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A healer is called to a woman who is considered ‘off her head, out of her mind’. ‘So I say, “Sweetheart, what’s the matter?” and she says, “my mama died and I feel so bad. I can’t go on – dah, dah, dah.” ‘Her mama died – she’s SUPPOSED to feel bad . . . expect to feel good when ya mama’s gone? Climbed right into my lap, two hundred pounds of grief.’ 

From The Salt Eaters by Toni Bambara 

John was still climbing. I am still climbing. My sister is still climbing. 
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Chapter 10: Stanley the Hero 

So, here we are in the new-start house with the new-start rules. Rules made by Mimi. My mother opens the house, where everyone is welcome. Harrie comes with Liela and David, Nanny comes with Michael. 

Only Mimi will not come, and John cannot come. 

Our mother must have been absolutely exhausted, both physically and mentally, with the house move, the difficult pregnancy, the premature birth, living for months between the hospital and home and looking after me. But she never gave up on John. 

Despite Mimi’s decree, Mummy went uninvited and unwelcome to see her son. Sometimes Mimi let her knock on the door but wouldn’t let her in, and she cried when she returned home. 

She had her record, which went, ‘My son John, to me you are so wonderful/My son John, to me you are the world’. She wore it out. 

Between August 1949 and April 1950 I don’t think John came to our new house at all. In all those months he had only been able to see Mummy if Mimi let her in, which was rarely, or if they were all at Nanny’s house. The fence was being erected. John knew that his mother had left Penny Lane, but he didn’t know where she was living. Mimi told John that his mother had gone away to live with Bobby. She didn’t know where. In those days nobody ever told us children anything, even if it was important. Or even if it was going to change your whole life. 

But John found his mother. Stanley, his hero, led the way. 

Mater had met the man who was to become her second husband, Robert Sutherland, or Bert. He was an army dentist and they had first met in Preston four years earlier and then again in Fleetwood. They married in November 1949 and moved up to Edinburgh, with Stanley. He was sixteen. His holiday habits hadn’t changed, however, and he started to get the bus down to Liverpool. His first journey from Edinburgh bus station to Liverpool’s Ribble bus station was the following Easter. 

He knew that his Aunt Judy, as he called her, was in a new house. His mother had written down the address and told him how to get there. He went to Nanny’s, as usual, and the next day he crossed the water to start his holiday round of visits. He arrived at Mendips and said he wanted to take John to see his mother. 

Mimi told Stan that he was not to take John to see his mother. She said my parents were living in sin, that their children were illegitimate and that John was never to see them and Stan was never to see them. They were not part of the family and never would be. 

Stan said that he would take John round to see Harrie, Liela and David, who were how living at The Cottage. That was allowed: he couldn’t see his mother, but he could see his aunt. So Stanley and John went adventuring. Stanley remembers it well. They had an address and they found it. They came to see Mummy and the new baby and me. When Mummy saw them she shouted what she always shouted when she was really happy. ‘Oh! My dream’s out!’ 

When Stanley took John back to Mendips he had to tell him what to say. 

Don’t tell Mimi. John was to repeat this refrain until he died, because he died long before Mimi. John always called Stanley the prodigal son for bringing him back to his mother. He might have got his terms a bit mixed up, since really, it was he who was the prodigal son, but I knew what he meant – coming back to Mummy was the most joyous thing. 

Stanley had spent much of his early childhood with my mother. First in Berkeley Street, with Mama and Pop, and all his aunts. Then, following the move to Penny Lane, he stayed with our grandparents again, as his parents went backwards and forwards to Germany, on business. Nanny and my mother looked after him throughout and they forged a close relation­ship. When Mimi laid down the new no-Springwood law, on Stanley’s arrival from Scotland, he simply ignored it. John asked where his mother was as soon as they were out of Mendips, and Stan, believing Mimi to be wrong, took him to her straight away. 

I was three years old then and I remember John. My own short life had, by then, been shaken up when Mummy disappeared to have my sister and then spent as much time in the hospital as at home from late October to January. 

I didn’t know then, of course, that John’s visit was the Big Secret. My brother came, he ate, he played, he hugged Mummy and laughed and cried with her. Now John knew where she was. But after Stan went home, he could only come rarely, except during Stan’s holiday visits. On one occasion, ten-year-old John came, when he was supposed to be working as a Cub Scout for ‘Bob-a-Job’ week. But apart from snatched visits like this one he had to wait for Mimi to let Mummy in, or to meet him at Nanny’s. 

That summer he was sent to Edinburgh on the bus, for the first time. The driver looked after him, and Stan was waiting at the bus station at the other end. Mimi wasn’t taking any chances; she wanted to put a long distance between Mummy and John. 

Stan’s stepfather, Bert, had been raised on a croft on the northern coast of Scotland, in a small village called Durness, in Sutherland. The croft remained in the family for many years and was used as a holiday retreat. Stan and his wife later went to live there. 

After a few days in Edinburgh, John went north with Stan. 

This was to set the pattern for John’s summer holidays for a few years to come. 

He was taken by his aunt and sent to another aunt, to keep him away from the sins of his mother. 

I am forever trying to understand. 





Chapter 11: Growing Up 

My mother found a treasure trove in the amazing family who lived directly opposite. We all did. In Hannah Starkey, Mrs Starkey to us, right until she died a few years ago, my mother met her mentor. Julia was hiding with and confiding in this good, strong, oh-so-kind woman when we, her children, knew nothing about her reasons for hiding and confiding. 

Mr and Mrs Starkey had six children: four daughters and two sons. The youngest child, Clare, was the same age as me. Her next sister, Ann, was older than me by two and a half years. Ann and Clare’s two brothers were well outside our sphere: the eldest, Gerald, had already left school, while Charlie was still at school but had his own set of friends, so we didn’t see much of him. 

The big sisters, Pat and Rita, although much older than we were, wasted no time in forging their own link with our family. They were fascinated by our mother and impressed by her style. As Rita later told me, ‘I couldn’t wait to get over there to see your mum. She was fantastic. My mum used to say, “You can’t go again, don’t stay long”, because I went as often as I could. Your mum was teaching me piano.’ Rita described to me our mother’s black jersey dress. She thought it was high fashion and promised herself one just like it when she grew older. 

While Pat and Rita were gravitating towards our mother, Jackie and I played with Ann and Clare. There was never any doubt as to who was in charge. Ann was the Boss. Undisputed. We only got to make decisions when she was old enough to get boyfriends! 

Initially, of course, we played in the gardens. This one or that one – the front, the side or the back. The Starkeys were also in a corner house with three gardens, so we had plenty of space. 

The whole estate was lined with lovely, mature elm trees. You could hardly see the other houses. Sadly, when Dutch elm disease was ravaging the English countryside about 25 years ago, they had to be cut down. They were never replaced, contrary to the promise made at the time, so the road has taken on a naked appearance, compared to how it was when it was our living space and our playground. More recently they have built additional housing on the allotments, completely changing the vistas of open sky, which we took for granted. 

I don’t remember the particular day when I was allowed out of the wooden gate between the high privet hedges at the front, on to the pavement, into the road, on to the Starkeys’ pavement and even round the corner, almost out of view, but it happened. I imagine I was about four years old then. As Jackie was only a year-old baby, she wasn’t yet a paid-up member of the all-girl gang, but a member-in-waiting. As soon as she got to the grand age of four herself and was deemed old enough for the garden adventure, the crossing the pavement adventure and the almost disappearing round the corner adventure, I grasped her hand and took her along. 

Clare and I would be between six and seven and Ann would be nine or ten. Where our mothers lost sight of us, Ann took over. The roads, of course, were clear of traffic. A few neighbours rode their bicycles, even motorised ones, with a little high-pitched buzzing engine on the back wheel, but cars were a rarity. I think my father may have been the first in the road to acquire a car, an Armstrong Siddeley, with a wide running-board. An Al Capone car, for the up and coming man-about-town. Everyone in the road and even the next road, had rides in that car. Up and down the road and round the round the block. I mean the adults! We children much preferred to hitch daily rides on the breadman’s gigantic Shire horse, which ambled and shambled around the estate all day delivering bread. One-horse power! 

By this time Bobby had become a head-waiter somewhere in town, where the cutlery was silver and had Mecca stamped on it. 

He no longer went to work on the tram. He wore a black braided suit, sometimes with tails, a crisp white head-of-waiting shirt, a long camel-hair coat and a trilby hat. Under the hat, his black hair shone, because in the house, just before he left, he had slicked it back with Brylcreem or, failing that, butter. Mummy would sometimes do the glossing and brushing for him, laughing as she stood back to admire her handiwork. He would inspect himself in the magic mirror before leaving the house. It’s hard to believe he was going to work. 

He wore a pencil-slim moustache and had a bit of a foreign air about him. Nana, his mother, whose name was Gertrude Green, had both black and Jewish blood; she had landed in Liverpool generations back, we don’t know when, and become a naturalised Liverpudlian. 

I was very excited to think that Jackie and I were perhaps one thirty-second black. But as we grew up later beyond the safety of Springwood, we were accused of having a touch of the tar-brush. Of being dago. I first heard it from Mimi and she was still saying it towards the end of her life. My grandmother’s bloodline gave her the most wonderful, olive brown skin, naturally painted dark brown eyelids, with large, deep brown eyes. Eyes that could really see you. Her hair was waist long and grey going white, plaited and wound around her head with long, thin copper­coloured hairpins. She was small and seemed to be everywhere at once and she was fantastically funny. 

John was ten years old in October 1950. I don’t know whether Mimi allowed him and Mummy to spend this birthday together. I feel certain that Mummy hadn’t been able to see him the previous year, when she was pregnant with Jackie, although she may have gone to Mendips. If Mimi had been imposing strict sanctions then, as had clearly been her intention, then Mummy would have been under enormous stress. 

Mummy always made a special effort on birthdays. This day belongs to you. No one else can have it. We must do lovely things. Have the birthday tea. Dress up. Laugh and sing and dance and play games. Invite lots of children. The whole road. When we started school, the whole class came too. 

I don’t know what she was allowed to do to celebrate John’s birthday that year. Wear the record out and cry. 

When Pat, the oldest of the Starkey girls, was eleven and John was nine, not long after we moved in, my mother asked Mrs Starkey if Pat could go to Mendips with a note. She went on the bus and found the house. John was playing with some friends at the front gate. Pat remembers that Mimi’s dog bit her. She cried out and Mimi came out, shouting at her. As far as Mimi was concerned, she was a stranger. What was she doing there! How dare she! Get out of this garden! I can hear her saying it. Pat says she was a horrible woman. To be fair though, when Pat gave Mimi the note from my mother, she immediately took Pat inside and washed the blood from her knee, put a plaster on it and gave her a drink before sending her home. 

Pat remembers regularly babysitting for Jackie and me, in the early evenings when we’d just been put to bed, while Mummy went to Mendips on the bus. Mrs Starkey would come over to check on her. My mother would often return very upset because she’d been turned away; Mimi had been shouting at her in the garden; she hadn’t seen John – she’d been told to go home. Again. 

She would put on her record, ‘My Son John . . .’ and sit weeping. 

She would go over to see Hannah Starkey, looking for comfort. Mummy told her, ‘They’ve taken my son from me. They won’t let me have him. We’ve got to get him back.’ I’ve heard this from Hannah Starkey and her daughters. 

My father was on late shifts at the hotel. She would talk to him about it when he came home. 

John was the ghost in our house. 

I realise now that my mother was grieving as well as living. She went on loving us and smiling and hugging with such warmth while the life was being squeezed right out of her bones. 





Chapter 12: John Finds a Way 

John was eleven in October 1951. By this time we had been at Springwood for three years and John was asking Mimi if he could go to see his mother. The answer was still no. Mimi, of course, didn’t know he had been before, on the secret holiday visits with Stan. And she didn’t know that John had begun coming over to see us on his own. He had to sneak over. Our neighbours remember it well, and the children who were in the road, where he was playing, running, hide-and-seeking, tree-climbing and skipping rope, remember it too. They hadn’t even seen Mimi, but they knew it was a secret and wild horses wouldn’t have got them to tell her. 

So Mummy was snatching moments with John, at Mendips, at Nanny’s and sometimes, secretly, at home. Making the best of it. 

The following September 1952, at the age of nearly twelve, John started at Quarry Bank Boys’ Grammar School. This changed things. It changed John’s life, and Mummy’s life, because he was now able to come to Springwood after school, without Mimi knowing. The three pivotal places in his life were laid out in a triangle. Mendips at one corner, Quarry Bank at another and Springwood at the third. John caught the bus along Menlove Avenue to Quarry Bank. He could then catch the bus along Mather Avenue to Springwood. Sometimes he did this after school, and sometimes he did this instead of school. He had found a way. 

My mother was thrilled. John was thrilled. They were making sure they gave and got the love they needed from each other. I can hear the laughter and feel the joy. 

I had started attending the primary school at the top of the road in that same autumn term of 1952, when I was five and a half. Jackie was almost three and still at home with Mummy. 

I came home for lunch, which we called dinner, for the first year, walking on my own. It either took about five dawdling minutes or two racing, chasing minutes. I quite enjoyed school, but never wanted to stay there for long. Three hours was quite enough at one stretch. That’s what Mummy said. She came up to the school gate at playtime, with Jackie, to see if I was all right. I remember not wanting to see her go. Right from the start, if I wanted to go home, I did. I couldn’t see why we had to stay if we wanted to go. Or if the sun was shining. Or if my teacher had told me off. 

I remember one such time very clearly. My mother took me back to school, opened the classroom door, told me to go and sit down and asked if she could she see the teacher. For a minute, please. I must only have been a school beginner. I can see the sandpit and the playshop. The whole class could hear, as Mummy and the teacher were standing in the doorway. 

Julia can read, she was saying. She reads books. Julia can write. She writes with me. Please give her something else to do. Not ABC. Here’s a book we’ve made at home. She left and the teacher came back into the room with a paper book that Mummy and I had made together. She had stitched the spine with chunky red wool and had secured it with a big, loopy bow at the top. I had written a story about a cat, in black Indian ink, with a proper dippy pen. Mummy had drawn some whacky, catty pictures, which I had coloured, in crayon. The teacher asked me to read it to her. I didn’t have to do any more A Buh Cuh. Huh! 

Was it George Bernard Shaw who said that he had to keep interrupting his education to go to school? 

Sometimes, when I went home at dinner-time, John was there, in his school uniform. Sometimes when I got home in the afternoon, he was still there. Or he would arrive after school, and I would greet him and run out to play. 

It was at this school that I met Ray, who was to become my lifelong best friend. Her father was in the army and she had been living in Malaya, so she only joined the school in the third year, when we were seven. She lived nearby and we often went to each other’s houses to play and have tea. In the years to come she would prove to be a wonderful friend and a provider of desperately needed continuity as my life fell apart around me. Ray and I would go to the same secondary school, seeing our school years out together and remaining the closest of friends throughout our lives. 

In the holidays occasionally we went to see Harrie, Liela and David, in The Cottage, around the corner from Mendips. In order to get there, we walked past our school at the top of the road, where we met the bottom end of Allerton Towers, formerly a private estate and now a large public park. We could walk up the country road, outside and to the right of the park’s stone walls, or up Blackgates Lane to the left, and arrive at The Cottage at the top of that road. There was a bus that would have taken us right up the road, from one of the park gates, but we usually walked. 

In retrospect, we probably didn’t go to The Cottage often because it was too close to Mendips. Mimi didn’t want us there, in Woolton, and anyway our mother wouldn’t have wanted to be so near to John yet without him. 

Instead we went to Nanny’s house. The big house with the big garden. The long journey there was part of the fun, part of the day out. We caught the tram into town and then we had a choice. 

To get to Nanny’s, you have to cross the River Mersey. If it was a lovely, sunny day, we would walk down to the Pier Head to catch the ferry across to Birkenhead. We would stagger up the steep stairs to the first deck and climb the white-painted iron rails, standing first on the bottom rail and then stepping up to the next one, daringly. Mummy would be hanging on to us tightly. We watched the great hemp ropes being unwound from the capstans, this way and that, by the seamen on the pier. The men on deck would already be hauling on the ropes at the side of the gangplank to clear the pier. Just before the gangplank was completely upright on the boat, these burly, tattooed men would leap across the moving gap. The engines were roaring and the boat was already drifting away from the pier, sideways on. We were waiting for them to fall in, but they never did. We could see the biggest, fattest tyres, now. The ones chained to the pier to stop the boats crashing and splintering as they docked, a thou­sand times a day. 

As soon as the ferry reached the Woodside terminal, we would race downstairs to stand on the painted, ‘don’t step over this line’ line, or lean over the edge at the side of the gangplank, to watch the fascinating process that brought the boat to the landing stage. The ropes would be unwound from the capstans on board, this time with much heaving and ho-ing, and then flung on to the pier. The seamen would follow them in a flash, leaping ashore as the boat was still edging towards the pier, and start the figure­of-eight swirling and whirling of the ropes around the pier capstans. No sooner had the broad, planked gangway been lowered with great clanking by the sailors, as we thought of them, than we would run across, the three of us, Mummy in the middle, tightly holding hands. Lots of people did this, the weight pushing it down on to the pier with a thud. Some even jumped the gap behind the sailors. We would then catch a bus to Nanny’s house. 

If it wasn’t so warm, we would cross the road from the tram station and go down underground to catch the train – and go under the Mersey. That was really exciting, in a scary way. The first thing we had to do was go into the lift that dropped us rapidly into the underground train tunnels. We would walk in through one door and wait for the lift to fill up. First in, first out meant being pushed across to the opposite door, and then the wait. Sometimes they let it go down with only a few people in it. That must have been during off-peak times. At busier times, the lift was bursting on all four sides, which is frightening when you are knee high to a chicken. The criss-cross metal doors would be closed, and then there would be the zoom. The one that left your tummy at the top. The lift always seemed to go a bit further than it meant to go and had to heave itself back up, after it had regathered its strength. We would wait with bated breath. One time, it mightn’t shunt up. 

The walk in. The wait. The zoom. The tummy. The wait-in-panic. The walk out. We enjoyed this scare. 

Then we caught the train. We were already underground but it was the train in the tunnel that made you realise you were far from ground level. The station was dimly lit, dingy. We got on the train and huddled close. The doors closed and we headed towards the black night. Even though the carriages were lit, we thought we were in the dark. As we went through, Mummy used to have us looking for fish through the black reflection of the windows. We counted them out as we went. We saw lots. Goldfish, mainly, swimming past the windows. We checked to see that they were closed. We were under the Mersey, but we believed we were in it a wonderful, magical version. When John was with us, in his teenage years, when Mimi’s laws were splintered, he saw sharks and whales. And cod and haddock. He would be laughing with Mummy. As soon as we left the tunnel to come out into daylight, we would all be laughing. We had lived to tell the tale. What a journey that was. A short walk and we were there. 

Jackie and I were living in a bubble. A glorious, rainbow­coloured bubble that expanded with our needs. We didn’t know it then, but life wasn’t going to get much better than this. We knew nothing of nostalgia. We only knew the present and it was good. 

Gabriel García Márquez says that before adolescence, memory is more interested in the future than in the past, and that recollections are as yet unclouded by nostalgia. I was not yet pining for this house and our life in it. I was living and loving it. 





Chapter 13: Foster Care 

When I was about seven and Jackie was four, we were woken up in the blackest of black night to the thuds of feet on the stairs. I screamed and ran into my parents’ bedroom. Mummy was slumped over the edge of the bed, rocking, crying. She was in a pool of blood. Daddy was kneeling in front of her, crying, trying to cover her with a blanket, talking to her. ‘They’re here. It’s all right. It’s all right.’ 

It was a devastating scene. I couldn’t take my eyes off the blood on the bed and the floor. 

Two ambulance men unfolded Mummy and carried her down­stairs, where they put her on a stretcher and took her away. That night, instead of going to work, Daddy had to stay at home, with us. 

The next day Jackie and I were taken to another house, where there were people we didn’t know. We have had many instant, inexplicable flashbacks to this place, even before we understood it. The long, gloomy, unlit hallway, with the mosaic floor, with no light to reflect its beauty. The dark brown stairway. The back room upstairs with the table, with the food we didn’t eat. The attic bedroom where, in desperation, the caring couple locked us in to stop us escaping. 

I knew which part of Liverpool we had been taken to. I had seen through the letterbox, before they pulled us back and up, when they let my father out. 

I tried to open the door, but I was too small. I was trying to take me and Jackie home. Daddy came in the mornings, before he went to the hospital, and before he went to work. Previously he had been going to see his very sick father every day. I don’t know when he was managing to see him now. 

If he hadn’t carried on working, paying the rent and bills, there would have been no house for anyone to go back to. He explained that to us, on his knees, in the gloomy, unlit hallway. I’ll be back tomorrow, Hen. Big kisses from Mummy. She can’t wait to see you. Look after Jackie. 

Then the big door was opened and he escaped. Bolt, bolt. 

We were living out eternity, in a strange place, waiting to go home. Jackie was crying all the time. I had to get us out. I had decided on the day and the way. The next day, as soon as Daddy left us, we were going willingly upstairs. And out. I leaned almost right out of the bedroom window and saw how far down it was to the yard at the back. A long way. There was a drainpipe right there. I was already climbing trees, but Jackie was so much younger. I knew that I would have to go first and drag her down by her ankles, bit by bit. If she could slip down to sit on my shoulders, that would be even better. We would be out. We would deal with the problem of the giant back gate when we got there. 

Our dream of escape never became a reality – I was still plotting and planning when Daddy arrived the next morning, singing and clapping and hugging us in the dark hallway and took us home. 

I think our stay in foster care lasted about three lifetimes, known as weeks. But although it didn’t last long, it had such a profound effect on us that we had plunged it deep into an abyss and wiped it right out of our conscious minds, for many years. I don’t know that John ever knew of it. I think not. 

I am not certain exactly when the fostering episode happened. I just know it was summer and I was about seven, so it would have been 1954. 

In retrospect, the only explanation I can think of is that Mummy had had a miscarriage. When I asked her, Nanny said that she knew nothing about it. She also said to me that we had never been in foster care. But maybe they didn’t know. Nanny was good at remembering. If she had known about the fostering, she would have told me, or at least agreed, with a tart comment. What was your mother supposed to do? What were we supposed to do? I think she didn’t know. I think that none of my mother’s sisters knew. I think that if I were my mother at that time, the last people on earth I would have entrusted my children to would be my sisters. You could be taken into hospital, sick and incapable, and come out in three weeks to find you had no daughters left. I think my parents talked this through in a nano-second. I think that Bobby wouldn’t let Judy’s sisters near his children. If his mother couldn’t look after us, then he had to find another way. 

In my recent investigations, I went to find the house. I knew exactly where it was. I recognised the big, forbidding door. I tried to look through the letterbox, but it was blocked off. The whole building had been a bank and was now being renovated for offices. I spoke to a workman outside and asked him about the hallway. He said it had an old mosaic floor. 

However we coped with the short fostering episode, as a family, we seemed to pull through together, and happy times followed the sad ones. I have memories of Jackie and me in our parents’ bed, at this age, reading stories, playing I-spy, with Mummy’s beautiful big brown eye, drawing, playing word games, the can-you-remember-what-is-on-the-invisible-tray game, adding another item each time. Daddy always put ridiculous things in like cars and boats, which made us laugh. They also made the game easier. All of us in their bed. We all slept together. I didn’t have to get up to go back to school. I had quite a long time off during that term, and no sooner had I returned to school than it was the beginning of the long summer holidays. Bliss. 





Chapter 14: My Son John 

1954 proved to be a groundbreaking year. Following the fostering fiasco, when my mother must have been in fear of losing all her children, she rose from her sick bed stamping her feet. 

It was evident that John, now 13, was too old to be kept from his mother any longer. Mimi couldn’t lock him up. John wanted to be with us and he was coming to see us as much as he dared, encouraged by both my parents. The record was getting less of an airing because ‘My Son John’ was becoming more a part of our family life. 

As his visits increased, he became less circumspect with Mimi concerning where he was spending his time. This caused rows between them, but it also brought a certain clarity to the situation. I don’t remember Mimi ever coming to Springwood while my mother was alive, and none of the neighbours remember seeing her, only hearing about her from John, so I imagine that Mummy went again to Mendips, this time not to be rebuffed. John was coming often. He was truanting from school to come. He was staying at the weekends, when he could. Mimi knew where he was. She had to wake up. 

However it happened, the sisters obviously came to some agreement, because for the first time we began to visit Mimi ourselves, going to Mendips with Mummy. I can remember being in the sunny garden, playing, while Mummy and Mimi sat on the grass, drinking tea, so I imagine that this was during the summer holidays, only a short time after Mummy’s hospital stay. 

That summer we saw a lot of John. He stayed on and off throughout the holidays, and we went to Mendips and read and drew with him in his bedroom. We made paper skeletons and hung them from the ceiling, to frighten Mimi. We thought this was hilarious. 

John took me to the wasteland at the end of the row of houses and showed me where he played cricket with Pete Shotton and Ivan Vaughan. Jackie, not yet five, wasn’t allowed out of the gate, as Mendips was on a busy main road. 

This was a truce. The cold war was clearly over, and the wall could be dismantled, brick by brick. Whatever had happened between Mummy and Mimi, some sort of peace had been declared. From that summer on, John came to Springwood much more, with or without Mimi’s approval or permission. He some­times brought friends with him. 

For Mummy the joy of having John with her so much more was enormous. Whenever he was there her pleasure was palpable. At last her beloved son was able to be part of our family in a way that had been strictly limited until now. He even came with us that summer to visit Nana’s holiday cottage in Wales for a few days. Along with her two sisters, Maggie and Florrie, Nana owned a small holiday cottage on a farm near Dyserth, in North Wales. We called it The Bungalow. We went there from time to time, to be in the countryside and to play in the big field. We rolled giant hay bales around with great difficulty, to construct dens and playhouses, where we could have picnics and think we were hiding. When John came with us that summer, the only time he ever came, he helped us build a mini village, more than we’d ever managed before. 

On hot days, we would travel along the seaside coast from the village on an open-top bus, loaded with our swimming costumes, towels, brightly coloured buckets and spades, drinks and butties in a huge shopping bag. We sat upstairs at the front, squinting into the horizon, wanting to be the first to spy the sea, jumping up and down in excitement. On colder days, or wet days, we would stay inside and read, tell stories, trace and draw pictures, colour in books, do jigsaws and make dens on the bunk beds. That summer my father tried to teach my mother to drive on the field, where it was safe. She hit two cars before we left. I think that the lessons ended there. 

We would only ever stay for two or three days at a time. I imagine this was as much time as my father could take off from work, and having a car made it feasible to have a short family break. 

On John’s fourteenth birthday, in the October following the summer of peace, Bobby made him a cake, with orange and lemon peel – his speciality. We had a birthday tea in the kitchen, when Mummy and John played instruments and we danced. 





Chapter 15: Snapshots 

Ours was a happy home although from time to time my parents quarelled. They had a passionate relationship but they always seemed to resolve things in the end. When we came in from school Mummy was always there, often singing to herself in the kitchen. She would never have let us come back to an empty house. 

She was a good cook, but stuck to straightforward things like stews and roasts. It was Daddy who did the fancy stuff like cakes and puddings. Mummy never wasted more time on housework than necessary, she couldn’t see the point. She refused to have a washing machine when Daddy offered her one, because washing, starching and ironing the dress shirts and stiff collars he needed to wear for work was not her idea of fun. She sent the lot to the Chinese laundry. 

What Mummy always had time for was us. She was an artist and an entertainer. If she had been born into another time, she might have exploited her talents outside our home, but as it was, we were the beneficiaries. Outside the house, she could ride bicy­cles with her feet in the air, run races, skip, juggle with three balls, do head-stands, hand-stands, the upside-down crab and cartwheels. Inside the house, she could draw, paint, sing, dance and play instruments. These included the banjo, the ukulele, the piano and the piano accordion, with all the keys and buttons and pleats, à la Edith Piaf. We spent hours dancing as she played and sang to us. 

Though not vain, Mummy cared about her looks and took trouble over her appearance. She always wore bright red nail polish, on her toes as well as her hands. And she gave herself regular oatmeal face-masks and kept her hands white with lemon juice. She also took brewer’s yeast tablets for her complexion. My father adored her. He was what was called a dapper man; he wore a camel-hair coat and a brown trilby set at a rakish angle. He was very tactile, with Mummy and with us. He would lift me and Jackie on to his knees for cuddles – his little girls. 

Because he worked during the evenings we often saw little of him for days at a time. He’d be there for breakfast, but would be gone by the time we came in from school, and would come home long after we were asleep. He usually had to work at week­ends too, so his days off, when he was at home to play with us and cook us treats, were special. Daddy loved messing around in the kitchen, up to his elbows in flour, baking us apple pies or sticky cinnamon buns. 

John always got on well with Daddy. He called him Bobby, but to his friends he called him Twitchy, because Daddy had a nervous little cough, like a tic. I think he had been very ill as a child and this was the legacy. Daddy always gave John pocket money when he came over, and the two of them would joke and play together. I do remember one time, though, that Daddy was, quite rightly, furious with John, who’d been smoking in his room and acci­dentally set fire to the mattress. ‘You could have burnt the house down!’ he shouted. John was apologetic in a sort of mumbly teenage way. 

Both my parents were strong characters and at times they rowed loudly. Other times they gave each other the silent treatment. Jackie and I would keep out of the way until it was over, then we’d walk in to find Daddy with his arms around Mummy, as they kissed and made up. We always knew they would. 

Our family of four extended often to include Nana or John. When Nana came to stay, which she often did, she shared my big bed. She would come to bed after me, of course, when I was meant to be asleep. I would hear the door being gently pushed open and her quiet, low breathing as she felt her way across the bottom of the bedrail to the window side of the room. I would lie there in the half light and watch the divestment. This was a fascinating process, involving concentrated fiddling with the tiniest hooks and eyes which tied together whole-body wrappings of whalebone, edged with pink satin. When she had freed herself, she would pull on a long, white, embroidered cotton nightie and lower herself slowly into the bed, facing the window. I would wait until I heard her breathing become steady, then I would roll myself into her large, soft back and know nothing until morning. 

When John stayed, Jackie and I slept together, so that he could have the other room. We whispered and played guessing games and story games until we drifted off to sleep. 

John had little peace from us when he stayed. We jumped right into his room and right on to him. We pulled the covers off, shouting for games, bouncing and pouncing on the bed, giggling. We had one game where John raised his knees and we would sit on top of the hill. He would count odd numbers in any wrong order, which made us shriek with laughter, then he would drop his knees flat, grabbing our arms so that we wouldn’t crash to the floor. John was wounderful fun. 

On weekday mornings John dressed in school uniform, like me. He had to leave before me, to catch the bus at the top of the road. I only had to cross the road by the bus stop and I was there. 

If it was a glorious Saturday, we could make plans. This often included the park and the cinema, or the pictures as we called it then. Those were the days when you had the little picture, followed by Pathé News, followed by the big picture, often followed by the little picture again. There were times when John took me and we saw the entire programme twice over. I was sometimes aban­doned, with an Orange Maid lolly, while he disappeared into the black, to meet his friends outside. I think they were smoking. There were a lot of cowboy films and then, later, there were the many times that we went to see the first Elvis films, Loving You and Love Me Tender, accompanied by our mother. 

One particular memory of John’s schooldays from about this time is when he was booked in to get the cane, as a punishment for some misdemeanour or other. It was probably one of many occasions, but I remember this one because he had a defence strategy. Two pairs of trousers! Padding against the whacking. We were treated to a very funny demonstration of how he would enter the room, saying what a nice day it was and asking how the teacher was and what did he want. When the imaginary head teacher exploded with anger and reached for the weapon, John bent over the kitchen chair and held his breath, waiting for the inevitable impact. We laughed ourselves silly at the scene, which was to take place for real on the following Monday. I am sure that John was being a lot more blasé that he actually felt, and that making light of the matter with us was an attempt to lighten his own load. He even said ‘Thank you very much, sir’ as he stood up. In the kitchen, I mean. 

Sometimes, when we had started to go to Mendips to see Mimi and John, he would take me out through the front gate. There were two places to go. One was the waste ground or tip, just at the end of Mimi’s row of houses, where we could run about, hide or play cricket. The other was to play ‘get the golf-ball’, a common pastime for many of the local youngsters as a pocket-money aid. 

The golf-links were immediately opposite Mendips, on Menlove Avenue which rolled its way down to Allerton and came out directly opposite the high school I was to attend in a few years. We would cross to the golf-links and walk along the edges of the fairways and greens, waiting for a ball to fly or roll in our direction. Sometimes we could just see white golf-balls in the long, rough grass at the sides. John slipped these quickly into his pockets. He and his mates would take them home, clean and bleach them and then sell them back to the golfers in the club­house, or even as they were playing, for a shilling – which was a whole week’s pocket money for me. If a ball appeared by chance, zooming through the air and then landing close by, out of sight of the golfer, John would push me forward to collect it. Some­times, you could actually see the owners of the ‘lost’ balls coming along the fairway. If I thought I was going to be caught, I wouldn’t go, and John would have to race on to the grass himself. 

Running all the way down the left-hand side of the golf-links, the left-hand side from the Mendips end, that is, was a real country lane. Blackgates Lane. The same lane that we walked along with Mummy when we started to visit Mendips, and the same one that took us, if only rarely, to see Harrie and David in The Cottage. The lane was, and still is, full of fruit bushes – blackberries and blackcurrants – which we gorged on when the season was right. Or even before the season was right. It is about three-quarters of a mile long, but then seemed endless. However, there were distractions on the lane itself, and not just fruit-picking. 

One was a Nunnery. We often saw the nuns in their long black garb, seemingly floating up to Woolton or down to Allerton. You had to look hard to catch a glimpse of their black lace-up shoes. They always appeared to be gliding. I used to try to imitate the float, but you really needed the long outfit to make it work. They took on the same illusory appearance as someone who rides past on a bicycle, behind a hedge or a wall, and appears to be gliding along unaided. If we’d had a close shave, trying to get a golf-ball, we could run like hares through the hedges into the lane and disappear into the Nunnery grounds, where we would hide from the nuns. Guilty consciences! 

John showed me the other hiding place, which was a stable. You had to stroll in there, as if you had a horse of your own, as many families did. It was a brave thing to do. Once in there, you could get right up to the horses and stroke their noses and all down their long necks and feed them grass. I just loved those horses and so did John. He must have found all this with Stan, a few years before, when making their way along the lane to Mummy, in the days when Woolton was still out of bounds to us. When we started to go there, after the sanctions were lifted, we lost no time in showing each other our discoveries in the lane. I already knew about the nuns, as we had passed them before, but the horses were the real find. I didn’t know then that I was building a fortress against loss, but I was. In later years, after Mummy died and we moved to Woolton to live with Harrie, Blackgates Lane became such an important place for me. Every day I walked down it to school it took me in the direction of Springwood and memories of Mummy. It became my private comfort zone. 





Chapter 16: Part-time John 

John had problems in not living with us full time. One of them was explaining the situation to other people. Children are sheep and have a flock mentality. So his friends and our friends all wanted to know this: why did he live with his aunt when his mother was just down the road? 

But he had no answer. Neither did we. 

The very fact that you have to explain it to people just wears you out. You have to make it up because you don’t know why yourself. They are making you face the problem you can’t define or fix. And in the end, you want to hit them just for asking. And for pointing out that you’re not normal. It happened to me and to Jackie. So I’m sure it must have happened to John, all the time. 

I remember wondering why John had to leave our house and our Mummy and go somewhere else. I started to think about it for myself when I overheard John and Daddy talking in the kitchen one day. I froze at the table, making myself small, as chil­dren do, the better not to be sent off or to miss a word. 

My father was telling John to stay if he wanted to. He was holding his shoulders, looking right into him, the way Nana could do. He was saying, ‘You don’t have to go, John.’ He would go to see Mimi, himself, right now, he said. This can’t go on. Let’s sort it out, once and for all. 

This was the summer term of 1955, when John was fourteen. Although he was visiting us openly and more often than before, he still had to go back to Mimi’s at the end of each visit. And he was becoming more distressed at leaving our mother. At leaving us. 

This time he had shouted and cried. That’s why Daddy had taken him into the kitchen, away from us, to talk. John was sobbing, Daddy was holding him. ‘I can’t, I can’t,’ John said. ‘I’ll be in so much trouble, I’ve got to go. But I’m going to stay all summer.’ 

But John didn’t get to stay with us all summer. He was sent to Scotland with Nanny and her son Michael, to keep him away from his mother and the house of sin. He had been to Scotland before, of course. In fact, he had been that Easter, but he had never been sent with Nanny before. 

I have mentioned that Nanny poured her entire being into her only child. Michael was never going to be the middle child like she was. The Misfit. 

I think that although Nanny never forgave Julia for having the affair that led to Victoria/Ingrid, and absolutely never forgave her for living with Bobby while married to Alf, before she had a child of her own Nanny had actually
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