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ONE
Mum and I are standing behind Dad who is on the shiny chrome zed-beddy thing known as the bier. Unusual for him he’s at our knee level, going absolutely mad and fuming in his coffin. For a start, he’s dead. This is severely pissing him off, as we’re all alive. He can do absolutely nothing about anything and must lie there prone. The coffin is not at the end of the range as someone had recommended, and has a gorgeous bunch of Flowers Plus that I chose, on top. Someone hands us a card to write on and Mum says I should write on it for all of us. I’m going to put, ‘To Dad, from All of Us.’ Mum intervenes and says, ‘Put To Dearest Dad.’
I sort of start to explain to her that that’s not what we would say, being emotionally protestant as a family, but she insists that I include the word ‘Dearest’, so I write that, and stab the pin in place.
The minister is standing facing us as we wait to go in.
We decided on a Methodist minister, but Mum got all contradictory in the funeral parlour and introduced the idea of a Humanist service, though in discussions before she had definitely ruled that out. The parlour rang to say they had one, and he would pay us a visit at our convenience to talk about what to say. Mum mentioned the minister’s name to Aunty Sylvia and Aunty Sylvia said she thought this minister was black. Mum said something, then Aunty Sylvia said, ‘Why, is that a problem?’ Mum says she quite likes the idea that the minister will be black, that Dad would have been pleased. I’m not so sure, as all bar a handful will be white, but don’t say anything.
As it happens, it turns out that Aunty Sylvia got it wrong.
The white minister and Uncle Ray come round to conflab.
Uncle Ray says to say that Dad did a spell in the army.
I say, ‘Is spell the right word? The fact is, he did National Service and was instrumental in the partition of Palestine! He was a driver for a brigadier, with only one hand on the wheel, the other being kept free for shooting.’
It really seems that Uncle Ray is trying to get back at Dad for something, what with this put-down and suggesting the cheapo coffin.
They want it said that the family business was renowned throughout the area for honest dealing and friendly service.
I say, ‘Is that appropriate? Some customers might not have thought so! For instance, there was that woman who parked her car at the bottom of the drive with handwritten notices all over it claiming that Edmundsons had ripped her off... ’
‘But she was mad!’ one of them says.
Then Uncle Ray wants it said that Dad was very proud of his grandsons’ achievements.
I say, ‘Don’t say achievements!’
Uncle Ray says, ‘Why not? He was proud of their achievements.’
Me: ‘It’s not appropriate at a funeral. It sounds like bragging. Also, pride shouldn’t be dependent on achievements. That makes it conditional. Love isn’t like that.’ But I don’t say love.
Amongst other things not said by me:
‘Yeah yeah, straight A stars – whatever... but they’re competing with one another at home as well – not to do any housework. And they’re like racehorses – they don’t have any choice in it. And let’s hope they are horses, not zebras, like Clive was, whose ankles snapped as soon as the rider got on, a Bridget Riley strobe of pain on the racecourse known as Oxbridge University.’ And then, because I didn’t say this, Mum didn’t say, ‘All right we don’t want a lecture!’ either.
I want one of the readings to be, ‘Lay not treasures up on Earth...’ but Mum says no as this is preachy. The minister wags his finger at me and says, ‘That’s you told!’ Later I realise he was sort of taking the rise out of Mum, but at the time I’m completely baffled by this action. Mum chooses ‘The Lord is my Shepherd.’
The minister is standing facing us as we wait to go in, but we can’t, as Clive isn’t here yet. I say to Mum, ‘Does he know?’
‘Know what?’
‘About Clive’s problems.’
Clive doesn’t like me calling it his ‘problems’ though. He once did an impression of me saying the word ‘problems’ as if it were a huge piece of chewing gum stuck in his mouth.
She leans forward and conveys the information. Then says to me, ‘It’s best to be honest.’ Yeah, right. The minister is sympathetic and says we can wait a little longer. Dad must be utterly beside himself, but he’s dead, so must remain silent. ‘Oh no, come on, there are other people to attend to I’m sure. We can’t hold up the queue,’ says Mum. I look around desperately but no sign. We take the decision to go in.
The bier is wheeled and we follow, and the minister says, ‘In the presence of death we have sure grounds for hope, because the Lord who shared our human life and death was raised again triumphant and lives for evermore...’ and I find it quite moving, as after death we shall all once again live, and get on ever so well.
During the first reading there’s a commotion at the back. I look round with relief to see Clive, Clare, Michael and Jacob making a running entrance. Phew. Yes.
The only complaint I have is that the music is a bit tinny and crackly-sounding, but each piece chimes in on cue.
Fast forward a few months to Aunty Sylvia’s funeral:
Clive and Co. aren’t late for this one. The minister is a bottle blonde and says, ‘I am the truth, the resurrection and the life sez the Lord.’ The bottle-blondeness and the over-yorkshire-isation of the word ‘says’ into ‘sez’ grates. It’s not that I’d mind a woman minister for my funeral, I just don’t want one with dyed hair who sounds uncouth. Although I expect Aunty Sylvia, who also had blonde hair, doesn’t mind.
Adrian and his sons speak, as does Jeremy’s eldest. Adrian says he knew from early on in life that his mother would always be on his side. He recounts an anecdote from childhood where he was rude to a neighbour, and afterwards Aunty Sylvia stormed round to the neighbour’s house to tell her off. I compare this to my childhood, in which this wouldn’t have happened. Then I wonder if having such a doting mother is overall such a good thing.
Reel back to Aunty Sylvia’s beloved brother-in-law’s funeral:
Mum and I lead the file out. The place is packed to the gills with grey and black people, for Dad was a great person. I’m in grey and black also, but trail a bright pink scarf from my handbag. I’m wearing a short black jacket from M and S with gigantic buttons which Clare later says she admired. Jacob takes Mum’s other arm as we proceed down and she says, ‘My wonderful family!’ Mike, seventeen, is crying his eyes out. His long hair and tears fly around his head in a fantastic non-protestant way. Clare is also crying as she is walking. Everyone regards this as we proceed down, joining the procession. Then we line up just outside the door, shaking and greeting the mass. Clare says, ‘Shall I take my embarrassing son away?’ I give her the house keys and say we’ll meet her back there.
Uncle Ray remarks to Clive, over the heads of several other people who hear, ‘You made it then!’ Clive later comments on this, furious
Clive, Mum, Uncle Ray and I do the shaking hands honours. A small woman who I don’t recognise but who is a friend of Mum’s, nods up towards to Clive, then whispers to me stagily, ‘How’s he doing?’ Right at the end come the couple who bought Carr House off Mum and Dad. They’re art lecturers, but you wouldn’t know it, in their long black overcoats.
The minister refuses all refreshments apart from tea and a small sandwich, and sits in Dad’s old chair talking to Clive. I wonder if Clive is on one, but think to myself, well a man of God damn well ought to be able to deal with that, bloody hell. A long line of light blue grief cards officiates along the windowsill. Only two out of about thirty are the same design as one another – a type with a red flower. The red flowers stand out.
Earlier on, cousin Adrian had phoned Mum to say he was sorry he wouldn’t be able to come, as he was on his way to an assignment abroad, but that he would be represented by Ann. Then he said, ‘I bet you haven’t been phoned up from a plane before!’
I spend most of the time in the study with Jeremy, Michael and Jacob. Actually, it’s the freezer room. Jeremy and I drink some of the beer, but 99.999% of the alcoholic drinks are left over. Mum was right about them only wanting tea. Also, just before the do, a case of wine addressed to Dad came from the house insurance company. ‘Just at the right time!’ we said. Now we’re saying, ‘But that wine will come in!’ There’s a bottle of champagne stashed too somewhere by my feet, waiting for the right time to be opened, which hasn’t so far happened for fifteen years. It was Jeremy, who when he was a little lad, donned a pile of his mother’s clothes and came down and performed a strip-tease.
Aunty Margaret’s soft tinkling laughing drifts in from the other room, a lovely powder blue sound like talcum falling on glass. She’s not a real aunty. To a background of charcoal grey chatter. I think, Aunty Margaret is a fantastic example of being elderly. She still drives everywhere, goes on holidays abroad and wears strappy sandals and nail varnish. Mum hasn’t been abroad for years due to Dad being ill. She used to say her Kleeneze man compensated – with all the gadgets in the catalogue that is – like a brush for cleaning round the back of taps.
Standing in the freezer room with Jeremy, Mike and Jacob is like being a teenager again when Uncle Ray pops his head round the door and says, ‘So you’re all in here, are you!’ I concede that it may look as if I also have never progressed past the teenager stage, I suppose because I’ve never procreated. I’ve been on the platform so long waiting for my train to come that the next generation have caught up with me. But there’s a plus, which is they’re cooler than the grown-ups. Jeremy’s children aren’t here, but that would not be expected.
These were the best family photographs ever of Clive, Clare, Mike and Jacob. Jacob is having a go in Dad’s chair, doing an impression of Dad. Clive and Clare are holding hands. You’d never think it, or suspect anything. Mum and I look drained. Clive said, ‘Ah – you and Mum sitting together – you’re a couple now!’
I imagine Dad looking down at the party with resignation, like a person watching the tide advance inexorably over a complicated sandcastle they’d taken all afternoon to build. But he’ll be grateful for the compensation of being out of physical pain. Someone in there will be saying, ‘He’s at rest now.’
I’m really annoyed I spent so much on that grey spotted blouse. The press-studs are unreliable, the peplum is frumpy and I don’t know what on earth you’re supposed to do with the belt.
Whatever I might think, I have to admit that Dad was loved by a lot of people. He was the archetypal gentleman. He would have said it was great that the minister wore an earring, which Uncle Ray keeps saying is terrible, and that he had real Yorkshire vowels. Re: Clive and Co. being late, he would have said, ‘Typical!’ And what’s more, the crem was full of flowers from the previous deceased, so we did all right there.
TWO
Dad sits by the window looking out at The View. He’s never warm enough even though the sun’s streaming straight in. Like the other two, this house was chosen for its sunny aspect. He has his personal stereo on and his bad leg stretched out. He keeps getting up to turn the central heating up, according to Mum. She shouts at him for it. He looks sheepish. The sweat’s rolling off me.
I go to see them every week and stay over. I live twenty miles away, south-west, at the other side of the valley. Dad’s been ill for a long time. He started with a heart attack fifteen years ago. Then after his coronary the sweat poured off him and he had palpitations night and day. Then he had a pacemaker fitted: That was like someone doing the gardening in his chest, he said. But then he was diagnosed with prostate cancer. And he also has diverticulitis. And arthritis in his knee so he can’t walk. On top of all this, he’s depressed. Mum can hardly leave him. They’re pleased I’ve moved up to live near them. I’ve bought a cottage with bare stone walls on the inside. I do home help jobs, in between artwork. I no longer have a mortgage, which helps.
Dad sits in his chair, Walkman on, reading the paper – then looking gloomily out over the valley. Someone told him something thirty years ago and he’s never let on about it, we find out later. But at the time of Dad being alive we know nothing about his bottled-up secret. Correction: Mum has a clue about it, but I know nothing. Is it the secret that’s making him ill? When we’re alone, which I avoid, he talks morbidly. It’s just a succession of hospital visits stretching into the future, he says. He doesn’t see any hope. He looks out over the valley and says, he doesn’t see any hope. He’s sure the cancer is growing inside him. He’s sure it’s spread. This is why he keeps booking himself in for all these tests. But the prostate cancer is controlled, I say. It’s not the invasive type. He says he’s sure the stomach pain is a result of the cancer growing inside him. And then there’s the back pain... One time, when we’re driving in the car to get eggs and Mum isn’t there, he tells me he was recently asked for his phone number and he couldn’t remember it. So now he fears he’s getting Alzheimers as well. But not to tell Mum.
Hardly anyone comes to the house and they don’t go on holiday. They go for walks around Belle Valley Park. Dad still drives. They don’t go round to see Uncle Ray and Aunty Sylvia anymore, because Uncle Ray has told Dad he doesn’t want to see him if he’s only going to go on about his ailments. When Uncle Ray comes round to visit Mum and Dad, Aunty Sylvia just sits in the car and waits. The group of people my parents refer to as ‘the Family’ often visit though. This is my brother Clive, his wife Clare and their children Mike and Jacob. They come round a lot, but not as often as they come round after Dad has died. Of course, I am Family too, though not referred to as such, as Clive, Clare and Co. are. I am their Dutiful Daughter. I loathe this, their description of me. But I have to put it in. It’s pertinent.
But quite often, Clive and Co. don’t come, because Dad can’t cope with them. Rather, Dad can’t cope with Clive. Clive has a Cancer of Aliveness, and Dad nearly has an extra ‘e’ in his name – these two states aren’t compatible, so Clive, Clare and Co. have to be put off. Either this, or Dad goes upstairs to get out of the way. Clive wanders round, talking silly. He says stupid things, but he never happens by accident to say the stupid thing which happens to be true. He moves things around, looks in drawers, gets things out. But he never happens to look in the drawer and get the thing out which would prove it. Actually, to be perfectly honest, Dad never got along with Clive even when Dad was well. Dad can’t go along with the daftness, in the way that sometimes you just have to.
Dad has always looked at me as if through a pane of glass, and part of what made the pane of glass must have been the Secret.
But sometimes he shouts at me to lay the table, which is a notch worse than the pane of glass look. I’m on tenterhooks all the time in case I’m not doing enough. He says I have to get driving again, so I do. I drive them out in their car. Dad’s pleased about this, and enjoys shouting at me when I don’t change gear soon enough. He says the argy-bargy cheers him up. But on the way back from Bolton Abbey he insists on driving instead. I don’t drive them out in the country again. But they say, why don’t I drive them to the Lake District? I say, why can’t they go with Uncle Ray? They say they don’t want to go with Uncle Ray. They want me to drive them. But I think that if I did, he’d take the keys off me again and drive himself. Oh heck, I really don’t want to go to the Lake District... Taking the car out on my own, for my own purposes, would be unthinkable.
I take him to the health centre for an x-ray. Mum comes along. He has to be practically lifted out of the car, and on the way back he falls by the front step. He often falls. A neighbour has to be summonsed to help him up. He’s always worse after the falls. He’s really dreadful after the falls. After the falls he never seems to get better. But he can still drive, and he drives a day and a half before he dies.
On the last day of his driving, they drove to the doctors. The doctor saw him getting out of the car and told him off – said he shouldn’t be driving. When he got back in the car he had to ask Mum to put the ignition key in. He was losing his grip, couldn’t hold the key.
He has to get up to go to the loo about fifty times in the night, he says. And he has to use a catheter. When I stay, he sleeps in the room next to mine, Mum being in the front bedroom. He says he sometimes can’t rear himself up to a sitting position, so will keep a whistle handy. When he needs to get up to go to the loo, he’ll blow the whistle. I have to listen out for it, so I can come and help him. Sure enough, the whistle blows. I get Mum up to help. I do the heavy heaving part, employing the techniques learnt in the Moving and Handling training for Home Helps.
Eventually, one night I’m not there, he falls down on the landing. Mum calls the hospital and he’s taken in. The week before, he went to the toilet downstairs whilst I stood outside waiting – waiting to help him up the stairs to bed. When he came out, his walking sticks went crashing everywhere. The next day I phoned Uncle Ray, who was a doctor. I asked, ‘I need to know, is he dying?’
‘No, he’s not dying.’
‘He wants me to go every week. I’m trying to go every ten days or two weeks. Once a week seems a lot. Once a week could go on indefinitely. But I will if he’s dying.’
‘No, he’s not dying. But I’d go once a week if I were you. Go at the weekend when Clive and Clare go.’
‘That’s not convenient. I usually go mid-week.’
Uncle Ray says that most of Dad’s problems are psychological. He says that a patient like Dad should never have been told he had cancer, and that he wouldn’t have been told in the past, in his: Uncle Ray’s day. He says he might have some pain from the prostate cancer implant – though I mustn’t tell Dad this – but apart from that, all his pain is in his mind. Dad takes massive-dose painkillers, along with all his other pills lined up in egg cups on the sideboard. When he rushes to the middle drawer to take more painkillers, I say, ‘Maybe the pain’s worse because you’re taking painkillers.’ But the advice doesn’t get through. In the nineteen-seventies Dad was addicted to Valium. Uncle Ray had recommended this brand new range of tranquillisers that didn’t kill you if you took an overdose like Marilyn Monroe did. But Dad had become addicted to them, and it had been a nightmare getting off. Dad says he has to do as he’s told, otherwise he’ll get into trouble. I am not one of the people who can tell Dad.
There’s one time, I just refuse to go once a week. I want to go in two weeks’ time. He’s in bed. This is unusual, because usually he’s downstairs in the chair.
‘Oh, can’t you come next week?’
‘I’ve a lot of work on. I’ll come a week on Sunday, then. Then it’ll just be ten days.’
The week I don’t go, he invites some friends over who he hasn’t seen for a while. He doesn’t complain about his illnesses. They have a good chat. Then, on the Friday before I’m due to go on the Sunday, he dies. But the last time I saw him, the time when he was in bed, he didn’t look at me through the pane of glass. He looked at me over it. He’d wound the window down, and looked over it. I didn’t like it though. He looked at me as if I were a resource. Or it could just have been – because I wasn’t used to it.
But on the day we registered Dad’s death, Desert Orchid the racehorse died. In 1989, after overtaking the mud-loving horse ‘Yahoo’ during the last moments of the Cheltenham Gold Cup, his rider said of him: ‘I’ve never known a horse so brave. He hated every step of the way in the ground and dug as deep as he could possibly go.’
THREE
Why Clive is like he is: Everyone has an opinion.
Mum saying, ‘So it’s my fault, is it?’ Dad storming at the doctor, ‘Well I won’t accept that! If that’s the case, he might as well go and throw himself in the canal!’ Edmundsons consolidating when Clive was at a crucial age. Genes. Dad looking out of the window, looking terrible.
There’s a pitter patter of large feet across the lounge carpet. It’s mushroom colour with an embossed swirly pattern like the skin on cold coffee. We bought this semi-detached house off Mr Waugh. I get mixed up and ask, ‘Did Mr Waugh live here because there was a war?’
The grown-ups head for the window and exclaim, ‘The View! What a marvellous View you have here!’ I collect up the marzipan they don’t want and consume it with strong tea. I wonder what this View is? I think all houses look over a wide valley where cars move like ants on the other side and orange lights which I think are stars twinkle at night.
There has just been a war. The inside of our house is mushroom, maroon and smoky blue. The fences which run down to the road at the front, and up to the field at the back, are maroon. They’re cracked and flaking, matt.
My brother is aggravating me. Aggravating is the word my mother has for it, when I go to her in the kitchen and tell over him. We were sitting at the bottom of the stairs and I’d made tents out of clothes horses and blankets in the hall. But he doesn’t like the tents. He won’t go in his one. He keeps screaming and grasping my knee. He’s tormenting me. Another word. One tent is a red tartan blanket and the other one is a smoky blue blanket with a faint red border, draped over a clothes horse.
Another time, in the lounge, I put the smoky blue blanket over my head and pretend to be a ghost. He truly believes I am a ghost and screams. He screams like hell. He’s absolutely terrified. I carry on being the ghost, ‘WoooOOOOOooo!’
The supernatural is a weird and wonderful thing. A rigid strip of A road rods it between our house and the View. I go into the garden at night and run round in circles. Over there are the yellow stars – parallel with me. Wet rose leaves are stiller than at any time in the future. The air is clearer than at any time in the future, and the sky is blacker. When I’m told that the stars are in the sky and not what are over there, I look up and see the Milky Way hazily rodding it between a zillion stars. The street lights on our section of the A road are bluey-white, like the real stars. The street lights of the villages on either side of ours are yellow, like the lamps which are not stars over the valley. Boo hoo. I don’t like us to be different.
I play a joke on Daddy. Early in the morning I go down and fetch the bread knife from the kitchen. I go up into their bedroom and stand stock still, touching the serrated edge of the knife on his neck – it’s like in the fairy story of Roland where someone gets his head cut off. Daddy wakes up and starts shaking, and shouting. He doesn’t see the funny side. I sense that I’ve just done something terrible.
When someone calls for me to play out, my heart sinks. But my mother says I have to go, because otherwise I may not be normal.
She keeps forgetting the pressure cooker’s on, and it goes off frighteningly, all whistling and jutting steam. Recipe books are the thing, and we choose a recipe to make. But we have to leave many of the ingredients out, as we don’t have them or can’t afford them. We never have almond essence. Ten years on, when stripping furniture is the craze, she nitromorzes a cupboard, then varnishes only one drawer out of four.
Go into that cupboard, run about in Narnia, then come out:
There’s a shade of leaf green which has gone sharply out of fashion. It’s a green which folk have come to laugh at, though I don’t. Mum says it’s ‘eau de nil’. I call it ‘Grandma’s Green’. It’s painted on a kitchen cupboard which goes from knee-level to ceiling. I love this cupboard. There are four drawers underneath, the selfsame drawers whose future lies in stripping. The cupboard is large and musty, and at the back there are small bottles of essences. There’s also something deadly-looking called cochineal. The deadly red cochineal is caked all round the rim of the tiny bottle. It has a cap so small that you crush it with your fingers when you take it off, something sharp wafting up. The red cochineal goes to make pink icing for nignogs. Two lengths of strip-lighting hum on the ceiling.
Grandma also makes macaroons. These are sweet sticky bitty mountains made out of sugar, egg-white and coconut. They’re made in egg cups, or something egg cup-shaped. Golden syrup is also kept in the green cupboard. When Grandma makes Yorkshire pudding, which is served first as a separate course, we drip tablespoonfuls of golden syrup onto it. Yummy! On the syrup tin there’s a picture of a dead lion with bees flying out of a beehive in its body, with the words: – From strength came forth sweetness –
And cochineal is made from crushed beetles!
We’re round a large square farmhouse table, formica-topped. Now it’s the main course. Clive and I don’t want to eat the fat meat.
‘Eat up your meat!
‘I have.’
Usually, Grandpa isn’t cross. Usually, he’s funny. During the meal, he hides our plates. He points at something over there, we look where he’s pointing, and when we look back, our plates have disappeared...
Surprise surprise, they’re under the dresser! Grandma shifts up painfully to get them, places them back on the table and sighs.
‘Father!’
‘Eat your fat meat!’
I push it round the plate in silence.
‘Children in China are starving. You can’t leave your meat when children round the world are starving!’
I fix my eyes to the left, past him, to the tiles on the wall. The tiles are white and green, oblong, put on alternately like bricks. There’s a band of darker tiles at top and bottom. The tiles are mainly white, the green ones are in a diamond pattern in the middle. Some are cracked, were cracked when they were put on. The mortar is slapped clumsily around. I love that wall. How long it goes on, the fat meat stand-off, I don’t know. I envision it going on for several weeks, or until Grandpa dies. He’s not going to back down, but neither am I. I can’t. Eventually Grandma sighs, gets up and moves the plates to the sink when he isn’t looking. I feel sorry for Grandpa, having lost.
Teatime comes. Now there might be poached eggs on toast, called ‘volcanoes’, or spaghetti on toast. The Aunties may have come for tea. Grandpa will have been to fetch them, and I might have gone for the ride. On the way back, there’s a sign flapping outside a public house. When I ask what the sign is, they say it’s a ‘public house’. I say, ‘It’s not a house, it’s a sign!’
‘It’s a public house.’
‘What house?’
There’s no house on the sign! When the idea of the public house on which the sign is hung is at last dinned in, I don’t still don’t get it. How can it be public? We don’t go in it. I don’t like the flapping sign. It has a picture of a policeman on it, crying. He has a domed black hat, and a large black tear is running down his face. I don’t like to look at it. Actually it’s a Tetley sign, the one with the huntsman on it wearing a monocle – taken for a policeman crying.
The Aunties are pushing the spaghetti around their plates. ‘Eeeeeeee... tha can’t get ‘old o’ these things!’
Why are the Aunties talking about the spaghetti as if it’s ‘things’? The spaghetti is on toast, but it keeps sliding off the toast and sliding off their forks. I suppose this is why spaghetti hoops were invented.
After the main course there’s fruit and cream, but I don’t like cream. If they don’t have cream, they have top of the milk, which I also think is bleurgh. The fruit is served in small facetted glass goblets. My favourite is ‘baby oranges’, which are tinned tangerines. There’s also a choice of fruit salad, peaches, apricots or pineapple. Grandma keeps the tins on shelves behind a fawn curtain in the boxroom. On the floor, apples are kept, their bruises browning.
Then, we always have Battenburg cake. I peel the marzipan off, separate the pink and yellow squares stuck together with jam, arrange them on the plate, then eat them. The snake of marzipan is saved for last. Strong tea is poured out, Grandma pouring it from a green teapot into green cups with saucers, and passing them round. She was ‘Mother’, before anyone said it. Be careful not to drink right to the bottom, as tea leaves eaten can be a shock. A strainer? What’s that?
Ten years later, I’m a health-food fanatic. And when Clive has his first do, I tell him about a dietician called Adelle Davis.
Driving along with Mum last week, I mused that it probably wasn’t the flipper that hit him on the head in the French swimming pool, or the genes of all the crazy men on Dad’s side. It was probably because she had toxaemia when she was pregnant, and forgot to finish him off in the womb.
‘But when he went camping, he did get very cold in the tent, that time,’ she replies.
We turn into the road and the View comes into view.
FOUR
‘Grandma, why does God only like men?’
‘That’s not true. God loves everybody!’
‘No he doesn’t, he only likes men. He doesn’t like girls. It says in the prayer: ‘And all God’s friends are men.’
I was told to put my hands together and pray at night: ‘God bless Mummy, Daddy, Clive – when he was born – Grandma, Grandpa, Granny, Uncle Ray, Aunty Sylvia...’ and so on, until I’d mentioned everyone, and then to add at the end, ‘...and all God’s friends are men.’ Except it wasn’t ‘are men’ Mum told me to say, it was ‘Amen’. It was only much later, seeing it written down, that I realised, together with wondering why everyone said ‘are men’ after all the other prayers in Chapel. So I decided, long before I could read, that it might not be a good idea to have much to do with God, as he didn’t like me. I had a gut instinct away from the Christian god and towards feminism from the off.
There’s a species of pea that’s like a sweet pea, but the flowers are entirely pink and it has no scent. I saw it on a seed packet – it was called ‘Everlasting Pea’, a perennial. So I bought some everlasting pea seeds in the Heritage Wildflower Range from the local Ecology Centre, and tried to get them going – but with no luck. They germinated, but refused to establish themselves in pots of John Innes No.3. Sometimes you see them cracking through concrete in neglected front yards – and they used to grow out of the Bomb Shelter at Carr House.
This stony hollowed-out place that Mum went back to calling the ‘Turnip Store’ had no roof, so it would have been no defence against bombs. But in the beginning it had an arched stone roof, and when Grandpa, Dad and men from the Garage (Uncle Ray having absconded to avoid helping) dug the earth from the back of Carr House using only wheelbarrows, Dad piled some earth on top of this turnip store. So now it was the Bomb Shelter, and quite camouflaged. Poorer people had to make do with more obvious bomb shelters made out of domed-over corrugated iron, miniature versions of which pigs live in nowadays. If they were too poor to afford even these, they hid under the table.
An eerie early morning light shines on Dad’s fourteen-year-old knobbly knees, Uncle Ray’s dodging chubby rosy knees, Grandpa, the men from the Garage and the wheelbarrows in this Dawn-of-Carr-House-Time. Dinosaurs had only recently been banished from existence and the Earth was entering a new Carr-House-inacean Age when Grandpa came into ascendancy. Within a decade and a half I would be born, a species who in turn would turn out to rule the globe. How epochs thread like glittering beads on the string of time, each one clashing against the previous one, sometimes shattering bits off the previous one, thus spoiling its pristine glamour!
At first there was what was called the phoney war, when no one was sure whether there would be a war or not. When this was over, and the bombs started falling (though none fell on Carr House despite the civil defence searchlight swinging out behind), they tried out the Bomb Shelter once or twice, but found it too damp, cold and abominable to put up with. So Grandpa sandbagged the small window in the Far Room right up, and brought the beds down. Then Grandpa, Grandma, Dad and Uncle Ray slept in a row against the back wall. Grandpa also wedged a piece of sawn-up telegraph pole under the main crossbeam. Eventually, the roof of the Turnip Store collapsed.
I only knew the Bomb Shelter collapsed. If you went into the Barn through the large blue double doors, there was a smaller door at the other side of the Barn which gave out onto a path, and to the right side of this path, you could just see it. The Barn was full of junk: old car parts, scythes, oil cans, wooden and metal boxes, and angular rusty things without name. On the left was the Old Toilet where Dad and Grandpa had once cornered a rat. Rats hate being cornered, and jump at the cornerers’ throats, biting them dead, if the cornerers don’t strike first. There was a toilet-pan but it wasn’t working. Dust and rubble had collected all around it – there was a bakelite light switch in the partitioned-off toilet though, indicating that at one time in the dim and awful past, people had had to come out of the house and go into the Barn to go to the toilet.
There was a dark blue oil patch in the centre of the Barn floor, because oil always leaked from underneath cars in those days. The Barn was the last place you would imagine any hay, but next door there was a pigsty where some bales of straw were once kept for an animal. It was years before I associated the word barn with farming. A barn was a place where huge trip-over-able rusty forgotten things were kept. Where we lived in the little pebble-dashed house down the road, there was a farm opposite, where the fields dropped down into the valley. Some large advertising hoardings stood in one field, proclaiming Daz or whatever to the motorists driving past. So in the way that I thought barns had nothing to do with farms, I thought farm meant advertising hoarding, and would say, ‘Look – there’s a farm!’ whenever we drove past hoardings anywhere else. In that age, the Car was famous.
Swallows with white fronts came to nest in the Barn every summer. Grandma hailed their arrival. They plopped on Grandpa’s car, so he put a dustsheet over it. When the barn had no car in it, you could run in through the large front doors and suddenly see the beautiful view out of the other side. But before this you’d have to have gone to the back of the Barn via the back kitchen door and opened the Barn’s back door. The Barn’s back door was grey asbestos, painted green on the outside. It was bolted on the outside, so that if an intruder got into the Barn through the front, they wouldn’t be able to get to the back of the house. With the back door opened, when you ran into the dark, oily, hazardous, bird-ploppy Barn, the immediate view out of the other side was the masses of hot pink flowers that grew out of the Bomb Shelter.
But wait, the Reader is most likely envisioning the wrong kind of flower... It wasn’t rosebay willow-herb, which grew up out of bombsites up and down the country. The Bomb Shelter had never been bombed, so it would have held no attraction for rosebay willow-herb. Rosebay willow-herb did grow at Carr House, but in the back field, because Grandpa was always deliberately setting fire to it to keep the grass down. Rosebay willow-herb gave off millions of white fluffy seeds which we ran about amongst in the autumn. The seeds were tightly packed into fleshy needles, kind of horticultural plutonium rods, which would split disastrously, releasing unabatable misery.
‘Mum, what are those pink flowers called that grow in the Back Field at Carr House?’
I was hoping she might say ragged robin, which was romantic- sounding. She told me the name with a groan – A terrible flower! But I’ve found out recently that this terrible flower, which not only Mum but everyone thought was terrible, started its career off auspiciously. It was imported from abroad to be a back-of-border plant in Victorian gardens. But unfortunately for it, it immediately ran amok, multiplying enthusiastically in burnt ground, which previous plants shunned. Everyone was soon repulsed by its flame-shaped flowers, raggy leaves and plutonium seedpods.
And yet, in the present day, rosebay willow-herb has been overtaken by Himalayan balsam as Most Hated Flower. (The wild-flower book also calls it Policeman’s Helmet or Jumping Jack.) Mum says this horrid pink arsehole-like plant has always been around, growing mainly near sewage works, and it’s only recently that people have begun reviling it in a concerted way: ‘When I went round the bend, I was confronted by a wall of Himalayan balsam!’ a sister of one of my Care clients said recently. It grows on the banks above the river path between here and the studio, and lynch mobs of botanical klu klux klan storm out in the early hours of weekend mornings to rip it out. They go on the radio to talk about how it’s proliferating too fast and ousting native flora, though by what Mum recounts from her eighty-two-year-old memory and in spite of its name, it sounds fairly native to me. You can tell the lynch mobs have been by the sickly wilting handfuls of stalks they leave strewn across the path. They’d never be able to tear it all up as it’s just about everywhere, but the hope seems to be that the hoards of plants growing above will look down and be afraid: Himalayan balsam will henceforth use plant contraception, commit vegetable-suicide, or ideally, repatriate itself to the Himalayas.
It seems to me that, in the same way flamey rosebay willow-herb was the most hated plant of wartime, anus-like Himalayan balsam is most feared plant in the age of pollution. But what the whacking-it-flat advocates don’t realise is – hard-wired into the DNA of Himalayan balsam – is the ability to make all its seeds jump out, whenever it’s attacked.
So – wild everlasting peas grew out of the Bomb Shelter – not anything else. Go out of the back door... run round the front of the house... run into the Barn... pink! This was very beautiful, but more to the point, it was very posh and romantic.
You may be asking, ‘What do I do in my studio?’ I’m an artist, and I work in knitting, at the moment. You may have heard of Marcia Edmundson. She’s a distant relation. She’s an RA, but I don’t know whether she’s on the judging panel for the Summer Show. She’s the daughter of Bert Edmundson the watercolourist. Bert had to scratch a living, but Marcia’s done really well.
FIVE
My house is alive. It was built into the hillside. In the nineteen-forties there was a movement to get houses like mine dug out at the back, to get them freed from the hillsides to eliminate damp. So a narrow trench was dug out behind my house, then paving stones were laid over the trench, so you wouldn’t know.
My house once had a damp course, but now the damp course is worn out. It wasn’t mentioned on the particulars. I know it had one once though because there are holes drilled in the stones along the front, and no damp comes up there. They also put a skin of plastic under the flagstone floor. The edges of the plastic flap up from under the flags by the damp course wall. In between the edges of plastic and the wall, is soil. Pebbles and grit collect in this browny trench. Sometimes I put the crevice tool of the Dyson in to suck them out – But more always arrive.
My house is falling down. It’s falling down infinitesimally slowly. This is because it’s built of sandstone and there’s no plaster on the walls, apart from in a few selected places, places the people before me selected – for lightness I expect – or because there was something utterly utterly dreadful on that section of wall that wouldn’t come off. And inside, the sandstone stones are gradually crumbling. Sand gradually gathers at the base of walls, in the soil trench, and it drops into pans – pans which hang on ancient nails above the cooker, which is about thirty years old. Only three rings work but the oven gets red hot. Sealing the walls would be a bad idea though, because then the damp would have nowhere to go. It would condense on the sealed walls and water would drip down. Black mould would grow. As it is, the porous walls absorb the moisture and they dry out of their own volition.
On the wall at the back, behind which the channel has been dug out, it’s black where the wall meets the floor. And a copper pipe runs along above the blackness. It’s soily behind the copper pipe. This copper pipe has a growth of turquoise on it. The soily-blackness behind the pipe is just not acceptable for a kitchen area, even by my standards, so I let the woven plastic mat from Ikea trail up the wall a bit to hide it. Water rumbles through the copper pipe – it’s not my water – I think it’s water going into the neighbour’s house, but I’ve never looked into it. My house is siamese-twins with the neighbour’s house, their water gurgling through mine. The pipe is shaky. The pipe goes through a hole in the bottom of my stairs, comes out in the understairs bit, then goes off through the party wall into their shower, or whatever. I don’t hear much through the party wall – maybe a dog bark, or an argument, if I’m here on my own without the TV on or anything else. The silence in my house is like a blanket. Sometimes, you just have to put something on, because the silence is annoying.
Upstairs there’s a bathroom and a bedroom. I don’t hear anything from next door up there either. But once I was woken in the morning by the sound of an electric piano. It was as if the piano was there in the room. But it only happened once, after a Christmas. He must have had the piano bang against the party wall.
The stones on the outside wall are by no means neatly pointed. When it’s windy the wind whistles through, so I stuff bits of paper and material in. But I can never stop the draught. There are also bits of material and paper stuffed in that were evidently stuffed in up to eighty years ago, and one-inch-square plugs of wood with a nail sticking out. You’re sitting cosily beside the stove and there’s a fresh breeze blowing round your head. But this is all part of it. In the ruggedness of the stones cobwebs collect, covered with sandstone dust. In some seasons the white cobwebs seem to grow overnight. Daddy-long-legs dance along the walls.
In the parts that are neatly pointed, the people before decided that the pointing should be black. I think this was because in the olden days they used to mix soot with cement for grouting. But the artificial soot-cement grouting was grating on the eye. It was like living in a stone-age Mondrian painting, a Mondrian which allowed diagonals, in which the coloured parts were only beige, and where relief was allowed. I couldn’t live with it, so I asked a friend what to do.
‘Mix some emulsion paint to the colour you think, and paint it over the black.’
The painted-over grouting is extremely successful. You wouldn’t know, by anyone’s standards, that it was emulsion paint
Black ants live behind the stove. I put some organic ant killer on them, so they moved to a place which is easier to get to with the crevice tool of the Dyson. I hoover them out when they get to the wing-stage and leave the sucked-up ants in the Dyson, still teeming. I start to keep the Dyson in the shed. Sometimes when I come down in the night there’s a slug making a meal of a blob of sauce on the cooker. I put the light brown slug outside. Usually it’s only the trails of slugs left to be discovered in the mornings... shiny trails everywhere, over shoes, everything. Never mind – Dyson up the silvery threads...
It vibrates. This is because the house is opposite a mill which is still working. It can’t be helped – just find the source of the rattle – probably a metal thing placed too near to another metal thing. Find it, and move the two metal things apart. Now it’s just a noise, like a train going past. Only the train never goes past. A noise like that – you can live with that.
Then there were mice. I trapped them one by one in a little tube trap – set them free at the front. The little things zig-zagged off. The last one must have been the runt, it was tiny. Contrary to what is often said about humane traps, the mice never returned.
I’ve put a third of a yard of carpet salvaged from Carr House at the bottom of the stone stairs. The stone stairs are hugely hollowed-out by the boots of people climbing up and down them over the years. My friends sometimes put their feet in the hollows and say, ‘Look – he started with this foot – then he leant against the wall – look! Look!’ The piece of carpet from Carr House is the piece I salvaged when Mum and Dad got a new carpet for the dining room. I didn’t want them to get a new carpet. I liked the old carpet, so I salvaged this piece. It just fits, even the bit that sticks out, which goes in the hole near where the water pipe goes in. Mum laughs at this carpet. ‘Oh! Carr House!’ she laughs, as she comes downstairs, ‘I keep seeing bits of Carr House!’ This is also because I cut up the cushion cover Grandma made for the settle in the hall at Carr House, and made bags to hang on the wall by the door. In the embroidered bags I keep plastic aprons and latex gloves for the Care work, so I don’t have to search for things when I go out of the door. Because of the boot-gouges, Mum has to come down the stairs sideways. I’m so used to them now, I run up and down in bare feet. The stone of the staircase is rough. The stones of the flags downstairs are very very very cold. Sometimes I take the mat up and lie on the cold floor.
Mum likes coming over to my house. She comes on the train. When Dad was alive they only managed to come twice. She didn’t come on her own. She doesn’t stay the night – she goes back on a selection of trains and buses, armed with various timetables printed out from the internet for a plan B or a plan C. She does jobs for me in the yard, like cutting up an old Christmas tree a neighbour left in the shed, or unblocking a drain. She can’t believe how well the plants grow in my yard, in the tiny plots uncovered when I had the slabs taken out. Extra plants grow like billy-o in pots.
It was at my house one summer’s day when she came in, exhilarated by the journey and the fresh air – when she burst in and blurted out the Secret.
SIX
Strains of Beethoven and Mozart drift out over the valley from our little house on the A road – swelling out over the flat hills – then falling out of sight into a distant chasm. It’s a landscape that goes on to be a backdrop to the Mersey Beat and yearning soul music, but in our house, besides the stereo (pronounced old-fashionedly to rhyme with ‘cheerio’) that we share with Uncle Ray (he arrives every two weeks to fetch it, then two weeks later we go over to his house to fetch it back), which emits long dreamy orchestral phrases building into tear-jerking crescendo, there’s the clatter and jangle of an ill-tuned piano, which Mum plays and sings along to in a breathy voice: ‘The Streets of Loredo’ and ‘Lord of the Dance’.
When he left school, Dad went into the Garage. He comes out on Saturday dinnertimes. At weekends he smokes, with Mum. Mum introduced Dad to smoking when they met at the dance hall ten years ago. He says that when they met, she never told him she wore glasses. By riposte she says that when they met, he never told her he was going to go bald! Smoking is their weekend treat. Before dinner he goes to pick up Granny, who is Mum’s mum, from her flat in Leeds. Staying in our house is Granny’s weekend treat, and she looks after us while Mum and Dad go to a concert in Leeds Town Hall. Granny smokes, but doesn’t wear a watch. But she wears lipstick, unlike Grandma, who is Dad’s mother. But Grandma talks on the telephone, which Granny will never do. So they are both like adults, but in different ways. I debate: Who is the most grown-up, Granny or Grandma? Grandma wears a watch... but Granny wears lipstick... and it doesn’t get any clearer.
On the way to work at the Garage, Dad picks up Aunty Poppy. Aunty Poppy only agreed to be bookkeeper at the Garage on condition she’d be given a lift there and back, Mum says. But on a Friday she agrees to a lift in the Works Van, because Mum wants the car to go to Willis Ludlow’s. But the Van is not a vehicle to which Dad would subject Aunty Poppy a full five days a week. And he wouldn’t have suggested the Van for a Friday, only Aunty Poppy offered. She said she didn’t mind the van for a Friday. Granny introduced Mum to Willis Ludlow’s: It’s the first supermarket in Leeds.
Aunty Poppy is an Edmundson. Grandpa wanted her to work at the Garage, because as family she wasn’t likely to cook the books. He’d had a series of bad episodes. Aunty Poppy is the daughter of Grandpa’s brother.
On Willis Ludlow day, I go to Grandma’s. I once went on a Monday instead of a Friday, but that must have been too much for Grandma. Grandma was doing the washing. Everything had been cleared from the middle of the kitchen and the washer was central. She was heaving the washing up and threading it through the rollers. The rollers were sticking up behind, like the control panel on a cooker. There was water all over the red tiled floor. Grandma was heaving the washing up and out, sloshing it everywhere. The washing had taken over the entire kitchen. Grandma looked jiggered. Norma Scott was standing there, arms folded, nattering on. She didn’t sit down. Norma Scott just stood there by the kitchen door, nattering on and on and on.
Later, Grandma said to Grandpa, ‘It’s no good, Norma Scott coming in and nattering. It stops me getting on!’ Grandma has her work to do, and Norma Scott is hindering. Grandma may have a cleaner, but she still has plenty of work to do.
Dad drops me at Grandma’s. Grandma cuts an orange in half, embeds a sugar lump into the centre of it, and I run into the front room (which Grandma calls ‘Through’) with the orange-half, stepping down from the kitchen a small step, through the dark hall of dancing dust-motes, now down a bigger step (Grandpa says he lowered the floor of ‘Through’ because Grandma was tall) and squelch the juice out of the orange and suck up the sugar. Sugar lumps are expensive, Mum explains that’s why we don’t have them at home. Then I turn the orange outside-in and peel the whole lot off. Sometimes the orange juice stings.
I might play out with Malcolm Scott from next door. I like playing out with Malcolm Scott. We play in the garden, and in the fields. They aren’t a farmer’s fields. They’re our fields, and there’s a horse belonging to a farmer-type lady from the village who rents a field, which eats sugar lumps off our hands. And in the fields there are rotting carcasses of vans that Grandpa’s bought at sales. Going to sales is the only time Grandpa gets up early in the mornings. He keeps referring to it though, as proof that he can get up when necessary. If he’s not going to a sale he stays in bed till dinnertime. There’s a phone upstairs. He bought the decrepit vans in army surplus sales for the project of doing up and selling them, but he didn’t do up these ones. They have no windows. They have holes in the roofs. Stringy weeds grow up through the bashed-out bottoms. Rusting metal bits stick out. One hazard is nettles. I’m always getting nettled. Then you have to pick a dock leaf and rub it on. Then there are wasps. Malcolm Scott is a year younger than me, but he goes to a private school. Carr Cottage, where he lives, shares a drive with Carr House. But Carr Cottage is more like a house, because it’s newer. Our Carr House is more like a cottage, but it’s bigger.
Grandpa gets up at midday and sits by the range with a mug of tea. The range has a fire burning, but Grandma cooks on gas. His tea is in a blue and white striped mug, and he mashes the tea in the drinking-pot using a shiny metal spoon that has a lid and holes in it. Grandma says, isn’t he silly, getting up so late! Grandpa says he can get up early when necessary. He stares down into the tea and smokes. Then he goes and shaves by the sink, putting the foam on his face with jerky movements, looking into the mirror on the door of the green metal cabinet. A bush has been planted outside the kitchen window so he can’t see into the window of Norma Scott’s and vice versa.
If I don’t go straight out to play I go upstairs. Potties full of orange jelly stand on the landing, waiting to be brought down. The jelly is jellified wee wee. The landing carpet is dark pink. The wee wee is an orange circle, ringed by the cream coloured potty, on the dark pink carpet. I go and play out, then Malcolm Scott comes in and we play in the kitchen. I hang string around the trolley and hang dolls’ clothes on the string with toy pegs. It’s washing day. I tell Grandma that Malcolm Scott and me are going to get married. Grandma says, it’s ‘Malcolm and I’.
‘What?’
‘Say, Malcolm and I’
‘What?’
‘It’s Malcolm and I’
‘No it isn’t! He isn’t going to get married to an eye!’
She laughs. She says that that will be in a long time! I say no, it will be soon. The trolley is painted green. It has a plaited rim around the top, painted Grandma’s Green. When the trolley is taken through to set the table for when company come, Grandma yoo-hoo’s loudly for help lifting it down the steps.
After dinner, Grandma goes for her lie-down. When Grandma is having her lie-down I’m told to be very quiet. They listen to The Archers together, then Grandma goes upstairs for her lie-down while listening to Woman’s Hour. The day is divided into definite sections: Morning is entirely different to afternoon, which is completely different to evening. Evening starts at six o’clock after tea.
In the afternoon we go to see the Aunties. The Aunties are Grandpa’s elder sisters. One day, Grandpa has had an accident with his thumb. He wears a black thumb-glove on it. The nail is going to come off, he says. He takes the thumb-glove off and shows me the nail, all black.
‘Why is it coming off?’ I say.
‘So a new one can grow.’
‘What?!!!’ Horrified.
We’re going to see the Aunties, and we’re going to show the Aunties Grandpa’s thumb.
‘Why aren’t they married?’ I ask Grandma, when Grandma’s in the pantry – in the cold pantry where a long time ago Dad once locked Uncle Ray for a joke. Grandma looks down at me shocked, and laughs that I should ask such a question!
‘I thought all grown-ups got married!’ I say.
It’s ten minutes’ drive away. They live in a little house on a cobbled street, with a garden at the other side of the street that they don’t do.
We leave the car by the train station and walk up the ginnel to the cobbled street. On the way to the Aunties’ house is a sweetshop where Grandpa is known. The oldest Aunty is Aunty Sadie. The younger one is Aunty Jessie. Why have they never been married? – Because of the War – when all the men were killed. Why are they so old? Because they’ve never had children – Mum says. They don’t get hold of me to hug, another consequence of that.
They have extreme Yorkshire accents, described as Broad. Aunty Sadie says, ‘Eeeeeeeeee!’ a lot, and knows all the words to ‘On Ilkla Moor Bar T’at’, which one day Grandpa will ask her to sing for us. The small room is full of pot dogs, which Grandpa says will soon start barking. ‘When will those dogs start barking?’ he says, and laughs. ‘They’re going to start barking!’ Before living memory there was a picture on the wall of an old-fashioned couple courting, but nowadays this picture has been made into a firescreen for Grandma and Grandpa’s. A delivery man had called into the Aunties’ house, seen the picture of the courting couple, and commented that it wasn’t a suitable picture for two unmarried ladies to have up. So they asked Grandma and Grandpa to take it away. Grandpa shows the Aunties his poorly thumb.
On the way back to the car one time, Grandpa says, what would Grandma do if he, Grandpa, started to beat her? Would she go to Aunty Sadie and Aunty Jessie? He laughs. He asks it again, ‘Would she go to Aunty Sadie and Aunty Jessie?’ He thinks it’s very funny. We get into the car and he looks at his black-slinged thumb on the steering wheel – if it was that thumb time – and he laughs at his joke. ‘If I started to beat you, would you go to Aunty Sadie and Aunty Jessie?’
Grandma winds the window down and looks out, pained. ‘He says some funny things!’ she says.
– Then t’ducks will come and eat up t’worms – Then we shall come and eat up t’ducks – Then we shall all have eaten thee –
Consider that...!
The next day’s a Saturday, when Granny comes. I go with Dad to pick her up from her flat. On the drive into Leeds there’s a railway bridge we have to pass under. I have to close my eyes for passing under the railway bridge. I did it once, and now it’s become a superstitious thing to do. It would be very dangerous to keep my eyes open for that bridge. Another eye-closing necessity is for passing the ‘Executex’ building on Buckledon Road. It’s not a matter of superstition: ‘Executex’ is really frightening. It must be where people are executed, or something. I have to avoid looking at it, so as not to be reminded.
‘When people have their heads cut off, what would the cross-section of their neck look like?’ I wonder. It’s a very morbid wondering. Think about it... Don’t think about it... And listening to Mum playing ‘The Streets of Loredo’ over and over again – the song about the gunned-down cowboy all wrapped in white linen. Shot – Dying – But still singing a song... Think about it... don’t think about it...
I come to the conclusion that the cross-section of neck would look like a sawn-off treetrunk, with rings. But it would be red.
‘Bosomworths’ on Buckledon Road is another sign not to be looked at, for a different reason.
SEVEN
If Mum was being visited by Dad from the Spirit World, which incidentally as a Protestant she doesn’t believe in, he’d be saying, ‘Joyce, why the heck did you tell her?’
Don’t worry, they’re all up there. When Henry the Eighth burnt the monasteries down there was a tendency, which loads of people followed for the next five hundred years, to maintain that the Supernatural was a myth. Martin Luther kicked it off: He got annoyed because the Pope was selling certificates that would supposedly exempt folk from their sins once they’d died and gone to Purgatory. Well obviously the Pope had gone too far. People do seem to go too far. Now, protestantism has given birth to atheism, and atheists have proliferated the view that actually there is no afterlife at all. Some, like Aunty Jean, have ordered ‘No Funeral’ for themselves after they die. They just want cremating, without ceremony. I don’t know what we’re all supposed to do when Aunty Jean dies. Hardly remark on it I suppose.
Speaking of it all in terms of ‘energies’ is going too far as well. Look: They’re all up there, on a cloud, if you want to envision it like that, in their best clothes – The best clothes they had on Earth, because they can create anything from their envisioning, anything they want. They’re envisioning it mainly for our benefit, so we can envision them. Some of them envision Mohammed strolling past, others Jesus and Mary. The reason people don’t want to envision all this going on in heaven, is because they don’t want to be seen having sex by the ones up there. It all comes down to this, though protestants and atheists don’t want to admit it. Neither do they want to be observed sitting on the toilet, nor committing crimes. Well I’ll tell you, they can see you committing crimes. They can’t see you having sex though, as this is hidden. However, they can see you on the toilet, but most of them only watch that once or twice as after that it gets boring.
Mum says I mustn’t pass the Secret on to anyone else. I mustn’t tell Uncle Ray, let alone Clive, because, think of the upset! Besides, it’s not her business, and she may be viewed as an interferer. She’s instructed me to keep it quiet until she goes. What she means by this is, until she dies. But what does she expect, telling me? I’m the Rebel, after all! There were several upsets in the past due to me being the Rebel. These upsets may have been forgotten. These upsets may have been over-ridden by Clive’s upsets, who has several capital-letter-words to describe him which I won’t write down here. And recently I’ve become the Dutiful One, as Clive’s titles have at least exempted him from the ghastly task of Duty. But originally, I was the Rebel, remember! – There was He Who Shall Be Nameless, who I moved in with – Good old He Who! Anyway, let’s not talk about that...
When she told me the Secret in my cottage, when she burst in through the door like my cat Tricky-Troppy did through the catflap in London, after being banished to the wilderness for two years because a bad cat had moved in next door who attacked him and his friend Bellows every time they went out, then when the people with the bad cat moved away and it was safe to come back, and he burst in looking all astonished – when she burst in like that and told me –
I said, ‘Well, I’m not particularly surprised!’
I had thought that that might be the case, on my own. It had been a pop-up in my consciousness, but one of those that immediately pops down again. Like when I wondered, ‘What is she grasping the wing of Dad’s chair for?’ And, ‘Why is she making all that fuss about that piece of paper for, and why is she shaking it?’ And, ‘Why did Dad say that, “that is what he thought”, when he handed the paper back?’
Because when I asked Dad, ‘What is what you thought?’ he didn’t reply. So I never thought about it again.
In case you’re interested in the Tricky-Troppy story: When he came back, looking none too undernourished I might add, he lived happily for three years, then died of a throat growth. It was probably all the miaow-ing he had to do in the wilderness, by which I mean the suburbs of Lewisham. It’s sad, so I’ll shut up about it. Bellows stood his ground, unfortunately. Unfortunately for me because he had an overactive thyroid and bellowed all the time for grub. Hundreds of catfood tins loaded into bike panniers (sachets had only just come in, and I wasn’t letting him find out about them) costing thousands of pounds probably, all wolfed down feline red lane in a second to fuel the frantic miaow-ing for more catfood. In the end he got heart trouble and I had him put down. Because, if I’d had him cured (another grand, that would have cost), he’d only have recovered to do more bellowing. And I know pets are supposed to lower your blood pressure, but I’m sure he wasn’t lowering mine.
When she told me the Secret, I said, ‘Oh, how interesting, I thought that once.’ And cooked the sausages. Then, as we were eating the sausages I said, ‘Oh, it’s fascinating in a way, if it’s true.’ And, ‘It’s funny how it was kept a secret, isn’t it, because actually it’s not a bad thing at all is it?’ Hoping she’ll remember He Who Shall Be Nameless, and feel regret. ‘Ho hum, I’m hardly going to talk about it at all, because you’ve just revealed I was correct all along, and I don’t need to crow...’
But that is not to say, that they are not all bastards.
And – Reader – they were organic, free-range sausages.
Later, I need to go out and buy some cigarettes.
Then another dip, the fall, into the well... The thing to remember is, we’re neither normal nor happy.
Don’t forget don’t forget don’t forget that. I’m trying to get out. The irredeemable bastards. Pull out the typewriter, break open some cans. Put some music on... write to the loud music. Walk around a bit.
It’s raining, and I pull the stool into the open doorway. The phone rings.
I tell her about the courgettes: ‘There was one that didn’t come up right, and the slug went for that one. I’ve read that dodgy ones give off a scent they’re attracted to and they leave the others alone.’
One year, just after they’d moved into the new house, she was overhauling the garden at the front. She was ripping out some weeds and a neighbour said, ‘Do you know what you’re ripping out there, it’s honesty!’
It’s raining, and I’m sitting in the open doorway. It’s very beautiful. The plants are sucking up nitrogen... the leaves feeding the roots. The brilliance of light and dark... The trick is just to accept it, to watch. The sound of grey rain. Head-of-a-pin snails activating. Don’t forget, don’t be deluded, we’re neither normal nor happy. Don’t pretend. Don’t try to get out of it.
At one time, people who fell off the sane-plane were caught by the safety net of religion. Then they spent the rest of their lives writing hymns like, ‘Daisies are our silver...’
Now there’s a new safety net called Art, and some poor souls caught in that end up writing the modern-day equivalents of ‘Daisies are our silver...’ even going so far as to perform the odes in public, or doing suspicious paintings, or knitting bollocks whatever. Gardening’s a tonic. You can’t really go wrong with gardening. At least if you do, the results aren’t embarrassing. You just do things differently the following year. I’m not using slug pellets. I pick up slugs and snails with bare hands and relocate them to the compost heap, at night. Better idea: Get that salad-swirler they gave me out, price still on it of course, line it with a plastic bag and call it ‘Slug Motel’. Collect up the slugs and snails, put them in there, then once a week cycle out with it swinging from the handlebars and dump them in the woods, preferably in a clump of Himalayan balsam.
‘There’s that strange woman again, who knits, with the slimy swinging carrier bag!’
Oh god. At least I don’t have cats anymore.
Light up. Stand up. Sit down. Get rid of it.
Dad has a face like a sack with holes punched in it for eyes and mouth. My face can look like that. The only time I saw his teeth in a smile, was when he was dead. Sorry Dad, you could have avoided this choice description, if that time I had asked, ‘What is what you thought?’ – when Mum came down waving that piece of paper – I just happened to be in the room, remember?... if you had elucidated... only I don’t really know why I’m apologising.
Here and now, Sackhole-face the second is trying to put a lighter slant on things.
So, whilst Clive does the dance of the Uber-Alive, whilst Joyce pulls the weed called honesty out of the garden then changes her mind, whilst Jack is barricaded in his bedroom eating biscuits because Clive is hyper again, whilst Mike has a great time at Imperial and swears he’s never going to come home again, whilst Clare loads the dishwasher for the millionth time after a full day, Miserable Sackface the Second tries to put a lighter slant on things. But at the bottom of a well – not that Miserable Sackface the Second has ever been at the bottom of a physical well as opposed to a mental one – Even though it may be day outside, the parallaxes of light or some scientific jargon – would make it seem as if it were night. All you would see out – if you looked up from the bottom of that deep well – would be... night sky and some stars. Fascinating.
Is it true, Dad? I’m not so bothered about your hideous rider to the secret, your hideous morbid theory, which she told me is what you thought. I don’t believe it anyway. Or maybe I should do, what have I got to go on? But you’ll know now anyway. You’ll know the full story, and you’ll know now whether it was hideous or not.
What do you think Dad, being dead and unable to speak, but having an illuminated vantage point?
Then I realise something has happened. And it’s something I would never have wanted. There’s an unearthly silence around my house – my house isn’t shaking anymore – The factory across the road has stopped.
EIGHT
I’m in a cardboard box, and I’ve just given birth to my doll Sheila. Grandma pokes her head round the door of the dining room. She’s been in the lounge for a long time with everyone else. Other heads crane round, bobbing around Grandma’s.
‘I’ve just had a baby! That’s why I’m in bed!’
‘Have you? Are you all right?’
‘Of course I’m all right! I’ve just had a baby!’
‘Ooooh...are you sure you’re all right?’
‘I’ve just had a baby!’
I’m not poorly, for goodness sake! Why are they mixing up having a baby with being poorly?
Grandma and the Aunties have come round to our house to see Clive, who has been born. This isn’t my earliest memory. My earliest memory is being parked in the huge half-umbrella half-crow thing that Clive is in now, being parked on some grass, looking at her through a screen of wire netting, bored out of my mind because she wouldn’t stop playing tennis.
‘She can amuse herself!’ says Grandma to the Aunties. I haven’t heard the word ‘amuse’ before. I wonder what it means? It sounds like liquorice allsorts, some sort of sweet anyway. Apparently it means I can play on my own. Yeah, good job.
‘I’ve just had a baby!’
I’m going to have to drop this, it’s evidently making them uncomfortable. Grandma and the Aunties seem to wish I wasn’t playing it. Mum has made herself scarce. I’m suddenly repulsed by Sheila, my partner in the sick game. She’s a Rosebud doll with short stiff blonde hair and a rubbery jointed body. Her legs stick out to the side at angles when she sits down. Her hair smells oily, and prickles, when I stick my nose in the roots.
‘She can amuse herself!’
Yes, definitely a sweet, a liquorice sweet, probably a torpedo. They go back into the lounge. Grandpa hasn’t come. He never comes to our house. Grandpa has never once set foot in it.
Clive: When I first saw him she was dangling him upside down over the sink, giving him a bath. It was like watching Grandma doing the washing, but worse. Only, maybe she wasn’t holding him upside down. Maybe he was the right way up and I’ve remembered it wrong. He was bright red and screaming his head off. I went into the lounge, knelt in front of an armchair and put my head under a cushion to try to block out the noise. It had a smoky dark blue cover.
Though Grandpa has never been to our house, we began in his: He’d built up Carr House from a tumbledown tip into a mansion, had two garages on the go, and had had a nervous breakdown and got over it. He needed something to occupy himself, so he bought a guesthouse. He bought it before Mum and Dad got married. It was the week the king died – It was the beginning of the new Elizabethan era. Dad came to Mum all excited, and told Mum they were going to go and have a look at a guesthouse that Grandpa had bought, that night! It would be where they would have their wedding reception, he said. There had been a hoo-ha about Dad marrying Mum. Grandpa hadn’t wanted it to happen. But he had come round, because he could tell Dad was determined.
I don’t remember living in the lodge of the guesthouse as I was too young, but when I was there I met a famous person.
Mum was doing some gardening in the extensive garden of the guesthouse. Grandpa had told her the tomatoes were her job. Grandpa came to fetch her, ‘Come and meet this lady, Joyce, she’s got a marvellous little boy with her!’ The lady was the wife of someone who did a job at the guesthouse, and she had popped in with her little son. Mum’s heart sank, she tells me. She didn’t like children, and was annoyed that Grandpa had assumed she did, just because she was pregnant. I’m grateful to Mum for telling me this, that she didn’t like children before she had any, as I don’t like them either. I can see where I get it from. I’m not having a go at her, I think it’s natural. I don’t mean that we don’t like children per se, of course. It’s only when they scream and carry on.
When she went to meet the lady with the little boy with Grandpa, having had to break off from the tomatoes, she found the little boy all dressed up in a home-made sailor suit. He was a very cute, smart little boy. Funnily enough, this little boy grew up to be a famous gardener and radio presenter. So it could be said – that I met this one-day-to-be-famous-person – from the womb. And in his defence, he says in his biography that he hated having to wear the sailor suits.
The idea behind the guesthouse was that it could be a place where poor city children could go to get away, and to where people of a socialist inclination might go on group holidays. Mum had to be the secretary, and place adverts in magazines which hopefully the likes of George Bernard Shaw might read. Grandpa would tell her where to place the adverts.
Before Mum became a historian she was a secretary, and had won a prize for typing, which is more that I’ll ever do, the machinations of this laptop zig-zagging all over the place. Whilst she was studying, Mum once typed out someone’s PhD thesis for which she got paid a lot more than she expected. If she accidentally missed a sentence out, and didn’t realise for about five minutes, all the pages since the mistake had to be scrapped, including the page the mistake was on, which must have been a nightmare if the mistake was at the bottom. Thinking about this has suddenly made me feel really tired.
Eventually Grandpa got some managers in to run the guesthouse, who didn’t turn out to be very good at it. Then he sold it, after everyone rabbitting on behind his back about how he must have been losing loads of money not being able to sell it, and the man who bought it invited scout troops to stay there on outward bound holidays. Then, the man who bought it was had up for something.
I’m looking in the hanky drawer. It’s very important not to be ‘in touch’. Mum keeps saying to friends, ‘I haven’t been in touch with her!’ Being ‘in touch’ must be a very bad thing, like falling out. Fortunately, I’ve been ‘in touch’ with barely anybody. I imagine myself saying, ‘I haven’t been in touch with her!’ thinking of my Sunday school teacher or someone, when I’m going in the right-hand drawer of the sideboard to get a hanky out. It’s funny how thoughts become attached to objects, so that when you see the object again, you think of the thought. The left-hand drawer was Dad’s, for his documents and his large wallet, the middle one was for knives, forks and spoons, and the right-hand drawer was as I’ve said, for tablecloths and hankies. I’m sure you’re interested. And I might add, the arrangement pertains to this day, though Dad is dead, the middle drawer no longer contains his painkillers, and paper tissues are now in use. I also thought it was the vogue of the zeitgeist to walk along with my stomach sticking out, usually at the same time as thinking, ‘I haven’t been in touch!’ I was a child with an extreme case of premature lordosis.
Grandpa is taking me out for a ride. Grandma isn’t coming. He’s taking me to a place called ‘Surprise View’ where there’s a miniature train. We drive to a little deserted moor. The grass is short and yellowy. We pass a faded wooden sweetshop with gold cellophane over the windows. Behind the cellophane are some crisps. We go to where the miniature train is. No, it isn’t a miniature train – it’s a cable-car. It takes you on a trip through the bluebell woods. Grandpa pays fourpence and the two of us get in the car. The cable-car takes off, all rickety-rackety. We hurtle at breakneck speed through trees, weeds and bluebells. The ride is stupendous!
On the way back we stop at the sweetshop and Grandpa buys the crisps. But as we’re walking back to the car I find out that the crisps aren’t crisp. They’re more like floppies than crisps. But I don’t say anything. Crisps are a new food, like spaghetti in a tin, and Grandpa probably can’t judge. While we’re hopping over the stones and hillocks, Grandpa tells me how to go on when I’m grown up. When I grow up, I should never wear hats or make-up. And fur coats are the ultimate no-no. Chew chew, on damp crisp, a bit over-salty as well. Hats and fur coats are status symbols. Status symbols sound like smooth, cold, complicated, silvery things, such as a set of fire irons for poking the fire. He tells me that status symbols are things never to go in for. I think, status symbols sound like fire tongs. Also, lipstick and make-up are very bad things for grown-ups to wear. They are very false. He advises me not to grow up and wear hats, fur coats, lipstick or make-up. The fire tongs bob along before me, best friends with a pair of lips with lipstick on, looking very evil indeed. I say, ‘What if you need a hat because it’s cold?’
Grandpa doesn’t have an answer for that, or he says, ‘There’s a difference between a cap and a hat!’ It’s mainly ladies’ hats he’s against, and he carries on about the fire tongs. When we get back to Carr House he’s excited and tells Grandma we had a good time. He tells her, ‘We had some crisps, and they were nice, weren’t they?’
I don’t disagree. When whoever it was arrives to pick me up, Grandpa tells them: ‘Give me a child until the age of seven, and I’ll have him for life!’
‘But I’m a girl! I go on, ‘But I’m a girl!’
Another time, he’s sitting with some grown-ups on the scratchy blue armchairs in the dining room having an argy-bargy. A strip-light hums up above on the covered-in beam. Grandpa says that soon, Communism will be adopted by our country because it’s the best political system. And under Communism there won’t be such a thing as families. Under Communism, everyone will live in communes. Children will be brought up by everybody, not just by their mothers and fathers. In fact, children won’t even know who their parents are out of all the people in the commune, but they’ll grow up perfectly fine, as knowing who your parents are isn’t really necessary. Also, there won’t be separate countries anymore. There’ll be one overall World Government.
Get on the time-train. Rattle straight through to the last days at Carr House:
Same room, but not royal blue moquette anymore – now it’s Ercol chairs with Jacobean hunting scenes on the cushions, and the strip-light is gone. Dad and I are sitting up late, sitting in front of the large tiled fireplace that is the most stupendous, magnificent, fabuloso fireplace in the world. Grandpa had it built out of tiles he got cheap in a sale. I still have the tile-sale notice in a box upstairs, as memorabilia.
Once, it had an amazing, wonderful old gas fire burning at the bottom. The gas fire surround was made of copper, and the burners were exposed in a curve arc-ing backwards. This gas fire came from the Guesthouse. When North Sea Gas came through, it was condemned.
Now, it’s a gas miser with chrome ‘dogs’ coming up at either side. This gas miser is so ersatz, it’s beyond description. This gas fire is beyond kitsch. I loathe it. But the old smell of the room is still there.
The fireplace is built from floor to ceiling: The tiles are red quarry-tiles, put on with their narrow edges facing outwards. Some cream ones have been interspersed in between in a pattern. A special nook has been made in the centre where an eight-sided clock once stood, but Mum and Dad have taken this clock out because they were fed up of looking at it. Now a tiny oak-cased clock stands there, which is too small for the nook. Grandpa had the nook designed especially for the old clock. I now have the old clock, but I have given it to a friend who is going to do a watercolour painting of it. The other object in the painting is going to be half an orange with a lump of sugar embedded in it.
Dad is talking about Grandpa, which is a subject I like to talk about. Dad is saying what a brilliant person he was, ‘But some people hated him,’ he adds.
‘Yes, I know, because of – ’
‘Grandpa didn’t like women, you know. And he never wanted me to get married. But when I brought your mum home, he could see I was determined. I knew. When I met your mum, I knew she was the one. I was determined I was going to get married to your mum, and he could see that.’
Dad continues, ‘He didn’t like women. He had no time for women – didn’t trust them. He said women couldn’t keep secrets.’
‘But that was endemic... misogyny was rife in those days... ’
‘There was only one person who could tell Grandpa, you know that don’t you?’
‘Yes, you’ve said before’
‘Only one person could tell him – ’
‘Yes, I remember when Mum got the car! He didn’t think women ought to drive!’
‘He spent most of his time with men. All his friends were men.’
‘You know, he once said to Grandma, what would Grandma do if he started to beat her? That was funny. I thought that was very funny.’
Dad looks intense, intensely concentrating on what I’ve just said. ‘Some people loved him, and some people hated him. They said he was a b – ’
And Dad didn’t finish the word either.
Behind the old clock, the old clock that once stood in the nook of the fireplace where the little oak-cased clock now stands, Clive once hid notes.
NINE
What’s she thinking of, telling me? I’ve written a note: ‘There’s a big fat slug of a lie at the heart of our family – etc.’ and left four copies of it all around the house, and one in the studio. It’s in case I pass away before the proof arrives, and they don’t open my post. Then I go back and type a lot of x’s over the words ‘a big fat slug of’. They’ll be majorly upset about me passing away of course, so me passing away will sort of bury this other bad news. Well, to me it’s bad. To me it’s tragic.
You see, I don’t want my death, and henceforth me, to be linked with an image of a big fat slug. I’m imagining a white slug, not like the pale brown one I recently found creeping along behind the taps. This is a large white slug, an off-white, ravenous, shit-shaped lump of snot, chomping on the facts. And no one saw it till it was too late. I picked it out, but the thing was dead.
Mike and Jacob will probably do forensics on the note, and find the words ‘a big fat slug of’ underneath the x’s, so maybe I should type it out again, but I can’t be bothered. Why am I relying on this old technology? I ought to get Word but it costs a hundred pounds.
At night I have to keep the light on. Before I go to sleep I ask all the ones in the Spirit World how I’m doing, now that I know. I go to each one of them, and ask each one how upset they had been about it, when they found out. None of them are upset now, they say. They’ve got over it. I keep the light on, because the other night I woke myself up with a scream. Or, it was more like a terrified groan, not as romantic as a scream. I was something like a courgette and a huge white slug had attached itself to my back. It was sucking my life out. Maybe I feel so awful because I can’t tell anybody. Maybe I feel like Dad.
I email her, and mention that I’m going to tell Uncle Ray.
She emails back, ‘Please, I would not want my thoughts to be made public. It is not a fact. It is a thought. Please keep it quiet until I go. It is merely the ramblings of an old woman...etc... ’
Bloody hell, she thinks it’s Dickens. What’s this ‘ramblings of an old woman’? She’s au fait with the computer... drives to Morrisons, give me a break. And it’s a bit rich, in retrospect, her claiming it was only a thought. She’s seen it written on a website and she’s printed it off and stashed it in a drawer. But she hasn’t told me this yet. She’s saying it’s just a thought – it’s just a thought in her and Dad’s mind.
On the weekly visit, me to hers next time, I’m determined not to mention it. But it comes up. She says she’s not prepared to acquire the confirming document. I say, well I might acquire it, if I can be bothered. I might get it at some time in the future, if I can be bothered. This is a lie: I’ve already sent off for the confirming document from a public records website. It’s going to take two weeks to arrive. That’s why, after this visit, I go home and type the note, scan it in, and print off four copies.
Now, another glob of truth breaks out. Maybe it’s that as we get older, the valve that holds lies in gives way, until eventually on the deathbed it all comes out in a torrent. She says, ‘It’s down as that on the census.’
‘Oh, so what was all that about it being just a thought?’ I don’t say. I do say, ‘I’ve remembered something. I was here when you came down to Dad with something... and you were going on about something...’
‘Were you?’
‘Yes, don’t you remember?’
She goes upstairs and gets a piece of paper out of a drawer. It’s a sheet printed out from the 1901 census. This is what she was shaking about in front of Dad a few years ago. I read down the page, down all the writing from 1901, inky and copperplate.
That’s why I’ve written the note for Clive and Co. to find, if I pass on before the definite proof arrives. Proof that will come through my letterbox, which I’ve paid for: £27. Now she tells me I could go and get it from the town hall for £7. Damn, I’ll wait.
The Note: ‘...I was at Mum and Dad’s, and Mum came down from the computer room with something that Dad had asked her to look up. It was the 1901 census, released in 2001. She keeps it in a drawer in the computer room, separate from the family history file.’
I try putting it this way: ‘I want to tell Uncle Ray, because Uncle Ray may already know.’
‘I don’t think he does know.’
‘But if he does, and he thinks we don’t know, it’s awkward. Every time I see him again I’ll be thinking, “Does he know, and if he does, does he think we don’t?” It’ll interfere with the flow of talk.’ Using ‘the flow of talk’ in reference to audiences with Uncle Ray is, though, disingenuous. The talk mostly comes out of him, at us. It’s usually to do with what kind of a sex life have I got, and have I met someone to look after me yet? And when I was with He Who Shall Be Nameless, when was I going to have children? Once he suggested that I ought to have children on my own, and he was sure Mum and Dad would help, when he came to London and stayed in Bloomsbury for one of his doctors’ courses. Only now time has passed, and continuing in this way would be surreal. He did still try to ask about the sex life for a while, until Aunty Sylvia piped up and said, ‘Don’t tell him!’ which was a first, after thirty years of gruelling interrogation. So, since Aunty Sylvia netted him in, he’s backed off. Aunty Sylvia is dead now, but he’s still in netted in, I hope. But now that Dad and Aunty Sylvia have passed on, maybe a new chapter can begin, where one person says one thing, then another person says another thing, without it being the argy-bargy of Barracuda Mengeles.
Mum changes tack on the topic of whether Uncle Ray knows:
‘Dad and I always thought he didn’t know about Grandpa being in prison, but it turned out he did know.’
Oh yes... A couple of years ago, it was Uncle Ray and Aunty Sylvia’s golden wedding. Clive etc. weren’t there, as Clive had just become diabetic. All the men made speeches, including Jeremy’s eldest.
Dad feted Aunty Sylvia for being a non-complainer throughout illness, unlike himself, and said he was sorry to announce that his own family couldn’t be present. Jeremy’s eldest said, amongst other things, that he hoped he would grow up and father girls, as no girls had yet been born into the Edmundson family. Uncle Ray heckled, ‘Not too soon!’
I knew that they knew he’d been in jail, so I wasn’t springing it on them. I’d got some stuff together to give to Adrian and Jeremy, so they could show their children about that episode, and a cutting from a local paper in 1929 about the opening of the first garage. I love the cutting about the garage. Here are some extracts:
It begins: – Happy relations between master and man, both working enthusiastically and unitedly for the mutual success, was the keynote of Mr Edmundson’s remarks at the opening of the extensive new garage and showrooms of Messrs. Albert Edmundson Ltd. – ...blah blah blah..
Then there’s a subheading: –
“MEN HAVE BEEN HEROES”
WATERLOGGED WORKSHOP... the men were a tug-of-war team, all pulling together, and that was the secret of their progress –
(Apparently they’d had to bail water out of the pit before they could get under a car to repair it.)
Alderman Dickinson takes the podium: – ...there was a scheme on hand for advertising Leeds as a health resort. He congratulated Messrs. Edmundson on that magnificent garage... Hundreds of garages that were put up were very ugly and never ought to have been allowed by the city authorities, but he regarded that as a great improvement on the corner. It had opened out what had been a very dangerous corner ...when the railways came they took the traffic and the roads were neglected. Then with the discovery of the petrol engine the roads again came into competition with the railways, and now they saw the railways having to take a back seat... He often wished he could live fifty years longer, because he believed they were on the eve of very great developments in the electrical world...
“SAFETY FIRST” ...Coun. T. Goodall said ...before long he would imagine that some poet would be writing a poem entitled “The day of the last pedestrian” ...no one wanted to stop motoring, but they should make war on the tremendous wastage of life and limb ...it was not fair to blame the motorist for everything ...if the pedestrian put as much thought into his walking as the average motorist did into his driving, accidents would be fewer. Every man had a legal right to walk on the road, but neither legally or morally had he the right to commit suicide... – ...and so on.
There’s a photo at the top of the article, and you can just see the sign: – MILLIONS NOW LIVING WILL NEVER SHANK IT. THEY’LL BUY A MORRIS MINOR AND SWANK IT –
So, photocopying this for Adrian and Jeremy’s children was like light to the prison’s dark, and I showed it to Uncle Ray as well, in case he hadn’t seen it. But Uncle Ray threw it down, and when I left, one of the envelopes was dumped on the table, next to the cake with the iced decorations of Uncle Ray playing golf and Aunty Sylvia feeding the birds.
I look at the cup and saucer I brought back from Mum’s, and decide to get a shelf made for it. I put up the two foreign dolls that Grandpa brought back for me, balance them on top of the mirror. Grandpa brought me lots of foreign dolls. I was an avid collector. But I didn’t collect any on my own, because we didn’t go abroad, until Switzerland, where I bought a cuckoo clock. I’ve brought the Dutch doll and the Czech doll over. The others I’ve left as they’re a bit distressed. Michael and Jack played with them, and the papoose has completely come off the Red Indian one. I don’t know where the Russian ones have got to. It was a set of just three, one inside another inside another. The shelf for the cup and saucer will go above the computer – there’s just enough room for a new shelf there. The foreign dolls can stand on it. I’ll get the shelf made out of reclaimed wood.
I wrap the cup and saucer up in an old pair of pyjamas and put it in the back of the cupboard, where I kept the salad-swirler.
It stays there. I never get the shelf made.
TEN
When I’m born, Grandma tells Mum I have to go up there once a week, because Grandma has never had a girl and needs to make up for it. And I’m particularly wonderful as a girl because I’ve got curly hair. Grandma knows my ballet teacher, who has told Grandma that a production of Goldilocks is to be re-written around me, renamed ‘Curly-Locks’. One afternoon Grandma takes me into Leeds and buys me a dress. It’s a winter party dress with a drawstring at the waist.
I say, ‘Shall we look round a bit more, before deciding?’ But Grandma doesn’t want to look round a bit more. She seems to be in great haste to buy this dress: It’s wool, royal blue, and the drawstring has blue bobbles hanging from the ends. The skirt doesn’t stick out. Only Grandma has jurisdiction.
When Mum was eight months pregnant, Grandma and Aunty Ginnie took Mum into Leeds. Mum saw some nice organza material in Schofields which she thought would make a super lining for the moses basket I was to go in. After seeing this, they went down Briggate and into Matthias Robinsons, which is now Debenhams. In this shop they also saw some material that would have done for a moses basket lining, but it was cheaper and not as nice as the stuff back in Schofields. Grandma and her sister Aunty Ginnie wanted to buy the second, less nice material. Mum said no, she wanted the stuff back in Schofields. There was a hoo-ha. But Mum insisted, and they walked back up to get it, even though Mum was hugely pregnant. Ever after that, Grandma and Aunty Ginnie never let Mum forget that she had made them walk all the way back up to Schofields to buy that blumming material when they were both jiggered. They told the story again and again.
The green material is from an earlier time – when if you went for a walk and just fancied some fish and chips, you bought them. Some time later I look at the green material, now cut up and made into a party dress: The material is stiff, light green and see-through. It isn’t nylon, it’s something else, some canvas-type material, only the canvas a fairy would have. It’s fine, crushable and transparent. How come I possess a dress made of such fantabulous green material?
Maybe the green material was a relic from before the Fall, before the Protestant Fall. After the Fall, unlike before, if you went out for a walk and passed a fish and chip shop, and smelt the fish and chips, and fancied fish and chips, you didn’t buy the fish and chips. This was because you hadn’t planned to buy them before you set off. If you did buy them, you had to justify it, all along whilst you were eating them: ‘We were hungry... they smelt nice!..’ etc. And people did break out sometimes, like when Grandpa finished building the den out of the blown-down henhouses and sent out for dandelion and burdock. The Protestant Fall wasn’t so much because Eve handed Adam the apple, as because she left the price label on.
Mum describes her father to me, who I never met: ‘He was a different sort of man. He had interests outside the house.’ She says, ‘He went fishing and went to the working men’s club for a drink.’ He had a garden in which he grew tomatoes and chrysanthemums, and sold some to neighbours. He’d say to Mum, ‘Joyce, go and cut off the auxiliaries!’ This meant, go and cut off the superfluous shoots of the tomato plants so that the energy would go into the tomatoes. For years Mum thought the word was ogzillaries, until when she was about twenty-five she saw it written down and realised.
I hardly wear the dress made out of the green material. It’s almost too good to wear. The skirt is three flounces dropping down from the waist. The material is doubled-over so as not to be see-through. The top is lined with satin. It doesn’t matter that it doesn’t stick out as it’s not supposed to. Once, I wore it at Carr House when I was playing out with Malcolm Scott. We went down to the croquet lawn and disappeared behind the laurel hedge. In the dark, narrow, twig-sticking space behind the laurel hedge and the wall, we looked at what colour his wee was. I was in an especially good mood. The green material has this effect, so it mustn’t be wasted.
Another party dress is white nylon with tiny blue velvet spots stuck on in an oblong pattern. It has a stiff sewn-in underskirt, but a person always wears a separate underskirt as well. The separate underskirt starts off as nylon on elastic at the waist, but halfway down it flares out in frills of netting, the stiffer the better. At a party, you want your dress to stick right out, almost horizontal. I want another separate underskirt, but am told I have to make do with the one.
Mum’s dad, who died before she got married, was gassed in the War.
When he came home to Pontefract he got a job, I think in the liquorice business. Then he met Granny. It was a poor do though, as Granny wasn’t allowed to marry him and move all the way to Pontefract. She was the eldest daughter left at home, and her mother had just died. Therefore, it was her Duty to stop and look after her father. He said she could get married only on the condition that her husband came over to live in Leeds. Granny was on no account to be allowed to go and live in Pontefract. Mum’s dad-to-be was head over heels though, pestering Granny, waiting outside her house and all sorts, so he gave up his job in Pontefract and moved to Leeds. He couldn’t find another job in liquorice though, so he did something else. When they got married, Granny’s dad moved in with them after living with his sister for a while. Shortly Granny’s dad died.
It turned out, sadly, that it had been a bad move giving up the good position in Pontefract. When the thirties came and men were out of work, Mum’s dad lost his job. So Granny got a job as a machinist and became the breadwinner. They lived in a council house in Leeds. They’d been moving out in a westerly direction as soon as they could afford it, beginning in Buckledon.
Mum’s dad didn’t speak. She says it was because he’d been gassed in the trenches and didn’t have the breath. His body was sheared all over with shrapnel. He had medals awarded from the Somme, and I thought they’d been stolen, but she told me recently that they’d found them laid out all over the table at Carr House, after they’d been burgled.
Eventually he got a job sweeping up in a factory. Mum was a ‘latch-key kid’ as Granny was still working as a machinist. Mum had to go to a neighbour’s house after school, until eventually they said she could wait at home on her own. But one day she cut her finger with the breadknife while she was making some bread and jam. After that, Granny said she would arrange to be at home when Mum came in, and they would make do on Dad’s wages.
In the thirties they were very poor. Bread and dripping, accompanied by nothing but watercress, was a regular staple at tea-time. Celery was a magnificent delicacy.
Mum won a scholarship to a secretarial college, but the term she was about to start, War broke out. The school was to be evacuated out of the city, and Granny took Mum into Leeds and they bought loads of things for her to take to the country, including a hairbrush for Mum’s straight black hair. But that night Mum changed her mind and said she didn’t want to go, so they said, ‘Never mind Joyce you don’t have to go!’ Then she kicked around at home until Christmas while they all hoped the War would end and the college would come back to Leeds, so she could go to it. During this time her handwriting went really weird – you can see it wobbling all over in her diary. But the War didn’t end, it got worse, so Mum got a job instead.
Mum’s dad had emphysema and was very silent. Mum said his lack of speaking was also to do with what he had seen in the War.
They had an annual holiday in Bridlington or Morecambe, and when they could afford it they started to go for two weeks instead of just one. And Mum’s dad would always put his hand in his pocket to buy you fish and chips.
When he came to Carr House for the first and only time to meet Grandpa and Grandma, he sat on the little stool on the hearth of the big quarry-tile fireplace. In her mind’s eye, Mum can still see him sitting there.
I’m going to be a ballerina. I go to Mrs Shilton’s ballet class every Saturday morning. Mrs Shilton is a scandalous character: She’s been divorced and lives alone with her twin children who are almost grown up. I absolutely love ballet. I’m the best in the class, an equal best with Julia Sharp. In the class above, Judith Shires is the best. She is going to apply to the Royal Ballet School. There is an equal best to her in her class too, but this girl is tall and heavy, so will have no chance of getting into the Royal Ballet School.
There’s to be a ballet performance in Gleedon Town Hall. I’m on tenterhooks as to whether I or Julia Sharp will be chosen for the main role. I am not chosen. I’m to be a ‘ruby’ in a row of ballet dancers, behind a row of smaller girls, who are to be ‘diamonds’. We have to buy net and satin for the tutu, and rubies to go on the front satin in a triangle pattern. Pink roll elastic has to be bought for the shoulder straps. We buy white roll elastic and dye it with calamine lotion. Some knickers have to be dyed red to match the tutu, and rows of netting sewn on to add to the sticking-out effect. Everyone says the tiara on top of my curls will make it. I love the word ‘tiara’. Tiara tiara tiara. Instructions for the tutu are sent – the skirt has to be made with upwards of four layers of net.
‘Four layers?’ says Mum.
‘Yes! No less!’
‘Four layers?’
When you go on stage a terrible thing happens to your face – it goes utterly white, like a ghost’s, because of the lights. So we have to have make-up put on. We wait in a long line in the dusty room behind the stage in the town hall, waiting to have the make-up put on. The bare floorboards lead to a flight of wooden steps which lead up to the stage. Heavy musty curtains hang all around. It’s a million-year wait in the make-up queue, but there’s some gossip to get excited about. At last I’m at the head of the make-up queue. A lady bends down and rubs the make-up on roughly. It’s orange-y. Black lines are drawn around the eyes, red spots are put on the cheeks and lipstick is rolled on. The lady jabs the red spots into the other make-up. The make-up smells dangerous.
There’s some gossip going on in the dressing room. It’s to do with a girl who was also going to be a ruby, but has been sent home. Mrs Shilton has sent her home. When Mrs Shilton saw Diane Tickell, she blew her top. She was furious and sent her home. Everyone is saying, ‘What a nerve Diane Tickell had, turning up like that!’ And, ‘What a nerve Diane Tickell’s mother had, sending her to the concert like that! Guess what... Diane Tickell’s tutu had only one layer of net! Only one layer of net!’
Her mother was poor and couldn’t afford any more. When Mrs Shilton saw the tutu, she shouted, and sent her home. What a nerve! How dare she! How dare Mrs Tickell send Diane out like that! How dare Diane arrive with that in her bag! Anyway she’d been sent home, so the one-layer tutu was never going to be exhibited. It must have dropped straight down, I thought. It can’t have stuck out at all.
The rubies trot out onto the stage, doing a circle of leaps before assuming their position at the back. It’s a matinee performance and the town hall is thronged with Darby and Joan groups. This is my great moment: The lights shine on my face, not bleaching it out, and I fix my eyes on the back of the audience, as everyone at home has instructed. This is the best moment, the moment I’ve looked forward to for weeks, the moment I become a ballerina! But the audience start behaving strangely – jostling – making a huge noise – almost drowning out the sound of the piano.
The audience are laughing. They’re laughing, and waving. And I can just see, as my eyes stop being blinded by the lights, Aunties Sadie and Jessie, Grandpa’s sisters, waving at me from halfway-down. They’re waving at me – but how on earth am I supposed to wave back at them – being onstage, a ballerina? And one of them if not both – are waving at me with both hands. Four blumming aunty- hands waving! Why are they waving like that? Why is everyone laughing?
ELEVEN
What are ghosts? Ghosts live in stones. To a protestant or an atheist, the non-existence of ghosts glosses over the empirical evidence of those who have seen ghosts, which is: People aren’t haunted, buildings are. Ghosts live in stones.
Stones absorb what happens like a static charge. A house has either a spooky feel or a good feel. Has anyone ever reported a caravan to have a feel, or a car? No. A place can have a feel though, as places exist over stones.
This is the Far Room: On the carpet the colour of mud, there’s a big square dolls’ house with a maroon roof. Cold floral loose covers cover the suite. A fireplace built out of murky cream and blue tiles stands at one end. The windows are small. By the door there’s a hole in the skirting board where you put your hand in to reach to the electric socket. The house is dotted with these Grandpa-anomalies – like light switches installed upside-down or sideways. The door is shut tight, I can’t open it. I scream. The room is cold and far away from Grandma. For a while, she doesn’t hear me.
In the back bedroom, again the windows are small and the back window opens out onto the roof of the pantry. The land is high at the back – someone could get in there. This was eventually Clive’s bedroom. In the first place it was Dad and Uncle Ray’s bedroom. In between, when it was no one’s bedroom, a glass-fronted bookcase full of medical books stood there. Then Janet and I sneaked in, when we were supposed to be doing the gardening – just before Grandma and Grandpa moved to the bungalow and they were away on holiday – and pored over the cross-section-of-womb diagrams, giggling. In this room smells manifest. Once, Mum puzzled over a sudden smell that occurred. It wasn’t a pleasant smell. Another time, some time after Grandma had died, I smelt the smell of lily-of-the-valley perfume. That had been Grandma’s perfume, and the smell had paid a visit on her birthday.
Mum getting ill... Edmundsons failing... the fifty-percent shareholder of Edmundsons who died, leaving all his shares to his sister... Grandpa had sold half the shares of the business to the partner, when Grandpa had had his nervous breakdown and couldn’t be there to keep an eye on things. The partner had been a godsend. He’d kept it going marvellously, as the nervous breakdown had occurred before Dad was old enough to step in, and the partner had become a trusted friend. However, even so, Grandpa was not going to have the name on the neon sign changed to ‘Albert Edmundson and – the name of the partner’. When the partner died suddenly, the shares went to his sister. A solicitor friend paid a visit to Grandpa and some legal jiggery-pokery was done so they had the controlling interest. She wasn’t going to make them sell up anyway. Then, it was the oil crisis, then British Leyland was in trouble. They couldn’t get cars. People would order cars, then the cars wouldn’t arrive. So eventually people got fed up and ordered cars from other garages, garages who ordered cars from abroad. But Edmundsons wouldn’t take on a foreign franchise. It was to be Ford, British Leyland, Vauxhall or nothing. Then a manager left under a cloud. He said he’d done it because Edmundsons had paid him so meanly. We didn’t prosecute. Then the sister who held the shares died. She left the shares to her solicitor. The name of the solicitor was spat out daily across the dinnertable. But he couldn’t force anything. Then things got worse, and one of the garages had to be sold.
When it came to clearing out the Garage, Clive helped with the moving and shifting during one of his summer holidays.
One time when Clive was bad, I called for help from the Spirit World. It was before I’d come to accept that the state of Clive was a fait accompli of the universe. I thought it was something that someone somewhere could be blamed for. So, my logic went, someone else somewhere ought to be able to cure it. I used to advise Clive to maybe stop taking the medication, at the same time as trying to go back in time to the triggering event, to see if that worked. But if there had been a triggering event that had set it off, it gradually dawned on me that it couldn’t be un-triggered. No vitamin pills, green vegetable diet, therapy or homeopathy would work, however good one’s intentions.
Grandma was a long way away. Since leaving this plane she’d separated from Grandpa, and gone off on her own course. Once, when I was standing by her by the sink, and she was looking out over the drive towards Norma Scott’s, she’d expressed the opinion that if she ever came back for another stint on earth, she would like it to be as a man.
‘Why?’
‘Because men have all the fun.’
Besides, between her and Grandpa there’d been an atmosphere. So after passing on, I reckoned that she would have gone away on a feminist thing, if they have women’s studies in heaven. There wouldn’t be any ill-will between her and Grandpa, as ill-will can’t exist in heaven, in the same way that when a seedpod grows, the flower doesn’t exist anymore. But she would be separate, and a long way away. Anyway, that night, she came.
A couple of years later, I asked a friend up to stay at Carr House. I wasn’t living there anymore – I was in London in fact – but a friend, who incidentally happened to be a woman artist, came to Carr House. It wasn’t to meet my folks, it was to see Carr House, I said. Everyone I knew, I told them they had to see Carr House before we had to leave. And the visitor would never sit for very long in the kitchen after they first arrived, before they had to have the ‘Guided Tour’.
I don’t know if they really wanted it, but it was as if the house was grasping out for them, craving for them to be shown round.
Mum would lead the Tour: First we’d go through the stained glass doors in the hall. Here she’d point out where the old staircase used to be, which Grandpa tore out, to be replaced by another staircase boxed-in in the front room – it was because the doorways from the stairs to the landing of the old staircase were low, and as Grandma was tall she wouldn’t have been able to get through. Then the guests would be shown the Far Room where we had had the original inglenook fireplace exposed after we moved in. The beam was exposed too, creosoted dark, and we were very proud of the state-of-the-art spotlight beaming down. Then they’d have pointed out to them the toilet and the cloakroom on ‘the Stage’. If you entered the house through the front door and the stained glass doors in the hall were open, you’d be greeted by the sight of the toilet on this raised part we called ‘the Stage’ at the back of the top hall – it was very un-feng-shui-like as well, if the toilet door had been left open. It was raised they said, because there was rubble under it that Grandpa hadn’t been able to shift. It was also stage-like because there were two white-bannistered balconies above the on the landing, where the old staircase used to go in, from where ‘the Audience’ could spectate if ever we children put on ‘Plays’. There were more stained glass windows above and behind the toilet and cloakroom and on the right hand side too, that Grandpa had probably salvaged from a church.
Next the dining room with the fantastic mantlepiece... now upstairs via the boxed-in staircase... next: my bedroom, with the partitioned-off boxroom (though they had gone back to calling it the ‘Cinema Room’) at the end, which hid a fireplace that had a preservation order on it... ‘Look at the grooves on the floor where the loom stood... Everyone was a weaver in those days, even if they were a farmer as well. They were a weaver in their spare time, and slept under the loom.’ Then Mum and Dad’s, which had been Grandpa and Grandma’s bedroom... another boxroom made at the end, because the beam was low... along the bumpy landing, past the little bedroom – which was the Sewing Room and then the Computer Room, round the corner... the green and pink tiled bathroom on the right... then the back bedroom with the polystyrene tiles on the door that Clive had stuck on for soundproofing.
Mum would explain how it had been a farm, and say how it had been a secret meeting place for Quakers in the sixteen-hundreds. There was a rumour of a secret passage between here and the golf course, where dissenters had once gathered under a rock to worship. White sheets used to be spread out on the laurel hedge on the top lawn, to tell anyone interested that there was to be a meeting.
‘It’s possible Oliver Cromwell visited!’
It was illegal to be a Quaker back then, and some of them threw it all up in this country, emigrating to America where it was permitted. Outside, she pointed to where a staircase had once run up the outside of the kitchen wall, because originally it had been a house and a cottage: two separate dwellings.
My friend slept in my old bedroom, as I had taken to sleeping in the back bedroom. During the night something strange happened –
While my friend was asleep, she sensed a hand reaching out to her from the darkness. Whatever ghost it was, touched her – took hold of her hand. She woke up unnerved. She put the light on and kept it on all night.
But, I thought, it can’t have been Grandma, because Grandma wouldn’t have done anything to frighten anybody.
So it must be, that when stuff happens, stones absorb it. And if the stuff that happens is bad, it creates an imbalance in the stone. Then, the stones need to rebalance, so they draw good stuff in from the next people that happen along. The stones reach out to anyone wandering by, or to visitors who have so far only got as far as the kitchen, and pull them in. This is okay for casual visitors – a visitor may feel a temporary thrill at the chill of their ‘go’ being siphoned off. It may do them no harm at all – it may be like giving blood. Perhaps it even does them good. But for people who have taken the decision to live there all the time, it can be exhausting.
But some people, when they are looking for a house, they see a house, and they fall in love with that house. And ever after that, they will move hell and high water to live in that house. But what in fact has happened – is the house has fallen in love with them. And as long as their motives are high and noble, it does them no harm.
To digress a moment: When Carr House was a laundry, which was just before Grandpa found it, the name of the man who owned the laundry was a word for a well known nut, a nut which is sometimes dipped in sugar. There was a boy at our school who also had this name. It’s a type of nut that goes to make marzipan. It’s quite an unusual name. I think he was in Clive’s year. And this boy, who had the same name of the man who had the laundry, went on to become a famous pop star. He’s written about his life at the school in his autobiography, and unlike some autobiographies that are written, he hasn’t changed any of the names. He was bullied at school because people said he was a homo (gay had yet to be the word). So it could be said – that the stones at Carr House that had absorbed the marzipan nut-ness, went on to exchange ‘go’ with Edmundson-ness, or something.
A few years after Fecklingdon Garage was sold, the remaining garage had to be sold. Grandpa on his deathbed had assured Dad: ‘Don’t worry lad, if you sell it I won’t come back to haunt you!’ But they couldn’t sell it, so it was liquidated. Only, this was a nightmare, as some of the men found out what was going to happen before they were supposed to, and told the others. Soon they would all be on the scrapheap. And before this, a drunk had got into the showroom at night and driven the cars around like dodgems, crashing them into one another, and into some of the mirrors on the back of the showroom wall, mirrors which covered the whole walls. Grandpa loved big mirrors and lightened up dark corners of Carr House with them. The drunk dodgem-driver rammed into some of the woodwork too, like the dark wooden doors which had Dad’s and the main men’s names inscribed on them. And before this, cousin Adrian had advised Dad that a five-second advert on Yorkshire Television, screened once, might set the ball rolling again, but it hadn’t.
Then, after Backlea Garage had closed down and it was in the process of being liquidated, someone set fire to the empty building. Dad fortunately had a friend in fire insurance to advise him. It was burnt down to a wreck of timber, the belfast roof completely caved in.
Dad and Mum drove over to look the morning after the fire in Mum’s orange Mini, which was the car they had been reduced to. They looked at the burnt-out wreckage and took photos, and Dad put the photos in an account of the history of the Garage he was writing – that he was writing as therapy – that he was writing as part of getting over it. He put the photos in, and wrote that it was the worst thing that had ever happened.
But after the Garage had gone, and they eventually got the money from the liquidators, which was very little considering all they had been through, Dad started to be cheerful again – for a while. He took a van-driving job, but he didn’t like it, and gave it up. The boss wanted him to drive a high-sided vehicle on the motorway, but Dad’s driving license didn’t cover him for that. Besides, he felt ill. The boss said to Dad, well he shouldn’t have come into work if he felt ill! So he gave the job up and didn’t look for another. So they lived on Mum’s pension. They did lots of work around Carr House, keeping it up, keeping the garden up, and went out for rides and walks in the country.
Then Clare, Mike and Jacob came along, and it was virtual heaven, until Dad had his heart attack and they fell out with the neighbours.
I’ve come with Mum to the lodge of the Guesthouse. This was their first house. Only the lodge is still there – the Guesthouse has been pulled down. Behind it, there used to be a home for bad boys. On the other side of the home for bad boys there was a girls’ school. Grandpa converted the lodge of the Guesthouse into a dwelling for Mum and Dad to live in after they were married.
‘I’m making a kitchen! It’ll be very nice for you, Joyce!’ apparently Mum says, he said.
‘Smarmy devil!’ Mum says now.
For the kitchen he knocked through to where the carriage used to be kept, the horse being parked on the floor above. There had been entrances to the lodge on both levels.
‘If anyone comes out and asks what we’re doing I’ll tell them I got married from here, and they can put that in their pipe and smoke it!’ says Mum as we’re lurking round and peering in.
Mum didn’t know anyone around the Guesthouse when she went to live there, as it was far from Leeds. Saying that, they did get to know a neighbour. The neighbour was matron of the bad boys’ home, and Mum points to the tudor-timbered abode where she used to live. And there was always a lot going on in the Guesthouse, where the guests would put their own plays on, on a stage, and Christmasses were marvellous. The neighbour who was matron in the bad boys’ home once asked Mum and Dad round for tea. It was supposed to have been a tea for the bad boys, but the bad boys had been very bad that day and had had to be cancelled. So Mum and Dad went round to eat the tea.
The stately mansion that was the Guesthouse was full of beautiful objects which the previous owner had left. She was the last unmarried daughter of a mill owner in Bradford. When the old lady left she sold the objects and furniture to Grandpa, along with the house. It was glorious Victoriana. The guests would use them as props for the plays they put on. They were adult guests, the idea for it being a retreat for city children came later, when Grandpa was selling it. There were dozens of ornate picture frames stacked in the cellar. The house had an open wrought iron minaret on the roof.
I remind Mum of the meeting with the smart little boy in the sailor suit.
‘Yes, he’d spotted him all right!’ she says.
Grandpa found trunks of wonderful clothes in the attic which he brought down for the guests to wear.
Mum would push me in the pram down to the town – through an avenue of trees shedding their crimson leaves – with the purple moor to her right. Sometimes she had to park the pram up and dive into the trees for a wee. By the time she got down, she often had a migraine due to the hormones, her vision zig-zagging all over the place and blinding. Then she’d push the pram all the way back up Westward Drive again, sometimes through snow.
‘Look... there are the gateposts!’ she says. But nothing else is there now, apart from the lodge. New houses, with new people living in them, stand behind the gateposts.
I think about the stones of the Guesthouse, probably gone to build the new houses. I wonder if the ghosts in the stones ever show off to them at night?
TWELVE
I take a moment to spit it out, during which Uncle Ray leans forward slightly and gives the impression that absolutely nothing would be too shocking for his ears. I think: This will have been his surgery manner. But because he is used to referring to Dad as ‘Grandpa’ as a consequence of talking about Dad to Mike and Jacob, at first he thinks I’m saying it was Dad who was the illegitimate son of Aunty Sadie.
I spell it out and draw diagrams, and he looks absolutely normal but says he is astonished. Then I draw a diagram of who Mum and deceased Dad think Grandpa’s father might have been. This isn’t a diagram of Dad’s Worst Nightmare, which being simple and banal wouldn’t need a diagram, but a diagram of how the cousin on her father’s side lived three doors away, who died when Grandpa was two.
Because Mum has found out about history, then written it. She is absolutely certain that this cousin, who according to the census lived three doors away from Aunty Sadie and Co. in 1891, is Grandpa’s father.
‘But what makes you think that?’ I say.
‘Because when he died, he was buried in the family grave.’ She means the Edmundson family grave.
‘But his mother had been an Edmundson, so that would follow. His father died whilst they were in Bootle, and they wouldn’t have gone over to Bootle to bury him.’
‘No... I’m absolutely sure. It all points to it. It all fits!’ she says, ramming the jigsaw piece in, which is quite possibly a middle bit, not a corner piece at all.
I try to explain this to Uncle Ray, but it’s too much to take in after the first shock. I can see that in his mind the name of Edmundson is being dragged through the disgracefulness of women’s magazines flapping open in doctors’ waiting rooms. His surgery had provided a nice clean rescue platform for the sad crew floundering in this morass of blue-grey seating, though in his day it was fawn vinyl. He keeps saying, ‘But why didn’t they get married?’
‘Well if they had have done, we wouldn’t have been Edmundsons, we’d have been Nutters!’
I’ve been building up to this. I’m expecting him to react. I say, ‘You might feel angry in a bit. I was angry because everyone censured me for conducting relationships outside of marriage, but how dare they have, since they wouldn’t have even existed on the planet were it not for mavericks such as I and Aunty Sadie!’ But I phrase it in a more blurred way. I’d like to answer, ‘Because she didn’t see how a mere man could offer her any more than he’d donated already!’ But that would be surreal as it’s 1891 we’re talking about.
I’ve planned this denouement visit to Uncle Ray to occur just before his weekly visit to the Con Club where he plays bridge with his son Jeremy. The Conservative Club he goes to is bang opposite Carr House, and naturally Grandpa, being a Communist, would never have been caught dead inside it.
I say, ‘You won’t be alone after this, will you? Are you going to the Con Club? Will you tell Jeremy?’ No, he won’t tell Adrian or Jeremy. I say, well I haven’t told Clive. If I tell Clive, he’ll ring everyone up and say, ‘Guess what, Grandpa was a bastard and we’re all Nutters!’ which would take them by surprise and be upsetting.
Uncle Ray says, echoing Mum, ‘To be honest, Clive: He won’t remember the people and he won’t be able to understand it.’
I say, it all depends, whether he’ll understand it...
I now deliver a condensed version of the following:
‘Clive remembers loads. He remembers the arrangement of ornaments on Aunty Doris’s telephone table in 1962. He can summon up an image of it – just like that. I can’t. It’s his brain, you see. When he was twenty-one and it hit the wall that stopped it developing fully, it bounced back like a ball and hit Aunty Doris’s telephone table, and other things, that our brains, not diverted by walls like the little brightly coloured fences in the boardgame of “Kimbo”, were progressing away from. This means that when he has to deal with anything un-telephone-table-like in the world, to make sense of it, he only has telephone-table-like references at his disposal.
‘For instance: If you were going to telephone someone, you’d need to know about more than the ornaments around the phone, wouldn’t you? That ornamental glass animal for example, the thought that you could, with one half-hearted karate chop, chop it in half (oh, the tantalising fragility of glass animals!) wouldn’t help you phone the person, would it? But his mind keeps bouncing back onto the ornaments. It can’t get onto the phone. He has a bouncing-ball-onto-ornaments condition.
‘So, as long as he’s had his respiridone and we’re all around to chinwag about the fact that Aunty Sadie was really Grandpa’s mother, and it was a secret that was kept for dozens of years, as long as he’s had his lithium and enough sleep, and we’re all around agreeing with this weird thing that’s suddenly in his mind, as opposed to disagreeing with it which is more often the case – he’ll be absolutely fine.’
Uncle Ray just looks. Then he says he doesn’t know what I’m talking about. But I’m exaggerating of course – I didn’t even deliver any of it. I’d already delivered a pocket-sized ‘homeopathy for doctors’ version, a previous year.
I say, ‘Grandma once said to Mum that Aunty Sadie had been in the women’s hospital, and that was strange, as she was supposed never to have been married.’ I continue, ‘Grandma had mentioned to you about Aunty Sadie’s operation, and you said that was funny, because it was only women who’d had children who needed that operation!’ It’s not that I want to make Uncle Ray feel guilty for this bygone brick – but let’s say Grandma already knew, and she wanted to tell Mum in a roundabout way.
‘Yes, she had a resuspension of the uterus following a herniation. It’s usually multiparous women who have prolapses, but it’s possible for nulliparous women to have them occasionally. It’s rare, but it can happen.’
Why do doctors have to put things in complex words? Maybe it’s because reciting long words gives them time to think what to do, besides gaining respect. ‘Usually it’s the sproggers, but a non-sprogger can suffer womb-collapse too, sometimes,’ they don’t say. I suppose sprogger is to multiparous as Nutter is to Edmundson. More to the point, I hope I don’t get one, being nulliparous. How many other embarrassing surnames have been jilted out of existence? I’m sorry if the Reader has an embarrassing surname. But if that’s so, it’s easy to remedy it. Just change it by deed poll, or tell everyone it’s something else.
I’m partly confiding this secret to Uncle Ray because I want him to like Grandpa more. He never liked Grandpa, who was his father, at all as far as I can see. He’s always been complaining about him. When I went round to see Uncle Ray after Aunty Sylvia had died, it didn’t take him long to get round to his favourite subject of why he didn’t like Grandpa. Although, it was after he’d brought a letter out from the dining room that Grandma had written to Aunty Sylvia on a sad occasion, which was moving. And it was after we’d been upstairs so that I could choose out of Aunty Sylvia’s bags. I chose a pink and white toilet-bag, which is excellent. Or it may have been because he’d had enough and wanted me to leave. Thinking about it, it was probably on an entirely separate occasion that he got on about Grandpa.
He said it was because Grandpa was mean with money, and didn’t like ballgames. According to Uncle Ray, fatherhood is supposed to consist of larking about playing ballgames, and what a shame, Grandpa never larked about with him! So he had to lark about with balls with his uncles on Grandma’s side instead. He says that basically, he was ‘for’ Grandma, and Dad was ‘for’ Grandpa. So for Dad and Uncle Ray, being the children of these Edmundsons must have been like watching a sport, though not a sport with a ball of course.
I know that Grandpa didn’t like ballgames. I don’t like them either. He did like croquet, but I suppose it wouldn’t have been a good idea to lark around with that.
What he did like playing was ‘Hunt the Microbes’.
He drags the tall green stool with the concave round seat out and pours a puddle of water onto it, then he asks Grandma to give him some cake crumbs from a tin and he sprinkles the cake crumbs in the water. Then he tells me, Clive and whoever else to gather round closely – to watch the microbes come out of the water to eat the crumbs.
‘What are microbes?’
Microbes are new entities, recently discovered in medicine, he explains.
‘We can’t see any microbes!’
‘Well gather round, look more closely. You’ll see them soon!
Then – splat! He splashes the water in our faces.
I asked Uncle Ray if Grandpa ever played ‘Hunt the Microbes’ with him, and he said no, never.
Maybe Uncle Ray was worse neglected.
He told Dad that when he was six he was once walking along the canal hand-in-hand with Grandpa. Grandpa was teetering along the edge of the canal, seeming to be about to fall in, and Uncle Ray had to lean hard the other way to stop him. Maybe Grandpa was weighing the invitingnesss of the canal, and all that represented, with literally on the other hand – Uncle Ray and all he represented. Fortunately Uncle Ray won. So it must have been a slap in the face when he grew up to be a show-off who went and bought a car not from Edmundsons, but from a firm who imported cars from Japan.
Around the same time, in pre-Carr-House-era, Dad heard Grandma and Grandpa having a huge row in the kitchen. Grandma said something like: Well if that were the case, she might as well go and throw herself in the canal! Dad was with Uncle Ray and two girl cousins in the dining room. Uncle Ray and the cousins didn’t understand what was going on, being too young. Dad went into the kitchen to see what was happening, and saw Grandma and Grandpa going at it hammer and tongs, and the father of the cousins just sitting there with his head in his hands. Where Aunty Blanche was, he didn’t say. Unfortunately, what ensued from this, was that Dad spent the rest of his childhood expecting his mother to go and drown herself in the canal. I guess it was because he heard her say it before his brain developed the capability of understanding metaphors.
How do people, who can often swim, drown themselves in canals? It’s because a canal has no bottom. It just has a lot of soft silt that drags you down, drags you down and down and down – right down towards the centre of the earth for a mile.
Another way of committing suicide was by putting your head in the gas oven, which Aunty Ginnie nearly did, though she didn’t die either. She and Uncle Geoffrey were always arguing. They didn’t have children. There may have been problems. One time, Grandpa had to go and rescue her from a room in Leeds that she had escaped to. Then they had to try to reconcile her with Uncle Geoffrey, at which they succeeded. Uncle Ray conceded to me on an earlier occasion that this was probably because she didn’t have financial resources of her own to forge an independent life.
Uncle Ray says there was always some drama or other happening. So I guess he sees this as the final drama in a series of dramas – though the people involved are all dead, but had so much drama in them that some was saved up for post-humously. He has an astonished attitude to it, but underneath that seems un-bothered. Maybe he views the possession of secrets as a valid currency, like money, and he’s just found out that his father had more than he thought. We say, ‘Did he know? Did Grandma know? Who else knew? Did Aunty Sadie know Grandpa knew? Or did everyone know except Grandpa?’
But everyone needs their birth certificate at some time, and Grandpa’s is on the table, with the incontrovertible fact of Aunty Sadie as his mother on it. So he must have known. And Uncle Ray says he hopes Grandma knew too, and I say I hope she knew before they got married. He doesn’t say anything negative about Grandpa at this juncture. He says he hopes Grandpa knew who his father was, as he – Uncle Ray – did, and considered it to be important. He says that whoever knows in future, he doesn’t really think Clive should, as it might launch an episode.
He looks up and says, ‘I hope there were more.’
‘More what?’
‘More boyfriends. I hope she had a good... had more boyfriends.’
To which I’m thinking, typical.
Grandpa’s birth certificate is different to mine: Grandpa’s is longer. Grandpa’s is like a wide-screen version with space for names of mother and father. It says, ‘Sadie Edmundson, a woollen weaver’ on it, and a blank under Father. Mine is more like the shape of an old-fashioned TV. It says, ‘Lorine Hazel’, but no parents’ names. Maybe I could apply for the longer version of it, if I was so-minded. But the one Dad came away with when he registered me, was this short version, because it was cheaper and he only had tuppence in his pocket apparently.
Uncle Ray says he’ll drive me over to Mum’s, which is where I’m going next. He says, ‘Why didn’t you ring me first? I might have been out!’ I did ring, on my mobile, when I was two minutes away. I say it’s because I was breaking taboo. I was nervous because I was breaking a taboo.
He backs the car out, his car with the personalised number-plate. He drives the Renault Scenic past the bungalow next door, on the way to Mum’s.
I say, ‘You’d better drop me at the end of the road, in order not to see her.’
He says he’s only annoyed because she didn’t tell him sooner – and why didn’t Dad tell him? Why on earth didn’t Dad tell him if he knew, or if he even suspected? I tell Uncle Ray the horrible thought Dad had. Uncle Ray says, well that sometimes did happen, but it’s far more likely to have been a lad. I enforce the Nutter theory again. I say, well you know Dad – he was morbid.
We set off – past the bungalow next door – past the bungalow that Grandpa and Grandma moved to when we moved into Carr House.
I’d been playing with Anne Aldridge and had heard Mum on the phone talking to Grandma. I heard them discussing it: Mum was saying, ‘Oh, that’s marvellous Mother! It’s what we’ve always dreamed of! It’s a wonderful family home!
I’d heard her saying that on the phone, and yanked Anne Aldridge outside, ostensibly to play ‘elastic skipping’.
‘I’ve just heard her say something! Oh my god... I think we’re going to move into Carr House!’
Anne’s parents were friends of Mum and Dad’s.
‘Oh my god, we’re going to move into Carr House! It’s like a dream! It’s like a fantasy!’ ...voice goes up into a screech.
Elastic skipping was a game you played with three people: Two stood facing one another, and stretched a loop of elastic around their ankles. The third person jumped around in the middle – making a wonderful design, or a cats-cradle tangle – with their feet. It was only Anne and I, so a lamp post must have been involved. My feet performed the feat, but my head was in a haze, a pink spangly haze, with sparks of glitter flying off. It was the Easter holidays.
When Dad came in for dinner I went in and blurted out what I’d heard Mum say on the phone, and how I knew what I knew. Dad turned purple. He bellowed that he didn’t want the Aldridges, or anyone else for that matter, knowing about it before it happened. I mustn’t tell a soul!
‘We don’t want anyone up there knowing, or anyone else!’
Uncle Ray drives off towards Mum’s – his Renault Scenic bob-tailing past Grandpa’s old bungalow, the new bungalow Grandpa and Grandma had to move to because they were getting old and Grandma had had a heart attack. The bungalow had come up for sale serendipitously at the time when Grandma was recovering from the heart attack, and Uncle Ray had phoned to inform them.
Grandma said, ‘What a good idea it would be, living next door to Uncle Ray!’
If the ghost of Grandpa had been standing there in the driveway, Grandpa who would never step foot in his beloved Carr House again, he would have clocked Uncle Ray whizzing past in his foreign car from a garage in Leeds, in the Renault with the expensive personalised numberplate. Yeah.
THIRTEEN
AIREDALE & WHARFEDALE OBSERVER, OTLEY
16TH DECEMBER 1881 - CORRESPONDENCE COLUMNS
LONG HOURS AT GLEEDON
Kindly allow me a small space in your paper concerning the observations made by “Captain Cuttle” and the correspondent who signed himself “One of them”, relative to the long hours in Gleedon.
I think it is high time something was done to bring about a better state of things. I am a weaver at one of the mills in Gleedon and I can assure you it is no easy work to have to be there just at six in the morning, and stand there until eight at night, in a place, which if you could just put your head in when the gas and steam are on, you would not be long before you would want to be out again. I can tell you honestly there are places in Gleedon which I would not wish a dog to be in; and yet we are compelled to be there from 6am to 8pm. Ventilation in the mills is a matter of which the masters of Gleedon do not care to study, and if the weary toiler should happen to be found by the master of the mill at the mill door during working hours trying to catch a little fresh air, he is soon told that if he is found there again, he will have to move on.
Some little time ago I was not very well, in fact I was scarcely able to work. I mustered courage enough to ask my master if he would kindly allow me to stop work at six instead of eight for a week or two, but I soon found I had made a mistake in asking him a favour. He told me sharply that if I was not able to work I must find a substitute to do my work, or else work till eight. He was not going to have his looms standing idle for anything. I would just ask any sensible man if he thinks this sort of thing is fair? Attending a lecture or a meeting of any kind in Gleedon at the present time is almost out of the question with the greater portion of men. When eight o’clock comes each man drags his weary body home. When he gets there, if he happens to get seated before he washes himself, he is soon fast asleep, and the wife (if he should happen to be blest with one) has to put him to bed like a child.
I hope the masters of Gleedon will try to be contented with a fair day’s work, and not be the means of shortening men’s lives by trying to get riches.
I will say no more at present, hoping that someone better than myself will let their voice be heard on this important matter.
Yours Truly.
A.Weaver
December 12th, 1881
The letter in the file is a transcript, typed out by Mum from a cutting Aunty Polly revealed from the sideboard. I guess the original will be gone now, decayed by time’s oxygen.
Then there’s a photograph, taken twenty odd years later, of ‘A.Weaver’ who wrote the letter, sitting in a garden with his people. They’re all in their best clothes. Maybe it was taken the week the queen died. Maybe it was taken to mark the new Edwardian era.
Aunty Sadie is sitting to the left of her dad, and Grandpa is on the ground at her feet. The Weaver was his grandfather. He may have thought the Weaver was his father.
Weaver Edmundson is sitting between his daughter and his wife. Their youngest son Herman is sitting on the ground next to Grandpa. Herman is one year older than Grandpa. Herman’s mum’s arm may be broken.
Aunty Polly said her earliest memory was going round to Weaver and Co.’s house, and there was a terrible commotion: Mother had fallen from the top to the bottom of the stairs and she’d broken her arm. She was in a very bad way. After the accident she was bed-fast, and Aunty Sadie had to take over. Maybe the accident happened after the photo was taken though, because she isn’t holding her arm funny or anything here.
Maybe inside the house there was a sideboard, and in the middle drawer of the sideboard a newspaper cutting was kept. Stashed underneath in one of the sideboard cupboards, in a pile of newspapers all from the same day in 1881, were more copies.
Men who came round to the house, to conflab through thick pipe smoke over the dining table, would pore over the cutting. Then afterwards they would be sworn to secrecy. Mother would be upstairs in bed, and Aunty Sadie would be clearing the pots away in the kitchen. The men poring over the cutting would get it dirty and dog-eared, so every so often a fresh newspaper from the cupboard underneath would have to be got out, and another cutting cut. In the end, the Weaver would have copied it out in pen and ink on a piece of sturdy paper, leaving one newspaper left as a proof copy. Maybe that’s the one Aunty Polly inherited.
There’s another photograph in the file of the Weaver wearing a helmet-type bowler hat, at a place called the ‘Long Stone’. There are two other men besides him on this one. It will have been where they met to rebel-rouse. Nowadays a restaurant stands there. Opposite this there’s another restaurant – a fish and chip restaurant called ‘Tickers’.
After A.Weaver had his letter published in the paper, and as a consequence of igniting flames of dissent in other bowler-hatted men all looking like Charlie Chaplin round the obelisk in the square known as the Long Stone, he had to move out of the area. He had to relocate, because he’d been blacklisted by all the mills in Gleedon.
Well that is, all the mills bar one – and that mill had just gone down.
I had a feeling it might have a horrible white plastic front door – this next house. This next house they went to was quite a long way away. They will have said, ‘It will be a fresh start!’ And some of them may have said, ‘In more ways than one.’
And plastic double glazing of course. I can’t get round to the back though, to where they all are, behind the house. All eleven of them are round the back having there photo taken. Because Then and Now are happening all at once. Because – Reader – I’ve done a cat-scan on Time:
Grandpa and Herman are sitting on a rag rug. Herman looks dogged, but Grandpa looks somewhat aggrieved and defiant. The rug will be made out of scraps of worsted – that cloth for which the fibres of the wool were processed with steam. The rug looks brown... yes... I know... sepia, but it still looks brown. Mum said, ‘Look – he’s sitting by Aunty Sadie’s petticoats, not Elizabeth’s!’
Next row up: Uncle Harry who was a Disgrace, Mother, Father, Aunty Sadie, then Uncle Eddy who was Brutalised by the Mills. Hang on a minute – what did they mean by that – Brutalised by the Mills? Dad’s nightmare’s shoved out of the way by another bad dream! He looks a bit like Grandpa – oh heck! No, Eddy has wide apart eyes, like Aunty Sadie. We all have tiny narrow eyes, which we inherited from Grandpa, so big wide apart eyes would have been passed on if that were the case. But Clive has big wide apart eyes! Oh, don’t go there…
Back row: Uncle Wally who Talked Silly, Lena who gave up Chapel for Stalin, Willy who also had a garage like Grandpa but whose wife wanted fancy cars, and Aunty Jessie who was Innocent. Aunty Sadie and Stalin’s advocate are wearing the same dress trimmed with rickrack braid. Lena won’t have started speaking about Stalin yet, as it will still have been the Rule of the Tsar, and Rasputin will be about to make an entrance. Lena died six months before I was born. Apparently she insisted on the portrait of Stalin hanging over the fireplace, and berated the others for still carrying on with Chapel, even though she herself had at one time been devout.
Grandpa plays with Uncle Herman, believing him to be his brother. They’ve just moved here from Gleedon where Dad got into strife with the masters. People say Dad is eccentric, but Albert doesn’t think so. Dad is an idealist.
Sister Sadie looks after everybody. In Gleedon they had two houses, two houses next door to one another. Mother, Father, Lena, Eddy, Harry, Willy and Wally lived in one house, and Sadie, Jessie, Herman and Albert lived in the other. Mother and Father worked for Donald Tickell, and Sadie did the work at home. It was a lot for Sadie doing the work in both houses, but they’d been bursting out of the one house, and just before Albert was born the house next door had become vacant. When Albert was on the way, Father had said, ‘We’ll keep you there with the bairns Sadie, and you’ll do the work at home.’
So Sister Sadie was like a mother to them all.
Albert plays with Herman, believing him to be his brother. Now they’ve removed, and all live in one house. But now the family is reduced: Older brothers Eddy, Harry, Willy and Wally have stopped behind in Gleedon. So now there’s just Mother, Father, Lena, Jessie Herman and Albert for Sadie to look after, which she’ll be grateful for.
Herman and Albert go and mess about on the railway sidings. They push something over onto the tracks. A policeman sees them, and clobbers them. Then Sister Sadie clobbers them.
The queen dies. Eddy, Harry, Willy and Wally come over for a photograph taken. It’s grand to all get together again. Eddy, Harry, Willy and Wally are told about Herman and Albert pushing the cart onto the railway and getting into trouble. They clobber them. Eventually, Herman and Albert are allowed to come off bread and water.
‘It will be a good thing when those little rascals are old enough to go in the mill, but that won’t be for a couple of years. It can’t be until they are twelve. That’s the reforms for you – though we’re in favour of the reforms. Sadie went in when she was eight. She worked in the mill in the morning and went for her learning in the afternoon. Then, when she was ten she was kept off school to do the housework, so Mother could go to weave for George Ellis. So Sadie was like a mother to us all.
‘Father used to go to the square to hear Ben Turner urging trades unionism. Then Father added his own voice to the debate and wrote to the paper. Do you want to see the cutting? It’s in this drawer somewhere. Don’t say owt about it though.
‘Aye, it’s a bright new start they’ve got now, in more ways than one.
‘There’s just been a census, happens every ten years. Happened straight after they moved, which was just as well when you think about it. Last one was taken just before Albert were born. Aye, good all round. They told the truth about Albert, well you have to. No, he knows nowt. It’s a fresh start they’ve got now. Where they’re biding now, they aren’t familiar faces.
‘Grand, thanks!’
Herman and Albert are under curfew.
Herman has been told to take over from Sadie cleaning the boots. He copped it the worse, because being a year older he was supposed to set a good example. Albert is sat with Father, hearing Father tell the tale as usual.
Albert is kneeling on the chair with his elbows on the table. It’s cleared off, and Sadie is washing the pots. Father shouts at Lena to wipe. Lena’s spread a sheet of newsprint on the cloth in case Albert spills whilst he’s scribbling.
‘I’m not scribbling. I’m writing!’
‘He’s doing his letters! Let us see your letters, Albert!’ Lena puts the Methodist Hymnal on the table for Albert to copy from. ‘And mind with that ink!’ she adds.
‘Lena, transfer yourself over there and dry up!’
As Lena goes to the drainer, Albert slowly and carefully edges the hymnbook away.
– MAN-MADE MISERY OF THE POWER LOOM –
– The Weaver sat at the window of his workshop and looked out. He could see the wonderful trees, and hear the birds singing. It was his dinnertime, and he went to sit by the door of his cottage. But the only food he had for dinner was porridge.
His father was still inside at the loom, but he didn’t admonish the Weaver who was taking a breath of fresh air. He respected that his son the Weaver was eating his dinner, and would come in to take up work directly.
The Weaver’s father had only just come back from a long hike the day previously. He was having some repose too, after the hike. And he had come back with some gold in his pocket, for it had been a successful day at the cloth market. Sister was even now at the butcher’s buying a side of meat. She would also buy treacle. The next day, there would be treacle on the porridge!
But after some trips to Leeds, to where the Weaver’s father would walk with the cloth on his head, it was not such a success story. Sometimes the Weaver’s father would have to carry the cloth back on his head. His neck must have been very weary. In times of panic or slump, he could find no market for his cloth. Then, there was no meat, it was just porridge, for breakfast and supper also. There was a bright side of life and a lean side. People would go into ecstasies when things were a bit better and they could afford treacle on their porridge. During one panic a railway tunnel was built, and men flocked to the workings and were greatly helped by finding employment there. These were the days that made the Weaver a rebel, a rebel against conditions which allowed people’s lives to be so harassed and difficult. Yet there was a feeling of comradeship which compensated them for many pleasures they did not yet enjoy. –
Father looks at Albert’s script and reads down the very able handwriting. He calls Lena to come and spy.
‘Directly, I will tell the tale of the power loom, Father!’
Father nods. He is proud that all due to Albert, one day he, ‘The Weaver’ may be famous. Then, he spies the newsprint spread out on the table that Lena has got out for Albert to rest on. Father barks at Lena. Then he carefully slides the writing things off the newsprint, folds the newsprint up, and stooping down with a stiff back – puts it away in the bottom cupboard.
FOURTEEN
The next day’s a Saturday. After completing the tasks sister Sadie’s set, he’s allowed to go out. But he isn’t allowed to go out on his own, and Herman is being kept behind to do some lime-washing at the back. Albert is allowed to go out with Jessie.
Jessie is fourteen, older than Albert by five years. Herman is the middle one, older than Albert by a year. This is how they had been in the old house in Gleedon: Sadie, Jessie, Herman and Albert, when they lived next door to Mother, Father and the others. In those days Sadie had done the work in both houses, until Sadie went back in the mill and Mother fettled to do the work. But Mother was weary. At night Sadie had slept in the room with Jessie in Albert’s house.
In the new carry-on, Lena, who looks as though she will be an old maid forever like Sadie, lives with them. There are seven people in the new house including Mother and Father. Eddy, Harry, Wally and Willy have stopped back in Gleedon. Lena forever has her nose in the Bible.
Albert and Jessie toil up the street. They’re on the way to visit Uncle Jeremiah who lives at the top of the town. There are two baby girl cousins at Uncle Jeremiah’s who Jessie likes to see. It was a dead loss of a Saturday. And tomorrow would be Chapel, three times as usual.
On the way to Uncle Jeremiah’s there’s a church, and by the church there’s a parsonage. This church and parsonage are famous, because it is where three sisters once lived who had written books. It had all happened a long time ago, about fifty years ago. Jessie said there had been a big argument when the sisters had written the books, because they had written things that innocent sisters had not known about. Jessie didn’t know what the stories were, as she had not read them. She had been told not to read them, so she hadn’t.
Albert wonders what the things were that three unmarried sisters would not know about. He has three unmarried sisters as well: being Sadie, Lena and Jessie, so he supposes they would not know about these type of events either.
They pass a public house called The Black Bull. Albert wonders why it’s called a public house when they don’t go in it? It wouldn’t be a good idea to go in it, at any rate. If you went into the public house you would have set off on the Road to Ruin, and there would be no turning round and coming back.
Uncle Jeremiah’s house is quite smart. In fact, it’s an excellent house. Uncle Jeremiah is Father’s brother. He is ‘more endowed with the intricacies of the world’ than is Father. Father is a pioneer, though some people say he is an eccentric. But Uncle Jeremiah is more endowed with the intricacies of the world. This is puzzling though, as Uncle Jeremiah is younger than Father by four years. So him being cleverer than Father is an odd thing.
Jessie starts fussing over cousins Emma and Suzannah. Suzannah is toddling around. Emma keeps whacking a spinning top but she has no idea how to do it. They have all sorts given, these cousins. Suzannah’s wriggling around in Jessie’s arms – What a dead loss of a day.
Albert sits at the polished table, swinging his legs. There are some framed sketches that Herbert has done on the walls. Cousin Herbert is ensconced out there in the garden, doing another sketch. His outfit’s made of incredible check material. ‘Bourgeois tosser!’ thinks Albert, in the equivalent language of the day.
Then cousin Herbert comes in and announces that he’s expecting to get a penny farthing for Christmas. Albert mumbles and looks out of the window. He only gets an orange and a penny but he isn’t about to capitalize on it. Jessie is nursing Suzannah like a baby, rocking her back and forth, singing a song about daisies being silver...
And...
– Buttercups our gold
These are all the treasures
We shall ever hold... –
What a blumming dead loss of a day.
Uncle Jeremiah comes in and looks at Herbert’s sketch, which he proclaims is very good! He greets Jessie and Albert, and asks after Mother, Father, Sadie, Lena and Herman. Albert wonders whether he knows about the cart on the railway line, but he seems not to. Fortunately Uncle Jeremiah doesn’t mention it, or appear cross. Albert replies that they are all doing nicely, but Mother is in bed again. She’s been feeling poorly. He says that Father is not unhappy to be gainfully employed again. ‘The power looms are a source of man-made misery, even so!’ Albert adds.
‘Nay now Albert, you can’t halt Progress!’ Uncle Jeremiah replies.
Jeremiah goes into the scullery and has a word with his wife Sarah. ‘Our Rebel is buckling under!’ he says.
‘And he’s you to thank for that!’ says his wife. She continues, ‘We all have to buckle under! Look at us! It’s not as if we could afford to be proud!’
Jeremiah considers the fabric of his son’s outfit, when Herbert pops round the door and asks, ‘Will dinner be directly, Mother?’
The material of Herbert’s outfit is checked on the outside, but is plain on the inside – It is a reversible material that Jeremiah used to weave when he was in business in Gleedon, when he had joined in with Don Tickell and been in business on his own account.
Their two houses, the houses they had been able to build, stood opposite the mill. They were a couple of semi-detached mansions. Those were the days! The name of the mill had always been simply ‘Donald Tickell’, however, though everyone round about called it ‘Dodgy Ticker’s’. ‘Jeremiah Edmundson’ had not been a name on the sign outside – even though Jeremiah Edmundson had held a great deal of the shares.
Those were the days of the fancy two-sided fabric! Both the fabric and the lining had been woven at once, on new jacquard looms. The two-sided cloth had proved very popular overseas. They had found a very large market for it in America. That is, until America imposed an import tariff to protect the sale of their own textiles. So the orders dried up, and Dodgy Ticker’s went bust.
It was a fall, and Jeremiah and Co. had had to sell the new house. It had been a terrible wrench leaving that house. It had been the dissolving of all their dreams.
But – the world turns – and the human spirit keeps going. The human spirit is undeterred. The human spirit begins again like the indomitable spider. That’s what he tells his elder brother, his elder brother who, it could be said – has rather taken the black widow spider’s course – as it may be poetically described
Families stick together though, and Jeremiah can’t live to see the Rebel’s family suffer. It’s not their fault that their father is as he is. And now there’s Albert – what a do!
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