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INTRODUCTION

'I feel I am beginning a love letter. I'm saying things I could
not have expressed even a year ago, because there was a
barrier between us that's existed for as long as I can
remember. It collapses today in hospital when I hold her
hand and stroke her hair, and she says, "Do you love me?
I've often wondered."

'The words come, barely audible, through the haze of the
wicked disease that has taken away the difficult, argumentative,
demanding woman who has haunted my life from
the moment I was born, driven so much of what I have
striven to achieve and yet has so frequently evaporated my
courage.

'In the past five years, as the illness took its relentless hold
on my mother, there have been hints of vulnerability and
uncertainty and a willingness to talk about what has in the
past been utterly taboo, but we have continued to dance
around each other. I know I'm not the only woman to have
had a difficult relationship with her mother, but our family
history and the times in which we live seem to have militated
against any possibility of reconciliation. We were two
women forever joined by an invisible umbilical cord but torn
apart by circumstance, education and a sexual revolution
that opened opportunities for me that for her had been
unimaginable.

'Some of the things I did to offend or upset her were, even
as an adult, carried out in childlike defiance. Others were
political acts, rooted in my convictions but at odds with her
own, as I rushed with wild enthusiasm through the new
gender landscape that stretched before me. Some were
designed to please her but never seemed quite to hit the
mark; at other times I was paralysed, unable to say or do the
things I wanted to do because she sat on my shoulder, critical
and displeased, oozing disappointment and disgust.

'Now my mother lies dishevelled and desperate, needing
me as she has never appeared to need me before, and I feel a
rush of love for her that I have never been able to acknowledge.
I tell her I do love her. That I always have, but have
often been too angry or too sad to express it. I ask her to
forgive me if I have made her feel uncared-for.

'I have a photograph of her aged six, her dark, straight,
shiny hair cut into a pudding-basin style. She had the same
dead straight, sleek locks I had as a child and a young
woman, before either of us discovered the delights of the
permanent wave or the highlight. There are other strong
physical similarities – shape of face, height, colour of eyes –
except that I inherited my father's build, big-boned and
powerful, while she, as she has never ceased to remind me,
is delicately boned, almost skinny. I can't count the number
of times she has sighed and, in what frequently felt like a
crowing tone, bemoaned my deficiencies in the feminine
delicacy department.

'In the photo, even at that young age, she's wearing blackrimmed,
bottle-bottomed spectacles. Now, her poor sight
further clouded by cataracts, she asks me to wipe away the
sticky gum that accumulates on her left eye and causes her
so many problems that she can no longer summon up the
energy to read – our one shared pastime.

'I look into a mirror image of my own best feature, hers
now fuzzy with age. She fights hard to focus and to
articulate. "I love you too," she says, "more than anything
and I'm sorry too that I haven't always shown it."

'As I leave the lonely little room she's occupying – she's
generally alone on the many occasions she has to be
admitted as she can be disruptive if there are other patients
around her – she looks over to the flowers I brought her.

' "They're beautiful. Thank you," she whispers and makes
a supreme effort to smile. "And you're beautiful too."

'It is the first time she has ever paid me an unconditional
compliment. I am fifty-six years old. I weep all the way
home.'

It was this entry in my diary in the summer of 2006 that
made me think seriously of writing this book. How, I
wondered often, could two women be so close, so full of love
for each other and at the same time so full of hate that they
broke each other's heart?

My mother's slow deterioration as Parkinson's disease did
its worst and my frequent visits to her and my father – far
more than I had ever made in the years since I left home at
the age of eighteen – drew me back to a book I had read
when I was still at school. Memoirs of a Dutiful Daughter
was my introduction to the work of the French philosopher
Simone de Beauvoir. She wrote of the conventional,
bourgeois childhood she had escaped through a determination
to educate herself and break away from the constraints
of her mother's plan that her daughter would become, like
her, a loyal wife and mother.

Instead, Simone became one of the great intellectuals of
twentieth-century France and wrote one of the most influential
of all feminist texts, The Second Sex. But it was the
Memoirs, the first volume of her autobiography, that had
stayed most clearly in my mind. Like her, I had no brothers.
She had a younger sister while I was an only child, but we
were both accorded many of the privileges generally only
open to boys. Like me, she adored the father who described
her as having a 'man's brain'. Like me, she had a mother
who saw her job as conditioning her daughter to become a
woman who knew her place – which would be secondary to
a man. But she never sought to blame her mother, acknowledging
in a later book, A Very Easy Death, how Maman de
Beauvoir 'lived against herself. She had appetites in plenty;
she spent all her strength in repressing them and she underwent
this denial in anger . . . she had been taught to pull the
laces hard and tight herself.'

It was from De Beauvoir that I learned to understand why
my mother behaved towards me as she did. Mum's outlook
was shaped by the privations of the Second World War, and
she was raised by Edwardians. It was not her fault that she
felt it her business to pull my laces hard and tight (a Playtex
girdle at the age of fifteen, as I recall – soon abandoned,
along with, for a short time, my bra).

Until my middle and her old age, I was a 'not so dutiful
daughter'. I had the benefit of the women's movement and
the chance to go to university, have a career and a family and
I escaped my mother's control, often neglecting her but never
free of her influence or the guilt I felt at my selfishness. But
again there was solace in De Beauvoir. She too asked herself
if her ambition was 'selfish' or simply 'self-possessed'. I often
accuse myself of the former, but hope it's been the latter.

After I began this book life took a distinctly downward
turn. I had always thought myself lucky. I had work that I
loved, a man on whom I could rely, children I adored and
who were turning out well. I did, though, frequently wake in
the night full of fear that somehow I would be found out as
a fraud and everything would fall apart. I often felt that a
working-class girl from Barnsley had had ideas above her
station and was bound to be brought down.

It was a terror my father always had. Redundancy was
what scared him. Me too. What happened was much worse.
My mother and my father died within six months of each
other, and on the day of my mother's death I was told I
would have to have a mastectomy because of breast cancer.
So this book became a diary of that terrible year and a
memoir of what is a universally complex set of relationships:
the eternal triangle made up of an only daughter, her mother
and her father.
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This summer has no right to the title. The rain is relentless
and perfectly suits the gloom of my mood as I drive across
the backbone of England. It's a landscape which used to
delight me, but now I barely notice the all-too-familiar hills
and valleys. I'm shaken by an enormous lorry which has
come far too close for comfort – practically demolishing the
driver's side of my vehicle. It's a rude awakening from what
can only be described as a driving daze.

I curse angrily through the open window at the driver
who's pounding far too fast through the narrow streets of
Tideswell, a town in the midst of the Peak District which
more or less marks the halfway point between home and my
mum and dad. But it's not altogether his fault. I should have
been more awake, concentrating on the matter in hand –
driving the car. This journey has become so routine, I realize
I've noticed none of it since I bypassed Buxton.

It takes one and a half hours there and one and a half
hours back and I've been doing it pretty much every weekend
for nearly ten years, as we've lurched from one medical
disaster to another. First, soon after my mother's seventieth
birthday, there was the diagnosis of Parkinson's. Bad fall
number one and the broken hip. The bodged repair. The
second broken hip. The fractured wrist. The inability to
travel to see us. The shaking. The flat blank face that was
once so animated. All the classic symptoms of the condition.
And now she's in hospital as they try to help her become
mobile again. The physiotherapists and medical staff are
beginning to acknowledge that their battle is all but lost and
Dad's getting ill and exhausted from the strain of it all.

Nor am I immune from the strain, hence the doziness of
my driving. I'm really only aware this is Tideswell because
I'm hungry. This is where I stop to buy the best cheese and
onion sandwiches in Derbyshire to eat en route. I've
obviously joked too many times about my car knowing its
own way to Barnsley to visit my parents. If I don't apply
more concentration, it'll be the end of me.

Finally, towards the end of their lives, I've learned how to
be my parents' dutiful daughter. But it's a terrible chore. I'm
more than a little ashamed that I dread the trips so much,
but, even as an adult, the pleasure of visiting the folks was
all about relaxing back into childhood: being ticked off for
minor misdemeanours, getting a cuddle when things are
going wrong, being reassured that everything will be all right
and being spoiled with delicious home-cooked comfort food.
Now Mum's in hospital, I hardly go to the house. Dad
spends every second he's allowed at her bedside – the nurses
have to throw him out at the end of the day – so this is where
we meet.

The most crippling fatigue overtakes me before I even
arrive. I know that when I get to the hospital the room will
be hot and I'll just want to curl up in the arms of one of my
parents and fall into an untroubled sleep, but I am the
grown-up now, responsible for comforting them, sorting out
their affairs and guiding them through the awesome bureaucracy
that passes for care of the elderly and infirm. I'm
disgusted with myself because I find it such an awful burden.
Will my two sons one day feel this about me? For now, they
and their father are doing everything they can to support me,
but the bottom line is still me. I am my parents' only child.
The sense of duty and the umbilical bond that bind us are
mine and mine alone.

I park the car outside the hospital, gather up the flowers,
jelly babies and liquorice allsorts – always my mother's
favourites – and make my way towards her room. The
hospital is dedicated to the elderly and infirm – a place she'd
dreaded all her life – but she's completely isolated from those
around her. She has to be in a room by herself because the
drugs she takes for the Parkinson's can bring about angry,
noisy, disruptive behaviour and the most frightening hallucinations.
She pictures malevolent strangers invading her
private space. Sometimes she offers sweets to imaginary
children. She once told the boys on one of their visits to
watch out for the rabbit that frequently ran past her room.

'But Grandma,' they giggled, 'we're in a hospital. There's
no rabbits here.'

A rare flash of comedy during these sad times.

Today, I push open the door, throw out a cheery greeting
and am confronted with an atmosphere of desperate tension.
My father, the kindest, gentlest, most faithful of men, is
huddled in a chair in the corner, his white face etched with
pain.

'Dad,' I ask, 'whatever's the matter?'

He says nothing. He can't formulate the words.

'Don't speak to that man,' my mother bellows. It's
astonishing that such powerful venom can emerge from
someone so thin and frail. She's tucked up in her sterile
hospital bed, unable to move her wasted, useless legs and
supported by a pile of pillows.

'Mum,' I gasp, 'what are you talking about? It's Dad. He's
here, looking after you, like always.'

'Looking after me?' Her voice loses none of its truly evil
tone. 'Don't make me laugh. Do not speak to that man. He's
a faithless vagabond.' Her facility with wounding words is
clearly undiminished.

Dad sobs quietly in the background. I tell her not to be so
silly and not to hurt his feelings – to no avail. She beckons
me over to her bedside and explains in conspiratorial tones
that one of the nurses is blonde and very pretty and she and
Dad are having an affair.

'Mum, the nurse is probably still in her teens. Dad is
nudging eighty and barely leaves your bedside. You're being
ridiculous.' But, of course, I am not dealing with an entirely
sound mind. Not today anyway. Tomorrow it may be completely
different and she'll be her old loving self again with
never a bad word to say about him. But today there is
nothing to be done.

I spend a couple of hours flitting between the two of them,
listening to my mother's rant and desperately trying to
explain to Dad that it's the drugs that are making her behave
this way. That maybe they've removed any inhibition or
rationale she had and she is now able to express her greatest
lifelong, albeit entirely unjustified, fear: that somehow she
wasn't good enough for this handsome, charming, lovely
man and she would lose him to someone else. She once confided
it to me when I was a teenager, when Dad was working
abroad and we were at home together, but generally it was
one of those issues that remain unspoken within a family.
She had certainly never shared her concerns with him until
now. My poor father is inconsolable.

Eventually I have to leave them for the long drive back
across the Pennines. Through tears of frustration and tiredness
I hold in my mind an image of the photograph which
my father brought to my mother's hospital room. He
explained that he wanted the staff always to be reminded
that the elderly husk whose most intimate needs they are
there to service was once like them. She was young, full of
fun and unquestionably beautiful.

The year is 1944. My father, Alvin, was seventeen and my
mother, christened Winifred, known as Winnie but
preferring Win, was eighteen, although he lied about his age
and added an extra year. They are walking arm in arm along
the Prom at Blackpool on their first holiday together. They
were heavily chaperoned – Grandma and Grandpa were
lurking somewhere in the background – occupied separate
rooms at the boarding house and were clearly, grinningly,
hopelessly in love, a state from which they seem never to
have wavered in more than sixty years.

They had met when my mother was playing what she
always described as 'a fallen woman' in a play at the local
amateur dramatic society. Dad has been only too aware of
her lifelong condemnation of what she called 'the selfishness
or simple immorality' of the 'unmarried mother', and he told
me some time ago, with more than a hint of irony, that she
was performing just such a role with sympathy and gusto.
Perhaps her view on this, so forcibly expressed over many
years, was merely intended as a warning to a potentially
wayward daughter? There's so much that I don't know of
what my mother really thought.

My father, a trainee electrician, was there to do the lights
and had opened the door to the women's changing room by
mistake. He'd caught the merest glimpse of her in a state of
partial undress and decided on the basis of those few seconds
that this was the woman with whom he would spend the rest
of his life.

He asked her out. She played hard to get for a little while,
which, she assured me, one should always do. It wasn't right
to let men think you were keen or easy, as they wouldn't
respect you. Eventually she relented and allowed him to take
her to the pictures. He was earning next to nothing as an
apprentice while she, a junior civil servant, was salaried and
relatively well off.

'Did you go Dutch then?' I remember asking her. It seemed
obvious to me, even during my teenage years, that being paid
for was somehow demeaning and positively wicked,
especially if you were the one with the most cash.

'Good grief,' she replied, 'the very idea! You should never
let a man think you don't depend on him. It makes him feel
inferior.' We were, you see, worlds apart from the start.

As my father walked her home from one of their early
dates, she asked him why, if he too was eighteen, he hadn't
yet been called up for National Service. He confessed to
having told a fib, because he'd suspected she wouldn't consider
him if he was so young. She sent him packing at the
kitchen door. My grandfather, who had recognized a good
man when he saw one, chased after him along the road.

'She didn't mean it! Come back, lad,' he called. 'She's in
the sitting room, sobbing her heart out.'

My father went back. My mother relented, but made him
promise never to reveal their age gap. Her birthday was
February and his was April. She was ready to acknowledge
being older by a month or so, but not a whole year; it simply
wasn't done for a woman to marry a younger man.

He kept his vow for years, only letting the cat out of the
bag during a solo visit to me at university after I had plied
him with more beer than he was used to in the Union Bar.
My mother still has no idea I know their secret, and no one
in the family has ever asked why we don't celebrate big,
milestone birthdays. At the turn of every decade, Dad has
always said that growing older is no cause for any kind of
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jubilation, a policy with which my mother readily agrees,
although I would have loved to mark her eightieth earlier
this year.

Dad was called up eventually, luckily too late to suffer any
action or witness any of the real horrors of war my mother's
older suitors might have seen. Nevertheless, they were
separated for the best part of two years. Yet their closeness
seems always to have stretched across continents. There's a
story my mother told me when I was a child which she
believed demonstrated the tie that bound them. She was at
work at the Food Office in the village of Worsborough
where she lived. It was her job to manage rationing and
ensure that women with young babies received their allocation
of orange juice and cod liver oil tablets. She suddenly
felt a searing pain across the right side of her face. She told
me how she'd squealed and spoken Dad's name – a tale
which is corroborated by her friend Eleanor, who sat
opposite her and who was later to become my godmother.

After work Mum crossed town to visit my father's mother.
By now her cheek was red and stung like a severe burn. My
grandmother had heard nothing – unsurprisingly as Dad was
in Egypt and any news would have taken an eternity to reach
Barnsley. But she later confirmed, when I demanded to know
if the story was true, that my mother had indeed arrived at
her home in a state of great anxiety and physical pain. Some
weeks later my mother received a letter in Dad's familiar,
spidery handwriting, composed on the date of her 'face
incident'.

Earlier that day – at around the time she had been in the
office with Eleanor – my father had been sitting in the
NAAFI when a fellow soldier had tripped and spilt a mug of
boiling hot tea down the right side of his face. His first
thought, he wrote, was that he would be scarred for life and
she wouldn't fancy him any more. I've always been rather
sceptical about such matters as extrasensory perception,
having never experienced it myself, but the evidence my
mother gave, backed up by all the witnesses, has always
seemed compelling.

It was a story that delighted me as a child. To have such
confirmation of the absolute adoration your parents have for
each other at a time when you appear to be the centre of
their small universe is profoundly comforting and reassuring.
And my earliest years were entirely untroubled. Dad
went off every morning 'to earn pennies for Jennifer', Mum
stayed at home cooking, baking and cleaning and my grandparents,
with whom we lived until I was three, were just
around the corner after we moved to our own house.

In the early 1950s no one thought of child abduction or
abuse and my mother would watch from her kitchen window
as I trotted happily across the road and rolled head first
through the hole in the hedge which gave me access to my
grandfather's garden. His carefully tended plot was a hymn
to wartime making do and boasted the tastiest sprouts and
cabbages in the neighbourhood, the most blight-free
potatoes, and beds of strawberries and canes of raspberries
which were regularly raided by me and my small gang of
pals.

Only the gooseberry bush was to be the source of a lifelong
loathing. After one particularly enthusiastic raid, I was
sicker than I ever remember before or since. When presented
with gooseberry tart during a recent cookery broadcast I
found myself turning up my nose at beautifully cooked food
for the first time in living memory.

So I had constant access to the comforts of two homes
where the women made wonderful food and spent hours of
every day keeping everything startlingly clean. My grandmother
often boasted that you could eat your dinner from
her toilet seat. It's one of the few household obsessions I
inherited. In the days when she was able, my mother would
often visit my home and run her finger along my mantelpiece
or banister rail with a disapproving 'tut!' at the dust she
picked up. But my toilet was always immaculate and still is.
Raising two boys through the thoughtless and sloppy-aim
stage was purgatory.

The men of our little family went out to work – my grandfather
as a winder at the local pit and my father as an
electrician – and looked after the garden. The allocation of
tasks by gender was never questioned and when we were
together there seemed to be harmony and, for spoiled little
me, a never-ending stream of treats.

I can't remember what age I was when I began to wonder
whether I was not quite all my mother had wanted, but I
know I was around seven years old when I told the dinner
ladies at my primary school that my mother would not be
turning up to the beetle drive organized by the PTA that
night. She was in St Helen's Maternity Hospital, I said, and
had already had the baby. They seemed surprised, but I
assured them that she had had a little boy, that he was lovely,
and his name was David Robert.

This story was not merely the product of a vivid imagination.
At some point in my early childhood my mother had
told me how surprised she had been when she gave birth to
me to find that I was a girl. All through her pregnancy, she
said, she had longed for a little boy, and right until the
moment the midwives had placed me in her arms she had
called the baby that she carried David Robert.

The midwives, she told me often, had greeted my arrival
with the awful words, 'Ah, look, you have a sweet little girl'
(I'm quite sure I determined right then not to fulfil their
infuriating prediction – sweet I was never going to be).

She hadn't been able to think of a name for me, so
Grandma had come up with Jennifer, after a popular movie
star of the time, Jennifer Jones, and Dad chose Susan as my
middle name. Mum had been prepared to go along with
whatever they suggested. I heard the wistful disappointment
in her voice every time she told the story.

Maybe if I couldn't be quite what she wanted I could conjure
up a baby brother simply by saying he existed? My
mother found out, of course, when she did attend the beetle
drive and the dinner ladies expressed their surprise at seeing
her. How come she'd got out of hospital so quickly and how
had she managed to conceal her pregnancy? She was furious
with me and never seemed to consider what might have
induced me to make up such a story. Child psychology in
Barnsley must have been in its infancy.

My mother did, though, tell me very early on what an
awful time she had had giving birth to me. I sometimes think
it's strange that some mothers tell their daughters nothing
of what happened to them in the delivery room,
perhaps because they want to protect them from fear of
an experience that they will one day be expected to endure.

My mother was not one of them.

I would not describe her as a religious woman – she
always called herself loosely C of E, and never attended
church except for occasions of hatch, match or dispatch, but
she appeared to have absorbed with unquestioning faith
God's diktat in Genesis chapter 3 to the wayward Eve. As
punishment for failing to resist the temptation to eat the fruit
of the tree of knowledge, 'Unto the woman he said, I will
greatly multiply thy sorrow and thy conception; in sorrow
thou shalt bring forth children; and thy desire shall be to thy
husband, and he shall rule over thee.'

When Dad was working away from home she and I would
snuggle up in bed together and I would ask her about the
day I was born. I must have been a sucker for punishment
because she pulled no punches as she regaled me with the
horror story of her long labour and near demise. She should,
of course, have been benefiting, as so many women of the
period were assured they would, from the new National
Health Service which was formed two years before my birth
in 1950.

Until then confinement for most women had been a
domestic affair. In such books as Doctor at Large Richard
Gordon relates the experiences of a young GP who arrives at
a house where a woman is in labour. The husband is in the
kitchen boiling endless kettles of hot water for sterilization
and the woman is in the bedroom, walking around or sitting
on the bed, attended with bustling efficiency by the local
midwife. The imprint of the Daily Express on her bottom is
no surprise as newsprint is the only sterile material to hand.
In the later stages of labour she will crouch on the bed and
deliver.

The NHS brought the hierarchy of the hospital to the
experience of birth, no doubt with the best of intentions.
Maternal and infant mortality rates were still high in the
1940s and it was assumed that the sterile environment of
the hospital would be safer for mother and baby. It's now
accepted that reductions in mortality have been achieved
by high-tech interventions in high-risk pregnancies and by
general improvements in diet, cleanliness and antenatal care
for those who can expect a normal delivery. Whether the
birth takes place at home or in hospital is now considered
irrelevant to safe delivery as long as there are no anticipated
complications and the woman is attended by a proficient
and experienced midwife. But for my mother it was assumed
that going into hospital had to be the best option and she is
of the generation that never thought to challenge the
authority of the trained professional.

It must have been terrifying. She was twenty-four years
old and married for only a year. I doubt my grandmother,
also the mother of an only daughter, ever divulged her own
experience of birth. Certainly she never mentioned it to me
and it was, I suspect, a taboo subject in her respectable
household. So for my mother labour was a journey into the
unknown. Hospital protocol demanded that a woman in
the early stages of labour be shaved and given an enema. She
was made to lie down on a hospital bed, legs akimbo with
her ankles held in stirrups. Never was there a more unnatural
way for a woman to labour; it was a position
designed to facilitate easy access for the midwives and
doctor, but which limited any help gravity might offer.

Deprived of my father, who was not allowed near her, my
mother was left alone for most of her twenty-four hours in
labour. She remembers terrible pain and a sense that she had
left her own body and was floating close to the ceiling,
watching herself slowly fading away. We were, evidently,
both at a critical stage when the consultant, a Dr
Bhattacharya, came to see her and immediately ordered a
forceps delivery. We made it, but, according to Mum, only
just and she was so damaged internally as a result that she
had to return to hospital some weeks later for surgical repair.

The long-term consequences of this life-threatening bloodbath
were profound: there would be no more children. I
don't even want to imagine the impact on passion in the days
long before reliable contraception. For me, there were
headaches. Always, when I have been anxious or stressed,
studying for exams or reading small print late into the night,
a sickening thud would begin at the base of my skull and
wend its way towards my right eye and my temple. I dreaded
it, but could do nothing to avoid it and only the most
powerful painkillers – the marketing of Ibuprofen was a
boon – could touch it.

Then, in the mid-nineties, after a nasty contretemps with
an impossible office chair which would suddenly sink,
entirely of its own volition, I developed a crippling back pain
and was recommended to see an osteopath. Before beginning
treatment, she took a thorough history and I told her
about the headaches I'd suffered for as long as I could
remember.

'I don't know if you've heard of cranial osteopathy,' she
offered, 'but I'm qualified to do it, if you'd like me to have a
go.'

I hadn't heard of it, but could see no harm in giving anything
a try. So, after manipulation and massage of my lower
back, she began to range her hands over my head. It was the
most peculiar sensation. I'm convinced she never actually
touched me, but it felt as though separate parts of my skull
were shifting around of their own accord. When she finished
I rose from the treatment couch and sat by her desk.

'Mmmm,' she said. 'Not surprised about the headaches.
Very nasty forceps delivery.'

'How did you know?' I asked, truly astonished.

'I could feel the indentations and the impact the forceps
had had on the shape of your skull. But don't worry; I've
manipulated everything back into place. I don't think you'll
have any more problems.' I walked out of her consulting
room convinced that my £30 would not have been well
spent.

I was wrong. I've never had one of those headaches since.

My feelings about the graphic manner in which my
mother described what happened have veered between
extreme fury that a young woman, full of hope, should have
been so inhumanely treated, terrible sadness that her subsequent
fears deprived me of a brother or sister, and anger
that she should have made me conscious of her resentment
of the harm I had, albeit unwittingly, caused.

It's rarely acknowledged that, even in the most apparently
loving and affectionate mother/daughter relationships, there
is frequently a deep well of jealousy that exists in the mother,
who inevitably compares her no longer perfect physique
with that of the fresh, unspoiled, hopeful girl she has
brought into the world, and in whom she sees her old self
reflected. The most enlightened and honest psychologists –
and I'm thinking particularly of Dorothy Rowe, with whom
I've had a number of conversations on the subject – encourage
us to acknowledge and understand that such envy can
cause terrible emotional damage if we fail as daughters to
recognize and forgive it. It's taken me a long time to get
there.

It struck me forcibly when, some twenty-five years ago, as
a presenter and reporter on the news and current affairs programme
Newsnight, it came to my attention through
contacts with schoolteachers in the East End of London and
in Cardiff that small girls of six and seven were being taken
back to their family villages in Somalia – both cities have
significant Somali communities because of their seafaring
traditions – for the most radical form of female genital
mutilation.

I talked to African activists who were trying to stop the
practice in both cities and they insisted I should talk to
the mothers to begin to understand why, even though their
daughters were born in the UK and the practice was illegal
here, they were prepared to take them home for such a cruel
operation, carried out by village practitioners in the most
crude and unhygienic manner.

'You have to understand the mothers if you're to comprehend
why it continues,' explained one such worker.

I met a large group of warm and welcoming women in a
community centre in the East End and questioned them
closely about why they insisted that their girls should make
such a long journey for such a damaging practice. 'It's our
culture,' they told me. 'Without it, no one will ever want to
marry our daughters.'

One could almost understand the cultural pressures they
were under, but there was more.

'It was done to me,' a number of them said, 'and yes, it
was terrible. The pain was dreadful and, of course, there is
no pleasure in sex and it's dangerous – some die – and they
have to cut you open when you are married and more when
you have a baby, but then they sew you up again. But it's
what we women have to bear to please our husbands. They
did it to me. Why should it be different for my daughter?'

I don't blame them for it, though it offends every principle
I've ever held dear and I can only condemn a practice which
mutilates millions of women around the world. But it's a
strong, courageous and supremely confident mother who
would struggle to overturn centuries of cultural pressure,
and an extraordinary one who could entirely set aside her
sense of outrage at the harm done to her by the birth of her
perfect daughter.

There can have been no reassurance for my mother in the
atmosphere in which she was expected to deliver me. The
building in which I was born – St Helen's Hospital – was
grey, cold and forbidding, a Dickensian structure which had
been converted in the forties from a workhouse to a
maternity unit. That I was 'born in the workhouse' was a
family joke of which I was constantly reminded throughout
my childhood and it was only as I grew up that I fully understood
why the word 'workhouse' held such resonance.

My maternal grandmother, Edna, came from Yorkshire
farming and pub-owning stock around Huddersfield and
Holmfirth and was the youngest of twelve children. She had
met my grandfather, Walter, while on holiday in Southport





[image: Memoirs_Of_A_Not_So_Dutiful_Daughter_03.jpg]

with her family and fallen for his smart dress, silver-topped
cane, dashing looks and easy charm. His background was
less secure and comfortable than hers. His family were
miners in North Wales who had migrated to Yorkshire when
the North Welsh industry began to fail.

Most had managed to find jobs – my grandfather ending
up above rather than below ground, winding the men and
the coal up and down in the cage at the pithead. But a sense
of insecurity haunted him all his life. My father too, the
youngest of six, had a dad who was a miner and who died
in his fifties – when I was three years old – from the suffocating
effects of silicosis, the miner's lung disease. The
shadow of redundancy and unemployment and the memory
of the disgrace of the old workhouses, despite the arrival of
the welfare state, were never far from my parents' thoughts.

It seems unthinkable now – in an era where a father who
refuses to be present in the delivery room is considered to be
greatly behind the times – that dads then were kept so far
away from the end stage of the business of reproduction. It
was also common at the time of my birth for new mothers
and babies to spend a couple of weeks in the hospital before
returning home. Dad still talks about his longing, during
that long and lonely period, to hold me, or even just touch
my cheek. But visiting hours were strictly regulated and
babies totally inaccessible.

'I was always first in the queue,' he boasts even now, his
memory as clear as if it were yesterday. 'The maternity ward
was on the first floor and we dads had to wait at the bottom
of the stone staircase behind a thick red rope that was strung
across the steps. The matron, a right old battleaxe in a
starched apron and cap, would stand by the rope with her
watch in her hand. On the dot of six in the evening – there
was no visiting in the afternoon because we were all
supposed to be at work – she would lift the barrier and I ran
as fast as I could so as to be the first on the ward.

'I'd see your mum and take her some flowers or grapes or
something and then, as we were leaving, we were allowed to
pass the nursery. All the babies lay in row after row of cots
and they let us see you through a big glass window. I was
lucky because I managed to sweet-talk one of the nurses and
she brought you right up to the glass. She put your hand on
it and I put mine up on the other side. I was so proud. It was
the closest I got to touching you until you came home. I
was a bit frightened then – you seemed so small and delicate
and my hands were so big and rough. I was terrified I might
hurt you or drop you and break you.'

He needn't have worried. His hands were indeed big and
rough from the manual work he did every day, but for me
they have always been comforting and reassuring. Nothing
in my childhood gave me greater pleasure than to see his
imposing, powerful physique in the doorway, his soft brown
eyes sparkling with pleasure as he lifted me high in the air,
grinned and planted one of his 'big sloppy kisses' on my
cheek.

I'm sure that instinctively both my parents would have
approached the care of their child with warmth and
affection. Dr Benjamin Spock was an American paediatrician
whose book Baby and Child Care, published in 1946, is one
of the biggest bestsellers of all time. It preached a
revolutionary message. The first paediatrician to study
psychoanalysis in order to understand how families worked
best and what children needed from their parents, Spock
told mothers that they knew more than they thought they
knew. He encouraged them to follow their instincts and to be
flexible and affectionate towards their children so as to
allow their individual traits to develop.
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Unfortunately for my parents – and in turn for me – this
more relaxed attitude had not reached Barnsley in 1950.
Instead of Spock's humane assertion that parents should
respond instinctively to their individual baby's needs and
avoid applying a one-size-fits-all philosophy to child-rearing,
it was the techniques of Sir Frederick Truby King that held
sway in the Barnsley maternity ward, and it was his
regimented approach that the young, inexperienced mothers
were taught during their two weeks' recuperation from the
trauma of birth.

Truby King was born in New Zealand in 1858, but
travelled to Scotland to study medicine at Edinburgh
University and began practising in Glasgow as a surgeon. At
the turn of the nineteenth century he became interested in
the application of scientific principles to the nutrition of
babies. He also, rightly, worked out that domestic hygiene
and the education of mothers were vital for the rearing of
healthy children. Regrettably, his formula for the raising
of a first-rate specimen has proved to be a psychological
disaster. His first book, Feeding and Care of Baby, laid
down the principles that my mother was ordered to follow.

Children, he believed, must be trained in discipline from
the moment they emerged from the womb. They should be
made to feed on a strict four-hourly rotation, sleep whenever
they were put down and must be encouraged to have regular
bowel movements. They should not be cuddled when they
cried, but left to sob themselves to sleep. So impressed were
the British authorities by this mechanistic approach to the
rearing of disciplined children, he was invited to help set up
the UK's first Child Public Health Service. The consequent
damage to the emotional security of both mothers and
children is surely incalculable.

My mother, like all newly delivered, nervous young mums,
wanted to do her very best for her baby and never thought
to ask to be given time to bond with her. It was the done
thing for the baby to be carted off to the nursery immediately
'to give mum time to rest'. I can only imagine the
aching void she must have felt when I was taken away and
brought back only to be fed, bathed and changed. I hardly
know how she could have borne lying in her hospital bed –
tucked up tightly in starched and pristine sheets – wondering
where her baby was and how she was faring.

When I had my own new babies I hated being parted from
them for a second. I spent hours, full of fear and, at the same
time, thrilling with excitement, holding them close or simply
gazing at them as they snuffled and slept. I touched their
fingers and their toes and clutched them to my breast at the
slightest whimper. I would have wanted to kill anyone who
suggested they be taken elsewhere. But the idea of questioning
authority would have been unthinkable for my parents –
it still is. The doctors have always known best and
commanded respect and absolute obedience. The patients
did as they were told. I suppose the one consolation is that,
at least in the hospital, hidden in the nursery behind that
glass wall, neither my mother nor my father would have
heard me screaming for attention.

That was not the case, of course, when I went home and
a much-repeated family story illustrates only too well how
utterly unnatural and potentially dangerous the Truby King
method was. Every Saturday afternoon, when she'd
recovered sufficiently from the trauma of the delivery, my
mother and grandmother would do themselves up in their
smartest clothes and catch the two o'clock bus into Barnsley.

The town boasted the finest open-air market in the north
and for these two thrifty women it was a weekly delight to
wander around, looking at soft furnishings and joining the
crowd watching Joe, the bone china man, putting on
the most amazing show. His patter would have matched the
finest music-hall comedian and his magical way with
crockery would put Paul Daniels to shame. He displayed his
china – a whole dinner or tea set – in wicker baskets, the
kind used to carry the laundry out to the line for drying and
back into the kitchen ready for ironing.

He and his helpers would toss the heavy baskets to each
other and Joe would throw the entire service up in the air,
catching the items as they fell and never so much as cracking
a cup. You could stand there for hours, fascinated, and not
even buy anything, despite his continuous exhortations to
purchase his wares. 'Come on, missus – finest bone china –
and I'm not asking five pound, I'm not asking two pound,
I'm offering you this wonderful service – fit for the table of
the gentry – for the unbelievable price of only two shillings
and sixpence.' It was a free afternoon's entertainment and a
bargain hunter's paradise. (I know this because he was still
doing his tricks when I was considered old enough to join
the women on their weekly trips.)

At the end of the afternoon, just before the fish, butcher
and fruit and veg stalls shut up shop for the day, my grandmother
would begin making her purchases. A crab or
mussels for tea, a joint for Sunday and apples, oranges,
bananas and whatever vegetables were not available from
the garden would be bought for next to nothing. She knew
all the stallholders by name and they knew she would drive
the hardest of bargains. 'Nay, lad,' she would say, 'you'd
best let me 'ave it cheaper than that or you'll end up chucking
it away.' She'd operated for a long time on the principle
that there'd be giveaway prices at the end of the day, because
it was preferable to make a little money rather than let the
produce rot and be wasted.

Anyway, there was I at home on this particular Saturday
afternoon. I'd been out in the pram all morning – as much
fresh air as possible was part of the Truby King regime
whether it be rain, snow or shine. I'd been given the two
o'clock feed a little early, so Mum and Gran could be sure of
catching the right bus, and been put down in the cot for the
afternoon. And the men were issued with strict instructions.
They were not, under any circumstances, to go upstairs and
see me. I must be left to sleep until Mum got back ready for
the next feed at six o'clock.

Dad still shudders when he tells me what happened next.
They were listening to the sport on the wireless – Grandpa
was not a big gambler, but he liked to have a couple of bob
on the horses and he did the pools religiously every week.
The fire was blazing – free coal was one of the perks of
working at the pit – and they might have shared a brown ale
between them as they sucked on untipped Park Drives. Their
contentment was shattered when they heard the most heartrending
screams from upstairs.

'Alvin, lad,' said Grandpa, 'that doesn't sound right
to me. I think we should go and check she's all right.'

'Best not, Dad. Winnie said we shouldn't go up no matter
what. You haven't to spoil them.' So they sat it out – these
two affectionate men whose natural instinct was to work
their socks off for no other purpose than to spoil their
beloved offspring.

They lasted a further half-hour until my grandfather said,
'Bugger the book. That baby's in trouble. Come on, lad.'

They rushed upstairs and into the bedroom to find me
with my head stuck between the bars of the cot, red-faced,
whimpering and, according to them both, not breathing
terribly well.

Dad was dispatched across the road to fetch Nurse
Manley while my grandfather did his best to manoeuvre me
out, but failed. Luckily the district nurse was in and directed
operations as they sawed away one of the bars and released
me. She declared me relatively unharmed, but recommended
that the book should be ignored.

'A screaming baby,' she said, 'really should be attended to
straight away – just in case.'
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Will this wretched rain never stop? It's been a rush to get
here in time for a two o'clock meeting and the roads were
awash. At least it improved my concentration. I had to
squint to see through the murk and the danger of aquaplaning
over some impressive puddles was ever-present. I
find a parking space and see Dad's car is already here. It's
not in a disabled spot – they're all full of cars with no disabled
sticker. He'll be outraged – again.

I rush to Mum's bedside, remind him we're due at the
meeting and he makes his way slowly along the ward
corridor to the dayroom. The chintz-covered wing chairs
have been ranged around the room, it's stuffy, the rain
pounds against the windows and the various professionals
sit officiously with an 'and what time do you call this?' look
on their faces. We're a mere five minutes late. We sit in the
two vacant chairs as I offer insincere apologies.

It's a bit like facing a McCarthyite investigations
committee. You know you've done nothing wrong and your
intentions are of the very best, but your motives for wanting
to take your nearest and dearest home are the subject of
close scrutiny by a dreadfully intimidating bank of nurses,
physiotherapists, doctors and social workers. My suspicion
is they're just looking for the easiest way out. Get her out of
hospital and into a home. So we've been required to attend
what they call a multi-disciplinary meeting to decide the fate
of one querulous, ill old woman. My mother. My father's
beloved wife.

Dad and I are overwhelmed by their number and the
seeming hostility of their attitude and their questions. For
so-called professionals in care of the elderly, not one seems
to have registered the fact, of which I constantly remind
them, that Dad's hearing leaves a great deal to be desired.
They witter and mutter, immersed in their own professional
jargon. Dad looks lost and confused – his face pale with
stress; every line a chasm; his eyes full of fear that he is losing
control of his and her future.

I find myself having to repeat every harsh word the sister
utters for his benefit as he asks, 'What does she say, love?'

'She says there's nothing more to be done for Mum, Dad.
They've tried everything. The physiotherapists can't improve
her mobility. She'll never walk again. Sister says she has to
be discharged from the hospital as soon as possible because
she's taking up bed space. She'll need to be cared for twentyfour
hours a day.'

Dad's eyes harden and his chin sets in the way I've seen so
many times in the past when he's made a decision from
which he will not be deflected.

'She is not going into a home,' he states defiantly. 'She's
coming back with me.'

The muttering begins again and I translate the questions.
Who'll be at home to look after her? How will Dad manage
on his own both night and day? What contribution will the
daughter be able to make when she lives so far away, has a
job and a family of her own? I'm shot through with guilt. I
can't say I'll take them both home and care for them. I've got
one kid at university and one still at school and I'm the
family's main wage-earner. And, anyway, I recall a long-ago
discussion about what we'd do in these kind of circumstances
when Mum said, 'The last thing on earth I would
want is to be cared for by you.' She never did have much
confidence in my potential qualities as a Florence
Nightingale.

Even when I was very little and expressed an interest in
becoming a nurse – one of only two jobs, alongside teaching,
considered suitable for a woman in those days – I remember
her choking with laughter and shrieking, 'Pity the poor
patient who had to depend on you.'

I am at least able to talk to the professionals on their level
and feel some pride in my ability to arm myself with the correct
information. I know from extensive research carried out
through Age Concern that my mother has a right to what's
known as a 'Care Package' specially designed for her needs.
I explain to Dad that I'm requesting that the woman from
social services goes away and prepares such a package for
twenty-four-hour care. Because my mother needs nursing as
well as social care – jargon for washing, dressing, feeding,
etc. – I would expect the nursing care to be provided free on
the NHS, although I'm aware that we will have to pay for
the social care.

Proud and prudent man that he is, he pronounces to the
assembled company, 'Money is no object. Whatever she
needs, we can pay for.'

It's clear the social worker doesn't hold out much hope of
being able to provide good-quality round-the-clock care at
home. Neither in my heart of hearts do I. We've had carers
– for whom Dad has paid handsomely – during earlier
periods of crisis when she's come home from hospital after a
fall. Some have been lovely. Others have turned up when
they felt like it and done as little as they could get away with.
Mum found it distressing to have the strangers she didn't like
coming into her home and dealing with her most intimate
needs.

We pop into Mum's room to explain what we've decided
and leave her full of hope that she'll soon be back in her own
house with a chance to see Dad's lovely garden in its finest
bloom. We kiss her goodbye and I take Dad home. He's
quiet and sad and I am rigid with fury. My parents are of the
generation that never put a foot wrong. They lived through
the Second World War without complaint. They worked
hard to improve themselves, obeyed the law, kept a
respectable house, paid their taxes and raised a child who I
think became useful and equally law-abiding. They might
have expected, at this time of need towards the end of their
lives, that the society to which they had made such a loyal
contribution would pay them back. I have no confidence at
all in the current system's willingness to do what should be
its duty.

Back at home Dad slumps in his usual chair in the kitchen,
head resting exhausted on the Formica-topped table, the
news blaring out from the little black-and-white TV that sits
on the work surface. He has colour in the sitting room but
has kept this old one going for what seems like centuries,
claiming to prefer black and white, and of course the sound
level is deafening to anyone but him. I have a fleeting dash
of concern about how he'll react when TV goes digital and I
have to get rid of his old favourite (ever hopeful that he will
last for ever). Then I get on with cooking the food I've
brought.

He had learned, when Mum became too ill to manage the
household tasks for which she'd always taken full responsibility,
to do more than the proverbial boiling of an egg, but
I know that when he is alone he takes little care of his own
needs. The freezer is full of pre-prepared foods from M&S –
lasagne seems to be a favourite – which he simply pops into
the microwave. The fridge is always amply supplied with his
favourite bilberry pie from White's the bakers in the village,
but he sniffs like a Bisto kid as I busy myself with steak,
potatoes, fresh green veg, sponge pudding and custard. He
eats like a man newly released from the culinary horrors of
an institution whenever I cook for him.

'Ah,' he sighs with satisfaction, 'home cooking. Your
mother taught you well.' She did indeed and the love of food
she and my grandmother instilled in me has been a source of
pleasure to those around me – and the bane of my life.

A friend of mine who had a small son of six or seven at
the height of the famine in Ethiopia tells me a story which
fills me with admiration, and envy that I couldn't have been
equally assertive as a kid.

The scenario is a familiar one. The family sits round the
dinner table and the child is pushing his food around
the plate aimlessly, obviously not hungry at all.

'Eat your food, stop playing with it,' says his dad, as
parents do.

'Why?' asks the child. 'Why do I have to eat if I'm not
hungry?'

'Because you're very lucky to have food on your plate,'
comes the stock response. 'Think of all those poor children
in Ethiopia who have nothing at all to eat. They would be so
grateful to have what you have.'

'Name one,' demands the boy, 'and I'll parcel this up and
send it.' Brave lad and clever parents to let the matter rest
without forcing the issue. I was neither so quick-witted nor
so lucky.

It comes as no surprise to me that I have what Susie
Orbach, the author of Fat Is a Feminist Issue, would
describe as 'an unhealthy relationship with food'. Neither
is there any doubt that early food deprivation is a contributory
factor. Having breastfed two babies on demand –
as was happily the fashion when I came to breed – and
experienced both the frequency with which hunger strikes a
tiny baby and the pleasure a relaxed attitude affords both
mother and child, I seethe with anger at the diktat that
forced my mother and me to treat feeding times as a military
operation.

It all goes back to the infamous Truby King, of course, and
his regimen of four-hourly feeds, ten minutes on either side,
regular as clockwork.

My parents often joked, as the films they'd watched
during their early married life began to appear as classics on
television, that now at last they could find out how the
movie ended. When I was young, the cinema was the only
form of entertainment, apart from the wireless, available
to them and once a week Grandma and Grandpa would
babysit while they went to the Ritz or the Princess. But they
always had to leave before the end in order to be back for
the ten o'clock feed, which had to be delivered on time
whether I was awake or not.

I'm certain that those few months before weaning contributed
to a lifetime's habit of needing to occupy my mouth
with something. I sucked my thumb, to my mother's despair,
until my early teens. In my thirties, taking advantage of free
treatment on the NHS for pregnant and nursing mothers, I
asked my dentist, Norma, for a full overhaul.

'These front teeth at the top,' she observed as she poked
and prodded about, 'they really need attention – they're
wearing down and probably need crowns. I'll take an
impression and send them off to the specialist at the hospital.
See what he thinks would be the right treatment.'

When the results came back she read me the letter with a
wry smile. ' "Definitely need to be dealt with now. In another
ten years there won't be enough tooth left to crown.
Persistent pipe smoker?"

'I know you don't smoke a pipe,' she continued, 'so what
is causing the erosion?' She finally demanded to see inside
my bag. As a good journalist I'm never without several pens
and a note pad. They were the first things she found.

'This might, I think, be the culprit.' She waved a handful
of plastic Bics at me, all with the little plug at the end
removed (chewed away) and with evidence of teeth marks
on what remained of the clear plastic. 'I'll crown these teeth
and, as the specialist says they need treatment urgently, it can
be done on the NHS, but I never want to see you chewing
the end of a pen again.' She's a friend, so has no compunction
about being bossy.

I threw the lot out and went to buy two metal pens which
even the hungriest writer could never bring herself to nibble.
I have them still and the crowns are just fine.

If only the smoking problem could have been so easily
resolved. I ask myself at least twenty times a day why an
intelligent woman in her fifties with extensive knowledge of
the health risks can bring herself to suck so needily on something
that is without doubt contributing to an early demise.
I can only assume it's the adult version of the thumb-sucking
and assuages to some degree a hungry emptiness that's both
physical and emotional.

It's also associated with some of the most comforting
times I remember. It's Saturday afternoon and the women
have gone out to town. I'm anything from three to seven
years old. Dad is probably out working, trying to earn extra
cash, and Grandpa sits in his armchair watching the racing
on TV. His packet of untipped Park Drive and box of Swan
Vesta matches are on a small table at his side. The fire glows
in the grate, piled high with the free coal he gets from the pit
as part of his wages. I'm curled up on the floor between his
knees.

We pick our horses for each race and the runner from the
local betting shop comes round to pick up our two-bob bets
(10p in today's money, but worth a lot more then). As the
horses gather at the start, Grandpa lights up and we cheer on
our jockey excitedly. At the finish we've won more often
than not – as an ex-household-cavalry soldier, he's a fine
judge of horseflesh and he's made a careful study of the
form. He flicks the fag end into the fire and we relax back
into reliving every moment of the race. I hold and stroke his
hand and sniff his yellow, nicotine-stained fingers. The smell
is sweet and slightly pungent. I love it.

When the women return, laden with enough food to feed
the entire neighbourhood, there's hell to pay. 'Dad, Jen says
she's doubled her pocket money on the horses and this room
stinks of cigarettes. What are you thinking about, setting
such a bad example?'

Shamefacedly, Grandpa would apologize and vow never
to be so badly behaved again, treating me to a conspiratorial
wink that suggested his contrition was anything but. I never
saw him as a bad example. To me he was full of fun and
stories, a naughty renegade. And what we did seemed so
much more thrilling than trotting off to Barnsley market
every week just to buy stuff which would then require hours
of slog in the kitchen. Give me the going out to work, bringing
home the bacon and then relaxing into purely
pleasurable pursuits any day.

That, though, was really only acceptable for the men in
the house. A woman's work, I was to discover, was never
done and my mother had embarked upon a lifelong battle
with herself. It was her duty, she felt, to make of me the kind
of woman she felt I should be. Pretty, elegant, well spoken
and domestically adept. At the same time I was the focus of
all her ambition, her own having been thwarted in part willingly
– she adored my dad and wanted to be the best wife
and mother it was possible to be – but any thoughts of career
progression on her own behalf had been forcibly laid aside.

Today's young women have so many opportunities for a
life at home and in the workplace. But for women of my
mother's generation there was really no such choice. Until
1944 it was illegal for a married woman to teach. It was not
until 1946 that the Civil Service, my mother's employer,
lifted a similar marriage bar. Even though my mother didn't
marry until '49 and produce me until '50, the pressure to
quit paid work and become a full-time housewife was pretty
irresistible.

I can only imagine how she weighed her principles in an
ever-shifting balance. She struggled to teach me to be conventionally
ladylike, but, at the same time, as the only child
in whom she might invest her ambitions, she wanted to give
me a chance to succeed in the outside world as well. I
couldn't help thinking that, if David Robert had ever become
a reality and there'd been a brother in the house, the relative
ease with which I managed to pass from the pursuits of one
sex to the other would have been greatly reduced.

There are many disadvantages to being an only child – I
still expect if there's one sweet left it will be mine, and when
I want to be alone I demand that my wish be respected,
which makes for difficulties in friendships and relationships.
But the one great advantage for a girl being raised in the
fifties, when gender-related choices were prescribed from
birth, was that I was the centre of everyone's attention, both
male and female, and was given access to both those
worlds despite my mother's constant attempts – and failure
– to ensure the feminine overrode the masculine influence.

The women in my family were far from being doormats.
The blood of a long line of tough-minded Yorkshire matriarchs
running through our veins has us pre-programmed
to rule the domestic roost. The men went out to work,
but brought back their pay packets unopened. The women
counted the cash, made sure it tallied with the payslip
and handed out pocket money for beer, cigarettes and,
when my father was finally able to buy an Austin A35 van,
travelling expenses. The rest was managed by the women,
who paid rent or mortgages, bought insurance, provided for
all household needs and chose the clothes. I don't think my
father ever saw the inside of a clothes shop as a working
man. My mother knew his size and dressed him according to
her taste.

Dad wasn't a great one for going out. He worked such
long hours that he was pleased to be home whenever he
could be, but my grandfather had always been more of a
social animal and liked his pint at the end of the day with his
mates from work. He never came home late, though, or
drunk. Family legend has it that early in their marriage he
went once to the working men's club for the evening and
rolled home late and considerably the worse for wear. My
grandmother was waiting for him behind the kitchen door
with the poker, with which he claimed she whacked him on
the back.

'Start as you mean to go along' was her watchword when
it came to handling men. 'Give them an inch and they'll take
a mile.' He seemed to love her none the less for it.

Both of these women who were so influential as I grew up
had suffered as civilians the fear, privation and dangers of
world wars and embraced with seemingly grateful thanks
the domestic ethos of the fifties. They were also lucky in that
their men were just too young to have seen action. My
grandfather was called up in 1918, completed his training in
London with the Household Cavalry and served his entire
term in the capital. Years later I would take him on a trip to
the Isle of Wight and he called it 'the first and last time I ever
went abroad!' My father had been involved in the clean-up
operation in 1945, but again had seen none of the killing
fields. We were lucky that they both came back with their
humanity intact.

When the men had returned from military service and
taken what jobs were available, it was for the women to go
back to the kitchen and re-embrace their traditional role as
homemakers. My mother and my grandmother both ran
their households with ruthless efficiency, cleaning, polishing,
scrubbing and cooking from morning till night; their only
real fault stemmed from an overpowering pride in a job well
done which could, at times, spill into irritation at the natural
messiness generated by human occupation. You came into
the house and generally met a tirade of barked orders.

'Take off those dirty shoes, I've just washed the floor.'
'Hang up your coat, I don't want it littering the kitchen.'
'Don't sit there, I've just plumped those cushions.'
'Straighten the covers on the back of that chair, will you.'

It's a difficult early training to throw off and I'm sure my
own children, reading this, will hear echoes of my voice in
the words of their grandmother and great-grandmother. I,
like them, keep a sitting room for best – only to be used
when guests come over, and out of bounds to children,
animals and TV dinners. I have, though, learned to accept a
much lower standard of tidiness than they would ever have
tolerated.

Men, I've found, perform domestic tasks only occasionally
and will plump a cushion only when it's about to be sat on
rather than for show, and the wiping of kitchen surfaces
other than immediately before use is anathema to them.
When I became the breadwinner in my own family I realized
the only way to retain my sanity was to ignore the crumbs
and general chaos: an extreme case of if you can't beat 'em
join 'em.

The only time I ever insisted on a major clean and tidy was
when I knew my mother was to visit. Then it was 'all hands
on deck', but even when we thought it was shipshape for her
arrival there would still be that difficult moment when she
would do her dust check, look sternly at her hand, rub the
fingers together with distaste and sniff, 'I do think you
should make more of an effort, love. It can't be healthy for
two small boys to live in such a tip.' A friend gave me a
plaque which read 'Boring women have immaculate houses'.
I placed it in a prominent position in my kitchen. She blithely
ignored it.

The women's magazines my mother bought advertised
shiny new kitchen appliances which we slowly acquired over
the years and for which she did her best to fill me with
enthusiasm. When we lived with my grandmother – which
was for the first three years of my life, until Dad's wage was
enough to pay the rent on a council house – washday,
Monday, was quite thrilling for a small child. My grandmother
had a huge metal tub, barrel-shaped, into which she
would pour hot water, boiled over the coal fire. In went the
whites first of all with the detergent and I was told to stay
away.

'Too hot,' my mother would warn. Hot was a word I
understood from early on, having tripped in my grandmother's
kitchen when I was learning to walk and broken
my fall by putting my hand on the hearth. I bear the scars
still. I would stand by and watch them take turns agitating
the steaming laundry with a tool known as a posser. It was
a broomstick with a copper gadget attached where the
broom would normally be, and which resembled a kitchen
colander, the shape of a military helmet and full of holes.
The work was hard and physical and I was only allowed to
have a go with the posser when the rinsing with cold water
was in process. For me the whole business – wash, rinse,
mangle, hang out to dry and iron – was vastly entertaining.
For them it was an entire day of hard slog which invariably
led to spectacular rows.

It must have been tough for my mother, trying to build her
own family life under the constant critical supervision of my
grandmother. The power relationship shifted subtly when we
moved into 14 Allandale, and the first electrically driven
washing machine arrived. Grandma resisted my mother's
encouragement to buy her own machine and insisted on
walking up the hill with a suitcase full of her week's washing
so that they could continue the tradition of working
together.

It was, I think, partly her need to stay in close touch with
us both, partly her naturally parsimonious nature – 'Why
waste all that money on two machines when we can manage
perfectly well with one?' – and partly a deep resistance
among the women of my family to anything that smacks of
technological progress. I insisted on writing on a typewriter
for years after everyone else took to the computer and even
now, having accepted the inevitable, have to call for support
at the slightest hitch.

My mother was content to embrace any labour-saving
device – hardly surprising after all those years of the tub,
posser and mangle and cooking on an open fire and in a
coal-fired oven, which my grandmother did till the day she
died – but wouldn't have anything so newfangled as a
telephone ('I wouldn't want it to ring and bring bad news').
Even the radio and TV were viewed as a constant fire hazard
and had to be unplugged every night and each time we went
out.

Many's the time we've walked to the bus stop to go to
town together only for her to say, 'Oh, crikey, did I switch
off the electric?' I'd be sent rushing back home to check she
had indeed turned the electricity off at the mains, with 'And
make sure you don't forget to lock the door' ringing in my
ears.

It's a neurosis which remains with me and while I do have
a phone and a computer – and it would be impossible now
to switch the mains electricity off without ruining clocks on
everything from the video recorder to the microwave – I still
have a slight anxiety that I'll come home to find everything
burned to the ground. And I have been known to turn back
from quite an advanced stage of a trip to make sure the door
is locked. Which it invariably is.

Our new washing machine was the yellowing cream
colour you see now on retro fridges and absolutely
enormous. It was not much further advanced than the old
tub and mangle arrangement. The huge new tub had to be
filled from the tap with a hose that stretched across the
kitchen (with which I one morning in helpful mode managed
to flood most of the bottom floor of the house) and emptied
via the same hose into the sink.

The new mangle was two rubber-coated rollers which
worked at the flick of a switch and it became one of my jobs
to feed the soaking sheets and clothes through it, ready for
folding and hanging out on the line. I was relieved of my
duties at about four and a half after I forgot to let go of
whatever I was feeding through and ended up in hospital
with a severely squashed hand and lower arm. I recall most
vividly the sensation of being gripped by a force more
powerful than myself and being too small to reach the off
switch.

My grandmother's silent reproach of my mother – 'I told
you so' – led to one of their most memorable bust-ups. It
was, for me, a useful lesson in studied incompetence. I discovered
early that if you couldn't do things properly and
safely on the domestic front you'd generally be excused. On
rainy days, a huge clothes horse would be placed around the
fire and the laundry left to steam itself dry. I would position
myself in the hearth, between the clothes and the fire, and
indulge my favourite passion, reading a book, well away
from the arguments and mayhem of washing day in the
kitchen. I'd lose myself in Shadow the Sheep Dog or
the antics of my favourite character, George from the
Famous Five, with their distant banter forming the soundtrack
to the day. I can still feel the warm dampness and smell the
sweet and slightly sickly aroma of hot, wet, fresh washing.

On fine days I'd be sent out to play with the little gang of
kids who roamed the street. They were mostly boys, my
favourite being the foul-mouthed John Lewis from next
door, whose father ran a strange combination of small businesses
– a brick-making company and an ice cream factory.
From being tiny he'd gone out with the guys who drove the
brick lorries or the ice cream vans. Sometimes I went too and
we'd be given our favourite, a vanilla cone with raspberry
vinegar – one of life's greatest treats. But we'd only get what
we wanted as a reward. 'Say bugger, John,' the burly workmen
would giggle, 'and I'll give thee a tanner.' Sixpence was
the price of a couple of cornets so John would curse, make
them laugh and we got what our hearts desired.

My mother, happily, found him cute and liked his mother,
otherwise I doubt I would have been allowed to don
dungarees or my Annie Oakley cowboy outfit and six guns
and go off climbing trees, falling in the duck pond and
generally running riot. She did, though, make it her mission
to improve John's language. His worst offence came during
one of my birthday parties. It was the first – I must have
been five – to which schoolfriends were invited. My mother,
who boasted proudly that I could read before I could walk,
was determined that I should go to a posh school, where,
aided by weekly elocution lessons, I would grow up a cut
above the young ruffians in the neighbourhood.

I was indeed a passionate reader and keen to start school
early. My grandparents agreed to pay for me to go to the
only school that would take a four-year-old and not make
too much fuss about her lack of religious conviction. The
Catholic convent school in the centre of town was known
for its high academic achievement and strict discipline, so
the other kids who came to my birthday party sat nicely
round the table for the birthday tea. My mother, an absolute
genius with food, had made sandwiches of every possible
appeal to small children, an exquisite cake and her speciality
for such occasions, a lily pond. This consisted of a green jelly
decorated with tinned pears and cream for the lilies and
sticks of angelica for the reeds. It would be the star turn of
many a school 'do' throughout my life.

Only John was shuffling uncomfortably at my side and
not eating. He clearly detested all the other stuck-up kids.
'Come on, John,' said my mother, never happy if someone
turned their nose up at her carefully prepared feasts. 'What
kind of sandwich would you like, love? There's egg, potted
meat, cheese and if you'd like something else tell me and if
I've got it I'll make it for you.'

John paused for a beat and with perfect timing delivered
the fatal line, 'Mrs Bailey, do you know what I'd really like
. . . a shit sandwich.' All the other children knew exactly
what he meant and in the stunned, shocked silence he disappeared
under the table and refused to emerge. He was
eventually dragged out by my mother and packed off home
in disgrace for 'spoiling the party with your disgusting
behaviour'. It didn't stop several repeat performances.

She had a little more success on the expletive front with
me. No one ever swore in her household, at least not in front
of the child, so my foul mouth was no doubt picked up from
the street. In one of my rare bouts of domestic enthusiasm I
was sitting on the ground outside an open kitchen window,
scrubbing at the grate, not realizing she was at the sink and
could hear every word. (Steps, paths and grates all had to be
as immaculate as the indoors.)

'I can't get this bloody grate clean,' I moaned as I rubbed
away.

My mother angry was a terrifying sight. She towered over
me, glowering, took hold of my arm and dragged me into the
kitchen. Pants were pulled down, buttocks smacked, tears
flowed and I was sent to sit on the bottom step.

'You can sit there thinking about how unladylike it is to
have such a filthy mouth and how cross I am with you until
I say it's all right for you to leave those stairs.' The punishment
was harsh and could last a couple of hours. I was
allowed no book to read, no toy to play with and not even
the comfort of my own bed to lie on. Generally I sobbed for
a while, mustered a little anger and defiance at the injustice
of it all and then became quiet and conciliatory; at which
point I would be allowed to rejoin her.

On this occasion – it must have been a Tuesday, doing
upstairs day – she passed me on the stairs, Hoover, polish
and duster in hand, acting as if I were not there. I could hear
her running the vacuum cleaner around my parents'
bedroom. I was firm in my conviction that saying 'bloody'
wasn't all that terrible; I had, after all, overheard Dad, only
the previous weekend, looking out of the back window on
his prize dahlias and laughing about the guy next door's
pathetic attempts at emulating his green fingers. 'Look at
that bloody idiot, he's digging so deep he'll get to Australia!'
He, of course, had no idea I was earwigging behind the door.

I went through the tears phase and on the wave of anger
and defiance that followed I crept quietly up the stairs and,
through the half-open bedroom door, but, as I thought, completely
out of sight as she had her back to me, pulled the
most horrible face I could manage. Eyes crossed, tongue out,
thumbs on temples, fingers sticking out and vigorously
waggling around.

She stormed out of the room to where I was grinning on
the landing. 'What do you think you are doing?' she
shrieked.

I trembled. 'Nothing' . . . quick thinking . . . 'just going to
the toilet.'

'Number one,' her voice was now at its most quiet and
lethal, 'I do not recall giving you permission to move from
those stairs. Number two. Do not imagine for one moment
that you can do things behind my back that I don't see. I saw
you pulling that revolting face, you rude girl. Don't you
know that mummies can see every little thing their children
do whether they're with them or not?' Another smack
and back to the bottom of the stairs to ponder my
misdemeanour.

How had she known what I was doing? Was it true that
she could observe everything I did? Stupidly, it took me years
to figure out that she had seen my reflection in her dressing-
table mirror and I lived for a very long time with the entirely
erroneous supposition that she really did know what I was
up to all the time. It's a chilling thought I've never quite been
able to shake off!

It seems astonishing to me now that so much time could
have been spent on keeping up appearances and trying to
figure out how to feminize such a natural tomboy to fit the
requirements of the 1950s female ideal. Mercifully for my
mother it was not an entirely thankless task. From a very
young age I was intrigued by beautiful clothes and make-up
and took great delight in dressing as a fairy for the
coronation street party in 1953 – complete with wings,
wand and coronet – and even managed to stay clean for
most of the day.

Mum, of course, was tremendously pleased with me, and
with the day in general. Dad's job at the time was as an
electrical repairman in the local radio and television shop.
We were the only people in the street to have a TV – one of
his perks – and everyone gathered round to watch the
ceremony in Westminster Abbey being played out within the
confines of our own immaculate front room. From that day
on, for all of us in those small provincial northern towns,
thanks to the development of television, the sophisticated
world of kings and queens, lords and ladies and high society
in general became just a little less remote. The streets of
London were obviously not paved with gold, but being there
became the goal of all my wildest fantasies.

I have no idea who made my fairy costume, but I know it
was not my mother. She must have spent a little more of
Dad's hard-earned cash than was usual on a professional
dressmaker because, while she shone in all other domestic
arts, sewing was a mystery to her. Not so knitting. Some
years ago I came across an archive copy of a Woman's
Weekly of 1953 and there, on the front cover, was the
swimming costume I had so badgered her to make.

The straps which went over my shoulders and crossed at
the back were yellow and the body was a dusty blue. On the
centre of the chest was an animal of indeterminate species,
knitted in the same yellow as the straps. It was a complex
pattern, even for someone with her expertise, and a number
of late nights were invested to get it ready for our week's
summer holiday in Scarborough. I was three and determined
to learn to swim and this costume, I reckoned, would be the
very thing to keep me afloat.

Seaside holidays were the highlight of every year. The five
of us – Grandma, Grandpa, Mum, Dad and I – would set off
by coach or, as our prosperity progressed, in a van or much
later a car, and head for Blackpool, Rhyl, Filey or
Scarborough. Scarborough, with its combination of craggy
hills, golden sands and a castle, was the favourite. We stayed
in boarding houses with fierce landladies who laid on a good
spread, but expected you to be out from under their feet
from breakfast till lunch, and then lunch till tea time, regardless
of the weather.

Mum, Dad and I would share a room and Grandma and
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