
It’s time to revisit Barbara. The thought hit me as if winging through the 
frost-covered window, a voice ordering me to dig out Barbara’s letters, 

see what was there. 
Barbara, my childhood pen pal, died in June 1966, at the age of 16. 

I calculated: it was now February 11, 2008, so I’d been carrying her letters 
around for nearly 42 years. From my own sixteenth birthday a few months 
after her death, through university, career, marriage, children, and divorce, 
I’d safeguarded our four-year correspondence. And now, this cold 
morning, I obeyed the voice and tugged the black IKEA storage box from 
under the bed.  

Beneath many papery mementoes, I dug out the plastic bag that held 
a jumble of thin blue aerograms and torn white envelopes. Here were 
Barbara’s letters. Just looking at her tidy handwriting made my breath hurt. 
With the bag in my lap, I closed my eyes and tried to bring back the last 
time I’d seen my friend.  

All that surfaced was a static black-and-white image from the one 
photograph she’d sent – tiny Barbara in a long white dress, a bridesmaid 
at a wedding. No animated face, no movement, no voice.  

This was the mystery of Barbara. We were both 12 in 1962 when our 
letters began to fly across the Atlantic, from her home in Wimbledon, 
outside of London, to mine in Halifax, Nova Scotia. In mid-1964, my family 
sailed from Halifax to live for a year in France, and on the way, we stopped 
to visit my British grandparents in London. One afternoon, my grandfather 
drove me in his minuscule Morris, on the wrong side of the road, to have 
tea with my pen pal in Wimbledon. 

The following summer, when we came through London on the way back 
to Halifax, I visited Barbara again, this time in hospital. Our two encounters 
are mentioned in her subsequent letters to me. Yet only a few years after 
her death, I could recall not a single detail of either visit – how she looked 
or sounded, her home and family, the hospital. Why had my mind chosen 
to erase all memory of Barbara? And not just my mind – there is no mention 
of these visits in my diaries, the diaries in which I chronicled everything 
that happened throughout my adolescence.  

Almost everything.  
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“Here,” said a girl at school, handing me a fistful of tattered 
envelopes. “You like writing – pick someone.” She’d asked 

a British children’s newspaper for a pen pal and had been flooded 
with replies.  

I chose Barbara from Wimbledon, who sounded like a kindred spirit. 
Please don’t think me a square because I like classical music, she wrote, as 
I like ‘Pop’ records too. So did I. Barbara loved ballet, animals, and dolls, 
and she collected stamps in spasams. So did I.  

After supper, I opened the box of special writing paper without lines. 
I have a few foreign dolls, I wrote, Korean, Italian and Americanian. We 
only have two animals at the moment: a one year old dachshund and my 
eight year old brother. 

Within days, it seemed, the mailman brought a blue aerogram back to 
me; my new pal was keen to get started. To and fro our missives sailed. 
Both of us were avid readers and writers, but mostly, we were mad about 
ballet. Toe-shoes are painful, I informed her, but when you get used to being 
on toe, they feel and look beautiful! 

Barbara revered everything about ballet, but although her younger 
sister Penny was taking classes, she was not. I don’t do any dancing or any 
games or sport, she finally explained, though I would like to. In 1960 I had 
an operation for a ‘hole in the heart’ with which I was born but it was not 
discovered till I was ten. 

It is not nearly so bad as it sounds, with nowadays all these wonderful 
discoveries of medicine. I am still not fully well yet, as I have to take 
medicines each day.  

A few nights ago I saw Margot Fonteyn and Rondulf Neurefv (spelling?) 
dance on television. They danced beautifully. 

I didn’t know what having a hole in your heart meant, except that my 
pen friend could not dance and was very small. Barbara was four foot three 
and wore a size two shoe. You make me feel quite a shrimp, she wrote 
cheerfully, because, although I am 14 weeks older than you, I am 9 ½ inches 
smaller. She asked me to call her Babs. 

Chatty Babs sent a relentless stream of letters, detailing the mishaps of 
little Penny and three older siblings. Her ambition was to go to art school 
like her brother Peter, and she often included skilful drawings, including 
a meticulous map of the bedroom she shared with Penny and many dolls. 
In return, I confided in her about my secret world, an island where I was 
a kind, beautiful orphan with waist-length blonde hair who rode her 
golden palomino bareback. 

But in January 1964, aged 13½, I heard “She Loves You” on the hit parade 
and turned instantly into a Beatlemaniac. Fantasy islands, ballet, 
homework, anything other than my idols held no further interest. Lucky 
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Barbara was right there, at the epicentre of Beatledom. Please, please send 
photos, I begged. Especially Paul. 

How proud I was at school, showing off the neatly clipped pictures 
direct from England. Although my new friend also liked the Beatles, John 
especially, she didn’t adore them the way I did. I hope you don’t mind me 
saying this, she wrote in her favourite green ink, but I think Ringo isn’t very 
handsome. He’s got such a large mouth and funny nose.  

Secretly I didn’t think much of Ringo either, but no one, no one, 
criticized the best group in the universe. Despite my gratefulness for the 
precious clippings stuffed into her envelopes, I began to find Barbara’s 
tales of ballerinas, kittens, and family pranks a bit babyish. At the same 
time, she often delivered stern lectures about the delay in my replies, 
sounding annoyingly bossy, like my annoyingly bossy British mother. 

What I do, Babs advised, is write MY letters as soon as I’ve received yours. 
Then I don’t keep putting it off until I forget. I also try to mail them as soon 
as possible. Don’t you agree? 
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In late June, I was alone in the house, dancing to Rubber Soul, when 
the mail dropped through the front door. I saw the familiar blue of an 
aerogram and, with a jolt, remembered Barbara’s operation. Here she was, 
to tell me all about it. 

But the careful round handwriting was not hers. The return address 
showed the name of her mother, Elsie, in Wimbledon. My throat clenched. 

 
Beth, I am writing to tell you that Barbara had her operation in America 
on June 9th. They mended the hole and put two plastic valves in. I am very 
sorry to have to tell you that Barbara passed away from us on June 15th.  
    Thank you for being such a special friend. 

 
All day, I held the letter tight. How could she be dead, dead at barely 16? 
And I healthy and alive? Eyes raw, cheeks wet and burning, I gathered 
together my pen friend’s letters. But as I sat on my bedroom floor unfolding 
them, instead of the usual companionship of her voice came a series of 
excruciating blows.  

Please, please, a million times, will you write to me? I look forward to 
your letters immensely especially when I’m in hospital, I read, and in the 
next missive, and the next, more entreaties.  

I’ve been waiting for the letter I haven’t yet received!!!!!!!! Maybe you’ve 
been too busy to write though. Never mind, maybe you will now. 

While my friend lay in hospital struggling to breathe, I was touring 
Europe, absorbed in dreams. I’d never really thought about her, unable to 
walk out into the sun, let alone travel the world. Why hadn’t I shared my 
experiences with Babs, brought the world to her in letters? I bent over in 
agony, to imagine my ill friend waiting for the words that rarely came.  

What I had done – no, what I had not done – was unforgivable. I could 
never tell her how sorry I was, never make it right. Guilt engulfed me. 
Sobbing in my room, the walls still covered with Beatle pictures sent from 
Wimbledon, I swore to use my love of writing to keep not just myself but 
the world company. No one would complain, ever again, about not 
hearing from me. 

That Christmas, I wrote to Barbara’s family. Her mother Elsie sent back 
a sweet, mournful note, describing all that had gone wrong in their time 
at the Mayo and inviting me to visit. Though only five years later I attended 
theatre school in London, Elsie’s invitation, my bond with the family, the 
proximity of London to Wimbledon, were forgotten.  

But from then on, wherever I lived and whatever else I was doing, 
a torrent of words flew from my desk. In all these years, no one has ever 
complained about not hearing from me.  
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That spring, I sent exciting news to Wimbledon: for Dad’s work, my 
family would be living for a year in a suburb of Paris. If we travel through 
London, I wrote, YOU AND I CAN MEET! A pen pal’s dream. 

And we did meet, twice. Apparently. 
During that tumultuous year, overwhelmed and lonely at an all-girl 

French high school, I kept myself company by writing stories and entries 
in my diary. On holidays, as my family camped around Europe, I sat in the 
back seat of our Peugeot, weaving romantic tales about my life as Mrs Paul 
McCartney to send to Beatle-mad friends at home. This left little time for 
writing to Babs. My pen friend was now confined to hospital; all she could 
offer were anecdotes about the nurses, with sketches of their old-fashioned 
uniforms and starched white caps. In return for every two of her letters, 
I managed a short reply or a breezy postcard. 

On our journey home, I scribbled rapturously in my journal about 
seeing the Fab Four on my grandparents’ television in London, about our 
day in sacred, magical Liverpool.  

No mention, I noticed much later, of seeing my pen pal. 
 
 

Home in Halifax in September 1965, I went to a high school with real 
boys and hurtled daily into love and out again. Babs remained in 

hospital, but that December, she sent an astonishing announcement: she’d 
been accepted at the world-famous Mayo Clinic for an operation to repair 
her heart. She and her mother would fly to Rochester, Minnesota, in June. 
I was thrilled to imagine her healthy and strong, going to dances, falling 
in love, married with babies. As surely I would be, soon.  

I picked up my pen.  
As usual, Babs, I must say ‘Sorry not to have written in so long.’ You 

must excuse me – school is terribly hard. She’d asked me to glean 
information from my scientist dad about the Mayo Clinic. He says it’s 
the best place in the world for such an operation, I went on, adding 
pages of Dad’s reassuring details about the town, the clinic, and her 
surgeon, and including two American dollars Dad passed on for her. 
In May 1966, just after her sixteenth birthday, Barbara wrote from 
hospital, Thank you so much for the letter and the $2. It was very kind 
and thoughtful of you. 

I’m madly excited, everyone is trying to ‘sit’ on me to keep me quiet but 
it’s no good. Please do write while I’m there. 

I already knew the address in Minnesota, because she’d sent it in two 
previous letters. But I was preoccupied – exams, first boyfriend, first kiss – 
and did not write it on an envelope.  
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Your letters brought my sister to life. We talked for hours about Babs, how 
my children grew up seeing her picture on the wall but never liking to ask 
about her. We broke the spell by laughing so much at your letters. 

You have allowed me both to celebrate my lost sister and to confront 
the grief bottled up for so long. I lost my mother but found my sister’s 
friend and I think that is more than a coincidence. It is a blessing. 

 
A week later, the letter carrier deposited a small parcel from England in 
my mailbox. Inside was a brown paper bag, once taped shut, with Barbara’s 
neat writing on the front: Beth’s Letters To Me.  

And so I met again my teenaged self, lovelorn, melodramatic, besieged. 
As expected, my notes were not as frequent as Barbara’s. But I saw to my 
surprise that I did write fairly often, sometimes a long, newsy, funny letter. 
I did send her gifts, as she did to me. Flawed as I was as a correspondent, 
my friend, before flying off to her last chance at life, had tucked my letters 
in a secret place, to be reclaimed on her return. I’d grown up haunted by 
my neglect of a friend in need. But it seemed I’d given her something of 
value, after all.  

We all live with regret and guilt, wrote Penny once. None of us had 
done enough.  
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A s I sat rereading Barbara’s letters, I wondered if Elsie was still going 
strong, like my own old but formidable mother. If so, I could tell her 

how much her daughter had always meant to me, that I’d become a writer 
partially thanks to Babs. Could I, through the miracle of the Internet, touch 
my pen friend again, make sense of the loss of her? I googled Elsie without 
success, and Penny. They had vanished. 

Then I remembered Barbara’s older brother Peter, and after a search, 
there he was, a graphic artist with an address in London. I wrote him 
a letter explaining who I was and why I was writing. No reply, for weeks.  

One morning, in my email Inbox: 
Subject: Barbara.  
From: Penny.  
Babs’s little sister remembered meeting me in Wimbledon in 1964. 

I’d signed her autograph book From Beth, an uncurable Beatlemaniac. 
 

Barbara touched the lives of many but you were a special friend. You 
gave her a taste of the teenage life she was never able to experience. 
You described the Mayo Clinic in a way that inspired confidence and 
excitement. Our thanks to you for that. 

I remember so little of my sister, although she’s with me all the time. 
 

Elsie had died only recently, I was sorry to learn, but Penny and I began to 
correspond. She too was an ardent letter writer and chronicler, and we 
became immediate online friends. I Xeroxed Barbara’s letters – 90 dense 
pages – to send to England. Though she’d been concerned what her sister 
might reveal about the family, Babs was more than kind, Penny wrote me, 
and I was overjoyed to hear her voice again.  

It’s tragic Mum just missed meeting you again, Beth, Penny emailed a 
few days later. She died barely a week before your letter came. That’s why 
Peter delayed showing us your note – because the timing was so odd. 

My heart lurched.  
Penny, what was the exact date of your mother’s death? I wrote. 
The 11th of February 2008, replied Penny. Why? 
What it means I don’t know, but after storing Barbara’s letters for more 

than four decades, the day I felt compelled to pull them out and begin the 
search for her was the day her mother died. 

Penny was sure my letters to Wimbledon had long been discarded. But 
one evening, celebrating her birthday with her two grown children, she 
was rifling through an old box of family photographs when she discovered 
a hidden packet – my letters, all my letters to Barbara. They’d opened and 
read. Babs was buried exactly 42 years ago on my 11th birthday, Beth, and 
I’ve been trying to break the spell ever since, she wrote.  
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As I sat with my own letters in my lap, I thought about the Barbara-sized 
hole in my memory. Visiting my pen pal, I’d expected to encounter the 
sunny, robust writer I knew through the mail. But Penny had told me 
how wan and fragile her sister was by the time we met, her skin almost 
transparent. In hospital, Penny said, Babs had worn a wig she was proud 
of, poufy blonde with a fashionable flip, which looked absurd atop her thin 
white face.  

Perhaps it was a shock for my teenaged self, already in turmoil, to 
witness such heartrending frailty in a friend the same age. Perhaps I couldn’t 
bear to acknowledge her vulnerability and terrible blind need. Easier, wiser 
even, to close the door to memory and move on.  

 
 

The following year, after much emailing, I flew to England to stay 
with Penny. She’d organized a week-long visit for us, a risky venture 

for two middle-aged women who’d met for only five minutes in childhood. 
But immediately we felt like family, chatting long into the night, poring 
over her mementos and archives, dancing to the Beatles. She described 
her mother’s journey back from Minnesota, accompanied by a small white 
coffin. We talked about the lifelong effects of Barbara’s death, the weight 
of remorse and sorrow carried for so long, and rage, too, that this girl did 
not have a chance at life.  

As my new pen pal and I sat laughing and weeping, black-and-white 
photos spread before us, we both knew she was there too. Our sister, our 
friend, the lightest and most tenacious of ghosts. 

Do you think we’ll be friends forever, Babs? I wrote in what turned out 
to be my last letter. Her answer came instantly, as her answers always did.  

Of course we will, silly, she said.  
 

I feel I’ve known you all my life and I’ve grown up with you. 
BethandBabs Forever! 

All my love,  
Barbara. 
P.S. Please please please please write. 
 
And I do. 
 
 

 

Barbara Alice Rea (1950–1966) with her younger sister Penny in 1961
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