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To my friends




BOOK 1

Back to the Forest




PART I

Now we had come past Gloucester I began to believe it. I really was coming back to the Forest; not quite back to the heart of the Dean, where I had spent my childhood, with its unique landscape and miles of woodland paths to roam at will, but to a good second-best. This was an isolated cottage on a country estate of farmland, woods, and orchards only a few miles from the Forest’s edge.

Over the back flap of the huge removal van I watched the landscape pass; cottages, farms and homesteads that had become so familiar in my many journeys home for the holidays when I was a domestic servant in London.

Syd had moved up into the cab now to act as guide, and sat squashed between the driver, his mate and the gearstick. Our three sons, aged fifteen, eleven, and nine, were perched as comfortably as the driver could arrange us, with Jenny, aged six, on my lap. Between Syd and the children and me were packed all our worldly goods.

Now, one hundred miles from London, I began to think more objectively about our situation. It seemed odd that one human being, a middle-aged, dumpy, homely-looking little  woman at that, had driven us to make this momentous decision. I pondered on the power of one human being to affect the lives of others. Two outstanding examples came to mind, Jesus Christ and Hitler. Millions of lives had been changed by their opposing influences. Our experience was microscopic, but all-important to us just the same.

For the umpteenth time I wondered what the cottage would be like. Syd had seen it briefly when he had come for his interview at the sawmill, but all he could tell me was that the surrounding countryside was beautiful, and the interior of the cottage a bit rough and primitive. I hoped we were not again jumping out of the frying-pan into the fire! Never, I thought! No matter what the place was like, it would have the wonderful compensation we needed above all; the freedom to live as a family, not afraid to make a bit of noise, away from the dangers of traffic, and above all, from ‘Her downstairs’. Anyway, my curiosity would soon be satisfied.

Then thoughts of our finances took over. After we had paid the driver and his mate we would have only a few pounds left to last us till Syd drew his first wages. I had already decided to double the tip for the driver’s mate; coming down the notorious Birdlip Hill must have added five years to his age, and he was already getting on a bit. The driver, who was also the owner, had ignored Syd’s warning to take a longer route to avoid Birdlip; he had lived to regret it, but only just.

Nowadays traffic is diverted to a new and gentler slope, but then there was no alternative. Faced with this unexpected challenge, driver and van went at it manfully. The huge pantechnicon, already past retirement age and overloaded, swayed and groaned its way down, exploding with fury at such treatment. Brakes and steering had a terrible job negotiating the headlong descent. On reaching flat ground at the bottom the  driver stopped. You could feel the relief; even the old van, still hissing with indignation, cooled off and put on a brave face again.

The children and I clambered out to stretch our legs. I could see the faces of the three men were putty-coloured, with beads of sweat oozing out of their foreheads. I was feeling a bit sick myself, and I told them that the boys and I had been pressing hard against the flap to slow it down. This brought tiny smiles to their wan faces but it was obvious my fear had not been groundless; it could have been a near thing. We all had a little rest, the driver and his mate shared a few swigs from a brandy flask, Syd assured them there were no more hills like that, and we re-started.

 

A few more miles, and we turned off at the end of a village and drove down a hedgerowed lane, and then up between two lodge houses, the entrance to the private drive of a manor house. It was like a royal welcome, between banks of glorious multi-hued rhododendrons in their full majesty, for this was the latter end of June. The manor, built in the style of a French chateau, was fronted by spacious well-kept lawns. The wide tarmac drive ended at the stables, but forking sharply off was a narrow cobbled road winding steeply up for about three hundred yards between a wild woodland copse and grazing meadows. After climbing a sharp little crest under a huge old chestnut tree, the road gently flattened and came to a peaceful end in a wide stone-pillared gateless entrance. Inside, surrounded by old stone barns, was an area of tangled nettles, thistles, couchgrass and brambles, with a little footpath trodden through. To my city-saturated eyes, even this weedy undergrowth was not objectionable.

The old barns were beautiful; the weathered tiles were  patchily patinaed with yellow-green moss, and the stones had delicately absorbed all the colours of the rainbow. This is not at first obvious to the naked eye, but look long enough and the porous surfaces reveal they are not simply grey but are stained with the blended dyes of nature. Standing forlornly in dusty archways beneath the barns were old farmcarts made redundant by the tractors. They conjured up pictures of the stalwart carthorses that would never again stand harnessed to their cobwebbed shafts. The place had an air of abandoned, beautiful, peaceful sadness.

The pathway led to a little wooden gate under a crumbling rustic arch that was held together with rambler roses. Here I gave a little squeal of delight. ‘Look, kids! It’s even nicer than Little Grey Rabbit’s house!’ In London, to keep the children as quiet as the proverbial mice before bedtime, we used to indulge in our favourite daydream, looking through the ‘Little Grey Rabbit’ books. ‘One day maybe we’ll have a cottage in the country with woods and fields for you to play in, and you’ll all be able to make a noise indoors, and if Mummy nags you, then you can hit me on the head with a hammer.’ The way the boys’ faces lit up at the thought of bashing me revealed the torture I was putting them through by perpetually hissing to them to Be Quiet.

The gate opened on to a small, stone-paved courtyard flanked by a one-storeyed extension to the cottage proper. There was a pump for our water supply with a stone trough in the front; a pink rambler rose climbed up the cottage wall; winter jasmine had sent its hardy roots under the flagstones and almost covered the low extension; a few weeds grew in a narrow flower bed under the rose; the small picturesque windows were latticed. All this far exceeded my anticipatory dreams.

The original door of the cottage had been boarded up and  replaced with one in the extension. I was charmed by the small octagonal lattice window let into it. The key had been left under a brick by the door. I had the privilege of turning it in the lock. Then I let out another squeal of surprise, this time of disappointment. I suppose one could say that the ‘room’ it revealed was full of character. A black miserable character it was too, for black seemed to be the predominant colour in it.

‘I warned you it was a bit rough,’ said Syd, looking at me warily. I was speechless at this understatement. The entrance wall was of normal height, with a ‘ceiling’ going up to a peak of about fourteen feet which then sloped down to a back wall about five feet high. This wall was of rough stone covered with patches of mildew, and the floor was a rubble of dirt and loose dry bits of concrete. The other three walls were a mixture of brick, stone, and small rough concrete patches, covered, where it could adhere, with flaking smoke-blackened yellow-ochre distemper.

Cobwebs hung from the flaking ceiling, and the doors, once dark green, were now almost black with age and smoke. This ‘room’ had one surprisingly agreeable feature, a charming, hand-made brick fireplace. The front of this, too, was blackened and sooty, and there was no basket to light a fire in. A rough stone archway led into the rest of the extension, a small square room. Here the floor was not so bad; there were only a couple of rubbledy holes, and whoever had mixed the concrete had made a better job of it. This room was graced with a ceiling of a sort, plasterboard with the joints pasted over with paper. Here and there the paper had cracked open enough to allow dirt-encrusted cobwebs to hang down like stalactites. The walls were unplastered rough brick, and the room was bare of fitments of any sort.

A false wall ran across it to form a narrow cell at the back,  the door to which was at the side of the brick fireplace. ‘Oh, no!’ I gasped, when I saw what was housed in there. But oh, yes, it was; a bucket toilet, which would have to be carried through the ‘living-room’ for emptying, because there was no back door. The bucket was empty but the odour lingered still. There was a tiny window, but the earth at the back had encroached up beyond the bottom of it and rampant weeds and brambles let but little light filter through.

Bewildered and depressed, I hastened to see the rest of my new home. The door into it was wide enough to let a milk-float through, but it opened easily enough, and my spirits rose a little. Now there was a small proper room, with a staircase going up from it, there was a good window, there was a boxed-in fireplace, and the walls were smooth and nicely distempered in cream. Big enough for a single bed for our Chris, I thought. On my left a door opened into a large larder. Here, too, the ceiling went up to a fourteen-foot apex, but there was a reasonable window and ample storage shelves of sound wood. It was well hung with cobwebs and flakes of whitewash fell everywhere, but it was a very handy storeroom.

Another door, another room, a good square room, big enough for two single beds for Richard and Nick. This had actually been papered, but the damp from outside had bulged it well away from the walls. The floor was of red tiles thick with mildew, there was a tiny, usable grate, and the remains of bacon hooks were hammered deep into the ceiling. This was better; I began to feel I could live here after all. I went upstairs; two rooms, one very small, had been recently papered and painted. There were not many damp patches on the walls, and though the ceilings sloped down in each room and were veined with cracks and slight malformations, they felt sound enough to the touch. This was an improvement.

But what about that shambles downstairs? I could not help feeling very depressed about it all, so sharp a contrast as it was to the modern streamlined flat we had left behind. However, the cottage was wired for electricity, if only for lighting, and that was a marvel considering its isolation. In the 1950s, electric cookers, washers, and fridges had not become part of estate workers’ lives. In his efforts to enlarge and modernise his living-space the previous tenant had removed the old cooking range and wash-copper. Being a skilled carpenter and earning extra money outside his regular job, he had bought calor-gas appliances to replace them. He had taken them all away when he moved, and also the fire-basket from the brick fireplace. Oh, well! At least we had a kettle, so I went into the fuel shed to see what I could scrounge to light a fire. There was a small pile of sawdust, a few dry twigs, and a pile of rubbish from which I removed a couple of half-perished gas-masks. I also found some pieces of old brick to balance the kettle on. The chimney had a fit of the sulks; for every wisp of smoke it accepted it belched back acrid clouds into my face as I tried to blow some flame under the kettle.

Syd, the children, and the removal men were busy carrying all our things into the yard. I put out a good spread of the sandwiches and home-made cake I had brought with me. ‘Sorry, no tea,’ I told the men, ‘it’ll take till Christmas to boil that kettle,’ which was still sitting on some desultory puffs of evil-smelling smoke. We slaked our thirsts with cups of pump water that came up icy-cold and very limey from its source eighty feet below the yard. When they had eaten, we paid the removal men and expected them to go on their way. ‘No, no,’ they insisted, ‘we’ll help you upstairs with the beds and wardrobes first.’

We had recently become a ‘two-wardrobe family’, which gave me a sense of real affluence. One was a double, a utility model, paid for by many hours of charring. The other we bought cheap from a friend’s employers. The fact that a budding film starlet had hung her clothes in it gave it a glamour, and it was something to swank about. Syd had wheeled it home from the West End on a barrow borrowed from a street trader.

Looking at the narrow staircase with a right turn at the bottom the driver looked a bit dubious, as well he might. There was just no way either wardrobe was going to be winkled round that bend. And they never were. The same applied to the base of our double bed, metal springs on a stout steel frame. No matter how we turned and twisted, screwed and unscrewed, sweated and cursed, it was not going up. It looked easy enough, and you could start it all right, but you were soon baulked. The bedroom window would have to come out, frame and all; meanwhile Syd and I would have to manage on the mattress.

Our two frustrated helpers said goodbye. Cockneys born and bred, it had been obvious since our arrival that they pitied us as a lot of lunatics for leaving the Smoke for such uncivilised remoteness. ‘A place for everything, and everything in its place,’ had been a favourite saying of one of my employers in service. Our new home still looked depressing and chaotic when I had done my best to follow her advice. At last we got the children bedded down, the boys too full of curiosity and excitement to feel upset, Jenny cuddling her doll to comfort it. Very soon they fell asleep.

It was late evening, but still light, when Syd and I flopped down into a chair on either side of the obstinate fireplace. None of us had been able to have a warm wash; the pump  water was too hard to lather, and soap just turned into a floating grey scum. How on earth could I cope with bringing up a family under these conditions, I asked myself wretchedly. It was no good nagging Syd; I was the one most responsible for bringing us all here. It was all very well for him to come back from his interview raving about the beautiful countryside and the views from the cottage! He should have noticed there was not so much as a hob to put a saucepan on, and no means of heating water for washing.

The sawmill had allowed him a day off from work to help us settle in, so I began to plan what he was going to do with it.

‘You’ll have to go to Gloucester tomorrow and order me an electric cooker and wash-copper.’

‘What with?’

‘You’ll have to get it on the never-never, from the Electricity Board. Get them for the lowest deposit they’ll take, with four years to pay.’

‘What about the deposit, and the cost of installation?’

‘Well, I’ve got five pound and threepence-ha’penny. I’ve brought some groceries with us and enough bread for a couple of days. How much have you got?’

‘My ’bacca money and two-and-elevenpence. Don’t forget this firm keeps a week in hand, so it’s a fortnight before I get any money.’

‘Can’t be helped, you’ll have to ask for a sub when we’re right broke, and I shall write to the estate manager. It’s their responsibility to pay for the installation.’

We sat on, not speaking, gloomily chewing over our problems. The night gloom gathered, too, outside and inside. Neither of us got up to switch on the light until a scratching scuffling noise started above the kitchen ceiling. Mice! Or, worse still, rats! I had suffered from an irrational fear of these  creatures since a mouse had run up my skirt as I sat on the mat in the fireglow of a darkened room.

I jumped up to switch on the light, and at that same moment a mouse (or was it a rat?) missed its footing and fell through a papered-over crack in the kitchen ceiling.

‘Now don’t you start screaming or having hysterics, you’ll scare Jenny,’ warned Syd as I panicked up on to a chair. The mouse (or rat?) panicked too, as Syd poked it out from under the sideboard with the broom. Much as I detested them, I could not have borne for Syd to bash it to death, and Syd has no killer instinct either. At last it ran out through the gap under the front door. Well, it had been a long day, but I did not feel tired any more. How could I go to sleep in a house over-run by rodents?

‘Come on, let’s go to bed; there won’t be any mice up there.’ Syd was fed up and tired. He is a good husband, but when he is fed up and tired his temper is likely to erupt and it can be quite a temper. I had little choice: stop down here alone with more benighted creatures likely to fall through the ceiling, or go upstairs and lie on a mattress on the floor, a floor with mice probably running about under it and even over it. Holding my nose, I made Syd come in with me to the bucket privy.

‘I shall have to have the light on all night,’ I said. Syd was too tired to argue; in five minutes he was fast asleep. I lay with my shoulders against the wall, tense, and getting tenser, with horror at every creak and sigh, endemic in the structure of old cottages.

Now I had plenty of time to review the situation. Who was it, I reminded myself, that had kept on about moving? Who would not care where we lived so long as it had four walls and a roof and no-one living underneath? Could we go back to  that flat, if we phoned quickly in the morning? Would I, I asked myself, would I go back to that flat with ‘Her downstairs’? I was not sure; deep down in me was a feeling that the boats had been burned, and we were going to stay. No, no, I cried, and I was sure that I wished myself back in our tenement house in Lisson Grove, where we had lived before the flat.

 

Lisson Grove, that unsalubrious corner of London; Lisson Grove and the patched-up corner tenement; Lisson Grove and our friends and neighbours. It is said you can live in London and never know your neighbours, but that certainly did not apply in our case.

Six tenancies occupied three floors. Each had two rooms and a big kitchen. We shared two landing lavatories, the front door, the stairs, and most of the ins and outs and ups and downs of each other’s lives. The ground floor, the basement, and the back yard were occupied by a firm of cabinet-makers.

The other flat on our landing on the second floor was occupied by Lally and her three little girls. From a childhood spent among an amoral family she had blossomed into a full-blown nymphomaniac. Unhealthily pale, she had become an expert in make-up; slight and bony of build she atoned for her lack of nubility by the open lust in her eyes at the sight of a pair of trousers. She was married to a regular soldier who regularly left her pregnant on his infrequent leaves, but never physically deprived.

Nevertheless Lally continued to assuage her loneliness with a variety of war-time soldiers, thick on the ground just then. If nature insisted that we had to creep across the landing in the small hours, there was a likely chance of bumping into a soldier stealthily leaving or approaching Lally’s door. She did it  all for lust, not money; I often knew her send one of her children up the road to cadge half a fag off her sister. ‘Tell ’er I’m gaspin’ for a puff,’ she would say.

She often left me gasping with her uninhibited accounts of the ways of a woman with a man. For convention’s sake she attributed these to her life with her husband, but even he could not have been that much of a Don Juan. She certainly showed up my own shortcomings in the nuptial field; I had not even passed my ‘Oh!’ levels. Lally gave me some shock therapy treatment; poor Syd, I had been a dull bed partner. When we had moved there I was pregnant with our second child. We had been married six years, but I was still basically an inhibited prude, due to the childhood influence of a well-meaning but un-enlightened mother.

I am a one-man woman and Lally’s generous distribution of her favours held no appeal for me. But just as most women would like to be a Cordon Bleu cook, recipes for cooking a husband’s goose are also very handy. Our marriage improved no end.

Lally’s family also provided us with our Saturday night ‘viewing’, not on a TV screen, which had not then become part of life, but through our kitchen window. Every Saturday evening her seventeen-year-old sister baby-sat for Lally so that she could join her large family for their weekly booze-up in the pub opposite. They gathered at the pub entrance in a mood of great affection and camaraderie. Around closing time they either came out or were thrown out, all their pent-up aggros and grievances now released by alcohol. Soon they were shouting a Kinsey-type report of their sexual behaviour, moral lapses, thieving habits, cross couplings, and who’s-whose accounts of paternity. Nudgings and pushings turned into challenges, and then fights, joined by fringe enemies or supporters.  Heads crashed against fists, walls, and even pavements. This weekly boil-up of their dirty habits was forgotten and forgiven in time for the next booze-up, even if a couple of heads still sported plasters.

 

The widening of my sex education, initiated by Lally, was continued, as chance would have it, by Annabelle. Annabelle was a glamorous woman living in the block of flats opposite, and I did a bit of charring for her. She too was prone to entertaining soldiers, mostly from the officer classes, American preferably, but unlike Lally she charged heavily for her services. In exchange for my clothes coupons, which I could not afford to use, she gave me some of her left-off clothing. Tarty tight skirts, high-heeled shoes and underwear! Phew! Nothing to help me keep warm but enough to send the steam out of Syd’s earholes! I learned, not without the loss of my romantic idealism, that love is one thing and sex another. Entwined, they are the nearest we can reach towards the stars.

 

Mr and Mrs B. lived upstairs, and the rest of us considered that they gave a bit of a social status to our tenement. They both worked in an office, and set off each morning smartly dressed and carrying rolled umbrellas. She was decidedly snooty, and had a job to crack her face into a smile if she passed any of us on the stairs. They did not mix at all, which left the rest of us free to gossip and conjecture about where she went every week-end. Mr B. was always left on his own from Friday evening to Monday morning. He was the nicer of the two. A rather delicate man, he was allowed a war-time ration of an extra pint of milk a day because of a stomach ulcer. At week-ends he always left this daily pinta unobtrusively by Lally’s door for her children.

One evening, as I laid the table for Syd’s home-coming meal, I heard the B.s’ radiogram playing rather loudly, and I could tell they were dancing to the music. I joined in and picked up a rather puzzled Chris into my arms to waltz around the room. We were happy in the midst of life.

Suddenly I heard footsteps running down the stairs and there was an urgent banging on our door. Mrs B. stood there, wild-eyed and trembling. ‘Quick, quick! Please come up! Jeremy is having a dreadful turn. I’m frightened.’ I put Chris down and called Lally to keep an eye on him. Then I ran upstairs, relieved to hear Syd coming in at the same time.

Upstairs the radiogram was still playing. Mr B. lay on the settee. I had never seen a dying person before, but my instincts told me he was breathing his last breaths and every one was an agony. Gently I put my arm around his shoulders and talked to him soothingly as to a baby, but I did not think he could hear. His thin pale ascetic face was now swollen and purple, his unseeing eyes bulging almost out of it. I prayed he was not suffering, and almost at once the swollen features subsided and the colour began to go. His breathing stopped, and though he still felt warm in my arms I knew he had died. Mrs B. had turned the radiogram off, and was now having near-hysterics. She too could see he had gone.

‘Oh, my God!’ she moaned. ‘What shall I do? How could he die on me like this? We’re not married, you see, not married. If my husband ever found out! He’s away travelling for his firm all the week. That’s why I stay here in London with Jeremy. My God, what can I do now?’

As these revelations tumbled out in her panic I was too surprised to comment. ‘Half this furniture is mine,’ she went on. At this point I lost sympathy with her; her concern was entirely for herself.

Just then Syd came up and looked at Mr B. He told me to go downstairs with Chris and though he knew little about it, tried to massage life and breath back into the lungs of the dead man.

Meanwhile, Meg from downstairs had got wind that something was amiss. Nosey, but practical and sensible, she sent Syd to ring for the doctor, and took ‘Mrs B.’ downstairs with her to give her some tea and stop her helpless snivelling. After the doctor had pronounced Mr B. dead, she helped ‘Mrs B.’ collect and pack her things, called a taxi, saw her into it and watched her disappear from the scene.

A few days later a hearse drew up outside, and some men carried a coffin upstairs. After a while they brought it down. Lally and Meg and I stood by our doors for a moment paying our last respects to our lonely unwanted neighbour who could be such a gentleman. They handed him over the banisters as if he was a piece of furniture. There were no flowers, no mourners, just Mr B.’s last solitary quiet descent down our stairs.

His weekday ‘wife’ came back just once, to arrange the sale of his furniture to a second-hand dealer. We were not sorry to see the back of her; superior class indeed!

 

Meg lived in the rooms directly below ours. Many years in London had hardly watered down her Welsh accent, nor diminished her passion, surely shared by the majority of Welsh ladies, for a nice clean doorstep and entrance. With a bunch of young children playing a great deal on the doorsteps, achieving this ambition was a sore trial to Meg. She would chivvy and scold them for the mess they all too frequently made, and then destroy the whole effect by handing out to the miscreants sweets, and toys and crayons, etc., that she got from her charring jobs in the West End.

Some years before, Meg had discarded an erring husband, and now kept herself by being a daily treasure to a variety of people. Many of these were household names at the time, connected with the entertainment world. For the rest of us, Meg was very often a treasure trove as well. By now, war-time rations had been cut to the bone; but the affluent people Meg worked for were able to patronise the black market. Far from feeling the pinch, their cupboards and larders were overstocked. Whenever she could, Meg relieved them of small amounts of tea, sugar, fats, or anything she could lay her hands on, sharing her pickings with those of us who had children.

She also shared with us her accounts of the unconventional behaviour of the well-known people she worked for. Gulps of juicy scandal went down with our shared pots of tea. Meg had no inhibitions about listening at, or peeping through, keyholes, and anybody’s unlocked correspondence was hers for the reading. Once when she was temporarily cleaning the office of a top West End solicitor, we knew about a forthcoming divorce in royal circles months before the story broke in the papers.

Meg was every bit as generous with her help and advice to these straying sheep, as she was to her neighbours. One famous lady journalist she worked for was a widow who was entertaining high matrimonial hopes from an elderly and wealthy city tycoon. At the time he was tied to an invalid and mentally-handicapped wife, who was incarcerated in a very expensive nursing home.

One night a week he stayed with his unofficial fiancée; most other nights she shared her bed with a handsome TV personality. Meg was no prude about this arrangement, but one morning when she took the two cups of tea in, she found  the TV man replaced, on one of his working nights, by a well-known well-married actor. Meg waltzed back out again with the tea, and later gave her employer a good scolding for getting a bit too promiscuous. She did not get the sack, which was just as well.

The city tycoon’s unfortunate wife obliged everybody by dying quietly, and he quickly upped and married his young secretary. The betrayed lady journalist, her pride mortally wounded, became hysterically suicidal. A fortune had slipped through her grasp and her reputation as a femme fatale had been totally undermined. Now forty years old, almost alone, used and rejected by the men she thought she was using, life seemed to have nothing left for her. There was one final, irreversible way out.

Meg told me everything, and analysing her chatter I felt sure she had saved her employer. Her commonsense lectures, and her ability to make Madam see things in proper perspective, slowly brought her back on to an even keel. During this time Meg neglected her other jobs and stayed all hours to help restore the lady’s sanity.

 

Meg was also the house ‘banker’ for us penurious tenants. Not a bank that we ever put money in; we only had overdrafts of odd shillings when the week was longer than the housekeeping money. Meg earned her living by long hours of charring, yet she never refused a borrower, never charged any interest, and often had to be persuaded into accepting repayment. She was just simply good-natured, but she was practical too, and dealt with the things life sent her as they came along.

One of the things that came along was her boy-friend. Meg had a boy-friend of her own, a Canadian soldier some fourteen  years younger than herself - Meg was nudging forty. She was no glamour girl; she had a pleasant little face, a short dumpy figure, and she was a natty dresser. But the Canadian bowled us over; he was exceptionally handsome with a height and physique to match.

Aware of Meg’s generous nature, we sniffed disapproval behind her back, convinced that she was just being used as a convenient free lodging for his leaves, and as a provider of hot meals and free gin.

 

As the time approached for the birth of our second child, the war was still a terrible curse hanging over us all. Here we are, I would think, a large ecological mass going in orbit round the sun, a planet with a core of still-molten fire, its thin crust covered with countless thousands of species of life, flora and fauna, liquids and chemicals, subject to earthquake and flood, tempests and fires, host to continuous death. Yet we added to our burdens of disaster the man-made holocaust of war! We hang the blame handily on such as Hitler, Napoleon, Genghis Khan, and so on, but one evil being could easily be eliminated in the cause of justice. Why did we kill rather than reason? What was in us that made us love to hate?

When I worked as a maid in a London boarding-house, I had met people of many nationalities and colours. They were all just ordinary people, some nice and some not so nice, just the same as everybody else. It was not logical for a whole nation to be the enemy of a whole nation. It could not be, and I did not believe it. I was puzzled and resentful to find myself part of a war, and as helpless to do anything about it as a leaf carried down a turbulent stream.

I was also a coward, with a strong sense of self-preservation, especially for Chris and the coming baby. When the sirens  sounded in the small hours, people poured out of buildings like ants whose nests have been poked with a stick. Hearts in our mouths we ran, hoping to reach the comparative safety of the Underground station before the bombs fell. Heroic street wardens shouted at people to take cover. The blacked-out streets became caverns of Hell lit up by vipers’ tongues of streaking red light as the guns and searchlights sought the dark enemy. The Devil’s orchestra of the bass rumblings of explosions put wings on our feet.

Though handicapped by the large bump in front of me I ran like the clappers, easily keeping up with Syd who carried a sleepy, bundle-wrapped Chris. When the buzzbombs started, they would come anywhere at any time. Warnings were of little use, sleep was out of the question. So I persuaded Syd that the three of us, almost four, must sleep on the Underground platform every night.

The platforms were packed with people lying right to the edges. The few late-night trains broke up the sleep of any who had found it, and the passengers picked their way daintily among the blankets. Against the wall at the back were a few bunks occupied by the very old and the very young. Sometimes Chris had a bunk, if it were not too far from us. Often the three of us huddled together on the draughty stairs, snatching at sleep, waking again, talking in whispers to strangers whom adversity had turned into friends.

Then Hitler started his rocket attacks. There were no warnings; there could be none, because there was nothing to see or hear. Just an earth-shattering ominous explosion somewhere. Some poor soul had had it; not us, yet! These inexplicable explosions were not explained by the authorities for many weeks, but Cockney wit smelled it out, and dubbed them ‘flying gas-mains’.

I was now over eight months pregnant, and one particular dread obsessed me. Supposing that all around us was hit by a rocket, and Chris was buried under the rubble and we could not get at him? After all, it was possible, it was even likely. The thought of it was enough to make me give in to Syd’s persuasions, and to the entreaties of my parents, to go back to the Forest to stay with them.

 

My two younger sisters were living at home. Ironically, the war had saved them from a life of domestic service by bringing plenty of factory work to the locality. My parents were now in their fifties, and it caused a considerable upheaval in their little cottage to fit in a small grandson and a heavily pregnant daughter. My time was coming, and the district nurse arranged for me to have the baby in a municipal nursing home twenty-four miles away. Three weeks later I had a bonny boy almost nine pounds in weight. It was a Nature’s miracle, really, for that baby had drawn his sustenance from dry porridge oats, health salts, cider, and surreptitious sniffs of metal polish.

The first four months of my pregnancies have always been a living hell of nausea. My taste buds go mad; all normal food smells and tastes like poison. I cannot tolerate tea, coffee, cocoa, or even plain bread and butter. But after four months I become a real pig for dry porridge oats, dry health salts by the handful, and as much cider as I can get; all items I have no liking for normally. Sniffing the metal polish is a great little luxury. Once they were born, however, I was a failure to all of them as a source of nourishment, and reluctantly had to put them on the bottle.

Meanwhile, the principal cause of these troubles, Syd, stayed in London and went on with his job. His wages were  none too grand but he came down to see us pretty often. In our small crowded cottage, the brevity of his visits did not help me to re-adjust our marriage. I was worried, too, about the proximity of his lonely manhood to the lustful Lally.

‘Wouldn’t touch her with a barge-pole!’ he would declare breezily. But that would not cure my jealousy; it was not a barge-pole I was worrying about.

Impulsively, obstinately resisting advice, I decided to return with Syd from one of his visits. It was a mistake. The dread of the children being buried by bombs or rockets took over in my mind more strongly than ever. What joy we had from being together again was quite overcast, and though we renewed the old routines they brought us no contentment.

Lally’s philosophy was calm acceptance. ‘If your number’s on it you’ll get it, so meanwhile, while you’re waitin’ for it, ’ave a good time. Enjoy a fag an’ a drop o’ booze, gel, an’ a bit o’ the other.’ This did nothing for my jitters; I did not smoke or drink, anyway, and spent my nights tensed up to the point of hysterics waiting for oblivion from a rocket. Lally never even bothered to run for shelter.

Meg was brave too. She no longer went charring, as most of her employers had left London. She now worked at the head-quarters where comforts for the troops sent from America and Canada were sorted. Early evening she took herself off to a newly-opened shelter under the Great Central hotel, where she enjoyed the luxury of a bunk bed.

Syd had never thought he was likely to get any special protection from Above. He was working very long hours and needed his sleep, so after taking me and the children to the Underground station he went back to bed in the tenement. Now that the rockets were coming day and night without warning, and the old bombing raids had stopped, people  seemed more resigned, and calm in despair. The Underground platforms were almost empty; the normality was abnormal; the night-time fraternity had disbanded. The war was not being lost, nor was it being won in a hurry. Every day we wondered, should I leave again, take the children, and return to the Forest? At least, till the war was over?
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