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Part One




Chapter 1

It really wasn’t the sort of morning on which rotten things are supposed to happen.

All the way up from the little iron gate at the bottom of Great Meadow the larks were singing like anything. The sun was hot and the leaves on the elder and ash at the edge of the gully had just started to turn yellowy-goldish, because it was going to be September in a minute although you would hardly have known it, it was so beautiful.

The high grasses were full of crickets and grasshoppers and the field curved away up towards the sky, soft and smooth and fawn as a deer’s back. Only very little clouds drifted in high above from the sea at Cuckmere and sort of got melted away by the warm breeze which came in the other way from the Weald.

We didn’t really know much about the witch. We had spoken to her once, years ago, with all her cats round her. She had been quite nice and showed us a sort of shell thing with Bombay written on it, which is a town in India, because we had given her a bit of a help with some wood for her fire. But that was all, and she didn’t put a spell on us, as far as we knew, although my sister did get the measles a bit later on and I didn’t, which was jolly lucky for me. But that was the only time we’d been really close. I mean, we never spoke again or anything like that.

We sometimes used to see her hurrying along, shoulders all hunched up in a very witchy way, and her old black felt hat pulled down right to her eyes looking exactly like half an egg, which is why we called her Eggshell, although we actually knew that her real name was Nellie Wardle. She never spoke to us, or even looked, and we didn’t dare speak to her in case of something funny happening. You couldn’t be sure with witches. She just went on past, wagging her head from side to side and muttering awful-sounding things to herself in her long black draggly coat which was really quite green if you saw it in the sunlight, which we didn’t often because she mostly came out at dusk. With the bats. Witches do.

We never went back to the caravan on Red Barn Hill where she lived with all those cats, because it was a pretty creepy, lonely sort of place, and if you had been ‘spelled’ there no one would ever have known about it.

But sometimes we saw her on Fridays when Fred the Fish drove in from Newhaven in his shiny little Morris van. We’d be able to see her quite close to, because after everyone had bought what they wanted, and Fred was clearing up his boxes and the big brass scales, she used to get a fat parcel of fish heads and skin and stuff wrapped up in newspaper which he gave her for her cats.

And that’s how we knew that she was dead.

This Friday he was scraping the guts and so on into a bucket, and I was putting our herrings into the red and black shopping-bag, and I said to him, ‘Are you saving all those bits for Mrs Wardle’s cats?’

‘No. No more I don’t. She’s gorn.’ And he went on wiping his chopping-board.

My sister looked very shocked and said, ‘Gorn where?’ Which would have got her a box on the ears if Lally had heard her. He just shrugged and said, ‘Gorn,’ again, but he didn’t know where for certain.

‘There’s two places, ain’t there?’ he said. ‘There’s your Heaven and there’s your Hell. Who can tell where she’s skipped to?’

My sister looked quite white and said, ‘There’s the other place too . . . the Purgatory place, isn’t there?’

He wrung out his cloth, squeezed it quite dry and said that was Life. Not death. And then we knew that she was dead. Of course, we had really known as soon as he had said, ‘Gorn.’ I mean we knew it wasn’t to Seaford or Hastings or somewhere, but much worse. And further.

But dead. It seemed very final, sort of. We were quite miserable when we went across to Baker’s the confectioner’s to get Lally her Fry’s chocolate bar and us our Sherbert Dabs. Miss Annie said, ‘Yes, pore soul, didn’t: you know? Jack Diplock found her on the path with all her cats sitting round her, dead as the Dodo.’ She said she reckoned she’d gorn just in time to get ready for the haunting at the end of October.

But we didn’t take much notice of Miss Annie, who was nice but ‘not all there’, Lally said, ever since she had carried a full pail of petrol from the pump outside the shop into the parlour to sponge out some stains from her father’s best suit, in front of the open range. There was a most terrific bang and Miss Annie and the parlour window and most of the wall and a quite big armchair blew themselves right into the middle of the market square. Which caused a terrible fuss and broke everybody’s window as far away as Sloop Lane. She was in the hospital for a very long time and when she came out they said that she had a ‘dicky’ heart and that her poor head was a bit addled. So we didn’t take much notice of what she said really, on account of her being not quite right in the upper storey, as Lally said quite kindly. Anyway, we didn’t believe about the haunting part and Hallowe’en. That was soppy.

But it was pretty sad about the witch being dead, especially on such a lovely morning. Of course, we did know about people being dead, but we actually didn’t know very many who were. So that made it worse about Nellie Wardle, because we did know her, and had spoken to her even.

We clambered over the rickety iron fence behind the privy, walked down through the vegetable garden, and when we got to the lean-to, a sort of wooden creosoted shed stuck on to the side of the cottage where we kept sacks of potatoes, marrows, long tresses of onions, and all sorts of things we hadn’t got room for in the kitchen, we heard Lally’s voice quite loudly coming through the open window. She was singing ‘Moonlight and Roses’, which was one of her two favourites. So we knew she was in a very cheerful mood, and this would make it difficult to tell her the sad news.

She got to the door just as we arrived, with a big stone gallon jar of ginger beer in her arms.

‘There you are, then. Dawdling, I’ll be bound. It’s almost eleven and you’ve been gone a fortnight.’ She shut the lean-to door and we all went into the kitchen. But we hadn’t said anything.

The kitchen was very cool and shady with its red brick floor and bumpy whitewashed walls. We put the shopping-bag on the table, and the little list she had written for Mr Wilde, the grocer, and the change from


































































































Author’s Note

An evocation, this, of the happiest days of my childhood: 1930–34. The world was gradually falling apart all around me, but I was serenely unaware. I was not, alas, the only ostrich.

I have altered some of the names and amalgamated many of their characteristics, so no single person existed exactly as I have written them to be: they are all part of the evocation. Except, that is, for my own family and that of Lally. The dialogue, of course, is reconstructed to as near the original as I can remember. Events have been slightly rearranged to make the spread of four years containable. But this is how it was sixty years ago. For those who have forgotten, or those who never knew, here is a modest list which might be helpful.
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Fanny Blake, the most valiant of editors, has wrestled hard and long with my deliberately limited vocabulary and removed as many ands, sos and whichs as I would allow her to, and Mrs Sally Betts, after almost sixteen years of perplexity and confusion, most bravely borne, has eventually typed our tenth volume.

My unbounded love and gratitude to them both is herewith recorded.

D.v.d.B.
London




A Note on the Author

Sir Dirk Bogarde (1921-1999) was an English actor and novelist. Initially a matinee idol, Bogarde later acted in art-house films such as Death In Venice. As well as completing six novels, Bogarde wrote several volumes of autobiography.

Between 1947 and 1991, Bogarde made more than sixty films. For over two decades he lived in Italy and France, where he began to write seriously.

In 1985 he was awarded an honorary degree of Doctor of Letters by the University of St Andrews and in 1990 was promoted to Commandeur de l’Ordre des Arts et des Lettres by the French government.

Sir Dirk Bogarde has a legion of fans to this day - an extraordinary commitment to an extraordinary man - do check out his fansite and Facebook page.
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The Long Man
(of Wilmington)

Trolley buses

Mrs Lindbergh

The Cunarder

The greatest airship (British) in the
world. Crashed on a French hillside
in 1930, on a voyage to India.

Ras Tafari was crowned Emperor in
1930 and became Haile Selassie.

A very famous, and highly fashion-
able, tea-shop in Mayfair.

An enormous flea-market in the East
End.

A popular children’s comic-strip.

One of the world's largest representa-
tions of a human figure. Possibly
seventh century.

Appeared on the strects in 1931, and
Sunday cinemas were made legal at
the same time.

Wife of Charles Lindbergh, the firs
man to fly solo over the Adantic.
Their twenty-month-old baby was
Kidnapped and murdered in 1932.

Launched on Clydebank in Septem-
ber 1934, the Queen Mary was famil-
jarly known as the 534.
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Adolf Hitler

“Mind Your Own Business.”
At table with guests.

*Officina Meccanica’: A splendid Ital-
ian sporting car.

Began causing serious disquiet and
fear in 1930. In 1934, with a stagger-
ing majority vote of 90 per cent, he
became the President of Germany.
In 1933 the first trickle of Jews
started to arrive in England flecing
persecution.
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