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1

My mother has two hundred hankies, neatly ironed, in one of her drawers; yet she sniffs, all the time. Sinus. Always, one is packed in her handbag – for my use, for her friends’ use, perhaps even for your use – but never hers. And always it’s the yellow or blue checked ones, the least attractive of her collection, as if the prettiest are on stand-by for some divine calling. Perhaps they’re for waving in times of distress – but in that case, two hundred is barely enough. 

Like marker flags, the pattern or embroidery on each little square represents a pivotal point in my mother’s life: in our lives. So many memories tightly folded away, and one day I will take charge of them and shake them out. And dust away the cobwebs. 

Four little girls in a Paddington playground. Four rounds of free dinners, four different social workers, four strains of problem family. It is 1966 and only one has a bag of sweets – and I wasn’t going to be her friend unless she gave me one: Caroline. 

It was just the usual mid-morning scrap. I’d guzzled my penny tea cake, Bethany’s digestive was digested and Janice was looking on sullenly because her break money had gone in the Mitre the night before. In fact, her dad still wasn’t home. Caroline was the only one with the goods; but like waiting for the communion wafer, you’d be down on your knees before she’d part with a fruit chew, and when it was finally, grudgingly, handed over, it was gone in moments. 

Now we were having to squirm and wheedle our way into her favour: promising to pick her at games, offering to drink the remains of her curdling school milk, even to mind her mother’s washing while she went off to play with the others. All this for a flying saucer! 

‘Oh go on, Caroline,’ I whined. ‘You can’t eat them all yourself.’ 

‘Yes I can, Mala, just not at this very minute.’ 

‘Then share them,’ Bethany said. 

‘Why should I?’ 

‘Because we’re your friends.’ 

‘And I’ll drink your milk for you,’ I reminded her. 

We were standing in a circle under the dragon mural on the playground wall – last year’s art project already smudged from endless games of two-balls. 

Somewhere outside on a tinny transistor the Kinks were singing ‘Sunny Afternoon’ above the descant of the juniors’ latest clapping game: Under the bramble, under the tree, true love for you, my darling, true love for me. 

But love was never enough to swing an argument with Caroline, and while she made a point of thinking carefully, Janice said to nobody in particular: ‘Of course, I’ll be doing our laundry today anyway, so I could easily mind a couple of extra machines.’ 

‘What about you, Bethany?’ Caroline snapped. ‘Promise to pick me first for the rounders team?’ 

‘I said I would, didn’t I?’ 

‘All right, then.’ 

As usual, the bag was passed round as the bell went, and we hastily stuffed our mouths, anxious to swallow before our swollen cheeks brought upon us the humiliation of spitting out into scraps of sugar paper. 

‘Why does she make us beg?’ Bethany muttered as we filed in. 

‘They’re her sweets.’ 

‘We always share what we’ve got, Mala. She should too.’ 

‘We’ve had them now: what does it matter?’ 

‘I’ll have to choose her for rounders, that’s what, and she’s useless.’ 

I nodded sympathetically, and gave thanks in my head that I was milk monitor that morning and could tip the remains of Caroline’s rancid half-pint down the sink. 

 

Other people grew up to a Beatles soundtrack – or the Monkees, depending on their level of sophistication. But we grew up to a cheap-sweet chant: ‘Fruit-salads-black-jacks-sherbert-dabs-flying - saucers - chocolate - tools - love - hearts - parma - violets - TWIZZLERS.’ While little boys sat on walls marvelling at BOAC jets leaving trace-lines in the ether, we carved up fudge bars in worshipful wonder and argued over whose turn it was to suck the gobstopper. Bethany and Janice even came to blows over a Lucky Bag the morning the blue salt twist in Caroline’s crisps burst in her mouth. ‘Why are you laughing, Mala?’ she asked crossly. 

‘Because I’m happy.’ 

‘Happy that I’ve got a mouthful of salt?’ 

‘No. Happy because this is the best year I’ve ever had. I’m eight. I’ve got a Sindy. And I’m going away during the holidays.’ 

‘You’re really going?’ Janice sounded envious. 

‘Yep. My mum’s got the fifteen bob.’ 

The head had signed me up for a Children’s Country Holiday with a host family, but first my mum had to pay something towards it. She’d made the finishing line just in time. 

‘You’ll both enjoy the rest, Mrs Fonseka,’ the official said as I queued to be checked for lice, TB and other unpleasantnesses at the fund’s medical centre. ‘At least you’ll know she’s safe for two weeks of the summer. I don’t suppose you have baby-sitters?’ 

But of course she did. She had Janice Connors, Bethany Stephens and Caroline Chong – although she disapproved of the lot. 

‘They’re a rascally crew of ragamuffins,’ my mother said. ‘Why do you have to go loafing with them?’ 

‘What else could I do?’ 

‘Come home and read.’ 

‘But I’d be lonely on my own.’ 

Anyway, by the time she returned from work, exhausted from hours on her feet folding fresh linen in the bowels of the Grosvenor House Hotel, I was back in our room – curled up on the double bed listening to The Clitheroe Kid or Round the Horne on the Home Service. 

Sometimes I walked down to Lancaster Gate Tube station and waited for her to emerge from the crowded lifts – small, fair-skinned, hidden under yards of sari and a black cardigan, even on the hottest day. ‘You shouldn’t cross big roads on your own,’ she’d scold, but she was smiling as we walked back arm in arm. 

Fresh from the Commonwealth, we’d arrived in London full of ambition and purpose just four years previously, but my mother was still cranking up the dream machine when my father decided to die, leaving us alone, alienated and paying four guineas a week to live in one room in Craven Hill Gardens. 

There one day, gone the next. All trace of him removed as if he’d packed for heaven: clothes, photographs, shaving brush, Brylcreem. This great brown hope, making a new life for us, and all that remained of him was an old Grundig tape with ‘The Banana Boat Song’, ‘Volare’, and a recording of me crying. It was worthless: we had nothing to play it on. 

The high points of our new life, so vividly outlined by my mother on the P&O Chusan, had been dashed for ever by a man I had then not seen for nearly two years. Even as we disembarked at Tilbury that dismal November day, he’d been less than enthusiastic: ‘I don’t know why you’ve come – I told you. This is not a country for families.’ 

As we came into London and passed the imposing houses and hotels on Lancaster Gate, our hopes rose. Close to cobbled mewses full of sports cars, we drew up outside the handsome but peeling four-storey home he’d rented in Craven Hill Gardens. My mother squeezed my hand. But inside it was a rooming house like the rest, and our room on the top floor measured twelve by eight. Within weeks we had frozen pipes and unusable toilets. Disaster. ‘How the mighty fall,’ my mother muttered behind his back. 

Much later I realised he was already ill when he met us: what else could explain his sudden demise? How rotten he must have felt, I thought, leaving us unprepared, inexperienced and broken-hearted in a cold country where the winter smog confused our eyes. A country for which my mum’s colonial education had not equipped her: ‘I learned Wordsworth, Mala, not domestic science.’ A country where we knew nobody and became nobodies. 

‘It doesn’t matter,’ my mother said. ‘These things are only temporary. One day our karma will change.’ 

But I didn’t mind – as I told our social worker. 

‘Everything’s brilliant, Mrs Brown. I’m very happy. I’ve even stopped wetting the bed.’ 

‘That’s very good news, Mala.’ 

‘So it must mean I don’t miss him any more.’ 

‘Well, you’ll always miss him, but you’re being adult about it.’ She looked at my mother. ‘That must be a relief.’ 

My mother, who said as little as possible to Mrs Brown, nodded; but I’d heard her discussing it much more openly with my Aunty Mina, who was a nurse and had given us some old linen with ‘Hammersmith Hospital’ stamped on it. 

‘It’s getting better,’ my mother said, ‘now only once a night.’ 

‘What does the doctor say?’ 

‘Always the same – that the child is unsettled. It’s been very difficult, Mina. We have only one set of sheets. Before your help I was using towels – even saris. Sometimes it was three times a night. All that washing – see how the flesh of my hands is swollen and cracked.’ 

‘Can’t you run her to the toilet when she starts?’ 

‘Mina, the toilet is two floors down.’ 

And we shared the toilet and bath with the occupants of thirteen other cramped rooms. My mother had enough problems without starting the battle of the bedpan! 

But the spare sheets weren’t needed any more, and Mrs Brown duly noted the good news on her standard form. 

Afterwards I quizzed my mother: ‘Mum, because you didn’t wet the bed after Daddy died, does it mean you didn’t care?’ 

‘Of course I cared.’ 

‘But you didn’t show it.’ 

‘Adults have different ways of expressing themselves.’ 

‘Like what?’ 

‘Like feeling sad.’ 

‘But I felt sad too, and I still wet the bed.’ 

‘Well … adults have mature functions.’ 

‘What does that mean?’ 

‘It means that we have better bladder control.’ 

‘What’s bladder control?’ 

A pained look crossed my mother’s face. ‘It means that, unlike children and animals, adults don’t need to spray to mark important points along the route.’ 

Sometimes, I just couldn’t understand my mum – for example, her objections to Bethany, especially since they shared a love of hankies. The Stephens’s basement home was next to the old linen shop on Craven Terrace, and Bethany and I spent ages choosing between the embroidered sixpenny specials in the window before clattering down the stairs to the gloom of her flat and the smell of the 4711 Mrs Stephens was always dabbing at her temples. 

There was a bathroom mysteriously hung with drying girdles and a kitchenette behind louvre doors where a large tin of lemon puffs was lodged in silent welcome for small visitors. Of all the mums, Bethany’s was the most generous. 

Now we filled our hands to overflowing and sat down on the vinyl sofa in a vapour of crumbs. Beyond the plain tile fireplace the faded sheet that partitioned off Mrs Stephens’s bed from prying eyes was open. ‘My mum’s sleeping in my room,’ Bethany whispered. 

Bethany’s room was like a cupboard, but Mrs Stephens liked it for daytime naps, leaving us free to sit at her kidney-shaped dressing table, admiring our profiles in the three-way mirror and talking like grown-ups about cocktail parties, cigarettes and Harold Wilson. But today there were more pressing interests. 

‘You’ll be going soon, Mala.’ 

‘Four weeks tomorrow.’ 

‘Are you excited?’ 

‘Of course. I’m going on a mainline train from Paddington.’ 

‘That’s how my mum came here from the seaside.’ 

‘Did she?’ I wondered if it was the sea which called to Mrs Stephens: an invisible shell swishing in her ear. She was often distracted – like the woman in the new Beatles song: Look at her waiting, holding the face that she keeps in a jar by the door. 

‘They’re sending me to a farm.’ 

‘With real animals and everything?’ 

‘I think so. What else do they have on farms?’ 

‘Tractors?’ She shrugged. ‘You’ll miss us, Mala.’ 

I took another biscuit. ‘I know, but my mum says it’s better that I’m off the streets, even if it’s only for a little bit.’ 

‘But you’re not on the streets. You can come here.’ 

‘She hates me coming here, Bethany, you know that.’ 

‘Why?’ 

‘I’ve told you – because your mum doesn’t have any books.’ 

‘Why should she?’ 

‘Because she’s a teacher.’ 

Bethany’s mother had a card up in the newsagent’s window offering French lessons from home. But it was true that they didn’t have books, I’d never come across any of Mrs Stephens’s pupils either, which was strange – because they formed the second part of my mother’s objections. 

Only Caroline’s home, where the golden triangle of Paddington, Bayswater and Queensway merged in a haze of chip fat and pee on the communal balconies of the Hallfield estate, met with motherly approval. Mr and Mrs Chong worked in a Chinese restaurant near the ice rink and were considered respectable. This was probably why, I often thought, they guarded their sparely furnished flat so zealously – muttering angrily in Cantonese if we talked too loudly or stayed too long. But today we had no choice. We were rained in by a summer storm and Janice was squirming under scrutiny. ‘Do they think we’re going to nick something?’ 

‘They don’t want you to break anything,’ Caroline said. 

As Mrs Chong exited, Janice sulked around the room. ‘All you’ve got is calendars from the Peking Inn restaurant and a couple of Jesuses – how could we break those?’ 

‘The word, Janice Connors, is not Jesuses, but crucifixes.’ The informed voice from behind the curtain made us all jump. ‘It’s a term you ought to know, given your background.’ 

Josh Chong emerged from the thin cotton furls at the window like Dr Who. Fourteen years old and effortlessly superior, he’d again caught us in a net of clever words. Now, as he grinned, I felt hot around the neck, but Janice sensed an insult and challenged: ‘What d’you mean?’ 

‘I mean that most Irish Catholics can recognise a crucifix.’ 

She looked confused. My heart sank on her behalf. The Connors weren’t exactly God-fearing in the way Mr Day, the local curate, described the righteous at weekly assembly. Or, indeed, in the way of the Chongs, who went to church on Sunday mornings and always sent a loaf for the school harvest festival. Misery: Josh, as usual, had managed to take us right off track. 

Now he turned to me. ‘I hear you’re off on holiday, Mala.’ I stared at the ground, waiting. ‘Where are you going?’ 

‘To the countryside.’ 

‘Where in the countryside?’ 

Where? Wasn’t it all one place? I made a face. 

He laughed. ‘One doesn’t know where she’s from and the other doesn’t know where she’s going. I hope you’re better informed than that little sister?’ 

But before Caroline could answer, Mrs Chong called them to the kitchen for dinner. 

‘He’s such a bighead,’ Janice said, ‘just because he’s clever. When I’m his age I’ll know lots of things too.’ She picked up Josh’s grammar school photo. ‘Aren’t they funny in long trousers?’ But I thought Josh, in his navy blazer and slacks, thick black beatnik hair and devil-may-care grin, was the most handsome boy in the photo. I traced round his face with a stubby finger. 

‘Handsome fellow, eh, Mala?’ 

Again he’d arrived silently, this time from behind us. Startled, I dropped the picture on to the lino and a corner of the cardboard frame bent. Josh picked it up. ‘You see, this is why she watches you all the time.’ Putting his face within an inch of mine he put on his mother’s voice and said something horrid in Chinese: ‘Fu Manchu.’ Janice and I ran for our lives. 

We could still hear his laughter as we clattered across the puddled balcony and down the stairs, heading for the Connors midden on Westbourne Terrace. 

As we entered, the maisonette throbbed with a life of its own. In the lounge Mr Connors was watching the telly with his greyhounds. We found Mrs Connors in the noisy nicotine fug of the kitchen, bristling in her nylon housecoat: ‘I’m sick of the lot of you.’ She yanked the dishcloth from the baby’s neck and turned the radio up as he started crying. Janice and I grinned at each other, creeping upstairs to escape Sean’s wails and Marie’s continuous whine. A dog had been sick on the landing. 

Sometimes, before he became a teddy boy and got sent to Borstal for his part in the big knife fight outside the Great Western Hotel, Janice’s big brother Eamonn had let us pace the dogs with him along the terraces of Paddington, down Spring Street and across Sussex Gardens, where he leered at the old pros. Sometimes we ran them alongside the Serpentine, part of a family in perpetual motion. Now Mrs Connors was shouting: ‘What’s the bloody point of these dogs? They never win.’ 

My mum said they never would: ‘Animals take after their masters, Mala. The industrious farmer has an industrious herd; the lazy farmer has to wake his cows in the morning.’ 

My mum and I met Mr Connors every now and then when he was coming back from the pub in Craven Terrace. Sometimes he’d stop and tell us a story. Like his joke about the little boy who was walking down the street singing ‘The blacks have got the houses’. 

God stops him: ‘That’s not a very nice thing to sing, little boy. Don’t you know about Jesus?’ 

‘Yes,’ says the boy. 

‘And where was Jesus born?’ 

‘In a stable.’ 

‘Why?’ 

‘Because the blacks have got the houses.’ 

I’d thought this very funny, but my mother’s mouth was like a bulldog clip as she walked away without comment. I told Janice the joke now and we giggled in the crowded bedroom: ‘He’s always telling jokes like that. He doesn’t like immigrants.’ 

‘Immigrants?’ 

‘Black people. Asian people: like your mum.’ 

‘What’s wrong with her?’ 

‘There’s nothing wrong with her, he just doesn’t like them – he doesn’t much like anyone, come to think of it.’ She shook off her wet shirt and pulled on a grubby cardigan lying on the corridor of floor between the bunks and Allie’s carefully arranged single bed. ‘I don’t even think he likes us, sometimes.’ 

Janice’s window looked out on to a wall. It was always cold, whatever the weather. I shivered. ‘I’m starving.’ 

‘Me too. There’s nothing downstairs. Shall we go to yours?’ 

I shook my head. My mother complained that Janice ate more with us than with her own family. She needed a break. I prayed for a miracle and my prayer was answered by Allie, creeping in in a white raincoat and brightly patterned headscarf, a pair of stilettos in her hand. Seeing us, she put a finger to her lips and, shutting the door, whispered: ‘I don’t want the old bat to know I’m here or I’ll get lumbered minding Sean.’ 

‘Where are you going, Allie?’ 

‘Up Church Street.’ 

‘Can we come?’ 

‘If you like. It’s stopped raining.’ 

We watched as she shook out her beautiful white hair and brushed it so the little dark bits near the scalp were hidden under cascading candy-floss strands. She ran her hands down the side of her body, as if to check it felt as good as it looked. 

‘You’re just like Diana Dors,’ I said admiringly, and she chuckled: ‘Come on, if you’re coming.’ 

We walked past houses being demolished for the new flyover, and crossed Paddington Green to Church Street market, haloed by a rainbow, and busy busy busy as we burrowed past gesticulating greengrocers and gossiping women, past the blaring cart selling cut-price records – ‘Summer In The City’, the Lovin’ Spoonful – to the stall where Allie’s boyfriend sold car-cleaning kits. Janice whispered: ‘Stick close and we’ll get some money,’ but I already knew the form and was limpet-like around Allie’s endless legs. 

‘Hey, kids, here’s half a crown – go off and enjoy yourselves.’ 

‘Thanks, Barry.’ 

We took the money, leaving them to prod, poke and tease each other, and bought apple fritters from the van at the corner of Lisson Street: sweet, hot, floury. Sheltering in the entrance to Tesco’s, I gave thanks for the laws of gravity and brevity which together had provided such unexpected delights. 

 

I loved Allie and I said so. Caroline sniffed. ‘You must be a lesbian, then.’ 

‘What’s a lesbian?’ 

‘It’s a woman who likes other women.’ 

‘Then you must be a lesbian, Caroline,’ Bethany retorted, ‘because you like us.’ 

We were sitting by the fountains in the Italian Gardens in Hyde Park, letting the spray cool our faces, overheated from vigorous after-school games of hide-and-seek amongst the giant weeping willows. It was the last day of term, and next year we’d have a new teacher – Miss Ampley – who was young and wobbled inside her twinsets, especially when the music master walked by. I said: ‘I bet Miss Ampley isn’t a lesbian.’ 

Caroline didn’t respond. Instead she jumped up and ran into the trees. ‘Last person up is “it”!’ 

Bethany and I were still panting on the walk home. ‘Where d’you think Caroline learns all that lesbian stuff?’ I asked. 

She frowned. ‘Josh, I suppose.’ 

‘It must be great to have a brother or sister.’ 

‘I had a sister. My mum found her in the cot one morning, all stiff. She wouldn’t stop screaming.’ 

‘The baby?’ 

‘No, my mum. She’d been out all night, working.’ 

‘That’s horrible!’ She nodded. ‘Don’t you miss her?’ 

‘I don’t think so. I was only four.’ 

‘That must be why your mother’s so sad.’ 

‘She said she’d been punished by God.’ 

‘For what?’ 

‘For trying her best.’ 

‘Why would she be punished for trying her best?’ 

‘Because her best wasn’t good enough.’ 

‘Like you.’ 

‘Yes, like me.’ 

We both laughed and I went on my way. At school, Bethany’s written work was atrocious but she always claimed she was doing her best and Mrs Frinton always replied: ‘In your case, Bethany Stephens, best is not good enough.’ 

The next night, my mum had a little party for me. My aunties Mina and Prisky grabbed the chairs; Anu and Seeli sat on our bed, and Uncle Oliver, who arrived with chocolates, lounged on the floor alongside, where he was teased about his haircut and news from home that his parents were vetting potential wives: ‘So London’s most eligible bachelor is to lose his liberty?’ 

‘What nonsense you women talk!’ But he was smiling. 

‘I hear your mother is having the reception at the Galle Face Hotel – no expense spared.’ 

‘Have you nothing better to think about?’ 

‘Is it true, Uncle Oliver?’ 

‘It’s absolute rubbish, Mala – I hope you’ll find better ways of employing your mind when you’re an adult.’ 

The women sniggered. 

In the corner by the window, my mother was heating curries on the two-ring electric stove and the smell of cooking deliciously permeated every inch of space. Most of my aunties were primary school teachers in central London, and now they turned their attentions to me: what was I reading, what arithmetic could I do, was the class project on the Bayeux Tapestry completed? 

Anu picked up my globe from the mantelpiece: ‘Show me France,’ but thankfully, at that moment, the peach wine came out. ‘Trying to get me drunk, Oliver?’ 

‘No, Anu, trying to distract your mouth.’ 

Mum poured me half an inch of the rich, sweet liquid. ‘Here’s to you, Mala – happy holiday.’ Everyone raised their glasses. 

In our home all adults were aunties or uncles. 

‘Are they really relations?’ Caroline asked. 

‘No, but they’re just like family.’ 

‘So they’re not all your granny’s children?’ 

‘I don’t think so, Janice.’ 

Oliver often took me to the cartoon cinema in Baker Street and Mina, Nita and Mum were going to see Dr Zhivago in my absence. 

‘I could happily marry Omar Sharif.’ 

‘But could he happily marry you, Mina?’ 

Dinner arrived on rose-patterned plates. ‘That child has a good appetite.’ 

‘You must exercise while you’re away, Mala.’ 

‘It’s healthy that she eats.’ 

‘Ranji’s child doesn’t eat a thing. She looks like a Biafran.’ 

‘Have you heard the latest from there?’ 

And then, thankfully, the spotlight was off me and on to more important matters until Prisky announced she wanted coffee. In the winter we kept milk cold on the windowsill, but now I was despatched to the Milko machine in the humid ten o’clock twilight. 

On the way back, I passed Bethany’s. I could see shadows dancing behind the curtain: a man and a woman. Curious, I stopped, and heard the faint strains of an old song: Perry Como, ‘Catch A Falling Star’ and put it in your pocket. In my hand the half-pint carton was getting squashed out of shape. I ran home, climbing the four flights two steps at a time. The grown-ups were spooning ice cream and tinned peaches into glass bowls. 

‘Ah, there you are, Mala, just in time.’ 

And then it was morning, and my bag was packed and my mother was in tears, and we walked together to the meeting point at Paddington Station where a little badge saying CCHF Worcester and with my name printed on it was fixed to my cardigan. A taxi driver, coming out of the traffic tunnel into the mainline station, stopped to give the officials a fiver because ‘I was one of them once, and it done me a power of good’. 

Our little group of twenty said our goodbyes and were marched off in pairs to the platform entrance by smart ladies who spoke kindly in posh voices. I was mute with excitement: my heart was beating so hard I could feel it through my shirt. Then I heard my name being shouted by familiar voices. 

Bethany: ‘Mala! Turn round. We’ve come to say goodbye.’ 

Janice: ‘Bye, Mala! You’re so lucky … don’t forget us.’ 

Caroline: ‘We’ll see you when you come back – if you’re not too grand for us after your country holiday.’ 

Bethany again: ‘She couldn’t get any grander than you, Caroline Chong, so leave off!’ 

And as they jostled and argued, my heart sank, and where, a few minutes earlier, I’d been all set for my new adventure, I now felt great sadness that I’d be stuck in a field of sheep while my wonderful friends loafed around Hyde Park and Bayswater, sharing sweets and secrets in the sunshine for a large chunk of the summer. 
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