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About the Book

To Penelope Butler the family was all, the sole ambition of her adult life. Three of her four daughters, however, had different ideas. Rosemary rejected it; Jess was destroyed by it; Celia found it eluded her. Only Emily pursued her mother’s ideal, with disastrous results. Penelope begins to record their family story as it unfolds. But when Rosemary discovers these private papers she is enraged by her mother’s distortions of the truth and proceeds to tell the story from her perspective. From D-Day on into the turbulent post-war years, a picture emerges not only of a single family in all its complexities, but also of the changing world that shaped their lives.
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What is this?

*

— AND LIES ABOUT the past are so safe, so very unlikely to be exposed. I have been frightened by their distortions. Listening to them, all three of them, I have found it impossible to believe that they can believe what they are saying about their own lives. None of them seems to have any recollection of choices being made, decisions taken, paths chosen. I am given to understand that either everything that happened was in some way my fault or that it was random. How extraordinarily convenient. I have three daughters who have apparently wiped from their memories the part they played in their own lives. They need me, it seems, to bear witness. And I shall, I shall tell you, and if —

*

Who is she talking to, writing for? Is this a diary or a letter?

*

— and if what I write seems confusing you must be tolerant. Life does seem confusing and those who seek to impose a pattern upon it cannot expect to find it easy. I have to imagine a stranger as I write, I have to create a stern, judge-like figure to whom I must address myself, or, otherwise, this will disintegrate into a rambling, incoherent sequence of memories. Memories there will be, I have no evidence without them, but this is not a memoir, not in any way an autobiography, though it will be inevitable that, in the process of setting the record straight, a great deal of my own life must be gone over. It is relevant, for a start, to say something about my own birth. I was born —

*

Oh, Christ. Now I begin to see it. If I don’t stop now, put this pencil down – and how very conveniently placed it happens to be, sitting so provocatively on top of this neat pile of virgin paper – she’ll have me hooked. I should walk out, now.

*

— born on, or around, December 26th 1915. I was found on the morning of December 31st on the steps of a Children’s Home, near Oxford, on the Abingdon road. I was securely and warmly wrapped against the intense cold in four shawls and lay in a small wickerwork basket of the type commonly used for putting wood in. To the top shawl was pinned a note saying my name was Penelope and would someone please take care of me. Nothing else. No other evidence of maternal care or tenderness. I weighed only five and a half pounds but was in good health. It was quickly established that I was no more than four or five days old and that I was probably born prematurely (there were little flecks of a creamy-like substance in the folds of my skin, a sure sign). The cord was still attached to my navel, two inches of that rapidly withering tissue which had held me to my mother, but it had been expertly cut and tied, suggesting that the services of a midwife or other medical person had been employed.

In those days, it was difficult to trace the mother of an abandoned baby. Nobody took my photograph and printed it in a newspaper. The local hospitals were not subjected to close scrutiny nor were doctors and district nurses closely questioned about recent confinements in the area. Some forty years later, when I set about trying to trace my birth, I found no written record of any inquiries at all, and, naturally, neither the shawls nor the basket nor, more importantly, the note survived. I had been told about those but nobody had thought fit to keep them. The shawls, I expect, were washed and used many times until they were torn up to provide rags with which to wash the floors. The basket would be filled and emptied until the straw split and frayed. But the note should have been filed away, surely. Probably it is as well that it was not. I would have become obsessed with it. The handwriting, the very composition of the words, the colour of the ink (was it ink or pencil?) and the texture of the paper would have had a terrible fascination for me. I would have fingered that note, held it against my cheek, smelled it, even. I would have examined it more ferociously than the most zealous of forensic scientists. It was, I believe, kept for some years and then ‘lost’ when the Home closed down. No one could ever appreciate what it would have meant to me.

But I had a name. The note may have been consigned to bureaucratic oblivion, if not actually torn up and destroyed (the thought of this vandalism causes me pain), but the name written upon it was at once transcribed on to several documents. I was Penelope, the name my mother had chosen and cared enough about to pass on to those to whom she was surrendering me. This was of tremendous importance to me – not only that my mysterious mother had bothered to name me, but also the name itself. Shakespeare cannot have been an abandoned baby to wonder what was in a name. Everything, I could tell him. For me my name was invested with a holy significance. It seemed, among other things, a clear message. Why call me Penelope if the legend was not meant to be meaningful? I learned at school about the wife of Ulysses, who had waited ten long years for his return, resisting all those suitors who tried to persuade her he was dead. I thrilled to the triumphant end of the story, when Ulysses returned safe and well to the faithful Penelope. I, too, would be faithful. I would believe that somewhere my mother, like Ulysses, was fighting some war, was undertaking her own personal Odyssey, and would one day return to claim me. I would be there, as patient and enduring as the wife of Ulysses.

Well, I was ten years old before I read the story in Myths and Legends of Ancient Greece. By the time I was fifteen I had faced what seemed to be the facts: my mother, unlike Ulysses, was not going to return nor, in our modem world, was she going to avail herself of the opportunity to telephone or write. But my name still seemed significant. I began to think about it in a different but equally romantic way. Nobody else in the Home was called Penelope, nor was anyone in the school I attended. When people in authority, meeting me for the first time, asked me for my Christian name, they were always surprised. They would raise their eyebrows, and sometimes smile and look at me again more sharply. Penelope was a rather grand, even pretentious, name for a child from a Home to have. I saw it gained me some small consideration, some status, which I would not otherwise have immediately rated. And so I began to think my mother must have been an educated person. This was a great relief to me at that stage, as I was becoming aware of the kind of woman or girl who usually abandoned babies. My great fear that this mother of mine had been ‘a loose woman’, a term I hardly understood but certainly heard, was soothed by the thought of my name. Later, I fantasized further. My mother, I decided, might have been at the University (of my father I never then thought). My birth would have wrecked her career and she would have had no option but to abandon me. This theory gave me such comfort that, even as an adult, I was reluctant to admit its inherent absurdity, although I had by then certainly appreciated how very few women could go to University at the time I was born.

At one stage in my young life I used to walk the streets of Oxford with pounding heart, waiting to be recognized. I had spent many, many hours, as adolescents do, examining my face and body in mirrors, wondering about all those ancestors of mine whose genes were my inheritance. My complexion, I felt, must be a very strong family trait. When I was young I had wonderful colouring, brown (but not olive skinned) in all weathers and bright pink cheeks. Somewhere there were grandparents and great aunts and second cousins once removed, who would take one look at me and declare how Penelope has the family look! Then there was my hair, extremely black, extremely thick. It gave me, with my complexion, a gypsy look (that, of course, was another fantasy, for I also learned that according to old Welsh tales gypsies used the name Penelope, in the form Peneli, for fairies). I was sure my mother must look the same, that she too walked around with the same startling colouring. The connection between us would be unmistakable. Our eyes would meet as we passed in the High Street and her heart would thump too. She would cry out my name and we would embrace and then she would take me home, to my family . . . I wanted that family as much as I wanted a mother. No child in a Home ever underestimates the overriding importance of having a family. It meant more than simply having brothers and sisters, aunts and uncles. It was so much more extensive, stretching wide and deep, a complicated network of hidden strength. Family meant support, it meant belonging, it meant confidence, it meant claims. Even when the pull of family was cursed it was acknowledged as undeniable. My idea of happiness was to have a family, with all its onerous ties and responsibilities, to which to belong. Even an adoptive or foster family would have sufficed. Throughout those years children from the Home were regularly adopted or fostered out and my longing to be one of the chosen was desperate. But I never was. I remember once —

*

Oh shit – it’s obvious I’m going to carry on reading this, I can’t control my own curiosity. And this pencil is doing a St Vitus Dance in my hand with the need to put my own comments down. But I can’t stand reading it all, so I’ll just have to skip when it gets too much. I’m not going to read this next bit, for example. I know it all, I was reared on it, I know exactly what is coming. It always made me furious, her tale of being inspected by a couple who came looking for a ‘nice little girl’ and being rejected and crying for a week and thinking she must be ugly or that she stank and all that tedious rubbish. Furious with her, not the couple. Furious that she told the pathetic story at all, furious at the expression on her face – tremulous, solemn, sickly. She wanted us to fling our arms around her and cry and say poor, poor Mummy. All I ever wanted to do was shout at her. This evidence of how vulnerable she was as a child disgusted me. The point of regaling us with this stuff was always so apparent. We had not been abandoned, we were wanted and loved, we had a family. We, in short, were much, much better off than she had been and she wasn’t going to let us forget it. Everything was meant to flow from this wonderfully privileged start. As if it mattered, basically: as if whether you’ve got a secure family background really makes a shred of difference in the end. Well, that’s silly. There are millions of reports saying it does. But Mother didn’t have to make it into a religion, thrusting our advantage down our throats all the time. She might have known we would sick it up in the end. Look what a fool she made of herself over my father’s family – we’ll be on to that in a page or so, doubtless.

*

— would even have welcomed what Florence Nightingale called ‘the tyranny of a good English family’. I do not want to describe my life in the Home nor touch upon my circumstances more than I have already done. It will be obvious, to all but the most unaware and insensitive, that I suffered severe emotional deprivation quite apart from the sort of hardship common to children brought up in Homes in the inter-war years. It does not bear going into, not here. By the time I was eighteen and free of the Home’s guardianship, I had stopped looking back and was instead looking forward, greedily, for my missing family. I was in training to be a nurse. Again, I lived in a Home, straight from one into the other, and it was hardly more congenial than the first. Again, life was hard and, again, I lacked affection and emotional security. There were rules and regulations governing our entire lives, most of them relics from the nineteenth century. I stood the discipline better than any of the other student nurses – it was nothing to me to have to work hard, to be vigilantly supervised or to lack privacy. I was used to such a regime. In fact, life without dragooning of one sort or another might have been difficult for me to accept. So I thrived where others wilted. It was an asset not to have Mummy or Daddy to whom to return home. When my training was complete I still lived, by choice, in the Nurses’ Home, having neither the courage nor the money to set up on my own. Yet I dreamed of my own place all the time. Yes, it was a cottage and, yes, there were roses round the door. And inside was a husband with his slippers by the fire, and upstairs babies, my babies, in their beds. One day my prince would come and, when he did, he would not only create a family with me, but he would take me home to his family and I would be absorbed into the fabric of their corporate existence. It was a terrible, crushing disappointment to me that when I did fall in love, and was married, it was to a man with virtually no family.

Oliver was always fond of telling people that I had almost turned him down because he only had a mother. He said my eyes filled with tears when he told me and my arms dropped from round his neck to hang despondently at my sides. All he had was a mother for whom he had little feeling, someone to whom he rarely wrote and whom he saw perhaps twice a year. She, Mrs Butler, was a widow, and (as Oliver was) an only child of only children. Moreover she had been born in India and had few connections with England even though she chose, unwisely, to return here after the death of her husband. Oliver’s father had been the last of his own particular family. Somewhere in Scotland and, it was rumoured, Australia, there may have been some extremely distant cousins but, if so, Oliver had never known them – they were vague names, perhaps mentioned once or twice in his hearing as living in Fife, or Melbourne, but never established as real people. No, there was no getting away from it: I, who had craved multitudes of in-laws, had married into the smallest family unit possible. Nor could I for very long cling to the comforting thought that at least I was to have a mother-in-law. Once I had met Mrs Butler (she never allowed me to call her by her Christian name and was appalled at my timid suggestion that I might refer to her as Mother) it was clear that there would be little joy in that relationship.

Once the children were born, I gave Mrs Butler, or Grandmother Butler as she insisted on being addressed, a position of great reverence in our lives. To Oliver’s bewilderment, since he was the least filial of sons, I inaugurated a regime of dutiful visits which must have puzzled her. Since Oliver was her only child I don’t think even in her most suspicious moments that she thought I was after her money (she was quite wealthy). She knew I knew Oliver would get everything, no question of that. But considering we never got on, and that she was quite openly contemptuous of me as a wife for her son, I should imagine she was rather startled at my refusal to be put off visiting. We went to Brighton, where she lived, at least every two weeks. Sometimes we drove down for the day — oh what a lovely drive it was in those days – but more often we stayed at The Old Ship for the weekend. In the early years we stayed only once with Grandmother Butler, just before Rosemary was born: she made it plain that visitors were ‘not convenient’. She did not like us actually to sleep in her house, extraordinary though that is to believe. Oliver did not care. For his part, he hated staying there. He only went along with my desire to visit, because he happened to be fond of Brighton itself. If his mother had lived in Macclesfield or Manchester, I doubt very much whether I would have been able to get him to agree.

I loved Grandmother Butler’s house. It was in Bedford Square, one of those beautiful Regency squares of which Brighton is full, just across the road from the West Pier. It was four storeyed, with an elegant balcony on the first floor curving round a long bow window. Later, when we lived there, we had the two top floors, and our sitting room was the one above the balcony. It was an enormous room, also with a bow window facing south west, with the pier dominating the view. I used to lie for hours on the window seat looking out over the Channel, quite hypnotized by the tides. From the attics above, where we slept, our view over the rooftops was superb, more of the sea and, to the left, a glimpse of the Downs. I never grew tired of this view. Nor did I mind the endless toiling up and down the many narrow stairs. The kitchen of course was in a rather dark, narrow basement. There was no garden, but with the beach literally a hundred yards away we had no need of one. It seemed to me the perfect family house. Several rooms were big enough to hold a large number of people in comfort and it was so arranged that, if necessary, everyone could get away from everyone else. I thought, when first I went there, of children playing violins at the top of the house and of Oliver studying at the back, while I sewed in the quiet rooms below: all of us separate but together. I thought of family meals round the great oak table in the dining room and family parties spilling on to the gracious balcony. I thought of all those stairs pounded by hundreds of busy feet and the basement area full of prams and bikes. I thought of babies being born there and the perfection of having that healthy sea air to hand. Every Sunday, as we sat in state with Grandmother Butler and her companion, four people lost in the brocaded sofas and rich carpets (brought from India), I thought of the same room filled with family life. I longed to live there.

Where we actually lived, when we first visited Bedford Square, was in a small cramped flat not far from University College Hospital, where Oliver was a houseman. Our nearest tube was Mornington Crescent but we were close enough to walk to the hospital where I also worked, as a nurse in the Children’s Ward. We had married on April 11th 1934, as soon as Oliver completed his clinical studies at the Radcliffe Infirmary in Oxford. We could have afforded somewhere more salubrious, since Oliver had some money of his own, but we were saving to buy our own house as soon as he qualified – we had a three-year plan. Yet, strangely, it was no part of our plan to prevent the birth of children. We chose not to. Other people, in particular Grandmother Butler, might think it folly for us to have a child at that stage, but we did not. We wanted to start our family immediately. We hated that ‘wait-until’ attitude – wait until Oliver is qualified, wait until you have a nice flat or house, wait until you’ve been married a while, wait until you’re older. No wait-untils, thank you. Rosemary, our first child, was born a year to the day after our marriage and nobody could have been happier than I was. We named her Rosemary for remembrance, remembrance for all time of our intense happiness. All was brilliantly radiant around me —

*

Jesus Christ. Who wants to be a remembrance of someone else’s happiness? Especially as I cannot remember this so-called divine bliss. I was only nine when the love’s-young-dream act ended. It’s all legend, Mother’s legend. Another saga we were told and re-told, and hurt her by groaning and not wanting to hear yet again. How perfect it had been – The First Meeting. The Engagement, The Wedding, The Honeymoon, etc., etc. A hospital romance, smouldering eyes over gauze masks and heavy breathing under the starched white gowns. Young Doctor Butler and young Nurse Penelope. Oh la. Whirlwind courtship but no slap-and-tickle – wasn’t nice, not part of the package. ‘All was brilliantly radiant around me,’ she boasts. Oh yeah, as Emily used to say when she was little, oh yeah? Who says so? Apart from her? What has she wiped from her memory? One rather important thing for a start. My father was married before. Spoils the scenario a bit, I think. She never told us and of course he never had a chance to. I wonder if he ever would have done and how? Grandmother Butler told me, with malice and definite forethought. What an evil old bitch she was. She told me about six months after my father was killed, when Mother was ill after having Emily, and Celia, Jess and I were packed off to Brighton with Linda, the girl who helped to look after us. We went to stay with Grandmother Butler in this Bedford Square place Mother drools about – horrible dump – for a week. By that time it stank. Grandmother Butler still had plenty of money but she couldn’t keep servants, not even a cleaning lady, so the house was filthy and neglected. How on earth Mother persuaded her to have us, I cannot imagine, because she made it clear from our arrival that she resented our very presence. I remember we all huddled together in one bed and cried. Jess wet the bed in the middle of the night and we cried even harder because we were too frightened to get up and go and find Linda in the dark. We lay awake the rest of the night, Celia and I, worrying about what Grandmother Butler would say if she found out about the sodden sheets. (Ironic, really, when she was probably just into wetting her own sheets and pretending she hadn’t.) Linda washed them next day in the sea and we spread them out in a secluded spot on the beach, anchored with stones, and nobody ever knew. We sat and giggled at how mortified Grandmother Butler would be if she knew where her sheets were on display and why – ‘mortified’ was one of her favourite words.

The weather was brilliant, surprisingly hot and sunny, and we lived on that beach from seven in the morning until dark. Linda was marvellous. She may have been only sixteen and no intellectual giant (her grammatical errors certainly ‘mortified’ Grandmother Butler when we innocently copied them) but she was loving and she was fun. She knew, of course, that our father was by that time ‘previously reported missing believed killed in action now presumed killed in action’. She knew we hadn’t been told, because Mother went on hoping and never gave away, by the smallest hint, that every sensible person believed him dead. When Grandmother Butler wept and wailed and sighed over us, which she did daily, and when she called us poor fatherless little girls, Linda helped us ignore her. When I asked her what Grandma meant, Linda said, at her most placid and phlegmatic, that she just meant Father wasn’t with us. Beautifully simple. How different from the convoluted answers Mother gave.

So we had a good week. We swam in the icy water, got sunburned, and quarrelled a great deal less than normal. If it hadn’t been for wanting to see Mother and the new baby again, we wouldn’t have wanted to go home, in spite of being frightened of Grandmother. I think I was more frightened than Celia or Jess but I pretended not to be. It was expected by them, by everyone, that being the eldest I should be the bravest. I tried hard to live up to that expectation. And I must have succeeded, because Grandmother Butler made me her favourite. She said I was exactly like my father (and also, inevitably, what a pity it was I had not been a boy). The former claim at least was totally untrue. I was exactly like my mother to look at and, as for temperament or personality, Grandmother Butler could hardly claim to be an expert on my father, even though he was her son. So far as I can make out, she hardly knew him. He was sent back to England, to prep school, at seven, and even before that he’d been looked after by amahs. But the point was that Grandmother Butler wanted me to be a Butler so she simply decided I was one. Butlers were brave, outspoken, independent, proud, clever, honest and possessed of all the other dreary Victorian virtues. The biggest compliment was to be told one was pure Butler, untainted by whatever genes came through my mother’s side. That, of course, was a source of great trouble. Grandmother Butler never left off, not for a single minute if the subject came up, never stopped muttering darkly about Mother’s ‘doubtful origins’. She despised her for not having a family and made her suffer acutely. Considering Mother herself feels exactly about family as Grandmother did, it was all rather painfully unnecessary. But Grandmother simply had to find a way of letting me know that, not only was my mother tainted by not belonging to a family, she was also a mere substitute for someone who had, in this respect, met with her approval.

One evening, just before we went back to London, Grandmother Butler took me into what she called her boudoir. This was a foul little over-decorated room leading off her utterly repulsive bedroom. It was difficult to move about anywhere in that house since it was so stuffed with furniture, but in the boudoir it was quite impossible. Everything in that tiny cupboard of a room was purple – carpet, curtains, cloth on the round little table, chair-cover. Dark purple, stifling. Grandmother manoeuvred her bulk round the table and into the chair and patted the arm of the chair for me to perch on (there was no space for another chair, not even a stool). I don’t remember exactly what she said, though I remember the gist, but I do remember most vividly her expressions and the general atmosphere. I knew I was nervous, wary, on my guard. I didn’t want to be there alone with my grandmother. Physically, she was repulsive. She was small and squat with a great shelf-like bosom that seemed to collect foodstains, however carefully she ate. Her hair was a dirty grey, cropped into an ugly square shape round her ears – almost geometric, like a clipped privet hedge. She wore heavy, long earrings made of jade or jet, set in antique silver casings. They were much too large for her fat face and made her look absurd. Her eyes were black and piggy, lost in the podginess above her cheeks. When she smiled, which was never with conviction, they disappeared entirely. But it was her arms and legs I hated most. They appeared to be solid, straight blocks of muscle without any of the normal indents for knees or elbows. One looked in horror at Grandmother Butler’s limbs and wondered if they could bend. Maybe I am being cruel, maybe her arthritis made it difficult to bend them and that was why she held her arms and legs so rigid and stiff, seeming to work them from some swivel at the top. She looked like a badly made, over-stuffed guy on a bonfire, one you knew would burn beautifully with all that straw in it.

On her lap was an album with a slightly soiled, white velvet cover. With her arms hanging over the sides of the chair, the only position in which they ever seemed to be comfortable, she indicated by a nod of her head that I was to open the album. I did so fearfully, wondering what dreadful thing I should see, wondering how soon I could get away from the sour smell that seemed to envelop the entire room. As I opened the album, Grandmother said something about seeing photographs my mother had never seen and it must be my secret, as Mother might be upset and we didn’t want that, did we. Even at nine I swear I sensed the hypocrisy. I knew Grandmother Butler lived for upsetting my mother. But I opened the album and there was nothing in the least nasty in it. On the contrary. I stared at a lovely photograph of a handsome young man. I stared at it for some time, knowing the face seemed familiar but not quite sure why, until Grandmother murmured that it was my father when he was very young, wasn’t he splendid. I turned the page and there was another photograph of a girl I was quite sure I had never known. She was slight, pretty, with frothy blonde curls all round her face. I remember her teeth were slightly prominent. But I still didn’t twig why I was being shown this album, until I turned the next page and there was my father and this girl together and in different clothes. Wedding clothes. My father was in topper and tails, the girl clinging to his arm almost lost in the cascading lace of her white dress and veil. Grandmother Butler said, ‘Aren’t they beautiful, quite perfect, but then it was a perfect day, perfect wedding. She was a Dacre-Dunnett you know, very old family and of course they know how to do these things, terribly grand. Poor child. Poor Oliver.’ I didn’t speak. I didn’t ask any of the questions a normal, inquisitive nine year old would have been expected to. But Grandmother Butler wasn’t put off. She talked and talked in her special pretend-sad way that I hated. I had to keep turning the pages and looking at more and more photographs of wedding cakes and flowers and endless groups of over-dressed people. Grandmother told me who they all were but I didn’t take any of it in. Why should I have done – it meant nothing to me. I was upset, without knowing why, but determined not to let her see. She went on and on about them – the bridal pair – being poor, poor loves and far too young to marry, only twenty and eighteen, but it was what they wanted and who could stand in their way. I still didn’t say a word. When I had got to the end of the book, I got down from the arm of the chair and walked off. I don’t remember Grandmother trying to stop me. Her job was done, I suppose. The amazing thing was that I didn’t tell a soul and I have never to this day told my mother. It sounds ridiculous, all these years later, but it is the truth. At the time, though, I thought about nothing else for weeks and even now, if something triggers my memory, I can spend hours speculating about my father’s first secret marriage – secret from us, I mean, I assume the child bride died. There could not have been any children – my mother would never have allowed any of my father’s children to be excluded from his life. I suppose I could quite easily find out, if I wanted to, but that has always been the trouble – I’m not sure I do want to. I’ve always felt it would be indecent while Mother is still alive. Reading this is indecent, too, I suppose. Mother is in the next door room, chatting to Celia. ‘There are boxes and boxes of photographs, darling,’ she said, ‘you take your pick.’ All I did was to look for them, and found this. Yet I feel furtive. And I feel as if I’m doing something dangerous. Why am I so agitated? Oh, for Christ’s sake – I’ll have to go back to them in a minute anyway.

*

— all was brilliantly radiant around me, though in the greater world outside our own happiness everything was becoming very dark and ominous indeed. Oliver read The Times assiduously every day and worried about the future. He was sure there was going to be a war even when The Times thought there would not be. I didn’t like him to talk about it. It annoyed me that he should make himself deliberately unhappy, just when he ought to be the opposite. He had qualified, he loved his work, we had moved to a lovely flat in Primrose Hill, we had a darling baby – why must he fret about things that had nothing to do with us? I am ashamed now.

The girls say their childhoods were ruined by the war. That is untrue. They do not seem to appreciate how many years of complete happiness they were privileged to have before the war ever happened, and those years cannot be discounted because of what came afterwards. Their childhoods, particularly Rosemary’s, were happy, I insist. Even Emily, born fatherless, had a happy childhood. I know. I was there and saw. My memory stretches back to those years effortlessly and I am quite sure. I don’t want to go into humdrum detail or drag out my old diaries to substantiate my case. I have, in my head, clear and vivid pictures of three laughing, normal, happy children and that is enough to —

*

Wrong, as ever. She doesn’t bloody see how she falsifies things. How arrogant; she has this sloppy inner picture show of us ‘happy’ and that is pronounced ‘enough’. QED. If it wasn’t so irritating, it would be funny. Mother doesn’t even realize when she is suppressing things. And she makes what people call Freudian slips. She says ‘three’ laughing, normal, etc. children, but there were four of us. Surely she isn’t going to leave Jess out? I hardly think so, not if this is about putting some kind of record straight so that she can confront us with these choices we made, whatever they were. Jess was her choice and a bad one. Disastrous. But she can’t be forgotten just because she spoils the symmetry of Mother’s mental pictures. I wish she’d get on to Jess. Quickly, before she loses all credibility. I’m tired already of this foolish pretence that she’s addressing some boring old fart of a judge and not me. All this is for me. I know it is, I’m sure of it. So what should I do about it? March out, clutching it, saying what the hell have you been playing at, Mother? Yet all my instincts are to keep quiet, to be as secretive as Mother herself.

*

— to make me state with assurance that the war ‘ruined’ their childhood is a lie. It changed it, but it did not ruin it. Celia, Jess and Emily were all war babies and Rosemary was only four when war was declared, but their experience of war, or of suffering the effects of it, was slight. Everything went on in their little lives more or less as it had always done. Even Oliver’s absence was not the traumatic thing it might have been, because they saw so little of him anyway. He worked long hours and spent most of his time at the hospital. I was the major feature in their lives and I was always there. I am not denying that the war affected us. Of course it did. But I think people forget how life for many women and children appeared to go on much the same. Once Oliver had gone off to the war, our lives closed in. It was Rosemary, Celia and me against the world. And Jessica. Quite secure in our home, whether in London or Brighton. Every day the same reassuring routine: Rosemary trotting off to school, Celia playing contentedly in the garden while I got on with the usual jobs mothers do, perhaps more harassed than most because of the state of the house. And because of Jessica, because having Jessica was really too much.

I cannot accuse my daughters of not facing up to what they have done to their own lives, while bewailing accidents of fate, if I do not acknowledge my own mistakes. Deliberate ones. Times when I made major decisions which had a direct bearing upon their future. But what words will serve to relate something so delicate? Whatever I say will shock – shock me apart from anyone else. I can only tell the truth as it happened and hope it makes its own sense. Oliver came home one night from the hospital very cast down and despondent. It was the spring of 1940 and he had not then joined up, but I know now that he thought of little else. He had become silent and withdrawn, totally obsessed with the progress of the war, constantly debating with himself the moral niceties of doing what he was doing. The hospital had prepared itself for action, sandbags had been installed everywhere and wards cleared for expected casualties. But of course, to some extent, normal hospital life also continued. Babies were born there, even though the maternity unit was officially evacuated. People were operated upon, the usual emergencies took place. Oliver worked harder and harder, mostly sleeping in the basement of the hospital at night. I was lucky if I had him at home one night a week.

Celia had been born on New Year’s Day and we had moved into our house the following month. It was a large, flat-fronted Victorian villa in Primrose Hill, just one street away from the park. We moved in the worst possible conditions and found our house in an appalling state. It was not that we had not known it would be, but the actual extent of the damp, the bulging ceilings, the non-functioning plumbing was so much worse than we remembered. Everything seemed too much. When I wept at the filth everywhere, Oliver would remind me that outside there was a war going on: what were my problems compared to that?

On this particular night, Oliver was even more morose than usual and I was even more exhausted. All that we had to say to each other, it seemed, was that we were so tired. Then Oliver began to talk about his day. A young girl, not more than eighteen, had been admitted the night before and he had been detailed to attend to her. She had come to the Salvation Army Hostel near King’s Cross, where she had collapsed. They sent for an ambulance and she was brought into U C H. She was heavily pregnant and very ill – not with the pregnancy but for all sorts of other reasons. Oliver had quickly established that she was suffering from a number of serious conditions, all of which had been aggravated by becoming pregnant. She refused to give her name or age or to say where she was from or what had happened. She appeared absolutely passive, accepting whatever was done to her, neither resisting nor helping. Yet she obviously exerted some kind of fascination, or Oliver would not have bothered telling me about her. He quickly regretted doing so, for of course I identified immediately with this girl. My old fantasies about my unknown mother returned to plague me. I imagined her, like this poor girl, ill and distressed, lying friendless in some ward, disapproved of by everyone, too miserable and weak to defend herself. Every day after that I made it my business to find out about Mrs Victoria as she was known – every expectant mother was Mrs in those days, married or not, and the Victoria part was taken from the name of the ward. Oliver reported that she was holding her own. Her main problem was that she only had one kidney and that the other was infected. For such a young girl, she was a ruin. And yet, as some strength returned to her, she began to win over everyone who looked after her. She still did not talk much, but she smiled and was grateful, and all the staff were impressed by her stoicism and by her determination to keep her baby. About that she was adamant.

I would like to have visited her. I wanted to be her friend, to help her, but Oliver would not allow it. He said if I visited I might be starting a relationship I could not maintain, and I would do his patient more harm than good. And he said my desire to go to see her was not healthy. I was not prompted by genuinely altruistic motives but by morbid ones. We quarrelled and I became upset, but he would not relent. I suppose I suspected he was right. I never did see her. Oliver himself delivered her baby by Caesarean section on June 21st 1940. It was a girl, a fine healthy girl weighing seven pounds two ounces. Mrs Victoria died three days later. She had seemed to stand the delivery so well, but then her one defective kidney packed up and there was very little they could do. The hospital staff were sad, inured though they were to such tragedies. But I was distraught with grief. What would happen to the baby? Oliver was impatient with my anxiety. The child would be well looked after. By whom, by whom, I demanded? He did not know, he said it was not his job to know, by some orphanage he supposed, and at that word I burst into tears. I wanted Mrs Victoria’s baby, passionately. I begged and pleaded with Oliver to adopt her straight away, to bring her home at once. My passion scared him. He tried to calm me, suggested we should discuss it rationally like the two sensible adults we were but I was incapable of logical reasoning. I did not feel in the least sensible. There was a baby, its mother dead, nobody else wanting it and I wanted it: that was the only argument I could understand. Oliver made the fatal mistake of saying we knew nothing about Mrs Victoria, we could not know what we were taking on, we did not even know if others had a claim on this child. I said he knew nothing about me, it was exactly the same and yet he had taken me for myself alone. He said that was different: I was a mature person and – oh, it went on and on. Oliver grew weary of my persistence. He said he was worn out, too drained to battle with me. He added bitterly that it seemed as if I cared more for this child of a girl I had never known, than I did for my own children. What kind of state did I think I would be in if I took on yet another baby? As it was, I could hardly cope with the house, it was the worst time in our lives to be thinking of increasing our problems, I must be mad to contemplate adopting Mrs Victoria’s baby even if we could. And he said it would be unethical, which started off another dispute.

I won in the end. Oliver was never convinced, but he gave in. Perhaps he had himself been more moved by the child he had delivered than he cared to admit. He said it was against his better judgement, but he would make inquiries. Maybe it would be our little extra war effort, he said. Duty swung Oliver over, but it had no part in my decision. I craved for that baby, for Jess. Jess came to us at two weeks, straight from the hospital, and I was indescribably moved by the sight of her. She was exquisite. Next to Celia, who was by then a plump six months, Jess looked fragile and delicate, though in fact she was exceptionally robust. She was fair skinned, with downy blonde fuzz all over her head and funny little wisps of longer hair growing on the nape of her neck. Her head was beautifully shaped, small and neat, and her features tiny. Naming her had been a solemn business. Oliver suggested Victoria but I did not like the idea of naming her after a public ward. If only we had known her mother’s name, but we did not. When I went to collect Jess I talked to the two young nurses who had had most to do with Mrs Victoria and asked them if she had ever mentioned names for her baby. They said no, but that, when she heard one of their names was Jessica, she had said how pretty it was and that her grandmother had been called that. So we called her Jessica, after her great-grandmother, and I was consoled by this connection. Jessica would be told she had a family name.

One of the things I made sure of was that everything that had belonged to Mrs Victoria came home with Jess. Everything, every last rag and her things were mostly rags. I carefully washed and ironed them and put them away in a box. There was a brown dress, a red cardigan, a pair of thick fawn woollen stockings, a black cape and a Paisley-patterned fringed shawl. The shoes, broken down at the heel and with holes in the soles, I did throw out as too dreadful to keep. There was also a cheap, black plastic handbag containing a lace-bordered handkerchief embroidered with the initial M – perhaps her name was Mary? – and a tin of sweets, boiled sweets. The hospital gave me, in an envelope, the gold chain that had been round Mrs Victoria’s neck and a ring, a gaudy thing, bright blue stones in a cluster with a ‘diamond’ in the centre. When Jess was old enough I would have some tangible proof that her mother had existed. I would show her the clothes —

*

Those ghastly clothes. That was so awful for Jess. I wasn’t there when Mother produced them but Jess described it all so clearly that I could touch her pain. We weren’t poor, that was the point, never had been except perhaps for a brief interval I was too young to remember. As far back as I can remember, we were always comfortable, and that was at a time when a lot of people round us were not. So what shocked poor Jess was the poverty those clothes symbolized. It wouldn’t be the same today – even Vanessa, Emily’s daughter, went through a phase of wearing rags all the time, deliberately, smelling and stinking, all holes, straight from the jumble. But young girls didn’t, then, not on purpose. I saw them myself later and saw what Jess had meant. The dress was the worst, an old woman’s dress, horrible, scratchy sort of material, absolutely shapeless but then, as she was pregnant, Jess’s mother I mean, that was useful. It was the ugliest dress in the world. It had a square neck with rows of black ric-rac round it and two bobbles hanging from the button at the top. You would’ve thought at least she could’ve cut the bobbles off. It was patched under the arms, presumably to cover up the place the previous owner had worn away with sweating. You couldn’t imagine any young, beautiful girl putting it on. None of the other things were as upsetting, except the tawdry jewellery. Mother had kept the chain and ring carefully, but they’d both gone black, not being real gold. They looked worse than Christmas cracker rubbish. Jess wouldn’t touch them, of course. She said she wanted everything burned, they gave her the creeps. Mother made a little speech about how she had always wished she had had something, anything, of her mother’s and that was why she had kept them.

That was always the trouble – Mother always expected Jess to identify with her. Always. That one fact, that they were both orphans from birth, was supposed to bind them together automatically. And it didn’t. It wasn’t even the same, Jess once said to me, not really the same. She had not been given away, her mother had died but if she had not died she would have kept her. She resented my mother equating their circumstances. And she had been chosen, by us, by a family. Mother never had, she knew nothing about what it was like living in a family yet not being really of it. Jess hated the family. We all did, all four of us, but Jess hated it the most. Mother’s hunger to have her revolted her. She would rather have been someone’s special adopted child, someone who had no children of her own. She thought Mother had been greedy and that there was something suspicious about her desire to take on another child.

And she wasn’t beautiful. Perhaps she was as a baby. I only know the photographs and it seems to me you can make all babies look beautiful, if you try hard enough. But by the time she was four, which was when my father died and all my memories suddenly become very sharp, she certainly wasn’t beautiful. The much lauded ash-blonde hair and the fair skin made her look as colourless as an albino and, as she grew up, she became distinctly whey-faced and scrawny. Being miserable most of the time didn’t help, of course. Poor Jess – the most common remark made to her was always ‘whatever is the matter with you?’ There was never anything specific the matter, just everything. I think the root of it all was that she wasn’t clever. We were, all of us, not necessarily academically clever but intelligent. Mother was clever too. Jess was slow. Then there was the overwhelming proximity of Celia. As my mother says, Celia was about six months older than Jess, and she was an amazingly ‘good’ baby. Celia’s also the cleverest of all of us, and the most talented – she plays the piano and oboe and was brilliant at sports. Jess was naturally shoved up against Celia all the time. People assumed they were twins, because of their ages, though they looked nothing like each other.

Mother couldn’t have known how things would turn out – she couldn’t have looked into the future and seen how Celia would outshine Jess at every turn – but she ought to have seen how bloody stupid it was to take a baby into the family, when you’ve already got one. I don’t know how she did it, technically, I mean. Perhaps it was because of the war, perhaps the adoption procedure was slacker or perhaps my father’s position had something to do with it. But I do know something Mother doesn’t mention which is that Jess could have gone to several other homes. My godfather told me. He was Dad’s closest friend, Simon Birch, also a doctor, an anaesthetist. He was in the same team as Dad and had been the anaesthetist for Jess’s delivery. Once, when Jess was in real trouble, he took me to the theatre for a birthday treat and I blurted out all about Jess and what she had been doing and so on. He said maybe it was unfortunate she hadn’t been adopted by any of the other people anxious to have her. I was too young to press him on this, but it was a pity he didn’t offer more information. I suppose he remembered I was only fourteen and he ought to be discreet. This was the first time I queried my mother’s version of events. I had always believed she rescued Jess from a terrible fate. Frequently I’d envisaged Jess in some dreadful Dickensian institution, down on her knees scrubbing stone floors and crying into her metal bucket. I’d never thought of her cosily installed in some other loving home, actually better off.

So my mother was a fool. She ought never to have adopted Jess. It was not an act of mercy and kindness, it was an act of self-indulgent folly. Especially, since there was a war on and everything was in a state of turmoil. I’m surprised at my father allowing it. Why did he? Was he weak, always persuaded by my much more forceful mother? It doesn’t sound like it from everything else I know about him, but then what I do know is all from her. Was she going to bring us up on a diet of hearing our father was a vacillating, pliable character? Was she hell. He was a War Hero and war heroes, once dead, were Brave and Strong and Masterful. Where, one wonders, are his private papers? Those are the ones I’d like to find. I don’t think they ever existed – he wasn’t a writing man. What a relief. Mother would probably have framed his Letters from the Front to his Darling Children and hung them on the walls as texts. Instead, all I am left with is a memory of him as big and blond and slow. Slow moving, I mean. He was a calming presence, I think. And shy.

My father never died as far as my mother was concerned. Unfortunately. She had a mother she wouldn’t allow not to exist for her, and she then added a husband she could never admit was dead. Throughout our childhood he was ‘missing’, just missing. She expected him to reappear at any minute and I suppose, on the one hand, that was her strength and, on the other, her undoing. It meant she endured those early post-war years better than most, endlessly buoyed up by hope, but also prevented by it from starting again. When my father was killed – sorry, posted eternally missing – my mother was not quite twenty-nine. At twenty-eight she was much too young to withdraw herself from other men. But that is what she did. Other men were anathema to her. She was determined to bury herself even more securely within her precious family. She tried to be a father as well as a mother to us, and to fulfil both roles perfectly. Her family was to be enough. But it doesn’t matter what she is going to go on to say: a family is not enough. She committed a kind of emotional suicide, for which I blame her severely. It’s irrelevant whether she owns up to ‘wrong choices’ like Jess. What she ought to be owning up to is the strangling of her own ambitions.

I can hear her in the kitchen, clatter of the metal coffee machine she bought specially to make the kind of coffee I like. She hates coffee, likes delicate teas herself, rose-hip and lemon and camomile. But now she’s making that strong Black Stuff Rosemary Likes (but-I-am-sure-is-bad-for-her). Celia has gone, I heard the door shut, heard her shout goodbye to me. Soon the coffee will hiss and bubble and Mother will call me. There will be a piece of Celia’s famous chocolate cake. Every time I say I like it, Celia offers me the recipe and tells me the secret of her cake’s success is using ground almonds instead of flour – as if I’d mess around baking any kind of cake. Mother, all excited at my promising to do this painting of us all, will say, ‘Did you find what you wanted, dear?’ And I will say – what will I say? Yes, thanks, and a lot more besides? Look what was in the bottom drawer, behind the last box of photographs? No, I won’t. I need to think. I might want to read on, without her knowing. If I decide not to, no harm is done. ‘Keep your options open, children,’ Mother used to say, at her most hatefully prim. There we are, the summons. Deep breath. Out I shall go, carrying only a few snaps. I’ll say I got side-tracked looking at the ones that were useless. I’ll say I need to look again. Then I shall drink the coffee, scoff the cake, listen to her telling me the latest Good Deed Celia has done, and leave.




End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OPS/images/add.jpg
ubododooodaon

Sigaificant Sisters

‘The Battle for Christabel

Diary of an Ordinary Woman
Have the Men Had Enough?
Mother Can You Hear Me?

‘The Seduction of Mrs Pendlebury
Good Wives

Precious Lives

Elizabeth Barrett Browning
Rich Desserts and Captains Thin
Georgy Gl

Lady’s Maid

Mother's Boys

0099455579
0099455633
0099449285
0099455641
0099455587
0099455595
0099283778
0099275740
0099768615
0099748916
0099478498
009947848X
0099478528






OPS/images/cover.jpg
RANDOM HOUSE @BOOKS

Private Papers

Margaret Forster






OPS/images/logo.jpg
VINTAGE





