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      Elizabeth Taylor (1912–75) was born in Reading, Berkshire, and educated at the Abbey School. She worked as a governess and librarian before her marriage in 1936. She spent most of her adult life in Penn, Buckinghamshire, and had two children. Elizabeth Taylor wrote many novels and short stories and is increasingly regarded as one of the best British writers of the twentieth century. Mossy Trotter, first published in 1967, is her only children’s book
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      My mother wrote many books for adults, but only this one for children, and some of it is based on my childhood. When I was growing up I didn’t notice how much time she spent writing. She did most of it when my father was at work and my sister and I were at school or playing outside. When we came home she would quietly put her exercise book to one side and serve our tea or run a bath.

      I suppose that most writers draw on real life as inspiration for their stories. My mother always carried a notebook when she was out: she was a very good eavesdropper and would write down bits of conversations she overheard on the bus or in a café to ‘use’ some time in a future book. She must have made notes of things that I got up to because you’ll read about some of my adventures in Mossy Trotter. Most of these stories are true – like Mossy, I also played with tar, ruining my clothes, and my mother threatened to cancel my birthday party, too!

      So, a word of warning. If you see your mother quietly writing in a notebook when you have been naughty, she might be planning to write a book – and the stories just might be about you! You never know. I didn’t! I was probably about your age then, and now I am old enough to wonder what my grandchildren must think of their grandfather being such a naughty boy!

      We lived at the end of a quiet lane on the edge of a big town in Buckinghamshire. There are now houses where the rubbish dump – my paradise – once was, and a motorway goes through the middle of the woods where we built our camps. Emma, Mossy’s sister, is based on my little sister, Jo. She wasn’t allowed to play in our gang because she was three years younger and a GIRL! She was too much of a baby to play real bows and arrows or to swing like Tarzan from a rope on a tree. The story about Mossy and Emma lost on the common reminds me of the evening when my best friend and I hid in the woods to worry our parents – we only gave ourselves up when we heard the voice of the village policeman who had been called to help in the search.

      On the VERY rare occasion that I was especially naughty I would be sent to my bedroom. A couple of years ago I was moving some furniture that had been handed down by my parents and I happened to open a chest of drawers. Inside, I found a pencil drawing of a man’s head, with lots of dots hovering over it. Beneath, in childish writing, were the words ‘John Taylor has fleas’. It was how I took revenge on my father when I was a boy – more than sixty years ago!

      I do hope that you enjoy this book.

      And I wonder if you can walk past a recently repaired pot-hole without putting your toe in the shiny wet tar to see if it is still sticky?

      I can’t!

      Renny Taylor, 2014 
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