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Born

I am born in an austere building called Nelson’s Hospital. I get to hear quite a lot about Lord Nelson because he’s got a Column.

I scream and Mummy sticks a wet nipple in my mouth. I suck. It’s bloody great, my most pleasant sensation to date. 

Mummy doesn’t seem to be enjoying this as much as me. I’ve got no problem getting her attention, and no problem listening to her brag about what a glorious son I am going to be. I just can’t seem to get her to enjoy sticking her nipple in my mouth. She reckons she’s too old for this and there’s something wrong with her nipples. Now she’s calling for a bottle. Thank goodness the nurse is insisting that she feed me properly. 

As an only child I only have to be unique, which I think I can manage. I haven’t got any competition. They call them ‘siblings’. 

This hospital is walking distance from Wimbledon, an area where most of my family live - both sets of grandparents, aunties, uncles and cousins.  Around grandpère and grandmère’s place there’s a heap of us – all babbling away in French. My two closest cousins live there too - Ken (4) and Stewart (2). Then in South Wimbledon, a short train or bus ride from here, there’s the Tarling side and more grandparents, aunties, uncles and cousin David, who is 18 months older than me. The Tarlings converse in English.

Every day my father walks from grandpère and grandmère’s place in Bournemouth Road to see me. Mummy’s parents also check me out pretty regularly. One day grandpère sees me raise my finger as if I’m calling for attention. ‘Il çera un professeur,’ he pronounces, then adds (in French of course) ‘that is the finger of authority’. What grandpère says is always right.

After a couple of days Mummy and I leave the hospital and she takes me to grandpère and grandmère’s house. 

They put me in a crib, used by Ken and Stewart before me. My room is the box room, a tiny room off my grandparents’ bedroom, upstairs. I can’t figure out whether Mummy and Daddy occupy my grandparents’ bed or whether they sleep in the second bedroom and run every time I yell Daddy carries me downstairs to the dining room which has French doors, a lovely view of the garden and the croquet.

Cousin Ken sees I’m hungry and finds a sausage for me. Auntie Nelly sees it and everyone laughs. Mummy takes away the sausage, says something about a bouteille and sticks a dummy in my mouth.

*

One day they take me to the Wimbledon Seventh-day Adventist Church. After a couple of hymns the Pastor Gammon asks Mummy and Daddy to bring me in front of the pulpit. Here I am ,wrapped in swaddling clothes, in front of the whole congregation. Auntie Edna is smiling and cousin Stewart fidgeting. The Tarling grandparents are present, they somehow got roped into this. Then the pastor says that Jesus’ parents brought Jesus plus two turtle doves and presented him at the temple. I can feel a hymn coming on.

The hymn is Nearer My God To Thee, ‘Of special significance’, says Pastor Gammon, ‘because it is written by Lowell Mason after whom this little baby was named’. He explains that my mother’s family name is Mason. Plus, if you put my parents’ names – Rowland and Liesel – into a mix-master, what comes out is ‘Lowell’. 

After church everyone gathers out the front, including my Tarling grandparents, who are not Seventh-day Adventists. (Grandma is Anglican, and Grandpa is Atheist.) ‘What happened to the head sprinkling bit?’ Grandma Tarling complains to my father.

‘We don’t do that,’ my father answers, ‘as Seventh-day Adventists’. 

His mother laughs at him, ‘Seventh-day Adventists indeed! That’s an Amercian religion! Your boy hasn’t been “done” properly!’

*

Back at the Mason’s place are the four sisters plus husbands, except for Auntie Nelly, who is younger and has a friend, Les Denne. The sisters don’t always speak in words. They all make exclamations like, ‘ah-yoo!’ which is used when they drop a dish. And they call the American accent, and certain types of music ‘Ile nyah-nyah-nyah’. It’s their own way of talking and they all talk like that. Auntie Edna’s husband, my big Scottish Uncle Jim never bothers with the language. Only my father does, he speaks French, Italian and German.

I can hear quite clearly what everyone is saying even though my head is pointing down and my feet are pointing up. I’ve never been upside down before. I’m in this nice spot between grandpère’s armchair and the wall. It’s kinda interesting. I don’t make a sound. I can hear people moving things and making all these French exclamations as if something is really bothering them.

‘Ou et il?’ Auntie Vivi yells. Mummy yells too. Clearly they’ve lost someone, probably Ken. He’s always adventurous. Snowy the cat takes one look at me, laughs and wanders off. Mummy is beginning to sound hysterical. Wow, I’ve never seen anything like this before, dust, fluff and bits of old newspaper.

Then a big hand grabs me by the ankles, must be Uncle Jim’s hand cos he’s got a big hand. Whoosh, I am sailing through the air and suddenly the right way up. I look out the window. It’s snowing. 

Uncle Jim makes a joke and says something about ‘a little rabbit’. Mummy says something about a lapin, which is a small mammal with a bushy tail, but I don’t know what a rabbit is. ‘Ah, thank Gord ee iz safe!’ says Mummy. 

There’s a knock and everyone looks apprehensive. It’s Uncle Hedley and his wife Auntie Joan coming to inspect me. Uncle Hedley is ridiculously handsome, excellently dressed and his wife is a distant relative of someone who is a distant relative of the Royal family. Hedley and Joan have no kids. 

Hedley sits down carefully and flicks a speck off his perfectly-pressed trousers. Grandpère seems uneasy around his son, clearly he feels more comfortable with his daughters who call him Papa. 
Here I am, a little lappin hearing a disagreement between father and son. Grandpère says Hedley seldom visits, doesn’t go to church and has always been lazy. Grandpère says he spent a lot of family money on Hedley’s education, money that may have been better spent on his daughters. 

Hedley points out that financially he is doing better than his father. Grandpère replies that’s not because of his job as a sanitary inspector, but because of his marriage to Auntie Joan. And that’s not how a man should be. Joan wants to leave and go home now, to their bungalow in Newmarket.

*

It’s Christmas. Next day I hear Ken and Stewart squealing with excitement as they rip open wrapping paper and say thanks repeatedly around the room. Like Jesus, nobody gets to see Santa Claus, but he’s real.

Aunties Vivi, Edna and Nelly all kiss me and give me brightly coloured pakages they call presents, and Christmas cards, like postcards, that say Happy Christmas with a picture of a little pine tree all lit up. Next a horrid teddy bear is placed in my cot. It’s nearly as big as me! I start crying. Auntie Nelly takes me out of the cot, bounces me on her knee and chants, ‘Mon grand nou, mon grand nou…!’ then she puts me back so I start crying again. She moves this bear even closer, to comfort me with its soft furry fabric. Can’t she see that’s what I’m crying about? 

So she picks me up again, Auntie Edna blows on my tummy, which is fairly annoying because it tickles. It makes me laugh. Then I get bounced some more on someone else’s knee with more chants of, ‘Mon grand nou, mon grand nou…!’ Very nice of them I must say, but I’d rather someone gave me their nipple to suck. 

Then everyone sits around the dining table. They eat Christmas dinner and sip cordial. The Christmas cake smells of brandy essence and has got a threepenny coin in it. I don’t know why, but that’s how it’s done. Auntie Vivi wishes Hedley and Joan had stayed. Her husband Reg makes a joke about Hedley, Jim laughs. And so does Ken. Ken always does what the ‘men’ do, even at the age of four and a half.

After dinner there’s a scamper for the wireless as Auntie Nelly fumbles with the dial. Grandpère sits in his armchair, grandmère in hers, while everybody else is in some kind of panic to get seated because they don’t want to miss King George VI’s Christmas message. During this my aunties all coo and remark how beautifully he speaks. 

After a while my father respectfully approaches grandpère and talks about living arrangements. He thanks my mother’s parents for letting the three of us live here while Mummy had me, and my father goes on to say that he and Mummy have found a flat, walking distance away in Kirkley Road. Grandpère asks about my parents’ longer term plans. Mummy says they are eventually going to buy a house using, as deposit, the money she saved while my father was away in the Army. She also has saved enough to buy Daddy a baby grand piano, when the time is right.

*

Even though we move from my grandparent’s place we can’t stay away from the place. Every day, while my father is at work, maman sticks me in the pram and wheels over to see her parents, Auntie Nelly, Auntie Edna, Ken and Stewart who live on the corner of Bournemouth and Kirkley Road. Boy, they’re close. 

I spend days lying around the cot listening to them talk about the guerre and the Allemandes, as they compare everything in England to how things used to be when they lived in l’Isle Maurice (Mauritius). They recall leaving in 1935 when Vivi was 27, Mummy was 25, Edna was 23 and Nelly 10 years younger. Hedley came to England for his education five years before the rest of the family. There are photographs of him living it up in Morocco at 18, hanging out with handsome Egyptian men with alcoholic drinks in front of them on their table. 

‘Il ne boit pas?’ questions Vivi.

‘Jamais!’ my mother replies, certain her brother would never stoop to drinking alcohol. Grandpère doesn’t acknowledge the picture. 

Boy these women know how to yabber. They never shut up. They’re still worried about the Allemandes, convinced they’re going to start another war like they’ve done twice before during this century. My father says there are good Germans too, and he recounts playing them chess, as prisoners of war. Uncle Jim isn’t so sure, having been through Dunkirk. Then Auntie Vivi reminds them of Dr Scholl, ‘un bon Allemande’, and everyone agrees Dr Scholl is indeed a ‘good German’. So that’s one at least, in a population of 50 million. 

Another race of concern are les Americans who are very much our friends, even though they can’t spell or talk properly. Americans have no class, unlike the Anglais which I think is us. In fact, les Americans are plain jealous of our Royal Family and wish they had one too. 

They talk lots about people of different skin colour, Creoles and Indiens. In fact an Indian doctor, wanted to marry Auntie Vivi. Boy, we wouldn’t want her marrying a noir, would we?’ Non, of course not. Vivi gazes out the window wistfully. 

Noir? Ken and Stewart don’t understand how there can be different colours of human skin. Noir?
‘You mean like Uncle Hedley?’ asks Ken.

‘Good grief!’ says grandpère, ‘Ken, I never want to hear you talk like that again!’

‘And never say that in front of Uncle Hedley,’ adds Auntie Edna. 

Ken shrugs and walks off. Trapped in this pram I wish I could walk off. I wish I could get them all to stop babbling about guerres, noirs and l’Isle Maurice and turn on the wireless and listen to the Goons instead. Oh, here we go, someone’s noticed me again, it’s Ken. He shakes a rattle too vigorously in my face - rattle-rattle-rattle, Auntie Nelly takes it off him and shows him how it’s done gently - rattle-rattle-rattle. 

I wish she wouldn’t do that. I wish she’d take out her nipple and give me a suck instead. I wish anyone would.

