Peter Murphy  “The Kitchen Cupboard”

Kitchen Cupboard
I’d never noticed the chapel before, tucked away behind where old the “Valiant Soldier” had once stood.  It had been so normal in the old days to ask the bus conductor for “a single to the ‘Valiant Soldier’ please.” Now where the old pub used to stand, was a derelict site used as a temporary car park – a space to cram in the vehicles that pour daily in and out of the City – a casualty of the road widening program for the inner by-pass. Difficult to imagine how things used to be in the “good old days”, except that there were no “good old days” - just “old days” in reality.  That’s the trick to looking back – everything seems funnier and more light-hearted.  The days are sunnier, the evenings longer and the black clouds of despair and uncertainty have long been rolled into the wings and centre stage is occupied by sweetness and light – a sort of toffee-cream sweetness that cloys the mouth and is liable to extract your fillings relatively painlessly – which can’t be said for the process of inserting them, that’s for sure!

Which brings me back to the “Valiant Soldier” and our Dentist, an old man or so he seemed to me, as a mere child of three or four at the time.  His surgery was in the front of an old Georgian house on Barnfield Hill, near where the old Food Office used to be and best accessed by alighting from the bus at the “Valiant Soldier” if you were on foot.  As we did not own a car until I was in my early twenties, “Shank’s Pony” as my mother called it, was our main mode of transport, assisted by the Devon Omnibus Company.  I can remember tramping up the hill with my mother, my little hand clinging to her mitten, rain pouring down and soaking us both, our noses red and running, our faces pinched from the cold.  My mother always carried the shopping bags.  The old light green one, which was made of some sort of a “nobly” canvas, rough to the touch, was for the vegetables or the “dirty shopping” as mother used to call it.  The other bag, a tartan of non-descript origin came into a much higher class altogether and was only used for what now we would describe as “dry goods”, but then my mother called them simply “groceries”.  Which in a way, makes it funny that when Robert arrived into our family he came in the green canvas bag - the one that always carried the potatoes.  In those days there was always a fair amount of Devon mud left on the potatoes, like some organic protective jacket, to ease them from the trauma of being dragged from their comfortable surroundings, deep in the rich, red Devon soil on a remote hillside outside of Exeter.  Quite often our vegetables would arrive by motorbike, the grocer hunched over his sputtering machine, wedged in by an enormous sidecar loaded with greens, potatoes, apples, oranges and all manner of “root” crops such as beetroot and turnip, swede and parsnip.  Of course nowadays the grocer wouldn’t even get out of his drive before OH& S and Workcover and Weights and Measures and every other authority would surround him and his “contraption”.  Because that is the only word I can use to describe it.  It was a contraption, a long, broad flat board on a chassis with wheels, onto which were fastened a conglomeration of buckets, baskets, boxes and cartons, each secured in such a way as to prevent their contents rolling off into the street.  At the centre of this Heath Robinson-like contraption, stood the essential piece of equipment to enable the whole thing to work and a semblance of fair pricing to appear to be in place – an enormous pair of scales, with a shiny pan and weights of various shapes and sizes that balanced out the produce.  It was very much “touch and go” in those days – mostly the grocer’s touch and your go as the scales appeared to dance to the grocer’s special tune.  I was too small really to understand the magic of this system, which always seemed weighted in the grocer’s favour.  I do remember my mother getting a fierce glare from strikingly black eyes under snow white eyebrows accompanied by a derisory snort from the grocer, when she timidly spoke up as a large clod of Devon earth was weighed with the potatoes.  “All part of the vegetable ‘tis,” said the grocer wiping his dirty thick fingers on his equally dirty brown overall and digging them into the worn leather bag he had slung round his pumpkin- fat stomach “’Ere Madam” and he thrust out a penny or two.  Then with a sputtering roar, the contraption moved on down the street.  

“He’s an old cheat, that’s what he is,” repeated my mother at least eight times to no – one in particular.  This well-worn mantra became very familiar to me as a child as I accompanied my mother on her almost daily shopping forays.  I didn’t know whether to feel sorry for mother or for the grocer, but for some reason my sympathies lay with the latter!
It was the same when my mother went to the City market at Queen Street, a massive stone floored area with faux Grecian columns and a trap for the bitter wind that seemed perpetually to inhabit its dubious spaces.  My mother had her favourites amongst the stall holders and she often said in a loud rather educated (too educated for my sensibilities), voice, so that I shrank away in embarrassment trying to pretend that I was a bunch of daffodils, or a large cabbage, “No we’re not going to him – he’s an old cheat!”  The object of my mother’s remarks, a rotund florid faced man, weather beaten face and worn leather cap to match, with a nose the colour of an aubergine, would look up, glare at mother, such that lesser mortals would turn to stone.  But mother took no notice.  “Now these apples – are they nice to eat? Are they ripe? Are you quite certain?” she would say in her hoity toity voice.  The elderly lady behind the stall, headscarf wrapped tightly round, her grey woolly curls peeping out from under, would smile sweetly through toothless gums, “Oh they is bootiful m’ dear, fresh awf of the tree,” in her thick Devon accent.

“Very well if you’re really sure that they’re nice, I’ll have three,” said my mother, consulting her shopping list.  Of course when we got home, it was inevitable that the ritual would start again, almost as if it was on automatic re-wind, “These apples are horrible – perfectly horrible.  She’s cheated me that wicked old woman, I’m never going back to her again!”  That of course meant that the circle of acceptable market stalls to which my mother felt able to return, shrank almost weekly, though she would still check out her “cheats” as she called them, just in case there was a bargain.  And bargains were always something that my mother seemed to be able to sniff out, a bit like a water diviner perhaps, as she poked her way through what she fondly called the “Remnant Shops.”
“Come on Mum” I used to call in my shrill voice, as my brother and I both waited impatiently, stamping our little feet to keep them warm.  It seemed that mother needed to prod and poke and turn over and inside out, every skein of wool, every piece of cloth every skerrick of sewing equipment – yes mother was a great one for those haberdashery shops  that was for certain.  But to be fair, mother was a brilliant knitter, sewer, maker, repairer and general tailor of clothes and there was never a hole too large in our socks, to defeat mother’s darning skills.  Mother had an old sewing machine called “Sadie” and if I had not been with her when she bought it, I would have sworn that it was spirited straight out of the museum.  As it was, mother happened to spy it on one of her fossicking forays to the market on what she fondly referred to as a “non food” day.  

“Are you sure it works properly?  Is it a really good one? It looks rather wonky,” she said.  Now “wonky” was one of my mother’s favourite words.  Tables were “wonky”, chairs were “wonky”, cups were “wonky” and even a distant aunt living in a distinctly lesbian relationship, was described as being “wonky.”  But mother was convinced by the sincerity of the face of the swarthy, gypsy-like man behind the stall, as he wiped his brow on a red and spotted scarf wound round his neck.  Why he was sweating I do not know.  It was winter and there was a light powdering of snow on the steps at Queen Street, the chill wind piling little drifts into hitherto unknown corners.  “Oh dear – I don’t suppose that you deliver do you?” said my mother in her best pleading voice.

Now in those days deliveries were quite the common expectance.  The log man and his old horse, with the rubber tyred cart, clumped up the hill, creaking and jangling as the horse strained against the heavy load.  I recall that horse, he was a large Clydesdale-like animal with a white blaze on his broad forehead and a mane yellowed with age.  The reins ran through guides attached to which were little brass bells that jingled as he shook his head and blew gently into my hair.  If I was lucky, mother would give me a lump or two of sugar and his pink hairy nose would nuzzle my outstretched palm, his large, blinkered brown eyes staring balefully down at me – a little boy in grey flannel shorts and a check shirt and pullover, all arms and legs.  The log man came all the way from the Quay, where he had a store, set deep into the red cliff face that formed the embankment of the city above.  I had peered into its murky depths, smelling of horse manure and sawn timber, on walks into the city, when the river path was muddy and I had to jump from tussock to tussock to avoid the deep red puddles.  Inevitably I slipped in and returning home my mother would berate me and then sighing resignedly, “Heavens – do take off those filthy shoes and socks outside in the porch.  No, no don’t come in you naughty little boy – How do you get so filthy Peter?”

Yes, I was one of those I suppose.  Always in trouble and always doing the wrong thing, through a misguided and childish sense of bravado and adventure.  
It seemed to me that the log man was in a perpetually foul mood, as he flung the irregular shaped chunks of wood from the cart up our short driveway. “Now you promised me when I ordered that the logs would be nice and look at those horrible big chunks,” said my mother to the log man.  He mumbled something, dug his hand into his leather apron and pulled out a dirty invoice book and a stub of pencil, which he spat on before writing out the bill.  Everyone in those days had a leather apron – at least you did if you were a delivery man.  Well there were exceptions – the Onion Man for example.  He used to arrive in spring on his bicycle, with strings of onions dangling from the handlebars, his beret and his French accent jauntily flaunted for all to see.  He used to come on the “boats” that used the canal in those days on a regular basis and like spring follows winter, he would arrive with the swallows, a slight figure with a deeply tanned face and a Gallic hooked nose, hands brown as walnuts.  “Madame she vould like zom onions, n’est pas?” he pronounced them “oynyons” and I thought him a dashing and charismatic figure in those days  - in fact my ambition for the month or so after he had called, was to be an onion man like him, but the opposite way around – selling onions in France. Quite how that would have worked I did not give thought to.  Rather I wanted to wear a dark blue beret like he did and have a sun tanned face. “Now are your onions good, last time they had horrid black patches on them?” said my mother inevitably.  “Are you absolutely certain they’re fresh?”  The onion man would shrug his shoulders in the classic French gesture and wrinkle up his dark brown eyes against an invisible sun, “Mais oui Madame, of cawse zey are - it s my life blodd…zay are ze beast from Fronce.” I would hover close by listening to his heavy French accent and imagining how I could step straight off the boat into France.  At that stage everything outside Exeter was immensely foreign and unknown to me.  He was a “foreigner” and he became a sort of benchmark, with his strange way of speaking and his dismissive gestures, foibles that I carefully pigeon holed in my mind as being quintessentially “non English”.  But no sooner had he disappeared down the hill and my mother’s cleaver chopped into the first onion, than I heard a shout from the kitchen.  “Oh that nasty foreign Frenchman, he has cheated me, the mean old rogue! This onion is perfectly horrid – it is full of black spots.”

Which is why when Robert arrived I was quite surprised to see that his little furry paws and outsize whiskers were not covered in red Devon mud and old crispy onion skins from the depths of the green canvas bag.  How well I remember my mother coming into the kitchen with her two shopping bags, so that she looked as if she was permanently carrying a yoke.  I am sure that is where she her long thin arms came from and as it was bus or Shank’s Pony for us - mostly the latter - that’s probably where we got our long legs from as in those days we didn’t even have bicycles and wet fine hail or shine, walking was a daily necessity.  I remember I was in our little kitchen, with its small-paned windows looking out onto the rock garden.  In the centre, well scrubbed, stood the kitchen table which served as table and workbench combined and had assumed an almost bleached appearance from all the scrubbing it had endured.  Against the outside wall, where the tall fir trees peeped in, providing ominous shadow on all but the sunniest of days, the small sink and draining board were placed and beside them the oven. “Now I’ve got something special in here,” said my mother, as she plonked down her heavy shopping bags and removed her headscarf.  Somehow I do not remember my brother being there.  Perhaps he was already at his junior boarding school.  But there was someone else – that I distinctly recall and it may have been “Dotty Nanny” as my mother used to call her openly to her face.  “Now Dotty Nanny is going to take you for a walk whilst mummy has a cigarette and a lie down,” she would say – my mother only had one cigarette each day and mostly it was just puffing and watching the blue smoke curl into the still air. Or “Dotty Nanny will be making your tea tonight as mummy has to go out” or even, “Do as Dotty Nanny says as mummy is not feeling very well, is she Dotty Nanny?” Dotty Nanny would stand and nod her head and smile.  Perhaps on reflection she was short of something somewhere, but it certainly wasn’t a desire to please my mother.
So there was someone else in the kitchen that day, and I remember my mother removing her soaking wet raincoat – it was light blue, with dark blue buttons  - I remember that as well and she always called it her “Dannimac” after its manufacturer.  Returning to the kitchen, where I was on my knees, quivering with excitement, my mother gently lifted up the green canvas bag.  Looking back now, I believe that I thought it would be a hamster, as one of my favourite childhood books  that my mother used to read to me before I went to sleep, was about a hamster called James – or it might have been Peter, I can’t remember now.  But I never expected to see a little, furry face and a tiny pink nose, when my mother haltingly pulled back the zip of the green canvas potato bag.
Robert, so named by my mother because of his outsize paws – comparatively so for such a tiny little fellow, leapt out of the bag and straight into the open oven, from which a minute or two earlier a cottage pie had been removed.  Robert gave a plaintive shriek and racing around the kitchen shot out into the hall, up the stairs and along the short landing, no doubt trying to cool down his little paws.  And so of course, the weekly visit of the fishmonger took on an added gravitas as Robert quickly grew from a kitten to a cat – none the worse so it would seem for his “baptism of fire”.  

was a beautiful tortoiseshell colour with soft white paws and a most superior air about him – even as a kitten.  My mother would stand at the back door calling into the night “Robert, Robby, Robby, Robby- Robby, Robeeeert,” in tones ranging from soprano through to contralto, punctuated by whistles to match, but Robert had a mind of his own.  Eventually after the backdoor had been closed and bolted shut and we had settled down for a game of “Happy Families” in the drawing room – it was frightfully lower class to talk about the “Lounge Room” and heaven forbid that the word “Dessert be uttered at home.  No, it was always the “drawing room”, or the “morning room, “whatever the time of day, which as a child, I did find puzzling and “Puddings” and “Table Napkins”, took the place of “afters” and “serviettes”.  

Then there would be a pathetic scratching at the window and a plaintive miaow and Robert would appear ready to be let in.  But I confess that one thing I did not like was feeding Robert and even now as I write this the bile rises to the top of my throat as I think of the “Fish Saucepan.”  Yes, as my mother constantly told anyone who would listen, Robert was a very lucky pussycat, as he used to dine on fresh fish each week.  It is best if I skip over the details of this, but suffice it to say that the Fishmonger was able to off-load the heads of his unfortunate charges on to my mother, on the pretext that once boiled, the resulting mess was “an ideal ‘nootrious’ for the cat m’dear”. The Fishmonger had a little green van, on the tailboard of which he set up his weighing scales and displayed his wares.  He had no need to ring a bell as the grocer did, (although the grocer had no need either as his sputtering, wheezing old motorbike and sidecar made a unique noise all of their own, which could be heard across the roofs of the houses and over the main road).  The smell preceded the Fishmonger’s van followed by every cat in the neighbourhood.  Occasionally as well as buying fish heads for Robert, my mother would buy fish for us – mostly if I remember correctly what we called “yellow fish” but now I know them to have been haddock.  My mother prided herself on cooking fish pie and using the skilful subterfuge that it was “just like Mrs Tiitlemouse had made for her kittens” and knowing that my favourite book at the time was Beatrix Potter and the “Tales of Peter Rabbit”, I was easily lulled into a false sense of security, which pleased my mother.  It took me many, many years to be able to eat fish of my own free will so to speak, but my mother insisted that it was good for us and would “make our hair shine!”  Later, whether having been warned in a premonition of what was to come, she added “and it’s very good for the brain!”  In those far off days and because I think it was relatively inexpensive as compared to meat, we used to suffer fish twice a month.
“Now are you sure this is really fresh?” my mother would say to the Fishmonger, trying to catch his wavering eye directly under his cloth cap.  His face had a rosy complexion and I recall his hands looked a bit like fish scales.  They were red and raw from constantly delving in the ice and filleting, but he always seemed to be looking elsewhere, which gave him a sort of lop-sided appearance.  “Yes, Madam oi picked ‘e out the zee this ‘marnin,” he would say with not a glimmer of embarrassment in telling such a dreadful lie!  “But it looks very limp – how do I know that it is fresh?” resumed my mother, nervously fingering her chin and her purse at the same moment. “Check ‘is oyees, Madam, thatz howze you kin tell ‘ees a fresh ‘un,” the Fishmonger would invariably say in his broad Devon accent.  I would carefully try to peer over the tailboard to see, inevitably getting a fishy streak on the front of my jumper.  “Get away Peter, oh goodness you are covered in fish from head to toe, what will I do with you?”  My mother was always prone to exaggeration such as when she used to say in a loud voice “Heavens I couldn’t get rid of the rubbish, but I made frantic love to the dustmen and they took pity on me!” “Well if you really think that they are fresh, then I will have that one please” as my mother pointed to a nondescript flat looking fish, whose eyes to my childish gaze looked just the same as the glassy and nondescript stare of all of the others.  “Would you fillet it for me please as I don’t want any nasty old bones do I?”Just as the Fishmonger reached over and was about to lay the luckless fish on the filleting board, my mother would pipe up in her most irritating way, “Oh I think that one looks fresher, don’t you?” this last addressed to the Fishmonger, “Whateverrr you sayz Madam” said the Fishmonger resignedly, returning the about-to-be-filleted fish to the ice box display.  “No, no I think you were right after all – I think that first one looks fresher, yes I’ll have that one please, thank you very much.” Muttering under his breath and with a sigh the Fishmonger deftly fillets the luckless fish and placing it on grease proof paper hands it to my mother, his wandering eye looking down the road.  “Now how much is that?” my mother asks, her fingers nervously dipping in and out of her now- opened purse. “’Tis be two shillin’s ‘un eight pennyw’rth.” “Oh dear, I only seem to have two shillings and sixpence with me” says my mother.  And so it goes on, but the fish pie, with the benefit of hindsight (or should it be hind taste?) is excellent – except that is for the bones. “That old cheat,” says my mother wiping her hands on her apron.  “He said that he had filleted it and look at all these bones!”  that was all the excuse that was needed, “Uhh Mum, can’t eat any more, too many bones, Mum don’t want it any more” and pushing my plate to the centre of the table I would make as if to get up and go. “Nonsense, sit down this minute, you ungrateful little boy, you are going to eat everything on that plate, here give it to me and I will scrape off the bones.”  But it was too late for by then the spell of Beatrix Potter had been broken and I was sent up to bed with no supper.  Howling and yelling I climbed up the stairs and fell asleep in my little bed, listening to the wind sighing in the lime trees outside my window.  On those occasions I desperately wanted Robert to come and sleep with me, but my mother didn’t believe in such things and as my life progressed many other things as well – especially when it came to choice of bed companions I found!
Times were tough in those war years and we were still on rationing I recall, which is why we were trudging up Barnfield Hill from the “Valiant Soldier,” that miserable wet day, past the surgery of the dreaded dentist. “Now that reminds me,” said my mother to no one in particular, ”I must remember to make an appointment to see Dr. Samuels and for you boys as well.” Grimacing under the onslaught of the rain, I turned my little face up to my mother,” Not for me mum, not today please!”Even at the tender age of three, (or it may have been four), I had already been traumatized by Dr. Samuels and his antiquarian drill.  The house that contained his surgery had a vast emptiness like a cemetery at night, but without the headstones.  It also had its own peculiar smell,  that seemed to attach itself to you as you entered the waiting room, with is hard upright chairs and old copies of the “Tatler” and “Country Life.” It gave me a shooting pain in the jaw just to have to walk past the surgery, let alone step inside and hear the heavy white-painted door creak shut, trapped in its gloomy interior. The brass plate on the outside, said “Dr. S. Samuels – Dental Surgeon” and then there was a string of meaningless initials – at least they were meaningless to me then.  Graying, crinkly hair to match his graying crinkly face and always peering shortsightedly over thick horn rimmed spectacles, Dr Samuels wore a sort of double-breasted button-over white jacket as his working gear.  His smile through yellowed teeth was that of a predator and as I was settled in the “chair”, my little body rigid with the fear, the feel of his “picker,” probing into my childish mouth and sticking as it honed in on yet another cavity, brought tears to my eyes.  No amount of promises by my mother of a bottle of ginger beer at the Mount Radford pub could loosen my fear, but at least I went.  Not so my brother, who at the very mention of the Dentis….. was away as fast as a rabbit not to be seen for the rest of the day!  Me, I was just a softie as I couldn’t bear to see my mother hurt or worried, so I was easily manipulated!  “Now you know it’s not going to hurt, just be a brave little boy for a few minutes… that’s all.  If you don’t have your teeth looked at they’ll all fall out.”  “No, no no Mum,” I wailed my little fists clenched beside me. “Now pull yourself together, you’re a big boy now, you’re nearly five years old…” (yes in about another nine months or so, but of course I didn’t know that at the time!).  And so it went on until in the end the trauma of going was so great, I prayed that something terrible would happen to Dr. Samuels and Barnfield Hill.  I actually wonder to this day if I will ever be forgiven for wreaking such vengeance on the people of Barnfield Hill and Dr. Samuels in particular.  The good Doctor had a stroke and although he went back to practice, it was not on me!  Of course my mother was still keen that he remain the family’s dentist, but one look at his crumpled body stooped over his walking cane and reaching for the drill with his spare hand, propelled me into action.  The fulcrum of self preservation as against my mother’s feelings and embarrassment, swung violently in my favour and I shot out of the chair, through the open French doors leading to the back garden and fled wailing down the street. It was only then that I realized that I didn’t have a penny to my name, so I hurried down towards the “Valiant Soldier, “where I knew that there was a shabby little second hand shop and a Pawnbroker.  Al I had in my pockets were a battered pocket knife with plastic sides and a picture of Tower Bridge on one side and a Beefeater on the other and my little black screw top compass.  I loved my little knife, which my mother had brought me home from a trip she had made to London, wherever that was.  As well, I loved my little compass which I used on my imaginary journeys through the “jungle” by the river – full of wild beasts and hidden dangers.  I had fallen fair and square into the dilemma that dogged my dear mother all of her life – she was never able to make a decision!

I was a strange child, I’ll give you that, as I hung upside down from trees and slithered through the wet grass down by the little stream.  Probably naughty, difficult, temperamental and impossible would have been equally apt epithets. “The sooner you go away to school the better for you my boy” My mother used to say – increasingly so I recall in proportion to my increasing sense of adventure!  Playing at “rafting” on the stream at the bottom of our road, was a sure invitation to have me wet to the skin, shoes and socks muddied and full of water, shorts torn and dirty.  “But Mum I was playing ‘Swallows and Amazons’” I would protest as my mother’s hand found its mark on my wet backside!  “You’ll be the death of me, my little boy, now get into that bath and wash yourself, you should be ashamed of putting me to all of this work and it’s not even bath night – did you know that?” I felt guilty and my eyes filled with tears for a minute or two, but then I was off again my imagination taking me somewhere across the sea to a land full of sunshine and good things to eat.  An hour or so later, freshly scrubbed my angelic face shining and wearing a warm pair of pyjamas, I would come downstairs and sit by the fire looking through a pack of “Happy Families’ – at the time my favourite (possibly only) card game.  I surreptitiously glanced sideways at my mother to see if she was still cross with me, trying to sidle a bit closer to her.  She was reading in her armchair, the wireless playing, her fingers moving jerkily as she knitted a scarf or a jumper for me or my brother. I have never known anyone who could do so many things at once – and she never dropped a stitch.  Years later she added watching television to her repertoire, as she read, listened to the radio (or the ordinary wireless as she insisted on calling it) and knitted increasingly complicated cable stitch sweaters.  She certainly could never be accused of wasting her leisure time. But actually we did not have television at home until much, much later when I was in my early twenties, which is why as children it was such a treat to go to stay with my Grandmother at her home near Bournemouth.  Granny had a huge black and white television set, around which we children would sit open mouthed.  Even the ubiquitous “snowstorms” failed to dull our enthusiasm and when the vertical hold, which had a mind of its own started to misbehave, we sat patiently staring at the screen and waiting for it to clear itself.  The television was our God and my mother was able to exercise complete control over us, by the simple expedient of threatening “No television until you put your toys away… clean up the dining room…. Wipe the mud off your shoes…..wash your hands and faces…” The list was endless.  The actual control of the television itself, however was another matter completely.  Only our Grandmother was allowed to operate the controls, which were limited to the on/off switch.  Everything else according to Granny, was superfluous.  At least even if it was not, it was never used.  If the picture was too dark there was nothing that could be done.  “But what about the bright button Granny?” my brother or a cousin might say.  They were all “buttons,” regardless of what they did and how they did it. “Certainly  not!  Those buttons have been specially set by the Television Man and they cannot be moved.  He told me never to touch them when he came to fit the roof aerial.”  It had taken Granny a lot of soul searching to have that television – it was rented, not purchased, as she did not want to have an ugly “H” shaped aerial permanently adorning the chimney.  “They are just so unsightly Peggy and so ‘Non U’”, Granny had said to my mother, when she was endeavouring to persuade herself that television was totally unnecessary.  But in the end she gave in for us children God Bless her!

There were however strict rules for watching the television at Granny’s house. Nothing was to be eaten in the drawing room in front of the television, so TV suppers were strictly not for us.  And that lead to another incident I recall, when Granny with the force of the Lord overwhelming the Egyptians crossing the Red Sea after the fleeing Israelites, marched into the drawing room one evening and deftly turned off the television as my brother and I were about to watch the climax to some childish thriller. “Oh Granny but there’s only a couple of minutes to go before it’s over” we screamed in unison.  “We only want to see the end… please Granny turn it on just this once” we pleaded.  Now the Television Man in his wisdom and in his instructions to Granny, that in her mind had assumed the tablets of Moses, had “advised” her never to click the television on and off without giving it time to warm up and cool down.  Granny in her wisdom interpreted this to mean that once the television was switched off, then a period of at least five, but preferably ten minutes must be allowed before it could be switched back on again. Without a second’s hesitation my brother who was older and bolder than me, lunged at the television and clicked on the switch even as Granny stood open mouthed at the drawing room door.   The television emitted a high pitched whine – somewhere between a shriek and a scream and the next minute the Swedish crystal vase on the mantelpiece shattered spilling water and flowers across the hearth.  Granny’s rules were never called into question again - at least not so far as the operation of the television was concerned.
But we children also longed for the radio serials and amongst them “Lost in Space” was our favourite I seem to remember.  We used to crouch in my brother’s bedroom at Granny’s house with a mug of hot cocoa each, listening transfixed as the rain whipped across the window and flayed the leaves off the apple trees outside.  But we were oblivious to any such noise or to the billowing curtains as we were transported effortlessly into an alien world by the crackling airwaves and our heroes talked to us from their capsule high in outer space.  The only problem in those nocturnal travels was Boots. Boots was our Grandmother’s large tabby (more white than tabby to be fair) pussy cat.  Now I am the first to give anyone the benefit of the doubt – especially where pussy cats are concerned, but Boots was vicious and a bully.  He would take up residence on one or other of our beds and refuse to move, making it impossible to snuggle in and listen to the radio.  The first approach was the gentle one, “Come on Booty, off you jump there’s a good boy,” followed by an outstretched hand. “Yeow, Screech Miaeooow” The room would erupt like a cage full of monkeys suddenly realising that they were destined to be experimented upon. At the same time a scimitar-like claw would be unsheathed, faster than the blade of a guillotine could drop. “Yeooow….yeooow….yeoow” we would scream, “Mum, Bootie’ss on the bed and he’s scratched my arm,” I would yell though scratch was a mild term, for the deep lesion that Bootie inflicted. At the same time he would angrily swish his tail from side to side and bare his teeth in a harsh fishy snarl going “Aargh, Aargh” at the back of his throat. “Mum hurry we’re going to miss ‘Dan Dare’ (or whatever the current radio favourite  happened to be).  My mother would appear with a cushion which she would wave ineffectually at Boots. “Get off now Bootie… shoo… shoo” and she would clap her hands as Boots, with another vicious swipe of his claw removed the stuffing from the cushion so that he was covered in blobs of fluff.  “Aaaargh,’ his fishy breath made one step back further, even if his fully bared fangs failed to deter.  “Mum. Bootie won’t get off the boys’ bed,” my mother called from the bedroom door and next thing we would hear my Grandmother’s heavy frame coming up the stairs. “Bootie…Bootie get off that bed at once do you hear me?” she called slightly out of breath and still climbing the stairs.  Before she had even entered the room, Boots pricked up his ears and shot off the bed nearly knocking us children over as Granny entered clapping her hands.  “You naughty, wicked pussy cat do you hear Bootie?” she called after his fleeing form as he hurtled down the stairs.

And then there was Aunt Olive.  There had been an Uncle Harold, a small dapper little man with a carefully clipped moustache and short grey hair plastered close to his head.  He always seemed rather timid to me, but maybe it was just that Aunt Olive was so formidable.  She was the opposite to Uncle Harold.  A large woman always wrapped up in coats and scarves and with a brown beret or a brown hat of some sort on her head.  As small and slim as was Uncle Harold, Aunt Olive was the opposite, with a large round face and kindly eyes and pudgy hands with her fingers adorned by rings that I secretly used to envy and wish that I could wear.  I did try some on once when I went into the bathroom to find that Aunt Olive having taken her rings off had inadvertently left them in a dish beside the basin.  My fingers soon flashed with gold and emeralds and I remember an enormous ruby which looked like a tomato on my finger, but a little red aniseed ball on Aunt Olive. She had her own special smell about her I remember – some people do you know.  Not unpleasant, just defining – a sort of mixture of woollens , perfume and mothballs.  But it was and always will be quintessentially Aunt Olive for me.  Sometimes when we went to stay with Granny and if we were lucky it would be at Christmas, Aunt Olive would also arrive from her flat in Worthing on the south coast. “Oh Olive how are you?” my mother would gush as Aunt Olive and her luggage fell across the porch and through the open front door into the house.  “Terrible dear, dreadful, ghastly journey, nothin’ but waitin’ and watchin’…” Aunt Olive never pronounced her “Gs” as in “ing” and so we boys always delighted in imitating her.  I like to think that I was the best at it, but as my brother didn’t engage in such silly games, there wasn’t much competition. 

Now Aunt Olive always arrived with a string of disasters in tow. The train was late, her seat was occupied, there was no one to carry her luggage, the magazine that she had bought at the kiosk on the station was missing the crossword puzzle.  In the end as I got beyond the first flush of boyhood,  I got used to Aunt Olive and her baggage, both seen and unseen. She invariably travelled with an enormous brown handbag. In fact I don’t remember her being dressed in anything other than brown. Brown beret, brown twinset, brown skirt, brown coat, brown stockings and brown shoes. But her glasses with their gold frames could never disguise her lovely kind eyes and as my grandmother’s older sister, or one of them, she was a firm favourite of mine. Perhaps because they were sisters, Aunt Olive and Granny fought like cat and dog and within minutes of arriving and settling herself in a large floral chintz armchair in the drawing room, Aunt Olive’s booming voice could be heard. “Nonsense M’dear” she would say knowingly. “All she knows is knittin’ and walkin’ and I’ve seen her on many occasions!”  “No Olive that’s not correct,” from my Grandmother, “She’ a very talented woman…” “Well I happen to know that’s not tellin’ the full story.  Not only that but she’s selfish and borin’”. “Anyone for a cup of tea?” says my mother putting her head round the drawing room door hearing the rumble of yet another argument. “M’back is shockin’ M’dear. I don’t think I’ll be able to do any walkin’ just yet.” ”Don’t worry Olive I’ll bring it into you here” says my mother eager to keep the peace.  With a massive fart my Grandmother heaves herself out of her chair, not as “loungy” or as “chintzy” as the one that Aunt Olive is presently slumped in, but more upright and an emerald green colour.  “Really Peggy” I hear my Grandmother saying off stage as it were, “Olive just has to be waited on hand and foot and it’s totally unnecessary.”  Suitably chastened, my mother slides back to the kitchen and busies herself with getting the tea trolley ready. However it is breakfast when Aunt Olive really comes into her own. The first time Aunt Olive came to stay - at least the first time I really can say that I was aware of Aunt Olive, was one Christmas when the night was cold and the stars shone like a million baubles on a black satin blanket over Bournemouth. There was still a couple of days until the white bearded gentleman himself was due to call, but we boys were getting very excited.  We had fantasised as to what presents Aunt Olive had bought us. She had arrived with additional suitcases and an assortment of strong looking carry bags artfully sealed “to stop you boys lookin’ in” as she told us with a twinkle in her eye. “Great care with those, mind where you’re walkin’” she instructed the taxi driver as he made his way up the garden path, pushing past the hydrangea bushes and the rhododendrons. “Just put m’ ports here,” commanded Aunt Olive. They were always “ports” to Aunt Olive, never suitcases M’ dear. She and Uncle Harold had lived in Malaya in the good old days and her conversation was often sprinkled with “When Harold and I were in Malaya at the Club M’ dear …” This particular journey from Worthin’ Aunt Olive was delighted to tell everyone, including the taxi driver standing outside in the cold, was the worst she’d ever had M’ dear. Everything that could go wrong had gone wrong, “… includin’, no heatin’ in m’ carriage M’dear you’d never finish readin’ about it.”. Poor Aunt Olive she was like my mother in that regard. If anything happened anywhere to anyone it was to Aunt Olive. “Shockin’” she regarded us with I like to think some sort of macabre sense of glee. “People everywhere M ’dear not a porter in sight and here’s me tryin’ to pull M’ ports across the station. No one lifted a finger” and here she shook her brown gloved finger at her captive audience. “No lightin’ in our carriage” she continued “and nobody takin’ any notice. I’ve broken m’ collarbone with liftin’ all these bags and not a soul to help. Shockin’ it is, I’m lucky to be here.” With such an outburst of woes even before she entered the house I knew that this Christmas was going to be very special. Aunt Olive professed herself completely “snookered” after supper and that she was “going to bed to rest her bunions”.  Yes that was something else that afflicted poor Aunt Olive “shockin’ bunions”.  That night, it must have been in reality early in the morning about 2am, but as yet I hadn’t learnt to tell the time so I couldn’t be sure, I heard the most terrifying noise. It was like an express train rushing through a tunnel and then crashing into a waterfall.  I sat up in bed, hugging the bedclothes under my chin.  I listened trying to pinpoint exactly from where it was coming.  Cocking my head to one side I tried to locate it, but it appeared to be moving. I heard the light on the landing rattle and I could swear that the train was coming closer, closer. Could it be that Father Christmas had ditched his reindeers I wondered?  Crouched up motionless under the smother of the bedclothes I tried in vain to blot out the noise, determined not to give in to my fear. I must have dropped off to sleep unknowingly, for I woke to find a pale sun peering into my room through a fold in the flowered curtains. I can remember asking my mother what the terrifying noise was. “Shush dear, don’t mention it, you mustn’t be rude to Aunt Olive,” she replied sternly. “But Mum…” I started to say. At that moment Aunt Olive hobbled into the dining room, plonking herself on a chair beside the table. “How did you sleep Aunt Olive?” my mother asked in a treacly voice “Not a wink M’ dear awake the whole night I was thinkin’ and worryin’. I’m exhausted M’ dear.”  So that was what the noise was all about! After that, many was the night that I listened to the earth shattering snoring that seemed to characterise Aunt Olive’s nocturnal adventures.   But if my memory serves me correctly, never once did I hear her acknowledge that she might have even had a minute to two of sleep.  We loved Aunt Olive dearly with all her idiosyncrasies and foibles but there was another worrying trend that followed whenever Aunt Olive had been a guest. 

Washing up – something that I was introduced to very early in my little life, though to be honest, it was more the drying part at that stage.   Aunt Olive could well have been the founder of the Green Movement, for she was all for saving water and she was a great believer in not washing anything that “no-one had been usin’ M’ Dear.”  Hence anything on the table at the end of the meal, that looked even remotely clean was thrust to one side by Aunt Olive and put away in a cupboard.    As Aunt Olive’s eyesight started to deteriorate, it became necessary to have an “audit” of every piece of crockery and cutlery, every plate, cup, saucer dish and bowl after Aunt Olive’s departure.  But this rather annoying habit of putting away plates with smears of jam on them and cups drained of tea, but bearing the residue of sugar at the bottom, passed into family folklore.  Years later even my mother would say fondly about a plate placed on the table, but unused, “You can do an Aunt Olive with that” meaning it could be put straight into the cupboard without even a perfunctory wipe.
Those childhood holidays spent at Bournemouth were a mixture of fun and sadness for by going away we always missed out on what could have been exciting invitations from friends at home. Those were days when Christmas didn’t start at the week after Easter as it does now and the large department stores start the hopeful count down with pseudo bonviviality. Christmas only started the fortnight before the special day was to arrive in those days - a month at most. The city was full of twinkling lights strung around the old elm trees that circled the cathedral close. Shop windows, not the massive facades of glass we have now, but the little individual panes of glass each crisscrossed with miniature fairy lights and tinsel and holly. Many held as their central display a manger with a baby, its mother and the shepherds standing by, as the snow lay outside. It was all so much fun then as we stuck our noses red with the cold against the frosted panes of glass and cars and buses snaked by in the rain and the slush. It is difficult to recall for certain, but we never had daily presents or even weekly treats – unless you counted a rosy apple or at Christmas the brilliant green “Granny Smiths”. You could tell the seasons by the market in those days and I always associated Granny Smith apples and tangerines with Christmas and my mother in her suede boots as she poked around the stalls looking for a “bargain”.  Now are you sure that these Granny Smiths are nice?” she would say running her finger backwards and forwards under her nose and along the top of her lip in a nervous gesture. I remember one particular Christmas when as usual we had taken the big Royal Blue coach to Bournemouth, suitcases stuffed full of with winter clothes and presents, beautifully wrapped and labelled by my mother for our Grandmother and assorted uncles and aunts - and of course us!  We spent many hours looking as the pile of assorted coloured parcels grew higher and wider under our Grandmother’s Christmas tree, carefully turning the parcels over trying to read the labels. If truth was to tell we could hardly read in those days and my mother’s “running writing” as we called it was a particular challenge – all loops and whirls and squiggles. Christmas seemed to last for ages in the anticipation, but then after waiting a year it was over all too quickly.  
We arrived in the usual flurry, by taxi “It’s the house on the left down the rough road”, we would chorus from the back seat, as Mum fished in her bag to find the money to pay the meter. There was no credit then and no credit cards either and no one seemed to buy anything that they couldn’t afford. Having said that, I do recall my mother discussing buying some furniture with her sister on something called the “never never”. Had I heard that now I might have thought that it had some sort of indigenous connotation – back then I believe that it was a reference to “hire purchase.” We had no sooner settled, arrived in front of a roaring fire and Grandma had given us each a big hug and a kiss and gone through the social calendar – the pantomime, tea at Bobby’s, a Christmas lunch in a posh seaside hotel and perhaps a children’s party, than a major argument erupted with my mother and grandmother. Quite what started it I do not know, because with the rain easing my brother and I had gone for a walk with Suzie my Grandmother’s little, snappy brown and black Manchester terrier. As darkness descended and we returned home, we heard raised voices, coming from the drawing room.  “Nonsense you don’t know what you’re talking about!”  “Oh yes I do, anyone would make that choice if they had to.” “Piffle, how could  you be so insensitive as to think like that. I can’t think what possessed you to make such a choice.”“Well all I can say is that you are very lucky that you’re not faced with it. Imagine what a pickle you would be in.” There was a short period of silence and then it started again.  Well … have you thought about things?”“Yes.”“And are you of the same opinion?” “Yes!” “Oh you are so stubborn I cannot believe that you actually believe what you are saying!” There was a sound of crashing crockery as we knelt outside the lounge room door in the gloom of the hall with its special scent of musty overcoats and gumboots. The telephone rang and we pretended to re-enter the front door loudly shutting it again as if we had only just arrived. My mother came out of the drawing room, she had been crying I was certain. “She’s a bully I’m not going to give in to her, no I’m entitled to my own opinions …” my mother muttered to herself. It seemed her mind was pre-occupied as she barely noticed our presence, except to say a perfunctory “Oh back again boys.” We left her kneeling on the large carved chest with its high ornate back against the window, the sill of which, made a handy ledge for the old-fashioned telephone.  The drawing room was warm and the fire in the grate was glowing invitingly. But the atmosphere was distinctly chilly and I saw on the tea trolley the remains of one of Granny’s china cups in a number of fragments and a pool of tea covering the surface of the trolley and dripping slowly onto the cherry red carpet. Granny seemed to be mesmerised and was seated deep in her chair with tea stains on her woollen dress and cardigan. Had there been a fight? I mean a physical fight? My lip quivered and I remember being frightened. Although I was used to the frequent arguments and bickering that erupted between my mother and our grandmother, her mother, nothing as drastic as this had occurred before. At least if it had, it had been when we were outside and out of earshot. I was puzzled as to what could have caused this reaction between two people who I loved. “Your mother is so stubborn” said Granny heaving herself to her feet and causing a pool of tea to drip down her stockinged leg. It was then that I noticed the fearsome Boots, who had somehow wedged himself in between Granny and now descended onto the seat of the chair still warm from Granny’s “sit upon”. Oh yes that was the only way to talk about your bum – at least in those days it was! Still puzzled by what had gone on I helped wheel the tea trolley out into the little dining room and the dim darkness of the kitchen with its brown linoleum which had cracked beneath where the stove stood.  I didn’t know what to say and my mother appeared to have gone upstairs. I pondered my approach carefully and decided that it was better to ask my mother as Granny still seemed highly miffed. I could hear water running in the upstairs bathroom and through the half open door I saw my mother dabbing her dress with a towel. Goodness I thought both of them covered in tea. Mum can we have something to eat?” I started. “No” said my mother “it’s nearly supper time and you know your grandmother doesn’t like you eating between meals. Why don’t you get an apple if you’re really hungry?” “Mum?” “Yes?” “Mum?” “Yes what is it?”“Have you and Granny had a row Mum?” There was a silence and then my mother turned round and stooping down and put her arm around my skinny shoulders. “It’s all right darling it was just a little misunderstanding.” “Well Granny’s not happy Mummy and she is in the kitchen all alone.” At that moment we heard a clatter of cutlery and the smashing of a plate or something followed by a loud expletive. Not I hasten to add, something that would be termed an expletive nowadays, more something along the lines of “Oh goodness, oh heavens what a butterfingers I am!” “Mum what happened, there’s tea all over Granny and the carpet and look at your dress?” I think my eyes started to fill with tears for my mother bent down and sat me on the bathroom chair – one of those wicker ones with stray pieces of straw that were liable to poke you in the bottom – sit upon I mean, when you sat down. “No Granny and I were just having a grown-up discussion and there’s nothing to be worried about you funny little boy.” Actually I didn’t think I was such a funny little boy at all and I was finding all this very confusing.  My mother gave a big sigh “Well if you must know,” she said, as if a child of 4 or 5 had any right to know at all, “Granny thought that it was better to be blind rather than deaf and I thought it was better to be deaf rather than blind.” Naturally I got the whole thing completely muddled and I tore down the stairs narrowly missing Suzie at the bottom and getting a nasty nip on my ankle for the trouble. I burst into the kitchen to find my brother helping our Grandmother prepare the supper. “Granny, Granny,” I shouted, “Mummy says you’ve gone blind and she’s deaf and I’m so sad as Mum wanted to be blind as well!”
Life was for the main pretty tame and our daily routine revolved around running various errands for our Grandmother, interspersed with wonderful long walks through the fir woods that in those days surrounded the area and ran down to the sea. They were full of grey squirrels, inquisitive little fellows, although rumour had it that they had killed off all the red squirrels which was why there were there were none in the woods, or o they said. Whether this was true or not, I don’t really know. After all there were lots of other animals that were missing from the woods, including elephants, lions, bears and wolves.  What we didn’t see, we made up for our imagination lacked little and Suzie was cast in all manner of roles from noble steed to slinking wolf about to pounce on some luckless traveller. There was only one “made up” road near our grandmother and that was the main road to Canford Cliffs.  All of the rest, the tributaries as it were, that ran off it were what the family fondly referred to as “rough roads”. They were full of potholes and uneven across their width with no pavement to walk on so that in wet weather as the cars splashed through the yellow water we had to shrink onto the edge of the woods to escape a shower of mud. Sometimes we would find large lumps of flint in the road, which would strike together making sparks and creating that sulphury smell that only friction of stone on stone can achieve. In those days the brilliant green woodpeckers were as common as house sparrows and we used to hear them drumming on the telegraph poles with a rapid staccato rhythm. In fact they became such a nuisance that the local council was forced to replace all the wooden poles with alloy poles of some sort, which were much wider at their bases than the old wooden ones. 

Which brings me to Miss Bus and Miss Bee, two “sisters” (read lesbians) who dressed in identical clothes, looked identical with dreary dark-rimmed mannish spectacles. They always wore what my mother fondly referred to as “sensible” walking shoes. Invariably they were dressed from head to foot in brown, brown berets, brown cardigans, brown coats, brown shoes and if it was raining brown umbrellas. My mother and grandmother always referred to them in subdued tones as Miss Bus and Miss Bee and my brother and I played endless games racing unseen through the woods to “ambush them” as they appeared down the road and that is where the new alloy telegraph poles proved so handy. The larger diameter bases meant hiding behind them was that much easier! The woods were our domain and we spent days each holidays combing every ditch, every drain and every gully. But the woods were really only a vehicle that propelled us and our ever-burgeoning imagination towards our destination – the sea. 
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