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			Disclaimer

			This is a work of non-fiction grounded in real-life events and experiences. No characters have been invented; no events fabricated. Some names have been changed, and some dialogue recreated.

			A few minor typographical changes have been made to letters and diary entries to enhance the reader experience while preserving the original voice. Spelling errors in these resources have been retained on purpose.

			The views of John Briggs are his own and not those of the author. The incidents in his life are represented as faithfully as can be substantiated by research. The events in my life are branded into my psyche.

			The pastoral care missing from my boarding-school experience is now at the forefront of its modern equivalent.

			Note on language

			This book contains words in breach of Conscious Language guidelines. This is a deliberate act on my part. I see no point in referring to racist acts carried out by children and adults in the 1970s, only to frustrate the reader by not including any detail. This is a social history, and for history to be understood, it cannot be fudged. The intention is to inform, not to offend. I want to offer authenticity. If I must fall on my sword to do so, then so be it.

		

	
		

		
			To Helen – who still counts me as a friend despite my lacklustre performance in that role

		

	
		

		
			Life is like a piano. What you get out of it depends on how you play it. 

			— Tom Lehrer, musician
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			PART I: Me

		

	
		
			

			1

			Chips

			I would have found Father to be an entertaining sort, were it not for the fact that I had to live with him. His quick wit and showmanship made him a charming host at parties. He liked to upsell his intelligence and knowledge to a tipsy audience, yet he floundered when it came to validating the efforts of his family. He had a dream for us, but he never took us with him along his yellow brick road. ‘Nobody can beat the Briggs money’, Father would often say. Or was that a promise? If it were, he was the one who broke it, single-handedly, as he gambled it away in the law courts.

			It’s an old truth that pride lies at the root of great mistakes, and he was never one for compromise or moderation. He loved his family in the strangest of ways, and what better way to record this than in his diaries?

			Our lives, his life, lives that will vanish; impressions of pen on paper recollect the way we lived, days that later mean so much. Written in the present, the sentimentality that manipulates reminiscence is absent. Unremarkable facts, like what we had for tea and how we travelled on holiday, when added to all the other minor details of daily life, weave a tapestry for historians of the future to ponder.

			

			It can be difficult to convey every sentiment in a diary when only compact commentary is possible. For this reason, readers may see depth where there is none, misjudge past events with their modern eyes, or come to dislike the main character. But this matters not. They are written with self in mind, not any end consumer. No diary writer sets out to deceive or create false memories. To categorise such as a diary is to confuse it with fiction. If only the Briggs story were pure make-believe, with a strong edit, I could give it a happier ending. Father had been writing his since 1956, a routine as instinctive to him as brushing his teeth. Why not try to get me started too? This was somewhat hopeful on his part, that at age eight I would develop his diary habit, but there it was, under the Christmas tree of 1969, an unassuming box next to a lavishly wrapped gift of more promising proportions, like a bike.

			The seven-day wait between Christmas Day and New Year increased my interest in this present that had no wheels, volume control, nor any instructions. Its girly ’60s cover, with its psychedelic pink and orange swirls, suggested I was about to engage in a fashionable occupation, the gold lock and key inviting me on a secret mission. Three lines for each of the next 1825 days, give or take a leap year, sat there, empty, beckoning. One thing is certain: you can’t finish something if you don’t begin, and you have to begin somewhere. I marked my literary debut with a weak opening: ‘We cleaned out the playroom ready for friends to come over’. Still, I was pleased with my first deposit into a piggy bank of childhood memories.

			

			Only in later life, when I read his diaries, did I come to understand their intrinsic value. Not that Father wrote copious amounts. I was surprised we could share the same day and find it so completely different. I was only ever a child in mine in the ten years I pursued this hobby; however, his twelve volumes written over sixty years from an adult’s perspective reveal that his contrary inner child was never far from the surface. There was a simplicity to his logic, a lack of detail about the emotion, and a great interest in what he was eating and how much fuel his car was consuming.

			Like many before him, he never prepared for the day his number would be up. Bookcases, stables, lofts and garages waited patiently for someone to bring order to the chaos, to clear out a lifetime of memorabilia – a 1957 speeding ticket, a 1960 hotel booking receipt. Too big a task to tackle in his own lifetime, he donated it all to us. Sifting through his papers, I found letters to his cousins, directing them to trace his steps through his writings. Why his cousins, and not me? Was he planning to perpetuate his mistrust of his children from beyond the grave? I got stuck in.

			What a difference between the young man and the old one. He may have forgotten the diary entry he had penned as a Cambridge student: ‘This is a miserable chronicle of a lazy good-for-nothing’. That tiny glimmer of self-awareness quickly burned itself out. He would have been more familiar with this later one: ‘Party at the Kaye’s until 2.30 am. Richard Brook called me a fascist as usual, so I demolished him’. This was the man I knew – political to the core, overcharged with opinion, an oracle of doom.

			

			Under his mentorship, I explored my writing potential, fired up by his enthusiasm, keen for us to have a connection. If I could master a painting-by-numbers kit, surely this new game should be easy? Different coloured pens were trialled, different fonts practised, and literary decisions made about what to include: ‘Decided to only put things that are exciting’. When I read my diaries back to myself fifty years later, I struggle to decipher entries written in pencil or yellow felt tip – they have vanished into the pages, with these missing gems of wisdom lost forever. Stuck to the inside of the front cover is a bus ticket, ticket number 001856, issued by Huddersfield Transport and punched out from the bus conductor’s bell-punch ticket machine. Diaries are not just about words. A few sweet wrappers have found their way to being glued in too.

			For those considering journalling as a sideline, have no fear – you are not committing yourself to a ritual that will blight you to your dying day. There is no obligation to write anything at all. Father found he had nothing to say on 4 June 1970, with my diary containing one word: ‘Forgotten’. I often filled in several days at a time, retrospectively, which might leave me with just such an honest entry. Father was good at omitting incriminating details when matters went awry, or when he was caught somewhere he should not have been, such as on the day he was breathalysed. But he had nothing to worry about, as I filled in the missing details for him.

			A competent fundraiser for the Conservatives, Mother would be out with her car on election days, rounding up those who needed some encouragement to visit the polling station. Father asked if she were cognisant of the fact that there was no way of knowing where the cross might land on the ballot paper, so she could be providing free transport to those Labour supporters whose ten votes would secure another Labour MP for Huddersfield. He had taken her to a couple of National Front meetings, but could not sway her. They both kept their own counsel on matters political. Her efforts in the car must have greatly assisted the Conservatives in June 1970. She neatly praised herself, the giveaway being that it was her handwriting in my diary, and not mine: ‘Had exams – Election – Conservatives won – great surprise – Mummy worked all day – Very hot’. She stopped there, but could have added, ‘Mummy was wonderful’, as I would have agreed.

			

			By mid-year, I had had enough. My initial enthusiasm dwindled to naught once I came to see I had been tricked. This wasn’t a game at all. It was just another type of exercise book and the last chore of the day: ‘I have decided not to write anymore’. Mother offered encouragement, despite the face-pulling. Perching on the edge of my bed, she would remind me of the things I had done that day, in the hope that I might improve upon the entry from the day before: ‘Chips for tea’. If I couldn’t mention chips, I was all out of ideas.

			My diary sat neglected and unloved in my desk for the next six months. I did not mention the profit we made from selling conkers to the council house kids – the ones they had not already nicked. Venturing out of one of the three sets of rear gates with a trolley laden with brown nuggets, we advertised them ten for a penny, and they sold quite well. Nor did I mention our being sent outside with newspapers, matches, and the instruction to set light preferably to Father’s piles of leaves down the drive, and not each other. It is Father’s diary that fills in those missing details for me.

			

			At the end of the year, I justified my lack of attention to duty and recommenced the evening scribble. I never entertained the prospect of someone else gaining access to this secret dossier, so when I came up with a plausible explanation for the empty pages, I was just fibbing to myself: ‘I think you had better know that I gave this diary away and that is why there is no writing for half this year’. Believing my own story had me feeling a hundred times better.

			From 1 January 1971, I was off, and the diary became an integral part of my nighttime routine. I captured how Mother went on strike one day, refusing to cook lunch as we had not been helpful, how I loved school and playing out, and my dislike of ballet (although I’m sure it was ballet that did not like me). Happiness leaps from the pages: ‘Paul was sick – tea was corned beef spam carrot cress – I would say today was glorious’. We were free to live our lives outside: ‘Had a great day – played on a mud heap and got very dirty – lunch was corned beef and chips. Had a fight with boys’. I had vitality, I had good health, and I had chips. Entries like these would never be seen again, once I put my foot over the threshold of my public-school boarding house.

			Writing did not produce the same doubt as did mirrors, which were definitely to be avoided. Too small to catch a glance in most of them, I could not miss the one at the bottom of the stairs. Within the ornately carved mahogany frame – a girl with a high forehead, low flat eyebrows, a small mouth, and pointy nose. My mousey, shapeless hair was held back from my ruddy cheeks and pale skin by an Alice band. Blue eyes, with their invisible eyelashes, noted the growing number of freckles on high cheekbones, still visible despite my chubby rotundness. I did not stare, as Mother said mirrors were for the vain, and being vain was nothing to be proud of. I was sure I had inherited the worst bits of everyone and then covered them with what Granny Briggs helpfully called ‘puppy fat’. Had she meant to encourage me? In this, I have to say she failed, as she only magnified my discontent.

			

			We were expecting visitors. Dressed in a pale blue, frothy party dress that should have been on someone smaller, the buttons down the back working hard to contain me, an unseen hand propelled me to the front door to let in the grandparents. On tippy toes, I reached up to turn the circular doorknob below the panes of glass, and with a big heave-ho, I opened the door to reveal Grandpa, propped up between his walking stick and his Rolls Royce automobile, alongside a pile of presents teetering on skinny sparrow legs, topped with mink. Granny Briggs had an open, wealthy, generous heart, and a firm belief that all creatures with four legs, great or small, should live outside.

			Basil, the hound, gained first access to this elderly couple, all pulling and shoving and shouting defeated by his determination to bowl them over with one whiplash of his tail. Once the trampling by Great Dane was over, they continued their fussing over how much I had grown since their last visit until, at last, I could stand down, happy to watch my siblings receive their share of unabated adoration. I was much happier out of the limelight. People always seemed drawn to my sister, the youngest and most outgoing of the three of us.

			

			I was not born with a lack of self-confidence. The turning point was that photo – the one of two ballerinas in school leotards and black pumps, dancing on the lawn to please their mummy, pink legs prominent against green garden mayhem in a purported herbaceous border, the accidental tumbling roses its only saving grace. When Father picked up the developed photos from Boots the Chemists during his lunch break, I shrank back in horror, struck by this representation of me that could not be me. For the first time, I took on board what others saw. I knew what pretty was, and I knew it wasn’t me. Why did that have to be me? That was the last time I willingly performed for the lens, future camera faces contorted with a fear that I might be asked to look at the results, knowing they would condemn me to being ugly. ‘Pin head’ – that’s what Father called me whenever my hair was cut too short, such as on the day of my sixteenth birthday, just as the guests arrived. His timing was impeccable; he always knew how to gain maximum effect.

			On New Year’s Eve 1974, it was time to say goodbye to my bedtime companion of five years. After a ceremonial closing of its covers, I opened the next one. Maybe I would complete a set of twelve, like Father. What to write? ‘Today is the first day of the rest of your life’. Boring, I know, but I wrote it anyway. I wondered if I had changed since starting the first one – was I prettier? Would that ever happen? I set my New Year’s resolutions but warned myself in the very next line that I would probably break them before the week was out – which made it less surprising when this occurred.

			

			My earlier dedication to Friday sweets and chips was unbecoming for a teenager. With five lines a day to fill, inner turbulence and self-doubt were unleashed. The greater the imagined intrigue, the greater the security risk it posed. As my faith in the effectiveness of ‘KEEP OUT’ stickers had waned, I decided to wear the key to volume two on a chain close to my heart, except on days when I might forget. The stickers endured, but my memory was fleeting, and the key was eventually lost.

			My diaries prove that I participated in a life, not just as a bystander looking in; it was not a dream; I was really here. If I could, I would go back to the time before boarding school, when I believed that home would always be there, and we were a family. Those were happy days indeed.

		

	
		
			

			2

			Early Learning

			Basil was partial to horsemeat. He could devour tons of it. So much so, he had his own fridge. In fact, he had his own room. We were not short of space. The peacocks occupied the stables, the parakeets and pigeons shared the lofts above the garages, a donkey skulked in an old food store, and the tortoises tended the dandelions in the garden before wandering back into the laundry room. After a late arrival to the kitchen and the relocation of the fridge to accommodate his cage, Percy, a salmon-crested Moluccan cockatoo, supervised the zebra finches flitting about in the breakfast room. This puffed-up prima donna ruled the breakfast table. He was good at playing finders keepers, so it was best to hold on to your toast or daub it with Marmite, just to serve him right. Should one be so vindictive, one became privy to the head-banging cocalocamocatoo dance, so it was best not done when Father was around, what with Percy being his one true love.

			

			Animals kept us busy, giving us every excuse not to notice each other.

			I had been allowed to pick my wallpaper from the decorator’s shop at the bottom of King Street in town. Dusky peach brocade drapes and a faded Wilton green carpet blended in well with the amber and cream daisy chains linking one wall to another. As daylight sidled in from both east and west, weightless cosmic dandruff drifted across golden shards and the occasional spider’s silken net. Their webs had a look of permanence about them, the inhabitants bloated with established good living in high recesses. Only when the full glare of the midday sun absorbed all spiders and all colour in a blinding white aurora that spilled out onto the landing did any loose threads, chipped paint, or water-stained French polish let on, momentarily, that the wallpaper was uniquely not vintage.

			Unlike the bedrooms of my brother and sister, which faced north onto the multiple houses crowding behind the rear garden wall in a 1930s’ council estate, I fronted onto the lawns and tree-lined drive. Scent from the pergola, embattled with roses, might waft through my sash windows, if they would open that year. This depended on how heavy-handed Father was with the paintbrush as he dangled biannually from the top of a fully extended ladder, fighting off Virginia creeper with his elbows. It didn’t take much paint for the windows to glue themselves shut, or for the paint to chip off as they were chiselled open again.

			You could quite understand why my parents fell in love with the place. I remember the day in June 1966, when we first drove up the drive of Thorpe House as a family of five, to experience the full visual feast of this south-facing Georgian dwelling, built on the picturesque side of Huddersfield, with its four entrance gates, three onto the back lane, and the main one now behind us. Only a smattering of sparkling gold tinsel fell through the latticed archway of fidgeting green freckles above, the trees whispering their welcoming prelude as the drive opened up to reveal its secret: a full concerto of sky, swallows and space. Mother’s eyes said all that needed to be said, ‘Oh, John. Can we?’

			

			The principal of the estate agency appointed himself for this day out of the office. He was not going to leave viewings to his junior staff. This gentleman’s residence was the crowning glory in his otherwise drab portfolio, attracting day-trippers and dreamers whose feedback was what he already knew – they just needed to revisit their sums. With great aplomb, he once again threw back the large front door and invited in this keen young couple who had just stepped out of their second-hand car, covered in children.

			To the right was the best room, dark and sombre. As we peered in, it hinted at tales of formal gatherings and warm hospitality, all centring around a drinks trolley. Those seeking to reclaim their overcoats and furs would not have far to go, since the terrazzo-floored cloakroom was conveniently located next on the right. To the left, under an arch, was a room of adequate proportions but which we called the inner hall, as it was neither use nor ornament save that it led to the morning room, then the dining room, then the kitchen with pantry. An obligatory serving hatch in the breakfast room cum housekeeper’s sitting room ensured that no housekeeper sat for too long whenever there was piping hot sustenance to deliver straight from cook to diner.

			

			I did not take to the central sacrificial table in the whitewashed stone cellars, which seemed to match my size and radiated expectation. Parents dilly dallied unnecessarily, debating the key selling point of how many wine bottles they could accommodate, so I left them to it and clambered up the stone stairs, back into the warmth of the pantry. I wiped my hands on my dress. The invisible others had slimed the escape route in preparation for their ritual of taking over a human body – any young one would do, especially ones with pointy noses.

			On the first floor, at the top of the stone staircase, avoiding catching your hands in the iron balustrade, four bedrooms, double linen cupboards, and a doorway to three attic rooms squared onto the landing. Between the two bedroom doors on the left, an adult-sized mousehole, hollow, creaking, deprived of sunlight from the curtainless mezzanine arched window on the stairs, hid the children’s bathroom with avocado suite on the left, single spare room on the right, and pink master bedroom with pink en suite. No bathtub could be mistaken for another, its individuality heightened with creative matching decor: pink tub, pink paint, avocado tub, avocado paint (not difficult to find as it was once de rigueur), blue tub, blue paint. If you wanted a shower, you would have to go to the Sports Centre in town, so baths it was.

			Once installed, we would come to discover that it was a healthy sort of house as we were never far from fresh air, it seeping through every cavity, round every window frame, under every door. One bluster and the house expanded, groaned, resized itself, shrank back. Cardboard wedges between bead and rail reduced the rattling of the sash windows in their recesses for a better night’s sleep, and deep-pile, orange wool, made-to-measure mini rugs served both as trip hazard and draft excluder on all internal and external thresholds. Two needy boilers under the playroom might serve up hot water and central heating, if they were in the mood for it. We viewed in the summer, so these mundane practicalities had been overlooked. When you love it, you know you love it, and there was nothing that couldn’t be fixed with a hot-water bottle.

			

			By every circular light switch sat a matching circular brass button, patiently waiting for its chance to summon the staff (soon to be Mother). One finger could light up the name of the room requiring an attendance on the bell board in the kitchen below, the demanding clanging only ceasing upon the removal of the finger from the button. What fun it was to run around hitting as many as possible, experimenting with cause and effect. Every press made Angela squawk even louder, a babe in arms, with Paul in his blue romper sailor suit clinging to Mother’s skirt. He couldn’t reach, even when I tried to lift him, so he had to rely on me jumping up to hit the bull’s eye, creating a screaming, sobbing, clanging melee on what should have been a sober occasion. I couldn’t decide which was loudest, Angela or the bell, so I pressed a few more times. They tried again: ‘Nicola! Final warning!’ It was not my fault. The bells were asking me to do it.

			Halfway through the viewing, I was ejected. I understood ‘OUT!’ and the directional tone that came with it. Off I ran to investigate what else the bell house was hiding. The two double garages with lofts, washrooms, attached three-bedroom staff house, outhouses, boiler room, laundry room and forty-eight-foot playroom had me all out of puff. I took a breather and set off again. There was yet more to explore: a potting shed, cobbled yards, paddocks, remnants of a grass tennis court and rear gardens. Never before had I witnessed such a fascinating array of axes, chains and drawknives, all precariously perched on wall-mounted nails in the tool shed, just out of reach. Finger mangling between the rollers of the clothes wringer in the laundry room seemed another interesting possibility, but the hand crank was too stiff to gain any momentum, the cogs a little rusted, so I left that one for later. Mother and Father could not be deterred, even by the murderous-looking static sawmill, with its seemingly unquenchable thirst for fingers that might press brass buttons once too often.

			

			A more moderate couple would have balked at the cost of heating the place (not that there was any heating upstairs), of tending the gardens, and at the ominous millions of leaves that would have to fall over the driveways every autumn. But this was clearly the appropriate seat for John Briggs VI, Solicitor, Notary Public, protagonist for and educator of the white Englishman: a man so proud of his prospects.

			Father always took from the houses he owned and was never one to put back. We slowly chipped away at its glory, so by the time Thorpe House came to be sold, twenty-one years later, it was just as it had been at the viewing in 1966, which was also just as it had been after its last refit in 1950. Its full potential was always in abeyance; a stepping stone to the grander house he would purchase once he had made his mark. To us children, it was a home that was neither too big nor too small, not too imposing nor too modest. It didn’t mind hens in the kitchen or chocolate on the sofa, muddy shoes upstairs, koi carp in the blue en suite to the guest bedroom, or visiting parrots when uncles came to stay. It was tolerant of our occupancy, forgiving of our neglect of its finer qualities.

			

			I loved living there, even though I didn’t fully know it yet.

			For five years, my bedroom had been a haven of tranquillity, until today, when Angela peered round the door. At six, my sister was annoyingly cute, something I had never managed, but at least the four-year age difference gave me some authority. Her impish demeanour meant she could get away with saying what she liked. ‘I don’t like your room; it’s too orange’.

			I looked up, considering my options. I could tell her I didn’t much like her choice of Wedgwood blue and white, which I found cold and not suitable for a bedroom at all, or I could let it go. I had always thought this, but unlike her, had judged it too trifling a point to be argued. ‘Uh’, was my authoritative response. Seeing she was not going to engage me in a discussion on interior design, she withdrew, and I got on with the job at hand, which was filling my head with the adventures of the girls at Malory Towers.

			Written after the Second World War, the Malory Towers storybooks are set at a boarding school on the Cornish coast, where girls swim in natural salt pools before breakfast, ride horses into the hills, and walk into the village after dark. It was strange that I had been provided with the whole set, as I distinctly remember my English teacher warning Mother that on no account was I to read any more books by Enid Blyton. The complaint was that they were holding back my progress in the English language, due to their limited use of descriptive text and, as some would have it, lack of literary excellence. However, Mother did not pay heed as she was keen to prepare me for what was to come. She wanted me to be excited at the prospect of being withdrawn from family life, to be cared for by matrons and housemistresses. Malory Towers provided all the proof a girl needed that boarding school was the place to be. Well, maybe for other girls; not this one.

			

			Born in 1961, during the ninth year of the reign of Her Majesty Queen Elizabeth II, I was signed up for boarding school one year later, in 1962. It was my destiny, and at the age of ten it was a shadow looming larger than the blackest of thunderclouds.

			My brother Paul was out with his friend Duncan, in a bush or up a tree, dressed as a cowboy and armed with a plethora of guns and arrows for shooting and killing Indians. I wasn’t sure if having a brother was a plus or a minus. At seven years old, he did not seem that useful. He would eat breakfast, then disappear into the garden with Basil the Braveheart at his side. A Great Dane was an excellent addition to the armoury, overseeing everyone when he stood on his back legs with his paws on Father’s shoulders. One woof and the enemy collapsed, his slobber the final humiliation. Paul said that girls could not make good spies or jump out of trees, which was great because I had no intention of winding myself badly and repeatedly (apparently necessary should one wish to qualify as a superhero).

			

			He did find his sisters useful though, when seeking out arch enemies in need of imprisonment or ambush. Once that game was over, and the argument as to whose turn it was to be James Bond, the boys transitioned into double agents, and there were plenty of storylines to choose from, now we were on our sixth Bond film, with the seventh, Diamonds Are Forever, due out in December. Priscilla, our white Persian fluffbox, was very good at impersonating the cat seen in the arms of Blofeld, head of the global criminal organisation SPECTRE, save that she had not been brushed for ages, had knots and weeping eyes, and was quite free with her claws.

			Sitting at my desk facing the sash window, book in hand, I whiled away the afternoon watching collared doves preen themselves in the fully boughed horse chestnut trees and tall, spindly silver birch towering above our well-manicured rose gardens. A few cars passing on the nearest main road, two fields and a beck away, could not dampen their enthusiasm as they cooed me into that haze between sleep and wakefulness, with other sounds barely filtering through: the lawn mower, the ice cream van on its way to the public park, the creeper tapping at the glass as it swayed in the breeze, wasps stunning themselves in their fury at being denied entry, too many of them swirling under the eaves as they took up residence. To date, I have no complaints about my own company. Filling time without motion was an early hobby.

			I was keen to get to the part in the book where the headmistress dealt with the girl who’d stolen £5 to buy food for the midnight feast, in a bid to impress her friends. If Mother did not care what my English teacher thought, then neither did I. I didn’t get too far, as Mother was calling and I cared very much what she thought. Her usual way to summon us was a good shout from the kitchen, as no one had thought to design a bell system that worked the other way round. It was time to go. Oh well, I’d have to wait until later to find out if the midnight feast went ahead.

			

			We tumbled, unrestrained, onto the back seat of the Cortina Estate, Mother at the wheel and a few stacked plastic buckets beside her on the passenger seat, ready for a trip to the knacker’s yard in Fartown on the far side of Huddersfield, to restock Basil’s fridge.

			We pushed and punched and insulted to the best of our ability. Flailing around, we fell upon one another and against the car doors. Child locks and rear seat belts would have been useful, especially the time when Angela parted company with her seat on the way to school. She had squeaked quite a lot after hitting the road and bouncing. Father retrieved and replanted her, but the strong ticking off to all three of us about the dangers of playing with knobs and levers on car doors was just background noise. The rear seat was as much a playpen for three as was the bathtub.

			Mother was deaf to our arguing, zoned out on Ringo Starr or Roger Whittaker or whatever else was on the Radio 1 playlist for that week. ‘Spaz’, ‘Nig-nog’, ‘Fatso’. We had a multitude of jibes to throw at each other – all in jest until someone cried manipulatively to claim her attention and backing. That was always Angela’s fallback position, as we all knew that Mother would stand by her little mouse, her innocent, butter-wouldn’t-melt-in-her-mouth mouse.

			

			We meant to abuse our siblings. We intended to wind each other up. Fatso was an easy insult. None of us were fat, as yet (ignoring ‘chubby’ as it could have gone either way), and ‘fatism’ and ‘size diversity’ were words and concepts of the future. ‘Spaz’ was short for ‘spastic’, referring to people with muscle spasms or cerebral palsy. The Spastics Society charity changed its name in 1994 to SCOPE in recognition that this word had become a favourite with playground bullies.

			Before being recognised as a racial slur, nig-nog was used to describe a foolish or silly person, or a new recruit. In 1929, the Northern Echo launched the ‘Nignog Ring’, a children’s newspaper-based club that quickly gained 50,000 members and spread to other locations. After the Second World War, the club’s popularity waned and it struggled to survive, but the words persisted, losing their innocence. We could make nig-nog biscuits using a recipe from the Good Housekeeping Cookery Book, and we could shout it out at each other in the playground, at home, or in school, without any pushback. Words have a history – they are dangerous shapeshifters, shedding their skin every odd century to produce a slow-dripping poison from their once benign entrails. But in the car, half a century ago, whichever way nig-nog was proffered or understood, Mother was not going to admonish us. Nobody was.

			All out of insults, we wriggled over the backrest into the boot. Now we had a good observatory from which to study the workings of the ring road and the pallid faces of those with places to go. To begin with, we smiled nicely at the driver stuck behind us, waving at them in what could only be described as a fleeting suggestion of good manners. We might, if we were lucky, get an obliging wave back. Indicating to overtake, they escaped with relief to follow an empty boot where no such entertainment was on offer, and the next victim arrived. Emboldened by our previous success, we pulled faces and gesticulated, smirking at the stony expression of the disturbed motorist helplessly penned in by the central reservation and a red double-decker. Why was our driver not in control of the little bastards? You could tell from the way they pursed their lips that they knew of ways to discipline kids – the old-fashioned way. I would not be incorrect if I were to say that one or two on their way to the supermarket may have got a bare bottom to review.

			

			We were getting close, we could tell, having lost all tailgaters. The buildings, covered by years of industrial northern soot and grime, grew smaller and darker. The narrow, treeless, cobbled streets silenced us with their malnourished greyness. Mother drove under the viaduct, parked up at the slaughterhouse, and walked into the yard under the arches to collect a portion of recently destroyed horse. Peering from the windows, much like the labrador waiting patiently outside the supermarket, confident of being retrieved, we felt intimidated by these unfamiliar parts of our own town; the parts that didn’t exist to us unless we were parked up in them, and which we could promptly forget as soon as we hit the ring road.

			The houses, lined up in a ‘terrace’, seemed to me only big enough to fit three of our peacocks in the downstairs, and the shed housing the outside lavatory for the block was short of a few tortoises. It challenged me to call each one a house, as the terrace itself looked about the right length for just one. You’ll not find this terrace now. These streets, along with the indoor cattle market and slaughterhouse, have been demolished to make way for the Great Northern Retail Park – a faceless modernity of drive-in premises.

			

			It’s funny how perspective changes with age. The terraced house I now call home is not so different from the ones I describe. As a child, I was quick to judge, my self-importance swelling in proportion to the footprint of the floor plan of Thorpe House, my sense of betterment defined by possessions.

			Two children played in the street. The little girl, well, about my age really, looked at the six eyes watching her. She was dark-skinned, so dark, and skinny, with a thick, straight jet-black mane that fell past her shoulders. Her bright-yellow silk dress sparkled with glittery sequins that glowed gold against the shadowy gloom of that muggy afternoon. She spoke to her brother in a language we could not understand. We had never seen anyone so dark, except maybe on television, so we stared. And she stared back. Two cultures new to each other. Five children that would call the same town ‘home’.

			With the press and our parents protesting an unease over the numbers emigrating here for a new life, our minds were sponges to any view expressed within our vicinity. I had no doubt she was one of those ‘Pakis’ I had heard about. It was not hard to find encouragement. Father was particularly taken with a poem, ‘My England’, so much so he read it aloud for us to listen and learn. He then set it aside to add later to his folder of material into which he might delve when seeking ideas for his anti-immigration speeches. There was no mistaking, in the last verse, the gist of this poetic complaint against foreigners:

			

			We think England damn fine place,

			too damn good for white man race.

			If he not like us coloured man,

			Plenty room in Pakistan!

			‘These spongers are not going to oust my children from this land of hope and glory’, John Briggs announced from the breakfast table, not that he ever planned for us to fill the textile and engineering jobs on offer in the mills of Huddersfield. ‘It’s not too early for you to understand the forces at play’, he continued. ‘Government policies are destroying our country. Christianity is being edged out of our national life, aided and abetted by bishops. Who will stand up to the demands of these foreigners? No, Sir!’ His fist hit the table. He would see to it that we were brought up right and proper.

			We returned to our toast, satisfied we had conveyed sufficient appreciation of the sardonic message within the poem to allow us to get down from the table. We held no curiosity about these foreigners’ backgrounds or their reason for being here, only that they did not look like us. At our all-white private school, there was no attempt to address racism or find a middle ground, which some parents might have resisted anyway. No one mentioned that this new immigrant workforce had been invited.

			Mother emerged from under the arches with the buckets of horsemeat, lids on fortunately so we were spared the smell of red-raw, pungent, carved flesh. She always looked sad on these occasions, as she loved horses, but she loved Basil more. With the boot full, we sat obediently on our seat, bored now of this scene, desiring only to get back to the more familiar territory of gardens, roses, and the dams we had built in our muddy beck.

			

			Reunited with my bedroom oasis of peace, serenity and books, Father’s precious little chickadee, I rearranged my ample supply of dolls and teddies, waiting for the smell of fish fingers and chips to lure me downstairs to the kitchen. I had everything I needed: two sash windows on the right, a mahogany single bed between them, a white porcelain sink with toothbrush holder in the far corner by a heated towel rail, and a brown writing desk under the near window. The kidney-shaped dressing table behind the door was fussy in its frills, the fabric chosen by someone possibly in their eighth decade, just before they died. I ignored its failure to adhere to a softer ambience.

			The white chipboard fitted wardrobe facing the bed must have been an afterthought. One could almost assert that it was of flatpack origin, except such provenance was a joy yet to be discovered. Anyway, no one was going to be too upset if the doors fell off.

			The two-bar electric fire, camouflaged by beige tiles in the old chimney breast, had been disabled by Father’s warning about the cost of electricity. However, this rebuke was not as effective as the memory of my beloved Baby First Step doll’s melting head, lost to glowing red filaments, and Father’s gallantry with the fire extinguisher.

			A portable bookcase, too heavy with paperbacks to be going anywhere, rested against the wall between sink and fireplace, dual-purposed as a display cabinet for my treasure: a polished stone and miniature glass swan. A colourful board hung over the fireplace in a white plastic frame, the finishing touch, an artistic masterpiece purchased from Boots the Chemist in the era when they sold pictures and records. The image of a white horse emerging from a turquoise, foamy sea evoked a mystical world of unicorns and fairies. It was my space, my bed, my colour scheme. I did not fully appreciate or understand that this feeling of belonging somewhere would soon be lost, only to be rediscovered at the age of forty-nine.

			

			The identity I had would not get me far, would have to be whittled down, with only my diaries proving the existence of a former self.

		

	
		
			

			3

			Until Boarding School Do Us Part

			During our junior school years, conversations with Father tended to be tripartite. He found it easier to communicate through Mother, which was no obstacle to our contentment. ‘Celi … AR. There is a child on the kitchen worktop. Come and get him down as he might break his neck. Boy, get DOWN!’

			An alternative might have been to remove Paul from the stainless-steel kitchen worktop as he was in the vicinity, but that would have involved physical contact, and he was not used to handling us. He saw no reason why Paul should not wait for his mother before breaking his neck. Mother was used to being summoned in this dictatorial fashion. She could be quite deaf when it suited her, but on this occasion, she turned up to deal with her husband’s helplessness in the face of imminent peril.

			The kitchen cupboards at Thorpe House were bespoke, but not in such a way that the joiner would have found gainful employment elsewhere. Flanking the whole wall, the painted white drawers, part of the 1950s’ refit, came out easily enough, but might not necessarily slide back in. If they were slightly off kilter, then one had to apply much elbow grease in a seesaw action to get them to close flush. Frustrated with our efforts, Father would demonstrate the correct technique but have to resort himself to even greater elbow grease and a bit of grunting. He could have quite the argument with an inanimate object. ‘That’s how to do it’, he said, wiping sweat from his brow.

			

			To get a breakfast bowl down, a small person had to clamber onto the worktop, which was usually clear, ready for a good run from one end to the other. That’s where Paul was balancing when Father walked in. By pulling the sliding wooden panels with all our body weight, we could access the drinking glasses collected with coupons from the petrol filling station, the all-matching brown Denby breakfast set, and a half-eaten Easter egg thought to be out of sight on the top shelf. The fine china and silver cutlery, engraved with the important letter B, were safely out of reach in side tables and cabinets in the dining room. If an invitee had given thought to pocketing a silver knife, they might have wanted to reconsider if their name were Smith. Other dinner services, as they became inherited, were stacked up in the oak court cupboard in the inner hall, leaving us with more dinner services than dining tables. Having been accused of being a hoarder myself, I fall into the camp of those who believe that one’s possessions are best served by being in one’s own house, rather than in someone else’s.

			We weren’t too worried about climbing the steep face of the kitchen cupboards, only about getting caught. Paul, the most accident-prone of the three of us, was more in danger from garden Batman adventures than kitchen floors, what with the ground being a lot further away than he thought. His predicament only manifested itself once he was in flight mode.

			

			This was the life I wanted. The one I remember. Before boarding. Before it all went wrong. Everything seemed simpler, kinder, less demanding.

			Beyond today’s child’s worst nightmares, we lacked mobile phones, computers, or games consoles: so what was a child in 1970 supposed to do? As we settled into our evening routine, I could hear children playing on the green between the council houses. I wondered what it would be like to go out and join them, but mixing with the working class was never on the cards. Their regime seemed more unregulated, whereas we had a set time for everything. I read to myself in bed while Mother took charge of bedtime stories for the other two. Father would still be out at the office or, more likely, drumming up business in the pub – an easy way of picking off clients in need of legal services as they bemoaned their marital situation over a pint. We might see him when he took us to school or at the weekend, but otherwise our lives revolved around Mother.

			She was quite gentle with us, believing we need not learn the art of day-to-day household management. Paul would have a wife for that, and we girls would spend years of servitude to our own households, so we might as well enjoy being children. It was permissible to never lift a finger. She was not that put upon, as we did have a regular Mrs Moorhouse in a pinny. (When we became teenagers, her expectations increased slightly, though not significantly, since we were more holiday guests by then.)

			

			Father was happy to wash cars; nobody else was capable of doing it properly. This manly job, should we mistakenly show interest in the hosepipe and its potential for dousing the other two, would turn into a lesson on how not to damage paintwork, how to hold a hosepipe, how to shammy off excess water to get a good shine, but no practical experience was ever proffered. Once excused from looking and learning, we could return to our earlier activities, which for me meant hunting down fairies. I was sure they were lurking around that corner, or the next.

			In an era when putting a child over one’s knee and giving them a good paddywhack was socially acceptable, Father only did this once to Paul after he overturned a seed tray in the greenhouse at age three, and to Angela after she bit Paul at age four, but I escaped at age five, as Mother saved me. My artwork with my new wax crayons did little to improve upon the pinkness of the master bedroom. With no paper to hand and what looked like a blank canvas from skirting board to light switch, I expressed my desire for Mummy and Daddy to wake up and provide breakfast with an impressive, freestyle scribble. Graffiti it was not; more an artistic representation of my inner hunger. Mother stood between us as Father tried to get hold of me. She diverted him before matters spiralled out of control, but I had already grasped his intent. His dominance on all matters financial and family was absolute.

			‘I love Mummy and I like Daddy. I love Mummy and I like Daddy’. I practised the letter ‘l’, rolling it off my tongue. I wanted to tell Mother she was my world, my favourite, and what better way to enunciate my understanding of this nuanced difference. ‘Love’ and ‘like’: quite confusing in their interaction. You can love someone, but not like them. You can like someone, but not love them. ‘Don’t worry, John, she doesn’t understand what she’s saying’. I let her appease him, but I knew exactly at age seven that I was lying. I didn’t like him at all, but it did not interfere with day-to-day living as he was not around that much. How confusing that I spent so many years trying to please him. I guess that is love.

			

			If you handed a child a tennis ball and pushed them outside, there was a good chance you would not have to see them again for at least two hours. Our tennis balls never made it to the grass tennis court, which was strange considering Mother and Father met at Bolton Tennis Club. Two of the walls to the staff cottage were free of creeper, so they became the prime target. Nicely pointed when we arrived, they were pretty bald by the time we left. I challenged myself as to how many repetitions I could achieve of the same activity: this could be anything from throwing a ball at the wall and catching it, first with one hand, then the other, sometimes adding a twirl, sometimes under the left leg, then the right, to thwacking the ball with a tennis racket in a game of tennis for one. For a complete fail, there was always juggling with two or three balls. Only I could win, my ego unthreatened by competition.

			I can’t say if anyone was in. If they were, they never said a word. Thud. Thud. Thud. Thud. The occupants seemed to change quite regularly, as, apart from the one who died on the sofa (not from overwork, I should add), Father never thought he was getting value for money from their labours, which were supposed to equate to an annual rent.

			

			Occasionally, I succumbed not just to knocking the pointing out with the ball, but to prising it out with my fingers to watch it crumble into dust, but this did not allow for the same free rein of imagination as did peeling blue paint off garage doors. Cream chipped-undercoat islands grew, as bubbled oceans fell in flakes to the concrete floor.

			A bicycle was as essential to a child as a games console is today, offering the freedom to speed to the playground or avoid the call for homework. As one’s legs grew, so did the bike, with upgrades making for a popular birthday present. With the forecourt providing an excellent flat surface for a parent to sprint alongside a child, we gained an early proficiency in pedalling without stabilisers. Once that was mastered, we could career down the drive, fingers crossed that the brakes would work. There was always the chance that the large iron gates, recently acquired from London, would catch us before we could surprise a passing car with an attack of handlebars through the side flank.

			Made-to-measure and wrought to Father’s design, each gate featured a crest in the form of a shield, to which there was then applied an embellished gold letter B, advising passers-by that the Briggses were in residence. His friend, Mr Kaye, who lived at the bottom of the drive and whose cocktails they regularly supped, said BB stood for Bloody Briggs. It was always top of Father’s list of spring jobs to get out the gold leaf paint and spruce up the crests, lest Mr Kaye should forget their disagreement over whose job it was to provide support for our crumbling access to the highway. Father wouldn’t let a few gins get in the way of any legalities and Mr Kaye would soon see the error of his ways. There would be time enough to rekindle their camaraderie, he was sure, once judgement was pronounced in the county court.

			

			Every autumn brought with it an annual leaf dump. As children, we didn’t care much about the science behind this toccata of free-falling red and gold, so long as we had enough fuel for our pyromaniac tendencies. And come spring, it would all be replenished for free anyway. If we threw ourselves backwards into the dry stacks painstakingly built by Father during the month-long leaf collection, only our legs and arms and woolly hat would protrude from the mattress of discarded leaf litter. Not originally one of his hobbies, it was forced upon him by his choice of abode, and we all came to love these snatch-and-grab days, when he did the work and we ran off with as much as we could carry between our arms and chin, intent on building our own little pyramids. He might not have been familiar with the ‘on’ button for the vacuum cleaner in the pantry, but he was good at tidying up outside and loved it.

			Wet, damp, matted leaves were not as much fun, so on these days we would vanish as if by magic, leaving Parents with a decomposing, musky mulch that had to be lifted before spring. It could not be left to turn into a treacherous slime for slugs and beetles, a driving hazard for cars and bikes, or a suffocating blanket over new spring lawns. Happily watching them at work through two full-length windows in the morning room, one on either side of the television set, we played with our dolls and Action Men beneath the ornately carved pine mantelpiece, to the glow of the coal fire. Nothing too gentle, mind. Action Soldier would blast fashion-conscious Sindy out of her red MGB Roadster, then land his space capsule on Barbie as she cantered round the sofa on her horse, but they all made up and had pretend sex before Mother put tea on the table.

			

			The smell of autumn still fills me with the desire to be outdoors, inhaling fresh, cold air. What’s not to love about broad skies that throw cloud shapes in fast-moving formations? Is that a dragon that is now a dog that is now a dolphin? We enjoyed the garden and the nature it brought to our front door. We could quite convince ourselves we lived in the countryside, as long as we did not look over the back wall.

			It was our lucky day when Paddy, a salesperson like no other, turned up out of the blue. Paddy was broad and definitely in need of a wash. I hid behind Father as he introduced himself at the door, touting his amazing one-time get-in-there-first offer. An unfamiliar waft of sweat and hard graft filtered in from outside, ensuring a distance that went beyond class. He did not look like a man who wore detachable collars that could be sent away to be laundered separately from his shirts in a monogrammed leather collar box from Bond Street. He did, however, look like he could easily win a bare-knuckle fist fight. His asbestos hands, hairless from years of working with black lava, seemed forged in a coke furnace. How did he settle his disputes? Had anyone lived to tell the tale?

			The Council had apparently, very kindly, given him too much tar and stone to re-cover the surrounding roads in our village of Almondbury, so would Father like to benefit from the Council’s generosity and get his drive tarmacked to council standard at a good price for cash? It didn’t take much to see that twenty-five years of general traffic had taken its toll on the topcoat. Never one to look a gift horse in the mouth, and as I had recently gone over the handlebars of my bike, taken out by loose gravel, knocking myself unconscious and reorganising my right eyebrow for life, Father swiftly accepted the proposal.

			

			We navigated the rough, unmade back road while the main drive was out of action, making sure to close the gates after every departure to discourage a closer inspection of our garden ornaments and outbuildings by those in the market for antiquities. The sweet scent of rose perfume gave way to thick, sticky fumes as heavy-duty machines hammered the ground. Father rushed home from work, excited to see his new driveway, only to discover it stopped short by the last in the line of trees. The front of the house and the access to the rear gates appeared remarkably unchanged, with no discernible difference between the before and after.

			When Paddy came a-calling to be paid, impertinently not using the tradesman’s entrance and daring to knock on the front door, Father vented his views about only half a job being done, although a little less vociferously than he had before Paddy arrived. In his charming Irish brogue, Paddy clarified the legal definition of a ‘drive’, which, in this case, most definitely excluded forecourts. Faced with an uneven lip from old to new, Father had no choice but to pay the same again for the intended finish, for which Paddy surprisingly still had sufficient supplies and immediate availability. Father quickly moved on from this debacle. He despised the tomfoolery of others but readily forgave his own.

			

			The newly joined-up drive and forecourt became a racetrack for bicycles, go-karts, and roller blades. We sped even faster downhill to the iron gates, but it was not so much fun coming back the other way. Once at the top, the smooth expanse before the bend to the garages and tool shed enabled one to become an expert at freestyle look-no-hands gravity-defying motion. I had smashed my face up once before, but here was a new way to achieve exactly the same result should I exercise insufficient care when riding my bike like a unicycle. With growing courage, it became possible to slip out through the back gates and head to the playground half a mile away. During office hours, the roads were a free-for-all for anyone with two wheels; there was not a car in sight. Mother was happy for me to disappear off somewhere, anywhere, as far as I could get, and back.

			Graduating to cycling to the village centre, I’d ride up through the new housing estate, turn left onto the main street by all the shops, then left at All Hallows’ Church on Northgate, and down Fenay Lane, my hair flowing freely in the wind and in my eyes. With another left turn onto Fleminghouse Lane, I completed the rectangle, ending up back on the drive. Simon Fleming, a migrant from Flanders, is shown in the poll tax records of 1379 as living in a house in Almondbury. As a beneficiary of King Edward III’s open invitation to foreign cloth manufacturers, Simon became one of Yorkshire’s earliest immigrant workers. Our country has a long history of inviting people in to help it prosper, yet we never made the connection, even though we drove past the road sign every day.

			

			The purchase of strutting garden peacock paraphernalia served the same purpose as the crested gates, they being an essential accoutrement to gentility, with little thought given to the large dollops of chocolate and vanilla-coloured custard they would deposit from their rear ends, indiscreetly and anywhere they fancied. I was good at watching where I placed my feet, surveying the safety of the next step, but many a childhood friend had to be sent home in our clothes, their mothers having the pleasure of disinfecting what had been clean on that morning.

			Behind the pergola, a winding grass path snaked its way up to the highest point of the garden, known to us as ‘the moon’, a secret lawn shielded on two sides by tall, sterile, scentless rhododendron bushes, and then two stone walls protecting us from the farmer’s pigs and hissing Jemima Puddle-Ducks. Once up there, after collapsing onto a ‘clean’ patch of grass to recover from the ascent, there was nothing to look at but space: thin, pale blue, unfathomable space, the occasional cloud – and a bird on a mission. Our fleshy calves were fair game, as the peacocks had come to realise (even with peabrains) that if they ran, we ran, and it was a long way to the back door with a peacock at your heels.

			If Mother was ever looking for us, a good place to start might be the red-rocket climbing frame, fashioned for us by Fred, an engineering friend rated most highly. We were safe up there from Harry, one of several hand-reared peacocks. Undaunted by our size, he was happy to take us on and challenge our authority to roam free in his territory. Father was good at glossing the paintwork of our spacecraft without letting us know. We and the peacocks were annually re-patterned, although the birds only had to drop a few feathers to get rid of their red stripes.
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