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Foreword

In 1941 my father’s property was totally destroyed by fire. Among the few things saved was a box containing letters and other papers, and the notes and manuscript of this book. The manuscript and notes, particularly, appeared far too badly charred to be readable but were left lying with the other, less damaged papers, in the hope that a few fragments might perhaps be legible and provide sufficient clues to rewrite the book.

Some years later, going through the contents of the box, I found to my surprise that actually only the notes and the outer layers of manuscript – a chapter previously published in the Junior Bookshelf, were completely unreadable. Deeper layers, though very badly burnt, proved with difficulty, and much patience, to be decipherable.

This deciphering began, and in 1950 some chapters were completed and published in Collins Magazine, and then, for various reasons, the work had to be put aside. Now, at long last, it has been completed. Here are the Ruggles again and I hope those who have met them before, and those who meet them now for the first time, may enjoy this further recording of their small day-to-day fortunes – and misfortunes.

EVE GARNETT

Sussex

December 1954
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1. Trouble at One End Street

Lily Rose, the eldest of the Ruggles children, sat up in bed one morning feeling Rather Odd. Her head ached, she felt hot and cold by turns, while the wallpaper – a beautiful trelliswork design, with bunches of pink and yellow roses – which covered the walls of the small room she shared with her sisters, Kate and Peg, seemed behaving in a very peculiar manner! First the trelliswork seemed to be slanting to the left, then to the right, while the bunches of roses appeared to be hurling themselves towards one and then as suddenly retreating.

‘I think I’m going to be ill!’ said Lily Rose to herself – for she was a considerate girl on the whole, and the others were still asleep. She lay down again to see how she felt that way, but it seemed to make matters no better – in fact, rather worse! The trelliswork was leaning more than ever in alternate directions, and as for the roses – well, it was difficult, really, to say what they were doing!

‘I think I am ill!’ said Lily Rose, and crawling out of bed she made her way over to the dressing table to take a good look in the glass and make really sure. It was a surprise, and certainly a disappointment, to see, in the image reflected back at her, instead of the ‘haggard face, white as death’, which her romantic imagination had already conjured up, her usual round, fat countenance, wearing, perhaps, a rather anxious expression, but by no means white, not even pale, but bright – bright pink, and covered all over with small red spots!

Lily Rose gave a gasp, clutched the dressing table tightly with both hands and whispered: ‘Scarlet fever!’

Yes, it must be! And immediately her mind was filled with visions of Fever Hospitals, Death Beds, Beautiful Funerals and Sorrowing Parents! Lily Rose felt suddenly very much worse, and crawled back to bed as quickly as possible, for at least she knew that with scarlet fever it was most important to keep warm … though perhaps, even now, it was too late …! She lay down and drew the bedclothes tightly over her; the trelliswork was whirling madly round in circles now … she closed her eyes for a moment, then opened them, and, giving one look at her sleeping sisters, decided she could be considerate no longer, and turning over, buried her face in the pillow and wept loudly!

A minute later her sister Kate, who shared the bed and was one of those people who, when they wake, wake up all over at once and not, like many of us, in instalments, sat up, flung her arms wide apart, and casting her eyes up to the ceiling, began to recite in a loud whisper, but with great fervour:


‘Go, for they call you, shepherd, from the hill!

Go, shepherd, and untie the wattled cotes!

No longer leave thy wistful flock unfed …!’



One might almost have suspected that Kate had been taken ill, too, but this was not the case; she was merely what her mother called ‘getting her homework’, for Kate had won a scholarship from the Council to the Secondary school, and at times her homework was overwhelming! A great deal of it seemed to consist of learning by heart long pieces of poetry and passages from the Bible. Kate had a good memory, but she did not believe in overworking it, and she had invented a plan by which this could be avoided. Taking the book containing the lesson to be learnt to bed with her, she would alternately read and learn until she became throroughly sleepy, then, pushing the book beneath the pillow, she would fall asleep murmuring the half-learnt lines, waking, in some incomprehensible way, almost word-perfect in the morning! Though science might have offered another explanation, Kate maintained it was the book under the pillow ‘as did it’, and ‘Certain something does’, Lily Rose would say, ‘for you never knows it one bit at night!’
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‘Here will I sit and wait,

While to my ear from uplands far away

The bleating of the folded flocks is borne …’



continued Kate, then paused for a word and suddenly became aware of the sobbing Lily Rose beside her! Explanations followed, and a few minutes later Peg was sitting up in the bed opposite gazing with round eyes and intense interest at her afflicted sister, while Kate, her head round the door of her parents’ room, was announcing, with great importance, that ‘Lily Rose had come all over odd-like’.

‘Quite correct, Mrs Ruggles, it’s measles all right!’ said the doctor a few hours later. ‘Third case I’ve had this week – “she’s had it before” – that’s nothing – and it’s a mild attack so far; but you can’t keep her here, you know – nowhere to isolate her and no time to look after her if you had; it’s the isolation hospital for measles these days. I’ll have the ambulance round in half an hour and someone to disinfect that room for you. “The others?” no, they certainly can’t go to school, but don’t you worry, they’ll probably all have it in a few days and be off your hands in hospital too! Put them to bed at the first sign of anything and let me know – yes, go down to the hospital this evening if you like but they won’t let you see her.’ And picking up his hat from the kitchen table and threading his way between the airing sheets (for Mrs Ruggles took in washing and yesterday had been ironing day), he made for the door, let himself out, and the next minute had shot off in his car round the corner of One End Street and was lost to view.

‘Not ten minutes,’ said Mrs Ruggles to herself, glancing at the clock, ‘easy money, I calls it; I knew it were measles!’ and taking a look through the back kitchen window to make sure that William, the baby, was still asleep in his pram in the yard, she went upstairs to break the news to Lily Rose.

Lily Rose had stopped weeping, but she almost began again when Mrs Ruggles said it was measles and not scarlet fever, for there was something romantic about scarlet fever, somehow, whereas anyone and everyone got measles, and when she heard about the isolation hospital she did begin again! Mrs Ruggles was sympathetic but firm, and told Lily Rose to remember as she was near fourteen, and too big to cry – not even very ill, neither, and didn’t she remember as Mary Mills, what had the diphtheria last year, couldn’t hardly be got to leave the place, she’d had such a good time there? Mary Mills was a school friend of Lily Rose’s, and she did remember something about it now – going with Mary’s auntie one day to take Mary a bunch of violets. Perhaps someone would do the same for her. It would be very grand to receive flowers all to oneself! (‘How is Miss Ruggles today?’ ‘Nicely, thank you.’ ‘Please give her these flowers and say I called.’) Lily Rose quite cheered up, and when she was bundled downstairs in blankets by two ambulance men an hour later, and saw all the neighbours gaping at the shiny white ambulance drawn up outside their door, she felt rather important and almost excited and waved ‘goodbye’ to Mrs Ruggles with great vigour, crying: ‘OK, see you tonight, Mum,’ as the men closed the doors. Ten minutes later she was being tucked up in a bed at the hospital, while at home in One End Street Mrs Ruggles was serving the dinner and anxiously regarding the rest of her family – who had returned from an enjoyable morning in the park, spent in undisputed possession of the sandpit and swings – for a sign of a sneeze or spot!

They all appeared in robust health, and, with the exception of Kate, in the highest spirits. Kate declared that she didn’t want a holiday – not one bit – at least not now, and how long did Mum think they’d be away from school and would it be more than a week? Because if so she’d have no chance of winning the form prize at the end of the term, ‘and I had, you know’, she added confidently. Mrs Ruggles was not feeling particularly sympathetic towards higher education at the moment, and she told Kate to ‘Stop worrying, do,’ while Mr Ruggles, who was a dustman, and had just come in from a rather depressing morning among the rubbish bins (someone had left a litter of drowned kittens in one and this always made him gloomy), said he wouldn’t be surprised if it didn’t ‘run on like’, and they weren’t in quarantine for six weeks or more!

‘Six weeks!’ exclaimed Kate, aghast. ‘Why, school’ll be over by then – it was half-term two weeks ago!’ Her ten-year-old twin brothers, Jim and John, looked at her in disgust! Though they liked school well enough, even enjoyed it very much at times, they would never have dreamt of objecting to any kind of holiday – especially six weeks added on to the usual Easter one, and they pinched each other under the table, for they belonged to a secret society called the Gang of the Black Hand, membership of which called for constant adventures, and six weeks’ free time – coo! Jo, aged seven and three-quarters, said nothing. He loved school, nearly always, and just now his entire being was absorbed in a large plasticine map of England his class were making between them. Next week they were going to ‘do’ the mountains and rivers, and the thought of the others rolling out the green and blue plasticine while he, Jo, was not there to take a hand, was agonizing – and the teacher had promised him the Isle of Wight all to himself! ‘Curse measles,’ muttered Jo under his breath, but he took good care not to say it out loud, for Mr Ruggles would have been terribly shocked. Peg, who had only just started school, seemed to share his unspoken thoughts and murmured indignantly: ‘No dolls’ house? No shop?’ for so far Peg’s educational activities had been chiefly concerned with these delights, and there was neither dolls’ house nor shop at No. 1 One End Street. As for William, school and holidays were, as yet, all one to him, but feeling himself neglected he flung the greater part of his dinner on the floor, and having in this way successfully attracted his mother’s notice, set up a loud wail and secured her undivided attention for the rest of the meal!
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Nearly a week went by. Lily Rose was reported to be ‘going on nicely, thank you’, at the hospital, and though the ambulance had called at three other houses in One End Street – one only that morning – Mrs Ruggles began to have hopes that the doctor had been wrong and it would not be seen outside her door again. But, alas! Mrs Ruggles’s hopes were short-lived! That very evening Peg complained of a headache, and next morning she, too, had a pink face covered all over with red spots, and by the afternoon was lying in a cot at the hospital beside Lily Rose.

Lying, perhaps, was not quite the right word, for Peg had refused to lie at all and remained sitting up, clutching the bars of her cot and screaming with a persistency that would have done credit to William! This awful behaviour so upset Lily Rose that her temperature, normal for two days, went up, and very soon every child asleep in the ward was awake, half of them wailing in sympathy.

‘Yes, we know you want to go home!’ said the matron, summoned in desperation by the young nurse in charge, ‘but you can’t go today. Lie down now like a good girl and think how nice it is to have your big sister in the bed there beside you!’ But Peg took not the slightest notice and only wailed louder! ‘Come, come,’ said the matron, losing patience, ‘you’re waking up all the other children! You’ll be able to go home soon.’ ‘But I don’t want to go home!’ cried Peg, surprisingly. ‘Not till I get my bear – I want MY BEAR!’

‘Oh dear!’ said Lily Rose, ‘that’s it – of course she won’t lie down!’ and she explained how Peg, in all her five years, had never, never gone to bed without her bear, adding that she was sure Mrs Ruggles would never have forgotten to send it and it must have got left behind in the ambulance!

‘Well, we’ve no time to be looking for bears and things here,’ said the matron sharply. ‘Here’s a beautiful rabbit; you lie down like a good girl and talk to him.’ And she put a large long-eared rabbit, dressed in a beautiful pair of blue velvet trousers from which his fluffy white tail stuck out like a little flag – a rabbit to be proud of – on Peg’s cot and walked away. Peg took one look at the rabbit, then seized him by his long ears and flung him into the middle of the ward! ‘I want my bear!’ she shrieked, ‘not a rabbit! I – WANT – MY – BEAR!’

‘I shall take no more notice of you,’ said the matron coldly, and turning back again, she picked up the rabbit and disappeared with it through a door at the end of the ward. But the young nurse, who hadn’t been long at the hospital and become so used to tears, asked Peg what her bear’s name was, and said if she would only stop screaming and lie down nicely, at once, she would perhaps try to find it. Peg was really only too glad to do so, for screaming so long, especially with measles, was awfully tiring, but how else was she to get her bear? She half-smiled at the nurse and whispered that the bear’s name was Buttonhook, and then lay down quickly, only giving a sniff occasionally and very soon fell asleep. When she woke, Buttonhook, rescued from somewhere by the nurse in her short time off, his elderly moth-eaten appearance looking strangely out of place against the shining white cot bars and clean red blankets, was staring at her with the boot-button eyes with which Mrs Ruggles had long since replaced his original glass ones. The matron, passing through the ward some time later, saw what she considered ‘a most unhygienic toy’ cuddled up in Peg’s arms; she said nothing, however. ‘But, my word!’ said Lily Rose to herself, ‘can’t she look, and I bet that nurse don’t half get ticked off, neither!’ Lily Rose had never liked the matron much, she thought, and now she decided she didn’t like her at all, but the young nurse was a sport all right – even if she was a nurse! But Peg, every time the matron passed her cot, would look at her out of the corners of her eyes and mutter in the dilapidated ear of the ‘unhygienic’ Buttonhook, ‘We’ll tell our mum of her, we will!’

Jo was the next victim! He felt funny when he woke up next morning, and not much like breakfast, but he was determined he was not going to be ill – no measles or hospital for him – for wasn’t he thinking about that map every day? It was over a week now since he’d gone to school – they’d have done the rivers by this for sure – perhaps the mountains as well, and what, oh what was happening to the Isle of Wight? Fearfully Jo peeped at himself in a mirror; not a sign of a spot, but he certainly looked rather white. ‘I won’t have measles!’ he muttered furiously, and taking a nail brush he scrubbed his face vigorously, hoping that the beautiful pink glow produced would last through breakfast and deceive the sharp eyes of Mrs Ruggles. A cup of hot tea assisted matters, and Jo did his best with a slice of bread and treacle, though a good deal of it found its way into his pocket. Mrs Ruggles’s attention, however, was centred on William, who was what she called ‘fretty’. It had been bad enough Peg going off to the hospital – poor little thing – but a tiny mite like William …! Mrs Ruggles had no thoughts for the rest of the family that morning, and Jo slipped out unnoticed and made his way to the park.

It was a hot day and he felt very tired by the time he got there. He sat down on a seat wondering what to do. It was very odd; there lay the whole playground in front of him, all to himself, and he didn’t feel like doing anything! He looked at the swings – too hot; the ‘stride’? He felt too tired; the sand-pit? It wasn’t much fun alone, and somehow it reminded him of that map. Jo shook himself angrily. He didn’t feel like anything; he only felt cross and cross because he felt cross! He looked over at the ‘shute’ – perhaps a slide down head first would liven him up! He went slowly towards it. Too hot to climb up the ladder he decided, when he reached it, and yet, somehow, he felt rather cold – sort of shivery, and very thirsty, though it was not so long since he’d had breakfast … but, of course, it was a hot day. He turned round and went over to the fountain in the middle of the park, where, in place of the old-fashioned tin cup attached to a chain, a neat button was provided which, on being pressed, spouted a jet of water into one’s mouth, or, as all the Otwell children knew well enough, anywhere else one might choose to direct it! Jo took a long drink; he felt better almost at once. A minute later he was busy scooping a hole in the neat gravel path, filling it with water from the button (getting extremely wet in the process), and making what he called ‘a paddly-pool’. He had just taken off his shoes and socks and was enjoying the coolness of the water and the squishy, gravelly mud between his toes, when he saw a park-keeper approaching. Hastily picking up his belongings, Jo ran off as fast as possible in the opposite direction, for ‘paddly-pools’ and the makers thereof were highly unpopular with the park officials. Jo hid behind a bush, but whether it was the running, the effects of the ‘paddly-pool’, or the fear of the park-keeper, his head suddenly began to ache violently and he felt even funnier than he had when he woke up! He decided he would very much like another drink and peeped cautiously round the bush. The park-keeper had given up the pursuit and was apparently occupied in chasing two stray dogs out through the main gates. Jo shook himself and stood up, when, to his surprise, he saw Kate coming towards him. Kate looked very pleased with herself! She had three books under her arm and was looking about for a quiet place to read in. Her form mistress had called yesterday, remarking there was no need to be idle or waste time, and left her some work to get on with. Kate was feeling much happier and wondering, if they all kept well now, whether she might not have a chance of that prize after all! When she came close to Jo, however, she felt less hopeful. He looked very odd – ‘white as a sheet’. Kate studied him closely. No. No spots.

‘Why are you all wet?’ she demanded, ‘Been messing about with that fountain, I suppose? You’d better go home and get dry or you’ll have the measles – if you haven’t got ’em now – you look so queer I believe you might have, though I can’t see any spots on you. Oh, Jo, you are a nuisance if you have got them – that’ll be another week to go!’ And Kate gave a big sigh, for although she was fond of her small brother she was also fond of learning things, for she wanted to get on in life, and when your father was a dustman and there were seven of you, ‘learning things’ seemed about the only way of doing it!
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‘I haven’t got measles,’ cried Jo indignantly, ‘there’s no spots on me so I can’t have – and I’m not going home till I want,’ he added.

‘All right,’ said Kate, ‘but you’ll have worse measles if you’ve got measles if you stay wet.’ And she walked off. Jo stood looking after her … perhaps it would be better to get dry and, as the sun seemed to have gone in now, home seemed the only place to do it in. He put on his shoes and socks and set off slowly in the direction of One End Street. ‘But I haven’t got measles all the same,’ he said to himself as he trudged along, ‘and I won’t have them, neither!’ But it was no good. By dinner time, spots or not, it was quite obvious Jo had something.

‘I’ve not got measles!’ he wailed, as Mrs Ruggles undressed him and put him to bed. ‘It’s summat else – pendy-citis, perhaps, like Tony Towner down West Street had!’ And Mrs Ruggles said well, perhaps it was, and they’d see what the doctor said. The doctor said Jo was a very sick boy, and told Mrs Ruggles downstairs it was always worse if the spots stayed in, and the sooner Jo was in hospital the better!

‘I won’t go to hospital – I won’t,’ screamed Jo, as half an hour later the ambulance men stood waiting to carry him downstairs. ‘I haven’t got measles, I tell you! It’s pendy-citis – people don’t go to hospital with pendy-citis; Tony had his in the kitchen! I won’t go!’ And he tore off the blanket one of the men had wrapped round him, and threw it on the floor.

‘But your sisters are at the hospital,’ said the other ambulance man, who was beginning to know the Ruggles household. ‘You’ll like to see them, won’t you?’ Jo only scowled at him and screamed louder, ‘I won’t go, I tell you. I won’t!’ Mrs Ruggles was at her wits’ end and the men were getting tired of waiting. Suddenly one of them picked up the blanket from the floor, rolled Jo round in it like a sausage – only the tip of his nose sticking out – and the next thing he knew he was inside the ambulance and a nurse was unrolling him!

‘I won’t go to hospital,’ he wailed, as soon as his mouth was free of the blanket. ‘I haven’t got measles – I’ve got pendy-citis and you can have it at home!’ ‘Pendy-citis?’ said the nurse, tucking the blanket round his neck. ‘So that’s it, is it; well, well, we’ll soon cure that – quicker than at home too!’

Jo stopped wailing. ‘Will you?’ he sniffed – ‘and quicker than measles?’

‘Oh, much quicker,’ said the nurse.

‘Then I’ll come,’ said Jo kindly. ‘But what,’ he added after a pause, ‘what would you do if I got measles too?’

‘Well, we cure good boys very quickly,’ said the nurse. ‘Of course, bad boys who scream and things like that, take longer.’

‘I’m a good boy,’ said Jo virtuously, ‘but I can’t stay long because of the Isle of Wight.’

The nurse looked at him curiously and decided Jo was a bad case, but she only said, ‘I’m sure you’re a very good boy and not one of the screamy sort at all.’ And when the ambulance drew up at the hospital and the men came to lift Jo out she told them what a good boy she’d got inside. They both laughed.

‘Come out better than he went in, then,’ one of them remarked.

Jo scowled at them each in turn. But he smiled to himself. He knew better!
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2. Ways and Means

Lily Rose and Peg recovered very quickly, but Jo was not so lucky. For several days he was, as Mrs Ruggles described it, ‘Real Bad’, and on one alarming morning she was suddenly summoned to the hospital. She went off in a great flutter, leaving Kate with instructions to take William to the park, and the Monday morning wash Here, There and Everywhere!

Kate, left alone with William and the washing, felt very melancholy and immediately decided Jo must be about to die! Putting William (who had never ceased to wail since Mrs Ruggles left the house) into his pushchair, and successfully quieting him with a large slice of bread and jam, she set forth at a great pace – not to the park, however, but towards the middle of the town, never stopping until she reached a small shop at the far end of the High Street. Here, in a gloomy window devoted to tombstones of every description, urns, weeping angels and wreaths of artificial flowers, discreet, black-framed notices announced, ‘Funerals Furnished Throughout’; ‘Mourning Orders Promptly Executed’; ‘Wreaths Procured In Half an Hour.’

It was a depressing display, and before Kate had stood there very long, trying to decide between the merits of the various tombstones and the beauties of wax or granite wreaths, she found herself beginning to weep bitterly. Oh dear! This was dreadful – crying in Otwell High Street! She gave a big sniff and began desperately to search for her handkerchief. First in one sleeve, then in the other; then her knicker legs; inside her belt; down her front – it was nowhere! She gave another sniff and at that moment the door of the shop slowly opened, and a very elegant gentleman dressed entirely in black (as no doubt befitted his gloomy calling), and with a face which somehow reminded Kate of one of the wax flowers in the window, bent towards her, his head slightly on one side, and, gently rubbing his hands together, enquired, in a hushed whisper, ‘whether there was any way in which he could help her today?’ Kate rubbed her eyes, gave another sniff, took one further look at the elegant, waxy-faced gentleman; then, seizing the handle of the pushchair, set off at a furious pace up the street, bumping William straight into the first pedestrian they met!
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‘Mum-Mum!’ cried William, joyfully waving the remains of his bread and jam, ‘Mum-Mum!’

Sure enough it was Mrs Ruggles and back from the hospital already! … Jo …?

‘Whatever are you doing-of up here!’ she exclaimed, ‘and William with his face all over jam – I never seen such a sight! Didn’t I tell you to take him straight to the park? You aren’t no more to be trusted than a baby; and what’re you cryin’ for?’ she added, giving Kate a little shake. ‘Are you hurt or summat?’

Kate shook her head. ‘No,’ she said at last, between a couple of very large sniffs. ‘No, I’m not hurt; it … it were just … just that fu … funeral shop – I b … been looking at a wreath for Jo!’ And suddenly she began to cry again, harder than ever!

‘Wreath!’ exclaimed Mrs Ruggles. ‘Wreath? Why, whatever will you think on next? – you surely are a strange child and no mistake! Jo’s all right – he was better again afore I got there – just worritin’ over some nonsense at school and makin’ hisself worse – they thought as I might know what it was but they wouldn’t let me see him above a second and I couldn’t make head nor tail of it – summat to do with the Isle of Wight. You don’t happen to know nothing about it, I suppose?’

Kate shook her head. ‘Well, I told him the teacher’s writing a letter to say everything’s all right – whatever on earth it is,’ continued Mrs Ruggles, ‘and he settled down nice. (I’ll have to go along to the school this afternoon and see as she do write it or the fat’ll be in the fire!) Matron says he’ll be over the worst in a day or two now if he stops this fussing, and Lily Rose and Peg’ll be home next week. “Wreath” indeed! It’s not a wreath the child’ll be wanting but a square meal from the look of him! Here, take this handkerchief and dry your face and then give it me back to clean up William – the idea of my baby going about the town all jammy – don’t you never think?’

‘I was thinking,’ answered Kate, giving a final sniff and handing back the handkerchief, ‘but about Jo more than William. Coo! Mum, I am glad he’s not going to die!’

‘Well, no one ever said he was as I knows of,’ replied Mrs Ruggles drily, ‘and suppose you tries thinkin’ of one thing at a time in future,’ she added, licking a corner of the handkerchief and giving a final scour round William’s mouth. ‘There! Now can I trust you to take him straight to the park and look after him proper while I gets back to my washing, for I’m all behind like the cow’s tail this morning, or are you going to go off dreamin’ of funerals and wreaths and suchlike and push him straight into the first person you meets?’

Kate looked surprised. ‘Funerals and wreaths’ – why, she’d stopped thinking of them minutes ago – she was busy now planning a tea party for Lily Rose and Peg to celebrate their return home … Kipper-paste-and-chocolate-biscuits? … No … Kipper-paste-and-a-choc-ice-each? … No … Kipper-paste and a-choc-ice-each and chocolate-biscuits … Or perhaps …

‘Did you hear what I said?’ asked Mrs Ruggles sharply.

‘Yes, I heard; Mum! Listen! How about a tea party for Lily Rose and Peg when they come home … kipper-paste and choc ices and …’ Mrs Ruggles’s reply was to take the handle of the pushchair herself. William, she decided, in spite of the lack of fresh air, would be better at home in the back yard that morning!

Lily Rose came home first. Always a stout child, she now appeared almost square and Mrs Ruggles remarked that no one could say as she’d been starved, anyway; and her estimation of hospitals, which was low, rose somewhat in consequence.

Lily Rose was full of importance as well as good food. She had been one of the older children at the hospital and during her convalescence had assisted with some of the dusting, brass-cleaning and the making of beds. She was soon instructing Mrs Ruggles in the correct performance of these duties.

‘A little Brasso does better than a lot, Mum,’ she remarked, watching her mother labouring at the doorbell and knocker the day after her return. And presently, upstairs, helping with the bed-making, she explained how important it was that the button-ends of the pillow cases should all face in the same direction – away from the door, while the sheets should be turned over and tucked in at a neat angle at the corners of the bed – if they must be tucked in at all – but, of course, the proper way to make a bed was to tuck in neither sheets nor blankets, but fold both neatly back a few inches from where one’s feet came! As to dusting …! Well, of course, what they really needed in the kitchen was rounded corners so that the dust didn’t stick, though even so, with coal fires … and how about Mum and Dad starting to save up for an ‘electric’?

‘Now listen to me, my girl!’ said Mrs Ruggles, who at first had been faintly amused but was now beginning to get annoyed. ‘I dusted, cleaned and made beds long afore you was born – or thought of for that matter. I’ve had no complaints about the results so far, and I’m not goin’ to start receivin’ of ’em now. If you think I’ve time to see whether the pillow cases has their backs or their faces or whatever it is to the door or no, and your Dad’s going to sleep in a bed with his feet stickin’ out uncovered, you’d best think again! All this here’s all right in hospitals and suchlike where it’s all on the rules and part of the trimmings, but in an ordinary, human home it’s out of place. You remember that. And the idea we should save up and put in the electric! You’d best realize it’s savin’ up for doctors’ and chemists’ bills we’ve got to be afore we thinks of anything else. Peg and Jo’s got to be fed up with malt-and-oil when they comes out, and Jo’s that pulled down, the doctor says as six weeks in the country’ll barely set him up – though where it’s to be goodness alone knows, for it’s not as if we’d any relaytives as was any use and could take him in – why, I shouldn’t be surprised if your dad didn’t have to use nearly the whole of the Pig Money … and you goes talkin’ about savin’ for an electric!’

Lily Rose felt crushed. When there was talk of touching the Pig Money it always meant things were in a bad way, while nearly the whole of the Pig Money …!!

For as many years as she could remember Mr Ruggles had talked about keeping a pig, but until quite recently the idea had always been firmly discouraged by his wife. Their back yard was already overcrowded, and the neighbours, if not the sanitary inspector, would most certainly object, while their allotment, out London Road way, was cultivated to the last inch – there was hardly room for another cabbage – much less a pigsty! The only thing would have been to rent another or larger allotment and put a sty on that. Renting two allotments, however, or even a larger one, was a costly business – to say nothing of buying both pig and sty – and no sooner had Mr Ruggles put by a little money in the old cocoa tin which was his savings bank, than something not allowed for in the weekly budget would occur. A relative would die and a wreath or perhaps a black tie must be bought; a saucepan would start to leak beyond repair and have to be replaced; or the children would be extra hard on their boots and shoes and the visits to the little shop round the corner for soles and heels and ‘tips’ be even more than usually frequent! Or one of them would fall down, get a cold or a sore throat and sixpennyworth of something have to be procured from the chemist’s! Out would come the cocoa tin and cheerfully, without complaint, but with an inward sigh, Mr Ruggles would hand over the necessary amount to his wife.

During the last year or two, however, the tin had begun to grow a little heavier. Mr Ruggles had had a windfall or two. A little left over from the reward when he found the bundle of notes in his dustbin last year; a little from William’s prize at the baby show. There were little bits of overtime too, and sometimes, in a mood of excessive virtue, Mr Ruggles would refrain from a glass of beer or a smoke and a few pennies would find their way into the tin. Only just before the measles started he had remarked one day he really thought he had almost enough at last! And now most of this precious hoard was going to be used to pay for doctors and chemists and malt-and-oil! No wonder there was nothing for an electric and Mum was fed up!

‘Never mind, I’ll be earning soon, Mum,’ said Lily Rose presently. ‘Not much more than six months now!’

‘If they don’t raise the school-leaving age,’ replied Mrs Ruggles, ‘though I’m not agin it for one. I’d rather do without the little bit you’d get another year and keep you home and fed proper while you’re still growing.’

‘Oh, Mum!’ cried Lily Rose, aghast, ‘you wouldn’t – not really! Why, I’m just living till I’m fifteen!’

‘Well, you live and let live and get on with the dusting – even if the corners in the kitchen aren’t round,’ said Mrs Ruggles drily.

And Lily Rose, who, as I said at the beginning of this story, was a considerate girl on the whole, seized a duster and set to work with a will.

A week later Mrs Ruggles fetched Peg and Jo home from the hospital. ‘And no one could say as they looks as if they’d been overfed!’ she declared to Mr Ruggles that evening. Mr Ruggles said no they couldn’t and it was a pity Lily Rose couldn’t spare a pound or two for each of them. Mrs Ruggles agreed and said well she hoped the malt-and-oil as the doctor had ordered would soon set them up.

‘Come along,’ she said to them as soon as breakfast was cleared away the next morning. ‘Come and take this nice malt-and-oil as I got for you at the chemist’s yesterday.’ And she opened the cupboard under the dresser and put the bottle and spoon on the table. Peg and Jo looked a little depressed; anything from the chemist’s sounded suspiciously like medicine and they’d both had enough of that!

[image: ]
‘Come along, now,’ repeated Mrs Ruggles, holding a spoonful out to Jo. ‘It’s not medicine nor yet oily – more like soft toffee, Mr Preston told me.’ (She did not, however, mention that the chemist had also said that though some children loved it, others could not be induced to touch it!) Jo felt encouraged; he took a taste – it was like toffee! He took a second – a bigger one this time, then a third; finally he licked the spoon all round, back and front. ‘More, please, Mum!’ he demanded.

Mrs Ruggles was delighted. Thank Heaven he liked it! Now for Peg. Peg approved even more than Jo – in fact she almost wept when Mrs Ruggles refused them both second helpings, screwed up the bottle, and put it away ‘till next time’.

Well, that was one problem settled and she wished the more important one of sending Jo (and Peg too, if possible, the doctor had said yesterday) away for a change of air could be as easily arranged. If only they had some useful relaytives in the country! Mrs Ruggles began to go over a list of her own and Mr Ruggles’s as she washed up the breakfast things. There was ‘Grannie’ – her mother – old Mrs Moss, crippled with rheumatism, poor soul, and living – well, you couldn’t rightly call it country – nor yet town either for that matter. What was it they called them places? Suburbs – that was it; in a suburb. The trains ran past the house at the back and the trams in front; there was a gasworks at the end of the street, and although it was a penny ride to the centre of the town and they was building a nice recreation ground on the dust-dumps opposite, you couldn’t rightly call it real country – not much better than Otwell, come to that, and Grannie with her rheumatics … no, that was no use!

Then there was Gert – her only sister, married to a signalman and living in a big town up North … no use either. Her three brothers? Jack, ‘somewhere abroad’ – written home exactly twice these last eight years! Fred? Well, Fred lived in the country it was true; earned good money, too, from all accounts – though what his job was she’d never rightly heard. But Fred’s wife! A good-for-nothing young woman if ever there was one, while as to their house – a new council one too – no better than a pigsty – she wouldn’t send her children there if they paid to have them! That left only Albert, her youngest brother, and where Albert was nobody knew and, after that little affair he’d had with the police a while back, nobody liked to enquire! Anyway Albert wasn’t married and had no home to offer children. ‘A poor lot!’ muttered Mrs Ruggles to herself, seizing a saucepan and scouring it vigorously. What about Jo’s folk? His mother as had passed
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