to depends on my mood. Today I definitely need Sophisticated Adam.

I sigh (trying to catch his attention).

‘What would you do?’ I ask him. ‘It’s so confusing. There are all these different Futures. Which one’s best for me?’

I open the drawer of my bedside table, get out a list of jobs given to us by the careers service at school, and then read them to him.

‘Shop assistant, veterinary assistant, library assistant, dental assistant…’

(How come the only Futures open to women are always as someone’s assistant?)

‘Perhaps I could be your assistant?’ I ask Sophisticated Adam.

He doesn’t say anything. Perhaps I should have asked Brooding Adam instead.

I carry on working my way through the list (bookkeeper’s assistant, showroom assistant, clerical assistant), but before Sophisticated Adam can offer me any useful advice there’s a knock on the door.

‘Tea’s ready in five minutes,’ Arthur says, poking his head into the room.

‘Thanks, Dad.’ We both look at each other and smile. ‘So you’re going to miss the cricket, then?’

‘Miss the cricket?’ He arches his eyebrows in mock shock. ‘Certainly not. I’ll have the transistor radio with me. You don’t think I’m going to let bingo get in the way of Test Match Special, do you?’

I start picking at my corduroy skirt and let out a massive sigh, like a huge deflating beach ball.

‘Hey, what is it, love?’ says Arthur, coming in and sitting on the edge of the bed. When he sits down, I notice the light streaming in from the window glistening in the Brylcreem in his hair like flecks of stardust.

‘It’s Christine,’ I say.

For a moment there’s almost silence, the only sound coming from the distant clatter of tea assemblage downstairs in the kitchen.

I look at Arthur.

Arthur looks at me.

(We are experts of restrained communication, Arthur and me.)

And then he sighs – just a little one, not a beach-ball one.

‘Christine?’ he says. ‘Come on, love. We’ve spoken about Christine, haven’t we?’

Yes, we have spoken about her. Several times. The last time was on the way back from hospital when Arthur told me she’d moved in. Her moving in is good news, apparently, because:


	She’s a big help around the house (this is not true – her mum does all the housework).

	I need a female role model (again not true – I’ve got loads already: Charlotte Brontë, the Queen, Shirley MacLaine).



Arthur also keeps going on about how the farmhouse is plenty big enough for one more. This is true. But it’s also big enough for a herd of cows and Arthur hasn’t asked any to move in.

I stop picking at my skirt and look straight at him.

‘I don’t like how she bosses you around,’ I say.

‘Bosses me around? Don’t be daft! No one’s bossing anyone around.’ He pats my knee. ‘Look, it’s no trouble at all running Christine and the others to bingo. Better to be safe than sorry, isn’t it?’

He gives my leg a little squeeze and then looks out the window wistfully (adverb – with a feeling of regretful longing).

‘Sometimes it’s better not to force things,’ he goes on, turning back to me and smiling. ‘Just let things be. You know, let people be.’

He stands up and brushes his hands through his stardusty hair.

‘Now then, try and be nice to Christine. She’s doing her best – and even Christine can’t burn a cold tea,’ he adds, winking and walking out the door.

Alone again in my room, I lie back down on the bed and think about Arthur. When I was little, we’d go hunting for frogspawn and tadpoles in the stream, catching them in a mini-net and then keeping them in jam jars on the kitchen windowsill. We’d go off to the pictures in York and Leeds (he took me to see Lady and the Tramp six times) and he’d buy me chocolate ice cream in the intermission. We had days out all over Yorkshire. To Headingly cricket ground, where he’d buy me a comic and I’d read about ‘Belle of the Ballet’ and ‘Nurse Susan Marsh’ while he’d watch the Test match, or out on the Moors, where we’d fly my big red kite and climb over the rocks and eat crisp sandwiches and lemonade and butterscotch fudge. And he’d take me out on the farm, of course. He’d sit me on his knee on the tractor, driving around for hours, dodging cows and singing nursery rhymes. Later on it would be his Land Rover, where I’d sit and move the steering wheel while he controlled the pedals (perhaps, in hindsight, not the best way to learn how to drive).

I pick up my favourite photo of Arthur. It was taken before the war, when he was really young, not that much older than me now. The photo’s black and white but you can tell he’s wearing a pair of baggy white shorts and a coloured T-shirt with a white collar. His football kit. He’s running, leaning into the future, and behind him you can see hundreds of flat-capped men standing on a terrace watching him, row after row of little white faces all staring at him and the ball at his feet. There would have been thousands there, close to twenty thousand, Arthur thinks. That’s forty thousand eyes all looking at Arthur.

A Yorkshire gladiator. Dynamic and unafraid.

But what happened? That’s what I don’t understand. How did someone who plays in front of twenty thousand men every Saturday, week in, week out, become the man who hides behind his Yorkshire Post and goes along with pretty much anything Christine says?






INTERLUDE


2 May 1936

It was the final day of the season.

The final minute of the final day.

Arthur Epworth, the new signing that year, was running up the pitch with the ball. The Yorkshire flyer, that’s what they called him. The fastest man in the league.

He was just outside the 18-yard box now. He chose his spot then blasted the ball past the keeper into the back of the net.

The crowd exploded, the roar barrelling round the ground. A heaving mass of noise and waving caps.

The ref blew his whistle. Full time.

‘Well done, lad,’ said Mr Barrett, the team manager, putting his arm round Arthur’s shoulders as he reached the side line. ‘Great game.’

‘Thanks, Mr Barrett,’ said Arthur, wiping the sweat from his forehead with his shirt. ‘We didn’t do too bad, did we?’

‘You did very well, son. We’ll be joining those buggers up in League Two next season. Anyway, get yourself inside now,’ Mr Barrett went on. ‘You’d better get tidied up. We’ve got a posh do later at the Mansion House, remember.’

At the end of every season, the mayor put on a civic reception for the club. This year, with promotion secured, it would be an especially grand affair.

Arthur grimaced. A posh do at the Mansion House was not his idea of a good Saturday night. He wasn’t one for fuss.

‘Do I have to go?’ he asked.

‘’Course you have to go, son. It’ll be bloody good. A real celebration. Now come on, get yourself in there,’ he said, gesturing towards the players tunnel and the changing room just inside.

‘And anyway,’ shouted Mr Barrett, as Arthur walked off, ‘you might just enjoy it. You never know who you might meet, lad!’






THREE [image: ]


Wednesday 11 July 1962

Tea was uneventful, a relatively quiet affair involving quite a bit of surreptitious gristle-removal thanks to Christine’s poor ham-buying skills, plus some polite conversation about:


	Mrs Bridewell’s dog (pregnant again)

	Harold MacMillan (looking old)

	The new village postmaster (a bachelor)



Afterwards, the three of us settle into our usual pre-bingo routine. For Christine, this involves retreating up to ‘her’ bedroom for half an hour’s ‘titivating’, for Arthur it means falling asleep listening to the cricket, and for me it means waving Evie’s Wand of Brilliance over the kitchen and tidying up the tea things.

I have a routine, built up from years of experience. First I clear away all the glasses and cups and saucers (you can’t eat anything in Yorkshire without an accompanying cup of tea). Then I get the plates, stacking them up as I go around the table, the big plates at the bottom and the smaller ones on top, carefully scraping any leftovers onto the top plate to create a pyramid of crockery and unwanted food. This is easy with something like a cold tea – what can go wrong? – but far more challenging when Christine has actually cooked something, which greatly increases the likelihood of leftovers and potentially risks leaving a pile of food so large that balancing it all on a small plate requires the engineering skills of Isambard Kingdom Brunel.

Suddenly there is a cheer on the radio and a voice from The Oval says something about someone being bowled for nine. Arthur twitches and drops the Yorkshire Post onto the floor. The grandfather clock in the hall strikes six deep, pendulous chimes and I hear Christine slam the bathroom door upstairs (she has the lightness of touch of a heavyweight wrestler). Outside, the cows are starting their evening mooing and then…

Ra-ta-ta-ta-ta-ta-ta-ta-tat.

The back door is beaten with the ferocity of the guns of The Guns of Navarone.

(Our house is full of noises, sounds and sweet airs that give a fright but hurt not.)

‘Yoo hoo. Only us,’ says Vera, Christine’s mum, coming in and immediately parking her handbag on the kitchen table. Mrs Swithenbank, her friend, is just behind, obviously struggling, her ample frame wrapped – despite the balmy weather – in several layers of black clothing.

(The two of them together look like a seaside variety act: Mrs Swithenbank, a tall, wide-berthed battlecruiser whose limbs have a heft that defy gravity; and Vera, small and angular, as thin as a thistle and just as spiky.)

‘Oooh, Evie, love, could you get me some water? I’m parched,’ says Mrs Swithenbank, balancing on a small kitchen chair that seems inadequate to the task. ‘It’s this weather. I’m not built for it. It’s like the bloomin’ tropics.’ She wipes her forehead with a little hanky. ‘Look at me,’ she says, dabbing at her cheeks. ‘I’ve had enough of this heat. I’m sweating like a fat lass in a chippy.’

Mrs Swithenbank has a way with words. She could be a poet.

‘Vera, Doris, lovely to see you,’ says Arthur. ‘Have a seat, Vera.’

‘I’ll stand thanks, Arthur,’ says Vera. ‘Better for my varicose veins.’

We hear a lot about Vera’s varicose veins. They are a bottomless font of conversation for her, coming in just behind the weather, the good old days, foreigners and, well out in front, ‘our Christine’. (‘Our Christine’, another only child, could well be singlehandedly to blame for the terrible reputation of the rest of us.)

Vera’s varicose veins, we are repeatedly told, give her a lot of gyp. She is a martyr to them. She doesn’t know what she’s done to deserve them but we’re all pretty sure the war and the Germans have something to do with it because, according to Vera, the war and the Germans seem to be to blame for almost everything.

Where will the conversation go from here?

‘Nice out,’ says Arthur, falling back on a classic.

‘Aye, nice out,’ replies Vera. ‘They say tomorrow’ll be even hotter.’

This is not good news for Mrs Swithenbank and her hanky. ‘Even hotter?’ she exclaims. ‘Oooh, I’m sweltering already. If I’d wanted to live in a hot country, I’d have married Mussolini.’ (This would have changed the course of world history considerably. There’s no way Mrs Swithenbank would have let Mussolini get mixed up with Hitler. She says you can never trust a vegetarian.)

While all this has been going on, I’ve been getting Mrs Swithenbank a glass of cold water.

‘Here you are, Mrs Swithenbank,’ I say, putting it down on the table in front of her.

‘I do wish you’d call me Doris, love,’ she replies.

I will never be able to do this. Mrs Swithenbank has the stately presence, not to mention volume, of a Spanish galleon – possibly even a whole armada. She is no Doris. She will forever be Mrs Swithenbank to me. Calling her Doris would be like calling the Queen ‘Liz’.

Every time I see Vera and Mrs Swithenbank together, I’m struck by how very different women are. The two of them are like chalk and cheese – a scrawny little piece of chalk and a tremendously oversized round of stilton. How many different versions of Woman can there be?

(And, even more importantly, which version will I be?)

Arthur, clearly uncomfortable with the number of women in the room, is trying to make polite chit-chat with Vera and Mrs Swithenbank, but he’s struggling. He’s very much a man’s man. The female sex remains pretty much a mystery to him. The constant stream of village gossip provided by the two women might as well be in Swahili for all the sense it must be making to Arthur. He valiantly attempts to keep up, feigning interest in Mrs Swithenbank’s neighbour’s pools win (£38 4s 2d) and the ‘goings on’ at number 28, but I can tell that he’s actually just straining to hear the cricket. When it’s his turn to contribute to the conversation he is gossip-free and flounders quite badly but recovers by telling a number of outright lies about the quality of Christine’s cooking.

As soon as he’s spent a polite-enough amount of time with Vera and Mrs Swithenbank, Arthur makes his excuses and disappears off to his study, leaving me with the Yorkshire Inquisition.

‘So then, Evie, love, tell me… are you courting yet?’ asks Mrs Swithenbank, getting straight down to business.

Courting is very important for a girl around here. We’re not allowed to court (that would make you a hussy) but we are expected either to be courted (like in the olden days) or be courting (v. modern, like Princess Margaret). The only women who do not have to worry about being courted are:


	Married women

	Old women

	Ugly women



To be honest, the last thing I want is to be courted by a boy from the village. Most of the boys around here are a waste of time, not to mention brutish and feckless (adjective – lacking initiative or strength of character). I will wait for Adam Faith or, if I can’t have him, at least someone who comes from more sophisticated climes, like Leeds. Anyway, I’m not sure where Mrs Swithenbank expects me to have conjured up a boyfriend from since I last saw her as I’ve been in hospital for the past four weeks (which I remind her).

‘Aye, love, I know that, but what about all those nice doctors in the hospital? There must have been some young ’uns? You could do a lot worse than getting yourself a doctor, you know.’

‘Like Dr Dawson in Emergency – Ward 10,’ pipes up Vera. ‘He’s very nice. Lovely eyes. Mind you, Evie, I’m sorry, love, but I don’t think you’ve got much chance of getting a doctor. They usually go for the petite, bubbly type.’

Charming. (I am as tall as a tree, remember.)

‘Don’t be so daft, Vera. They’d be lucky to have her!’ says Mrs Swithenbank.

Vera, never one for tact, presses on. ‘I just meant, Doris, that Evie’s a bit tall. Men don’t like that. They like to feel in charge. She needs to wear something a bit more, well, shortening.’

Shortening? What clothes are shortening? Maybe she’s seen a pair of magic Alice-in-Wonderland pedal pushers – wear me and shrink.

‘And she should smile more. She’ll be up against all those nurses. It’s like a bear pit in some hospitals. They’re all after a doctor, you know. It’s the only reason they go into nursing.’

‘What about Florence Nightingale?’ I ask.

Vera gives me a Funny Look, then carries on.

‘Yes, I can see you as a nurse. Much better than all this daft talk about going back to school. What’s the point of more bloody exams? I mean, what have exams ever done to help anyone?’

‘But, Vera,’ says Mrs Swithenbank, ‘Evie’s a clever young lass. Happen she’s going to be one of these modern women needing qualifications.’

‘Modern women! I’m a modern woman,’ says Vera, adjusting her hairnet, ‘and I get by quite happily with absolutely no qualifications. It’s high time Evie stopped beggaring around at school and got a job. Our Christine was working before she even left school and look how well she’s done for herself.’

Oh.

What does Vera mean Christine’s done well for herself? Does she mean by invading our home and bewitching Arthur? Surely Christine will just be a temporary aberration in our otherwise calm and pastel-free lives?

With perfect timing, Christine walks into the room.

A sickly fug of lavender accompanies her. Is it possible to suffocate on Yardley? Mrs Swithenbank gets her hanky back out of her handbag and begins wafting it in front of her nose.

‘We were just asking Evie if she’s started thinking about a job yet, love,’ says Vera.

Christine, narrowing her eyes, takes a step forward and surveys the battlefield.

‘Of course she wants a job. Who doesn’t?’

(Well, Christine for a start.)

‘She’d have her own money and be able to get her own place. It can’t be nice being cramped up in that tiny little room all day and night,’ she says, half-heartedly waving her hand around in the vague direction of my bedroom upstairs.

‘Who says I’m cramped up?’ I ask. I’ve got the run of the whole house, not to mention nearly a hundred acres of fields, three barns and a stream full of Great Crested newts. I certainly don’t feel cramped up.

Annoyed, yes. But not cramped.

Christine pulls a face.

‘Oh, I just thought you might be a bit squashed up there,’ she replies, walking across the kitchen. ‘Well, we’re all living on top of each other, aren’t we? Three sardines in a battered old tin. All these pokey little rooms. I thought you’d like to… Owwww. That bloody bear.’

Christine starts hopping around on one foot, red faced and sweary. She’s stubbed her toe (again) on a large ceramic bear that stands next to the bin.

‘For God’s sake. How many times have I said to get rid of it?’

Lots.

The bear is awful but ever since I found out Christine hates it, I’ve become very attached to it. It’s meant to be a dancing bear, standing on its hind legs (as tall as a chair). I don’t know what dance it’s meant to be doing but it isn’t the Twist or the Shimmy; it doesn’t even look like it could manage the Hokey Cokey to be honest. My mother inherited it from her father and, apparently, she hated it too (that’s why he’s in the corner next to the bin).

‘I’m going to throw this bloody thing out once and for all,’ Christine says.

She tries to pick it up but fails to budge it.

‘Leave it,’ I say. ‘I really like it.’

‘Really like it?’ says Christine, screwing up her face like a cabbage.

‘Yeah, it’s lovely,’ I lie.

‘What are you talking about? It’s horrible.’

Christine’s right. It is horrible. But not as horrible as Christine.

‘He’s really handsome. Look at his distinguished face.’

(To be honest, the bear looks a bit simple and he’s got funny eyes.)

‘What? Are you crackers?’

‘And he’s very useful.’

‘Useful?’ says Christine, crossing her arms. ‘How?’

I have a quick look round the kitchen, taking in the various rural-scened plates on the walls, the rusty tin of Vim next to the sink and the unused brass cooking utensils dangling in the alcove.

‘Cap holder,’ I say, spotting one of Arthur’s flat caps on the back of a chair. I take the cap and pop it on the bear, making him look a bit like Lenin. ‘There, you see. Very useful.’

‘Don’t talk daft,’ she says. ‘I want it out of here. Now.’

‘And I want it in here,’ I reply. ‘Now.’

We stare at each other, locked in mortal combat like two noble warriors. Well, one noble warrior and one horrible old lavender-breathing dragon.

Christine looks round the room for help but Vera and Mrs Swithenbank are sat at the other end of the table deep in conversation about the price of faggots. She tuts, gives me a Look, and then stomps out the room, knocking the cap off the bear as she walks past.

I pick the cap up, put it back on the bear and smile, happy in our little victory.



By the time Christine comes back in, Vera and Mrs Swithenbank are in the final stages of their pre-Bingo routine. You can feel the air of anticipation. Vera, busy fiddling with her hairnet and glancing at her watch, is clearly the most excited. For Vera, Wednesday evening bingo offers all the glamour of the Monte Carlo Casino for the price of two halves of stout and a bag of pork scratchings. Mrs Swithenbank, managing to keep her excitement much more under control, is hoisting up the prodigious (but sagging) gusset of her thick tights (‘just getting everything ready for t’car journey’).

I, meanwhile, have started washing up and am trying to fish out some nasty-looking chunks of ham gristle from the washing up bowl.

‘Oh, Cinderella,’ says Christine, coming over to the sink. ‘Don’t worry, one day you shall go to the ball!’ She laughs, clearly very pleased with her joke. ‘But not tonight. You’d love bingo, though. Number three, cup of tea,’ she shouts, going all theatrical. ‘Sweet sixteen, never been kissed. Forty four, droopy drawers. See, it’s made for you.’ She crosses her arms, smirking. ‘It’s all part of growing up and becoming a woman, you know.’

Not to me it isn’t. I can’t think of anything worse than sitting in a room for two hours and competitively listening to numbers. Is this what lies ahead of me? There must be more to being a Woman than Wednesday night bingo.

And, anyway, if I’m Cinderella, who does that make Christine?

Arthur pops his head round the kitchen door and tells us ‘ladies’ that he’s going to get the Land Rover started.

Vera looks extremely relieved. She has checked her watch an unnatural number of times in the past few minutes and has been looking even more manic than usual. I think bingo might be addictive, like cigarettes and jelly babies. (If bingo were ever wiped off the face of the earth, I’m sure Vera would miss it far more than she misses her husband, Derek, who was also wiped off the face of the earth when his ship hit a German mine in the middle of the Atlantic in 1940.)

Christine looks up from her compact. ‘Ay, come here,’ she says to Arthur, gesturing with her head and doing her best sultry smile (thinking she looks like Jane Russell but actually looking about as sultry as Bertrand or Jack). ‘Your tie’s not straight. Let me sort it out for you.’

She puts her hands up to Arthur’s tie and wiggles it around a bit. Arthur tenses up then glances down at Christine and visibly relaxes. She sorts out his tie, puts her hand up to his cheek and strokes it gently. ‘There, that’s better,’ she says, simpering up at him. ‘Much smarter. You look like Cary Grant now.’ And she brushes some imaginary crumbs off his shoulders.

‘Thanks, love,’ says Arthur, squeezing her hand.

‘You’re welcome. I’m glad I have my uses. And it’s nice to see you looking so handsome. I must be the luckiest girl in Yorkshire.’ She winks at Arthur. ‘And thanks again for taking us tonight. You’re my knight in shining armour.’ And she taps him on the bum. (I feel physically sick.)

‘Now, go and get the car started,’ she goes on, taking her compact back out and checking her lipstick. ‘We’ll be with you in a sec.’



‘Are we all ready, then?’ says Mrs Swithenbank, giving her stockings one last tug. ‘Time for off. It’s my lucky night tonight. I can feel it in my waters.’

‘Think you’re going to get the big one tonight then, Doris?’ says Christine. ‘Twenty quid’d come in very handy. What would you do with it?’

‘Oh, I’d be straight into Hull for a better telly. One of those new big ones. And I’d get a nice new cabinet for it too. And a wireless for the bedroom.’

‘Your house’ll be like a Rediffusion showroom, Doris,’ says Vera. ‘It can’t be good for you, all those tubes and knobs and invisible rays. I’d have the house done up. New everything. Fancy new settee and armchair. And some nice china knick-knacks.’

‘Ooooh yes,’ says Christine, clearly invigorated by the prospect of new china knick-knacks. ‘We could go up to York and get some proper posh ones.’

‘What about you, Evie, love?’ asks Mrs Swithenbank. ‘What would you get with twenty pounds?’

What would I get? Would twenty pounds be enough to fly somewhere in a plane? Somewhere hot and exotic. Spain, perhaps, or Italy. I could walk barefoot on a warm beach and feel the sand in my toes and wear a big straw hat and stripy top. Or maybe go to London and stop in a really nice hotel and eat oysters and go to parties with Nancy Sinatra and Sofia Loren. Would twenty pounds be enough for that? I’m too embarrassed to say either of these things though and so just end up saying I’d get a tartan skirt and some books, and then save the rest.

‘Lovely,’ says Christine, flatly.

‘And what about you then, Christine, love?’ asks Vera in an uncharacteristically sparkly voice. ‘What would you get?’

‘Well… what would I get? I think I’d get a few little things for my bottom drawer. A nice tablecloth, perhaps, and some fancy serviettes. Maybe some underwear too, something a bit slinky. And a new dress. A lovely one with lots of ruches and bows.’ She waves her hands extravagantly around her waist and thighs. ‘Something beautiful and big and…’

Baaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaah.

She is cut off by the sound of the Land Rover’s horn, signalling the chauffeur’s impatience to get going. The three of them grab their handbags and bustle out of the kitchen whooping and laughing. Mrs Swithenbank comes over to me on her way out and gives my wet hands a little squeeze.

‘Enjoy your book,’ shouts Christine as she leaves. ‘Laxatives bloody Saga!’

And the door closes.

Phew. A bit of peace and quiet at last.
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