Excerpt from DANGERS I HAD PASSED  by Stephen Tunnicliffe

1956.  The Sandersons’ first child . . . and first serious quarrel

When Graham came home after work he thought he had never seen Maggie so beautiful. She looked younger than her 23 years, more like an excited teenager, her colour high and her eyes shining.


“You don’t need to say it, darling.” Graham held her close. This was like their first intimacy. Maggie was whispering something into his shoulder.


“I hope it will be a boy.”


The remark, innocent as it was, shook Graham. For the first time he thought seriously about fatherhood. It would be a kind of initiation into responsible adult life. There was a hollowness in his stomach as he pondered the matter. Was he ready for this? He found himself envying Maggie’s simple joy. At the same time he was made uneasy by her immediate talk of “christening.” It seemed almost like mortgaging the new young life. He remembered Desmond’s scorn at the baptisms in his father’s church. “Mediaeval superstition! What right have they to try and indoctrinate babies?”


Robin was born in the early summer of 1956. It was not an easy delivery, in the impersonal setting of the local hospital. This was before the days of fathers being present at the birth and Meg felt lonely and abandoned until she saw the new little creature with its crumpled face.


“Daddy wants to officiate at the christening. Will your father mind that? After all, he did do the honours at the wedding.” Meg was still off school. Her mother had been staying with them to help out and Aubrey Francis planned to join them for the ceremony.


“Of course he won’t mind. Your father is the senior of the two, and C of E parsons always defer to hierarchy, don’t they?”


Meg decided not to respond to the ironic tone. She had never persuaded Graham to join her for the weekly Communion service at St.John’s, their local church. He trailed along reluctantly at Christmas and Easter, when they were often with either his or her parents, where it was taken for granted. When she had insisted, the previous Good Friday, on attending the three hour Meditation from noon to 3 p.m., suggesting that he might join her for once, it had prompted their first serious row since the wedding.


“If you think I’m going to sit for three hours contemplating my navel when I could be watching football you’ve got another think coming.”


“OK, OK!” As she turned away he heard her add, “Dora was right. She said you would prefer going to the match.”


“Dora! Bloody Dora! So that’s who put you up to it. I might have guessed.”


This prompted a rare flash of temper. “Dora is my friend. I’ve a right to choose my own friends. And I’ll thank you to keep a civil tongue in your head.”


Dora Roszincki was born in Ardsborough and had, perhaps deliberately, never in her forty-two years shed her northern vowel sounds. She was something of an oddity in the provincial setting of the northern town. In spite of her Polish surname she was the only child of Harold Bottomley, a well-to-do self-made Yorkshire businessman. Most of Maggie and Graham’s acquaintances were connected either with school or with their music-making. Although Mrs Roszincki considered herself a musician - she was a semi-trained, erratic but powerful mezzo-soprano - the link this time was a christian one, the anglican ‘high’ church which Maggie attended regularly and Graham occasionally on sufferance. Mrs Roszincki was regarded as almost a fixture at St. John’s, having seen successive vicars come and go since her first appearance there before the war. When the verger joined up in 1940 she had volunteered to take over and had stuck with it, adding it to her activities with the choir and Sunday School.


As verger Dora was much in evidence at the baptism of the Sanderson’s first child Robin. Soon afterwards she and Maggie met at one of the church socials. Thanks to their common interest in music and their shared piety they struck up a warm friendship. Dora became a regular visitor to the Sanderson’s home and was soon pressed into service as a baby-sitter. Graham never liked her, but it was soon evident that she had a way with little Robin, for whom she became second only to his mother. More than once Graham was put out when his clumsy attempts to soothe the baby only led to louder crying, but when as soon as he relinquished the damp, howling bundle to Dora the cries ceased as if by magic.


“Witchery, that’s what it is,” he said once with a rueful smile and not without a grain of malice.


“You men will always find an excuse for your incompetence. There, my treasure, that’s what you wanted, isn’t it, nice Auntie Dora to look after you.”


“OK, leave him to the women.” He wagged his finger at the little creature. “You will learn the folly of it in due course, my son.”  Rather than court more such encounters, Graham made a habit, whenever he could, of not being at home for Dora’s visits or making himself scarce as soon as she arrived. She was always glad of an opportunity to enjoy Maggie’s skill as an accompanist, so would often bring a sheaf of music with her - another reason for Graham’s hasty departure. . . .

Relations between Graham and Dora remained distant. The constant reminder of her and Maggie’s christian activities, prayer- and hymn-books left about, church socials, even once or twice groups of pious young adolescents meeting in the house, pushed him more and more in the other direction. A chance happening changed things.


“Meg! Have you seen a heap of old magazines anywhere? I thought I had left them here in the Cave, but there’s no sign of them.” ‘The Cave’ was the name given to Graham’s diminutive study, converted from the spare bedroom and normally kept shut to protect his papers from the prying hands of little Robin now he was more mobile. Dora had just left; Graham was conscious of the motor-bike’s exhaust still hanging in the air as he stepped out of his car after a tedious, traffic-filled drive back from college. Maggie, tired herself after a frustrating day at school, resented the querulous tone of the question, half shouted down the stairs, with its implied accusation.


“You can’t expect me to keep tabs on all your junk as well as my school stuff. I’ve no idea where a heap of magazines might be. In the dustbin?”


“Ha, ha, very funny.” Graham was now downstairs.  “These were important, Meg. Don’t you remember me telling you about that find in the old bookshop in Halifax?”


“You will have to ask Dora. She’s been here all day. She’s just gone to the flat for something, but she’ll be back to baby-sit. I have a staff meeting at school.”


“Dora, bloody Dora again. I can’t call the house my own these days.”


“No need to talk like that. Robin takes in everything, you know.”


Graham was about to make an angry response, but Robin set up a howl, so he stumped back to his den muttering imprecations. When loud revving of an engine outside heralded the return of Dora he emerged again. She had just removed her helmet and was shaking her hair loose, Robin clinging to her leg and crowing with pleasure. She swung the little boy up, to his great delight, holding him in the crook of her arm. Absorbed by the child, she gave only casual attention to Graham’s question.


“Magazines? I don’t think so . . . unless —” she spoke to Robin rather than his father, “— you got hold of them, you little bundle of mischief.”


Graham found himself losing control. “What do you mean? Have you been letting him get at my things?”


“Well, no, not really, but you did creep into Daddy’s cave, didn’t you, Robin my sweet, when I wasn’t looking.”


“For god’s sake, woman. This is important. I’m talking to you, not him.”


“Graham, I’ve asked you before.” This was Maggie. “Small pitchers have big ears. Please don’t blaspheme. I’ll take him, Dora.” She relieved her friend of the child and retired to the kitchen. Graham turned to Dora.


“So! You let Robin mess about in my room again. And the magazines?”


She bridled at the peremptory, almost insulting tone. “Let me remind you, Graham, that I come here on Maggie’s behalf, not yours. I do not regard looking after your stuff as part of my job.” She ignored his rising anger. “Yes, he did get into the Cave this-morning, you or someone else left the door ajar. I was using the vacuum-cleaner at the time and didn’t hear him. And . . .”  She paused.


“Well? And . . .?”


She chuckled as she recollected. “He was having a gorgeous time, the little treasure, with a heap of waste paper, old magazines, bits and pieces. He had overturned that big box you throw rubbish into. So I made a game with him of stuffing it all back into the box. I suppose the things you’re referring to may have been part of the mess. You are not very orderly, are you?”


“It’s no concern of yours how I keep my papers. Where is the box? I didn’t see it up there.”


At this Dora did look rather self-conscious. “No. It was refuse collection day today, so I thought . . .”


“You thought! You bloody interfering bitch!” He took a deep breath. “Those magazines were unique archive material, let me tell you, irreplaceable.”


Dora had gone livid to the lips at the attack. She turned to join Maggie, who had come out at the sound of raised voices. Graham shouted at her retreating back.


“I’ve had just about all I can take of this. You’re no bloody asset to our household, let me tell you, with your prayer-meetings and your fucking superiority. And that stinking machine you ride on. We don’t want mods and rockers in Ardsborough, thank you very much. You can just sod off out of our lives, Mrs Roszincki.”


By this time Robin was howling. Graham took the stairs two at a time and disappeared into his room, slamming the door so hard that blocks of plaster were dislodged.


Maggie had never seen her friend so shaken. After calming Robin she put her arm round Dora’s shoulder.


“Darling, I’m so sorry. He’s been fractious and remote for days, some trouble at the college, I think. But he has no right to take it out on you.”


“Maggie, I can’t stay after this, I’m sorry, I just can’t. I’ll walk round to St.John’s for a while, then call back for my things and the bike.”


Maggie felt helpless. They embraced warmly before the older woman left.
