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Monica Dickens

Monica Dickens MBE (1915–1992) was the great-granddaughter of Charles Dickens. Expelled from St Paul’s Girls’ School, she was then sent to a finishing school in France, before returning home to life as a debutante: ‘The deb scene and the dances were absolute agony. I would look at the waiters and the maids at balls and know for certain that they were having a better time than I was. So I wanted to belong with them, down there where there was a bit of life.’ She then spent two years as a cook and general servant, which she wrote about in her first book, One Pair of Hands (1939). The book, published when she was twenty-four, was a bestseller and established her reputation as a writer. During the Second World War, Dickens trained as a nurse and again successfully recounted her experiences in One Pair of Feet (1942), following this with My Turn to Make the Tea, which was based on her time working as a reporter on a regional newspaper. In her career she wrote over fifty books for both adults and children, including the Follyfoot series, and for twenty years wrote a much-loved column for Woman’s Own. She was also involved with the NSPCC, the RSPCA and the Samaritans.
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INTRODUCTION

First things first: yes, she was related to that Dickens; Monica’s grandfather was Charles’s eighth child. As she writes in her autobiography, ‘Some of the Dickens aunts were outraged that I had played fast and loose with the name. Just as parents think that sex stopped with their generation, Charles Dickens was expected to be the last family member to appear in print.’

The economy and wit of this passage – as well as the unexpected mention of sex – is a good introduction to the author’s writing style. Her language is crisp and vivid. She never lingers on scenes, and rarely embellishes; as a reader, you may sometimes crave more detail, but you’ll never be bored.

It was boredom that kick-started Monica’s writing career. At twenty-one, as ‘an aging and disgruntled ex-debutante’ whose friends were busily getting married, she decided to get a job. With no qualifications and no skills apart from those gained during six lessons at Le Cordon Bleu in Sloane Street, she called herself a cook, and began a series of ‘below-stairs’ jobs that took her from bijou London flats to the servants’ hall of a country house. After she’d been demonstrating her slovenly inefficiency in the role for two years, a publisher she met at a party suggested that she write a book about her experiences.

‘Writing,’ as she recorded later, ‘is easier when you don’t know how difficult it is. I wrote One Pair of Hands in three weeks, sitting in the corner of the drawing-room sofa, with people coming in and out, and arguing, and having tea, and playing the piano and making jokes.’ ‘Don’t worry about how to write. Just write,’ the publisher Michael Joseph had told her, and she did.

She followed One Pair of Hands with two further volumes of autobiographical novels: One Pair of Feet, based on her wartime nursing experiences, and My Turn to Make the Tea, in which she lightly fictionalised her job as a journalist on a provincial newspaper. I first read all three as a teenager, and more than forty years later could still precisely remember certain phrases and descriptions: the girl with the gift for inappropriate simile (‘she’s bleeding like a dustbin’); the pink-faced couple dancing (‘cheek to cheek, like two blancmanges meeting’); and the terrible, terrible wartime food (‘great bowls of beetroot’ and ‘the pink rubbery circles known as Luncheon Sausage’).

Reading these books again has been a pleasure; they are vastly entertaining, shrewd, youthfully judgemental and not always kind, but the latter quality means that the moments of pathos and horror – the aftermath of a chemical factory explosion; the young woman forced to seek an abortion – are all the more unexpected and affecting. Monica’s naked curiosity and general bolshiness are easy to identify with, and as a narrator she always tells us what we’re longing to know – it’s like listening to a friend’s anecdote, and egging them on: ‘And what happened next?’

One Pair of Feet was published eighty years ago, and the narrative begins right at the beginning of the Second World War, when it seemed that ‘women, having been surplus for twenty years, were suddenly wanted in a hundred different places at once’. Monica, having decided against joining the services (‘I didn’t think my hips would stand the cut of the skirt’) is inspired by the film Vigil in the Night, a wildly romantic melodrama set in a hospital, and plumps for nursing. Within minutes of starting, she discovers that the reality is nothing like the fiction: ‘In 1940, a nurse was a cross between a nun and a slave, and a probationer was as low as the bedwheels off which on slow afternoons we scraped the built-up wax with a kitchen knife.’

This is a world of six-day weeks and thirteen-hour shifts, where junior nurses are forbidden ever to speak directly to a doctor and where starched cuffs must be worn outside the ward at all times, even if the nurse in question is running to find ice for a patient with a torrential nosebleed. Monica, while trying to be a good nurse, is unable to ignore the endless, petty rules and restrictions that turn a busy and difficult job into utter servitude. Even off duty, there is no privacy as the nurses’ rooms are regularly inspected by the matron. ‘You did not belong to yourself any more; you were a cog in community life. It was a wonder we did not have to throw all our clothes into a common wardrobe at night, and draw at random in the morning.’ The enforced association leads to both deep friendships and instant enmities, and Monica’s whipcrack descriptions of her new companions are one of the joys of the book, as are the recollections of a social life that largely involves dancing with drunken servicemen on remote air bases, followed by cycle rides through the blackout, arriving back just in time to begin another exhausting shift.

When One Pair of Feet was published, in 1942, nursing newspapers were outraged by it, mostly on the grounds that the book was funny: ‘Miss Dickens is not acquainted with the sane and wholesomely humoured women and girls who do their work with balanced minds and intelligence.’ Monica herself insisted that what she had written was the truth, ‘with a few changes to satisfy the laws of conscience or libel’, and it reads exactly as this.

My Turn to Make the Tea, the third in what might be thought of as a ‘real-life trilogy’, is less episodic than the others, and shaped rather more like a novel, though there is no doubt that it is based closely on the author’s experience of writing for the Herts Express. Monica was, by this time, in her thirties, and living on her own in a rural cottage full of animals. Refreshingly, none of the three books dwell on her single status, or address what was, at that time, an unusual degree of independence for a woman; nevertheless, in the mixed environment of the newspaper office, her sex ensured that her status was very low, something that she stoically accepts: ‘You also have to take your turn at filling inkwells, fetching copy paper, washing up yesterday’s cups in cold water, and making tea. If you are the only girl, it is nearly always your turn.’

I love local newspapers, both as a reminder of my own provincial childhood and as a mainstay of historical research. The fictional Downingham Post is utterly recognisable, with its determinedly unsensational headlines (‘COUNCIL VETOES NEW SEWAGE PLAN FOR BUNGALOWS’), its carefully transcribed list of attendees at the Licensed Victuallers’ Ball, and its detailed account of the sparsely attended Saturday football fixture between Plastic Novelties 1st XI and Bingley Engineering Reserves.

Every event, however small, needs to be reported if a sixteen-page weekly newspaper is to be filled, and Monica touchingly conveys the mixture of drudgery and pride that the junior reporter’s job entails, wondering ‘whether readers might detect the stuff of genius in the report of Miss Alice Tufton’s wedding, over which I had tried so hard, but which had come out exactly like all the other wedding reports that ever had been and ever would be in the Downingham Post.’

But this is also a boarding-house book, in the classic British tradition, and the stories of the inhabitants of 5 Bury Road (Monica being one of them), and their landlady, the loathsome Mrs Goff (‘not exactly fat, for her bulk was more sideways than from back to front, like a drawing in a child’s picture book of the unpopular nanny run over by a tram’), weave through the book, giving a satisfying shape to the narrative.

These three volumes reflect only a small part of Monica Dickens’ life. She married late, moved to America, adopted two children, worked with the NSPCC and the Samaritans, and helped to found the first branch of the latter in the USA. Her many novels, for both adults and children, cover subjects as disparate as child neglect and late romance, coercive relationships and lifelong friendship. She gives the impression of somebody who never stopped moving, who relished all experience and who rarely went along with expectations. The world of her youth is very different from our world, but she writes with a directness that cuts zestfully through the decades.

Lissa Evans




CHAPTER ONE

The telephone rang. I picked it up, glad of something to do, for there was not much stirring in our office that afternoon, except the spoon in Joe’s teacup.

‘Downingham Post,’ I said crisply. ‘Reporters’ room.’

‘There’s a lady down here wants to see one of the reporters,’ said Doris, who worked our little switchboard in an untaught, haphazard way.

‘Oh good,’ I said. Perhaps she had brought us some hot news.

‘She wants to see whoever it was wrote that piece about the cold potatoes.’

Oh bad. I had written it. I was afraid at the time that I might not have all the facts right, because I had been dozing at the Petty Sessions, but the editor had wanted the story in a hurry and there was no time to check up.

I had hoped to get away with it. Ninety-nine times out of a hundred one did, but this was the hundredth. The lady was in the downstairs office, pacing the linoleum in a threatening hat. She was not the plaintiff in the case I had reported, who had been suing a truant husband for what the police called maintainance. That one had been quite a sympathetic blonde character, and I had been on her side, but this one was swart, with a trembling shadow of moustache.

I kept the counter between us. Doris and Mrs Banks, who handled the advertisements, were on my side of it doing their accounts, and I hoped they might give me support, but they only stared, and Mrs Banks shook out her sleeve in a fastidious way and drew a lace-edged handkerchief from the end of it. I rested my hands on the counter like an obliging shop assistant and prepared to sell the lady whatever she wanted.

‘Are you the one who writes the court reports?’ she asked, jittering her chin at me. She had some kind of affliction of the mouth, which made her look as though she were chewing all the time on seeds left over from raspberry jam.

‘Yes,’ I said, although the maintenance case was the first court story I had been allowed to do by myself, and that was only because Joe had wanted a drink before the magistrates did, and had gone away and left me on my own for half an hour before the lunch interval.

‘You’ve made a libel of me,’ said the lady. ‘Look here.’ She put a copy of our last week’s paper on the counter, jabbing her glove at my story, which I could not read upside down.

‘“Plaintiff, Mrs Jessie Parkins,”’ she read, ‘“alleged that during a quarrel, her husband emptied a bowl of cold potatoes over her head.”’

‘Didn’t he?’ I asked. From what I had seen of the husband, he looked capable of it.

‘He may have, or he may not,’ she said. ‘That is neither here nor there. What is here is that I am Mrs Jessie Parkins. The woman in this unpleasant case’ – she rapped the paper again – ‘dreadful creature. We know all about her – is Mrs Nessie Parkinson. So you see what you’ve done with your vulgar publicity. You’ve made a libel of me and Mr Parkins, and it’s set him right back, just when his legs were getting right. Thirty years we’ve been married and never a sharp word. Our name will be a laughing-stock when people read this. I’ve already had the milkman looking at me sideways.’

My heart sank. ‘I’m terribly sorry,’ I began humbly.

‘Sorry isn’t enough,’ she said, chewing more rapidly on the raspberry pips. ‘They oughtn’t to let people like you have such licence. What are you going to do about it?’

What indeed? I could feel Doris and Mrs Banks concentrating on me from behind. I was getting nervous. The editor was always lecturing me about libel. I had made many mistakes since I had been on the paper, but none as ominous as this. I apologized to her. I told her that I had meant no harm, that it was a printer’s error, a proof-reader’s error, a fault in the machines, an Act of God …

‘I could sue, you know,’ she said with relish, and I thought of dashing upstairs for my coat and leaving the office for ever, although tomorrow was pay day.

‘Unless you print an apology. Big enough for everyone to see, though I doubt whether even that will get Mr Parkins over the shock. Thirty years we’ve been married and never—’

‘Yes, yes, we could do that. How would it go? “We regret to announce that in the report of a case in the Magistrates’ Court last week, the plaintiff was erroneously stated to be Mrs Jessie Parkins, instead of Mrs Nessie Parkinson. We offer our apologies to Mrs Parkins for any distress or embarrassment caused her.”’ I had seen it done in the daily papers. They seemed to get away with it all right.

‘Distress, yes.’ She nodded the hat. ‘And Mr Parkins. His name too. And the address. I’d like his activities for the British Legion to go in as well.’ It was going to be quite a saga.

‘It will have to go in for two weeks,’ said Mrs Parkins. ‘Two weeks, or I take action.’

‘All right.’

‘Very well.’ She picked up the paper and her jaw slowed down and was still. The tension in the office broke. Doris giggled and Mrs Banks let out her breath with a little hiss like a tin of coffee being opened. I got away quickly, vowing to take Benzedrine to the Petty Sessions next time.

Upstairs, Joe and Victor wanted to know what it was all about. Someone had drunk my tea, and the office cat had got my biscuit on the floor.

‘Apology?’ said Vic. ‘You’re for it. The old man hates putting them in. Says it’s the hallmark of second-rate journalism.’ He imitated Mr Pellet’s crusted accents to the life.

‘Well, but surely, if it saves a libel action—’

‘I said, he hates putting in apologies,’ repeated Vic, who could be annoying when he liked.

‘Perhaps I might get it in without him seeing.’

They laughed scornfully. The editor saw every word of copy that was written.

‘I could take it in to Harold and get him to set it and fit it in somewhere after Pelly had passed the page.’

‘What a hope. Don’t you know this paper is the old man’s Bible? He lives with it all week and then takes it home Wednesday evening and sits up all night reading it. Cover to cover. All the ads, too.’

‘Oh well, I suppose I ought to go and tell him now.’

‘Yes, I suppose you did.’ Vic picked up a pencil, sucked it, flexed his wrist, made a few passes over a sheet of paper, and started on a headline for the Bowls Club Dinner. Joe sighed and went back to the morning paper.

‘Ought to what?’ asked Murray, who had just kicked in through the swing door and was hanging up his coat and scarf.

‘Go and ask Pelly for a raise,’ said Vic, underlining his heading with artistry.

‘Useless. I asked him myself last week.’ Murray lifted the lid of the teapot. ‘You horrible people,’ he said. ‘You might have waited for me.’

‘You can make some more,’ Joe said.

‘You know the tea doesn’t last out if you keep making fresh brews.’ Murray had a domestic mind, and worried a lot about whether the tea and sugar would last the week, and whether the milk would go sour if we lit a fire, and whether we could get any more coal.

‘I’ll make you some more when I come back,’ I said. I was sorry for Murray, who never felt well, and who had the sort of wife one would not wish on any man.

‘It doesn’t matter. I’ll go without.’ Murray would rather be offended now than have a cup of tea.

I went out of the long, chaotic room where we five reporters wrote and argued and laughed at rotten jokes, and bickered and made our private telephone calls and boasted about what we were going to say to the editor when we asked for a rise. I went along the dark little corridor, which was so narrow that two people could not pass, so that you had to back out if you met anyone, and up the twisting stair, which was also narrow, like belfry steps. You did not have to back down these, because you could always hear if anyone was coming. They made such a noise on the hollow wood.

Mr Pellet made more noise than anyone. He was a short and heavy man, with no waist, no neck, and no spring in his ankles. I was a little afraid of him. No one else was, because they knew that they knew their work and he needed them. I did not know my work and he did not need me, but when he was feeling cosy, he would tell me that in about ten years’ time, if I did what I was told, I might make him a useful reporter. The thought that in ten years’ time I might still be in Downingham writing notices of Women’s Institute concerts and school bazaars was not exhilarating.

The editor was sitting at his desk by the window subbing some copy. It looked like Vic’s handwriting – what you could see of it after the mutilations of Mr Pellet’s soft black pencil. Although it was a raw March afternoon, with a hint of fog coming in with the dusk, he had the window wide open. Mr Pellet never felt the cold. It was said downstairs that he had a steaming blood pressure, but he was never ill, and had no understanding for anyone who was. It was enough to make you ill if you had to spend too long in his office. Even in summer it got no sun, and in winter your hands turned blue and your face stiffened as soon as you opened the door.

It was a little odd-shaped room stuck in a top corner of the ramshackle old Post building. There was only just room in it for a claw-foot coat-stand with one foot missing, a kitchen chair for visitors, the editor’s swivel chair that swivelled on a slant, and his scarred old roll-top desk, whose bursting drawers would no longer shut, and whose leather writing surface was chewed into a relief map where he had worried it over the years with his paper-knife. The electric light, with a shade like a dirty white china plate, hung in the wrong place and was hoisted to shine over the desk by a piece of string tied round the curtain rail.

The peeling walls were lined nearly all the way up with reference books, unreadable sagas on Downingham’s history, and old, old ledgers and files. Nothing much newer than the turn of the century, for since the paper started in 1890, nothing had ever been moved or thrown away. The shelves and cupboards had long ago reached saturation point, so that all the up-to-date stuff had to be kept inconveniently in the basement. Our reporters’ room was half silted up with rolls of old galley proofs which had been collecting dust there since the Relief of Mafeking. No one had yet discovered that I was systematically using them to light the fire, but I would have to do it for all of those ten years Mr Pellet said it would take to make me a reporter, before I made any impression on them.

I was surprised when I first came to this room for an interview. I had expected the editorial office, even of a provincial weekly, to be more impressive. I had expected Mr Pellet to look like an editor, not like a man who prods pigs with a stick on market day. With his large head, broad and curly at the poll like a Hereford bull, his thick clumsy fingers, seasoned by years of cigarettes, like old oak in a smoky cottage kitchen, and his healthy bright blue eyes, he was the most unliterary-looking person I had ever seen. Journalism is not literature, he was always telling me. I thought it ought to be, although the others downstairs told me that when I had been there as long as they had, I wouldn’t waste my time thinking up original adjectives which the old man always replaced with some of the tried favourites from stock.

When I told the old man about Mrs Jessie Parkins and the cold potatoes and the apology, he put down his pen, sunk his neck deeper into his shoulders, looked at me like a bull, and then roared at me like a bull. Victor and young Mike, who were always being roared at, told me that this meant nothing, but it unnerved me. I stood my ground, wondering whether it was the cold or Mr Pellet that made my legs feel weak. I was afraid that he would sack me. I had been thrown out of nearly every job I had ever had in my life, and wanted to hold on to this one a bit longer. I thought he was being unnecessarily righteous about Mrs Parkins, but suddenly he stopped in the middle of a sentence, leaving a vacuum in the air where his voice had been, gave me the sucked-in smile that made him look as if he had not got his teeth in, and muttered, ‘Silly bitch.’

‘Me?’

He wheezed, which was all he could do about laughing. ‘No, her.’

As I stepped back over the icy linoleum to the door, he said, ‘Had your tea yet?’

‘I was just going to make some more. Would you like a cup?’ It seemed wrong that no one took him tea every day, but if ever I took it up unasked, he would wave it away and say that he was too busy to drink tea, even if some people were not.

‘Aye,’ he said. ‘Bring us a mug, there’s a love,’ and I knew I was forgiven. It was always a good sign with him when he tried to talk North Country.
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