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I Remember

The first piece in this book was commissioned by Craig Raine, editor of Areté magazine, for a feature called ‘Homage to Joe Brainard’. Brainard was a New York painter, who died in 1994. He wrote a book entitled I Remember, in which, according to Raine’s introduction, ‘Each entry begins with the words “I remember” and their authority is based on truth.’ Other contributors to the same issue (18, Autumn 2005) included the actress Harriet Walter, authors David Lodge, Patrick Marber and Sue Townsend, and TV presenter Anne Robinson. I often use the ‘I remember’ idea on writing courses to help people get going. It never fails.


I Remember the First Time I Read a Book by Myself

I remember the first time I read a book by myself. It was The Buttercup Farm Family by Enid Blyton. I got stuck on the word ‘put’ and had to ask Nanna.

I remember getting angry with my sister and sitting on top of her and banging her head on the floor.

I remember sitting at the piano making up a tune, then thinking it couldn’t be any good because to do it properly you had to have lessons in composing.

I remember a frightening dream about being chased by Captain Hook and the pirates.

I remember when we kept chickens in the back garden and I collected the eggs.

I remember being told to write a poem at school when I was six. I didn’t know how to begin, so I copied the first line from the girl in front of me, and wrote the rest of it myself.

I remember an older girl called Janet coming to play with us. One day she brought a little cushion with an opening at one corner. Inside there were scraps of beautiful fabrics. She let us take them out one at a time and look at them. It was wonderful.

I remember playing a record of ‘Lillibulero’ and dancing round and round the wind-up gramophone.

I remember dreaming that I could fly. I didn’t go high up but I could lift my feet off the ground and move effortlessly through the air. I still have this dream sometimes.

I remember dreaming that someone was tickling me and wouldn’t stop and it was really horrible, so I bit them as hard as I could. I still have this dream too.

I remember when our South African aunt and cousins came to see us. I had been expecting black people in grass skirts and I was disappointed.

I remember finishing the last of Enid Blyton’s Malory Towers books and wishing there were more.

I remember Nanna keeping us out of the way because Daddy needed to talk with Mummy about the business.

I remember saying goodbye to my parents at Charing Cross station when I was seven and first went to boarding school. I didn’t cry because the girls in books didn’t cry.

I remember the first time I saw a slug. It was a big black one, moving up the wall of the school dining room. I couldn’t take my eyes off it because it was so horrible. I thought to myself: ‘That must be a slug.’

I remember the first time I ate baked beans. We had them at school, on fried bread, and I liked them a lot. I still do.

I remember the matron putting a kaolin poultice on my knee after a girl pushed me over on the Sunday afternoon walk.

I remember permanganate of potash. It made the water bright purple and you had to sit with your feet in it.

I remember stone hot-water bottles.

I remember being part of a gang called The EE (it stood for Eating Eight). We stole spring onions from the kitchen garden.

I remember wishing I could run fast and be good at games.

I remember my best friend coming out of the cloakroom on a cold day, wearing a big coat with a hood, and saying, ‘I’m an Omo.’ She often got things wrong in ways that were funny and that was one of the reasons I liked her so much.

I remember a girl called Helen, who bossed us around.

I remember learning to sing ‘The Ashgrove’ and ‘Linden Lea’ and ‘Early One Morning’.

I remember conducting the percussion band on Open Day. The teacher chose her favourite, Gina, but it turned out Gina couldn’t beat 4/4 time. I was the only one who could.

I remember feeling sorry for a girl called Jane because I thought she was very ugly. When Mick Jagger became famous, it struck me that he looked just like Jane.

I remember reading under the bedclothes and the torchlight getting dimmer and dimmer.

I remember wearing long grey socks, held up by garters.

I remember nametapes on everything.

I remember reading Kipling’s Jungle Books and thinking they were the best books I’d ever read and feeling sad about saying goodbye to Baloo and Bagheera and their world.

I remember writing stories in an exercise book and telling people I wanted to be a writer.

I remember thinking poetry was mostly rather boring.

I remember picking up one of the Pooh books and realising for the first time that it was very funny. I reread both the books, laughing all the time.

I remember going with my sister to buy Beano and Dandy and sitting on a wall to read them because we weren’t allowed them at home.

I remember my father reciting ‘The Charge of the Light Brigade’. That was better than the poems we did at school.

I remember a Christmas tree that rotated and played a tune.

I remember those big old Christmas tree lights. When one bulb went, the whole lot stopped working. Grown-ups got very tetchy trying to find out which bulb needed replacing.

I remember watching the Coronation on television. Richard Dimbleby kept going on about how heavy the crown was and I cried.

I remember having a bilious attack, kneeling with my head over the toilet and feeling so ill I wished I could die.

I remember having chickenpox at school in a dormitory full of girls with chickenpox. We had a competition to see who could drink the most cups of tea in a day.

I remember dressing up in my party dress and standing in front of the mirror imagining I was a ballet dancer.

I remember daydreams about being a concert pianist.

I remember longing to have an older brother. My father was a widower when he married my mother. I used to fantasise that a half-brother would turn up out of the blue.

I remember being afraid that Daddy would die.

I remember pretending to think I was adopted and getting a lot of concerned attention and reassurance from my parents. I had been hoping to learn that I was adopted because it would make me more interesting.

I remember being told, repeatedly, that I was lucky to have curly hair.

I remember hating my hair and wishing it was straight.

I remember sulking because I was made to wear a hat to church in the school holidays.

I remember telling my mother that I hated her, and meaning it.

I remember choosing a book about natural history and being disappointed because it was about nature not about history.

I remember Nanna, a teetotaller, saying, ‘I’ve never touched an alcoholic in me life.’

I remember using Daddy’s oil paints to paint a picture of our garden. It was no good.

I remember our art teacher in the senior school, with her smock and her CND badge. She was only interested in the girls who were good at art.

I remember Miss Cox playing us a record of Mozart’s Eine Kleine Nachtmusik in a class music lesson, and thinking to myself, ‘I like this. I really like this.’ And feeling pleased with myself for liking classical music.

I remember falling (briefly) in love with Cliff Richard when I was fourteen and we went to see him at the Palladium.

I remember falling in love with Frankie Vaughan and later with Anthony Newley, and writing a poem about the latter.

I remember falling in love with various older girls at school. Mostly they were the ones who sang solos in the choir.

I remember learning how to inhale cigarette smoke and feeling dizzy and having to lie down.

I remember an incident in a war story when an American airman touched a nurse’s breasts. After that I began to have sexual fantasies.

I remember writing a poem about Princess Margaret’s wedding.

I remember being ashamed of myself because I was overweight.

I remember being taken to see a doctor and told that I was losing weight too quickly.

I remember being glad that I was at boarding school because there were no boys there and I didn’t have to worry about looking attractive.

I remember reading Keats and thinking I would like to marry a poet and be his soulmate. I had forgotten all about wanting to be a writer myself.

Areté 2005


The Dogs

Husky was some kind of terrier – white/grey. The other day someone was talking about Sealyhams and that rang a bell. I think Husky was a Sealyham. And I think I remember him but I’m not sure. I have a photo of him with me, as a toddler, standing beside him. My parents told me that I called him ‘Hucky-boy’. When he heard a motorbike on the road he would charge excitedly down the garden. If I was in the way, tough luck. I would stagger into the house saying, ‘Hucky-boy knock me over.’

My father told us about the dog he had while he was married to his first wife. When she died, it was just him and the dog. Then the dog died. He was so devastated that he vowed he would never become attached to another dog. This resolve lasted until he got Husky, which must have been soon after I was born, if not before. His first wife, Edie, died in 1940. Four years later he married my mother. So he was dogless for five or six years at most.

He did get fond of dogs. I’m not sure, now, what kind of person my father was. For a long time I idealised him and now I’m not sure what kind of person he was. But he did get fond of dogs.

I don’t remember the end of Husky – how or why he disappeared from our lives.

The next dog was Sandy, the corgi. The corgi who bit people. Or perhaps it was just one person: Mrs Filmer, a neighbour, who used to come in to use our telephone. She wore glasses. For some reason Sandy used to jump up and try to attack her glasses. One day he bit her, possibly on the face. Did he bite anyone else? I’m not sure. In any case, he had to go. He was taken in by Mrs Cantello, the fashion buyer at Mitchells. Mitchells of Erith was a department store and Daddy was the chairman and managing director. Mrs Cantello didn’t have any children. This was mentioned as an explanation of the fact that she could manage Sandy and we couldn’t. Since Sandy’s problem, if I remember rightly, was with grown-up visitors, the explanation doesn’t make much sense.

I believe I had a vague feeling, even then, that Sandy’s behaviour had something to do with the way he was treated at our house – the angry anxiety about keeping him under control. I didn’t know the word neurotic in those days. But I suspected that Mrs Cantello would be wiser and kinder than my parents in her dealings with him.

There was a gap, I don’t know how long. We tried again. The next dog was Lassie, a mongrel, who looked as if she had a lot of spaniel in her. Black and white. She arrived as a tiny, sweet little puppy, and she grew and grew. We found ourselves with an unexpectedly large dog. My mother was always against the idea of a big dog: ‘They cost so much to feed.’ Lassie was uncontrollable. She used to charge around the house and garden, barking and knocking things over. She didn’t obey orders. She upset my mother a lot. For a time Lassie lived in a kind of pen outside the back door, made out of sections of wire fencing. At first the fencing wasn’t high enough and she jumped over it. Inside her pen she would rush around and bark her head off. My sister and I felt sorry for her.

There was bad feeling between us and the older generation over Lassie. I suppose we identified with her. We had arguments with our parents, in which we defended the dog. I had a feeling that Lassie’s ‘hysterical’ behaviour (the word ‘hysterical’ was used of her and also, sometimes, of us) was in some way the result of the way she was treated – that she was a fellow victim of our mother’s controlling personality.

And what of our father, who got fond of dogs? He may have felt some sympathy for Lassie. But mostly he just seemed fed up with her. She caused problems for Mummy, and that was a problem for Daddy. She was a worse nuisance than Sandy.

Eventually Lassie went to live with Mrs Arnold. She was our ‘daily help’, paid to clean the house. When we were small she was there (I think) five mornings a week. I loved her. I went on loving her until she died at the age of ninety and I still love her.

Mrs Arnold was fond of Lassie. She never uttered a word of criticism of my parents for the way they treated the dog or their children. She was kind to Lassie, and when my parents couldn’t stand the dog any longer, Mrs Arnold took her home. I can’t remember what we heard about Lassie after that, or how long she lived.

I sometimes wished Mrs Arnold could take us home, too, and love us and look after us. I don’t think she would have minded. She had two grandsons about the same age as us – Peter and Gerald. We heard a lot about them. She had several sons. Later I learned that she had had one daughter, who died as a child. I saw a picture. She looked a bit like me.

The last of the dogs was Chippy, short for Chipolata, a dachshund. Black with some brown underneath. There was another gap, of course, between Lassie and Chippy. It surprises me, now I come to think about it, that my mother was willing to countenance the idea of another dog.

Chippy spanned the end of my childhood. We got him while we were still living in Barnehurst and I was still at school – in the late 1950s, probably. He moved with us to Bexhill in September 1963. By then I had left school, spent two months in a language school in Germany, and was waiting to go up to Oxford in October. It was quite a dramatic rupture with the past, my parents moving to a new area at the same time that I went away to university.

Chippy worked out better than Sandy or Lassie. He was affectionate and reasonably well behaved. It looked as if my family had finally succeeded in bringing up a normal dog. There was one unusual thing about him, however: he hated going for walks. If you rattled his lead and said ‘Walkies!’ he hid under the settee. If I insisted on taking him out, he sat down on the pavement and wouldn’t budge. In his dislike of organised exercise, Chippy reminded me of myself. He did get some exercise, though, running round the garden. He was a small dog, and perhaps that was enough.

After leaving Barnehurst, Chippy lived in two houses in Bexhill-on-Sea. The first was in South Cliff Avenue, very near the beach. The second (a bit cheaper and smaller because my mother was always agitating to move somewhere cheaper and smaller) was in a road beginning with W – Withyam Road, that’s it. Further from the sea, miles from a bus stop, so Nanna, my mother’s mother, who lived with us, couldn’t take herself into town – or anywhere. My father had given up driving by this time but he never got on a bus, in any case. He was over eighty, had little desire to go anywhere, and was content to be driven by my mother.

Withyam Road was Chippy’s last home and my father’s last home, too. Sometime in 1970 the vet was called and he said the time had come to put Chippy out of his misery. He’d had a dodgy heart for a while. The vet said, ‘Go and say goodbye to your master.’ Chippy waddled into the lounge, where Daddy was sitting. Daddy cried. I wasn’t there – my mother told me about it. 

Poor old Chippy. I used to wonder how he felt. Was he happy? Was he bored? He was loved – by me and my sister, by my father, and probably by Nanna and my mother too. I think we managed, in spite of everything, to give at least one dog a reasonably good life.

Unpublished memoir


My Father

Daddy was a reader, who usually had a book on the go. He was particularly fond of Dickens. One of my regrets is that I didn’t read much Dickens in his lifetime. I’d love to discuss it with him now. But most of his reading was non-fiction. He enjoyed military history. If a general published his memoirs, he solved somebody’s problem about what to buy Daddy for Christmas. Judges’ memoirs went down well too. There were several volumes on our bookshelves about famous court cases.

He had made a rule for himself that could not be broken. ‘If I begin a book, I finish it.’ This didn’t only apply to single-volume works. Once he had embarked on Churchill’s History of the Second World War, he went straight through it, without reading another book until he had reached the end. The Churchill wasn’t a problem but he ran into trouble when he started reading a three-volume history of the migration of Persian tribes.

‘Oh dear,’ he would complain. ‘This book is very boring.’

‘Don’t read it then!’

‘Once I’ve started a book,’ he would reply firmly, ‘I finish it.’ I can’t remember how long the Persian tribes took him.

I’m surprised he didn’t read more funny books. He had a good sense of humour. I imagine he might have appreciated P.G. Wodehouse but he probably regarded Wodehouse as a traitor. There were comedians whose work he enjoyed: Tommy Cooper
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Education, Education

My schooling began with a year at a progressive nursery, followed by two years at a convent, then boarding school at the age of seven, and another boarding school from the age of twelve. After university I worked as a primary school teacher, first in West Ham and later in Southwark. I was full-time from 1967 until 1981, when I managed to get myself seconded to a job on Contact, the ILEA’s newspaper for teachers. That was quite a nice job, although somewhat pointless because we were fairly sure no one read anything except the job advertisements. I once wrote and published half a page of spoof reviews of invented children’s books. Nobody noticed. In 1984 I returned to teaching part-time, until 1986 when my first book was published.
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A Nice, Polite Patient

I was in analysis five times a week from 1973 until 1983. After a gap, I began seeing my analyst again at times when I was finding life difficult. By the time I moved out of London in 1994 I didn’t need to do that any more, although I have continued to visit him two or three times a year, just to say hello.

I am grateful to the late Russell Twisk for ringing me up on a Friday in 1986 and persuading me to write the Listener article by Monday. It has since been reproduced in more than one book and it led to my friendship with Stephen Grosz, at that time just embarking on his career as a psychoanalyst. He is now well known as the author of the bestselling book The Examined Life. Stephen is co-author of the last piece in this section, ‘Analysis and Creativity’. After he had interviewed me, we both worked on the text.

I’ve also included a paragraph from a letter to another friend, the author D.M. Thomas, which turned up in my archive. In the days before I had a computer I didn’t usually keep copies of my letters. This one would have been written on an Amstrad word-processor. Either I liked it enough to print a second copy, or I never sent it.
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A Man in One’s Life

Apart from a few paragraphs for children, and a 350-word contribution to a charity book, the first item in this section is the only piece of prose fiction I’ve ever managed to finish. As I said in my introduction, I had completely forgotten about it and was astonished when my editor told me I’d written it (after she found it in my archive). It is a feminist fable, very much of its time, which was probably the late 1970s. I had been on a course about gender stereotyping in children’s books.
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A Mark on a Piece of Paper

The first two pieces in this section give differing accounts of how I began to write poems. They are both true, although neither is the whole truth. One factor that isn’t mentioned in either piece is my work as a teacher, which involved reading poems with children and encouraging them to write.

Concerning the poem about Roger Bear: I have confessed, in the opening piece in the book, to copying the first line from the girl in front. To be strictly accurate, it was the brown/town rhyme that I copied. The uninspiring adjective ‘lightish’ was my own contribution.

The rest of this section includes some pieces about writing poems and some about life as a writer. The two interviews were conducted by email, i.e. the answers were written by me, not the interviewer. My thanks to Sam Gardiner and my student Boyana Petrovich, who provided the questions.
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Addictions, Ageing and Two Cathedral Cities

‘Addictions, Ageing and Two Cathedral Cities’ or, to put it another way, all the bits that didn’t fit in anywhere else.
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Head in a Book

For more than a decade I had an enjoyable little job reviewing children’s picture books for the Daily Telegraph every few weeks. When it comes to reviewing grown-up books, I am much less confident and often say no. As an older woman poet once said to me: ‘Women are afraid of getting it wrong.’ That’s certainly true of me. Here, following a piece about my childhood reading, are a few book reviews my editor and I thought worth reproducing. They include a tribute to my dear friend and mentor, the late Gavin Ewart.
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Settee Life

This section consists largely of television columns I wrote for the Spectator between 1986 and 1990. Jenny Naipaul, who was the magazine’s arts editor at the time, wrote the titles and I saw no need to change them.

The opening piece explains how I got the job and updates my tastes in television to 2005, when I wrote it. In 2014, I still watch University Challenge every week when it’s on. Two or three times I have been the answer to a question, which made my day. The only time I envied Andrew Motion during his laureateship was when he presented the trophy at the end of a series. A couple of years later I was invited to do the same thing – and without having to be poet laureate. Despite my fear of being on television, I couldn’t refuse.

These days, as in the past, some of my favourite programmes are American. My mother-in-law alerted me to The Good Wife, a series about lawyers, which hides away on More 4 and is an absolute must. I adore Mad Men but have to catch up with box sets since it emigrated to Sky Atlantic. The British programmes I watch are mainly crime stories – Lewis, Midsomer Murders (ridiculous but watchable), Vera, and a few others. A couple of Christmases ago an unfortunate thing happened to Lachlan and me. Forced by relatives to watch EastEnders and Coronation Street, we became addicted. We’re still watching them. I don’t know how long this is going to last. I sit there grumbling: ‘completely implausible’, ‘entirely out of character’, ‘too much plot’. However, I was glad not to have missed the storyline in Coronation Street about Hayley’s death. That was brilliantly done – as good as anything I’ve seen in any kind of television drama.
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Stories … voices … places … lives

We hope you enjoyed Life, Love and The Archers. If you’d like to know more about this book or any other title on our list, please go to www.tworoadsbooks.com

For news on forthcoming Two Roads titles, please sign up for our newsletter.

enquiries@tworoadsbooks.com
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