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Publisher’s Note


Names and identifying details have been changed throughout in order to protect the privacy of individuals.




To my dear daughter, with thanks
for just loving me, warts and all.
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Listen to Mother


Mother burst into the kitchen and made us jump. ‘Right, you kids,’ she said sharply, ‘finish your tea and get out of here. I want you in bed in ten minutes flat.’


Ten minutes? We’ve only just sat down, I thought to myself. But there’s no arguing with Mother. As she whirled out through the door again, us kids just gobbled down the banana sandwiches and doughnuts in front of us. I was sorry about the doughnuts. When you eat them fast, you can’t taste them properly, and I especially liked the jam.


I finished first, and watched my little brothers and sisters cramming their mouths and dropping crumbs on the table. I automatically brushed up the crumbs in my hand, so Mother wouldn’t tell us off for being untidy. Then I realised Andy, the youngest, had stopped eating. He was sitting quite still, holding the remains of a sandwich in one hand, and staring straight ahead. His mouth was closed, and his eyes were going glassy. He started to lean forward like a little rag doll.


‘Mum!’ I yelled. ‘Andy’s at it again!’


In an instant Mother was back in the kitchen, standing in the doorway, a duster in her hand. ‘Oh, he is, is he?’ she snapped. Her eyes were blazing blue, and patches of red suddenly appeared on her cheeks. ‘Well, I haven’t got time for this – I’ve just about had it up to here.’


She stalked over to Andy and yanked his head back by the hair.


‘D’you hear me?’ she yelled into his face. ‘You’ve pulled this stunt one time too many, you little cunt. You hold your breath if you want, ’cos I don’t give a shit. I’ve had enough. If you’re gonna fucking die – well, die. The sooner the better. No one’s gonna blackmail me, specially not a fucking child.’


And with that she slammed Andy’s head against the chair back. He was blinking with shock, his mouth open. He started gasping in short sharp bursts.


Mother was grinning. ‘Well, what d’you know,’ she said. ‘You can breathe after all. Making us run around like bluearsed flies.’ And she slapped him hard on his arm.


She turned to the rest of us. We were sitting frozen in our seats, gaping at her, while she glared at us. She flicked me on my face with the end of her duster. ‘You, Ginger Cunt, make yourself useful for once. Your little brother will be sleeping with all of you – buggered if I’ll have him back in my room. Clean him up with the rest of them.’


I nodded, and she stomped out of the room, saying over her shoulder, ‘Ten minutes, or else.’ I was hurt that she said ‘for once’. I was always trying to be useful. What with the hurt and the way she’d had a go at Andy, I felt like crying, but stood up and said, ‘Come on. We’d better hurry up.’ As the oldest, at ten years of age, I was expected to keep the others in line.


Kath, Jess and Buddy whizzed into the scullery, and ran cold water into the sink. I went and knelt by Andy. He was still sitting in his chair, still clutching the half-eaten sandwich. He was sobbing quietly, tears running from his eyes, his lovely dark eyes with their long curling lashes. I felt sorry for him. He wasn’t used to Mother in one of her rages.


‘Don’t worry,’ I said. ‘You’ll come in with us, you’ll be all right.’ I stroked his arm where Mother had slapped him, till the others came out of the scullery and headed down the passage to the toilet. I prised open Andy’s hand and threw the squashed sandwich into the bin, then led him into the scullery. I wiped both our faces with the old flannel, then crouched down in front of him. I spoke slowly and clearly, so he would understand me. It was important for him to understand me, and he was only two and a half.


‘Do you want a wee?’ I asked him.


He nodded.


‘Then go to the toilet now,’ I said. ‘You won’t have another chance for ages.’


I saw him to the toilet, and he managed by himself. He was a smart little lad. If he was coming in with us, thank goodness he was out of nappies. Then I told him to go to the big front room while I used the toilet myself. Time was ticking by, so I hurried up the hall and joined the others. We all stripped down to our vests and pants, me helping Andy, and put our clothes on the wooden chair by the door. Kath and Jess hopped into the top end of the big old bed. Buddy as usual got in the bottom end.


I helped Andy on to the bed. ‘You’d better go next to Buddy,’ I told him. So there we were lying top to toe, three girls at the top, two boys at the bottom, our feet meeting in the middle. We all lay there quietly, not daring to move. Sunlight streamed through the large bay window – but not for long.


Mother appeared in the room, saying, ‘Good job you haven’t kept me waiting.’ She walked quickly to the window, which had full-length shutters, old-fashioned wooden ones that folded out like doors to meet in the middle. She pulled them across with a bang, and fastened them with a metal bolt that sat in a kind of bracket. Then she headed back to the door, scooping up the clothes we’d left on the chair. She paused in the doorway, the light from the hall illuminating her red curly hair like a halo.


‘Remember, you kids,’ she said. ‘One peep out of you and you know what you’ll get.’


Then she shut the door behind her and turned the key in the lock. Now we were in almost complete darkness. Just a few thin streaks of sunlight came through the cracks in the shutters, and where they didn’t fit properly.


We stayed silent for a while, not daring to speak. We heard Mother bustling up and down the hall, and into the other big front room. That must be where she was holding her party. Then she was back down the hall, into the kitchen.


‘She won’t be able to hear us now,’ I whispered, sitting up and looking at my brothers and sisters. My eyes had adjusted to the low light and I could make out their shapes, though I couldn’t see their faces. ‘Want to play a game?’


‘Can’t be bothered.’ That was Jess. Kath didn’t speak. The boys seemed to be asleep already, but they were only little. They needed more sleep.


I was disappointed. I was hoping for a game of I Spy, at least. It didn’t matter that we couldn’t actually see much in the room. We simply remembered what was in there. Still, nobody wanted to play, so I lay down again. I wished I could make myself sleep, so I wouldn’t have to put up with hours and hours of just lying there.


At least there were noises I could listen to. Kids were playing out in the street, shouting and laughing. Sounded like they were kicking a ball around, or playing tag. Some girls must have been playing Two Balls, as I could hear the steady beat of the balls being bounced on a nearby wall. I really envied those kids. I would have given anything to be out there with them. It was such a lovely day, the sun shining, not a cloud in the sky – I’d been hoping Mother would let us go out and play in the park this afternoon. Or maybe she would have turned us out of the house in the evening to go to the pictures. But no chance today.


Lying there in the darkness, I could hear other reminders of the outside world going about its business. Every half-hour or so the local train steamed by, blowing its whistle with a loud ‘Wheeep!’ Our house was on a bus route, and the red double-decker came to a shuddering halt right outside our garden wall. While people got off and on, the engine throbbed loudly. Then there were the rumbling coal lorries, working out of the yard just up the road. Once I heard a different kind of truck, and the sound of mooing and men shouting. I knew what that meant. These were the days before Croydon was all built up into a concrete jungle, and there was still a slaughterhouse across the street. I felt very sorry for those poor cows.


I must have eventually drifted off to sleep because I was suddenly awake, eyes wide open, the shrill sound of crying filling my ears. It was Andy, bawling his heart out.


My own heart thudding, I pushed back the sheet and moved down to Andy. I held him in my arms and desperately tried to soothe him. ‘Sshh, sshh, it’s all right,’ I whispered. ‘You’ve gotta be quiet, Mum will hear you. Sshh . . .’ The other kids moved restlessly. They’d be awake themselves in a minute. I realised that there was no sunlight streaming in through the cracks in the shutters, just the faint orange glow of the streetlamp outside. It must be late evening. Mother’s party would be in full swing.


Just then I heard the sound I’d been dreading. The key turned in the lock. I looked up just as Mother came through the door. By the light of the hall lamp I could see she was wearing one of her party frocks, a green one with a wide skirt, and was carrying a long-handled broom in one hand. Before I could think anything else, she’d grabbed Andy from my arms and flung him back down on the bed. His crying stopped dead. Pushing her head close to his, she hissed, ‘If you don’t shut up I’ll give you something to cry for!’ Then she lashed out at me, but I’d whizzed back to the top of the bed and had pulled the sheet up to my chin.


‘Why didn’t you keep the little bastard quiet?’ she said in an angry whisper.


I started to say, ‘I couldn’t help it—’ when she slammed the broom down across the full width of the bed, again and again, on our legs. ‘I – told – you – to – be – quiet!’ The thin sheet didn’t do much to cushion the impact, and the other kids woke up in shock, and in pain. It took only seconds for them to realise that Mother was on the warpath again. We all huddled down, trying to make ourselves as small as possible, drawing up our legs to avoid the broom.


When she’d finished, Mother snapped, ‘Look at me!’


We immediately did as we were told.


She spoke in a soft voice, which made the back of my neck prickle. ‘What have I done to deserve such disobedient children?’ she said. ‘What have I done to make God punish me like this?’


She glared at each of us in turn.


‘When I say be quiet, you’d better be quiet. If you’re not, I won’t be responsible for the consequences. Understand?’


We nodded, all except Andy, who was still lying huddled up.


‘Good.’


And keeping her eyes on us, still holding the broom, Mother stepped backwards out of the room and closed the door. The key turned in the lock.


We kids lay still, just our chests heaving as we tried to stop crying. Buddy suddenly said, ‘I need a wee.’


He clambered out of the bed and reached underneath for the chamber pot.


‘Be careful,’ I whispered. ‘Make sure it goes in the pot.’ I hated it when the wee splashed out – or, worse still, when everybody used it and it overflowed. It was always me who had to clean up next morning.


Buddy did his business and pushed the pot under the bed. He hopped back in under the sheet, and we all settled down.


As usual on one of Mother’s special nights, we stayed in the room for about eighteen hours all told. Children should be seen and not heard, that’s what people said in those days. But as far as Mother was concerned, us kids shouldn’t even be seen, let alone heard. And we tried, we really did – me more than anyone. I only ever wanted to please Mother, to make her love me as much I loved her. I’d do whatever she wanted.





2


Mother’s Little Ways


‘Open the door! Please open the door!’


I was beating on our bedroom door with my fists and yelling out to anyone who might be around to hear. It was morning – I could tell by the light coming through the old shutters. I didn’t have a watch, so I wasn’t sure exactly what time it was, but I could just hear the sound of the wireless floating back down the hall. Someone must be up. One of Mother’s visitors, maybe. It wasn’t likely to be Mother herself. She was never one for early rising.


I hammered on the door again, desperately keeping my legs crossed. I was dying for a wee, but no way would I use that pot unless I absolutely had to. I hated using it at the best of times, and this morning it was impossible, overflowing with wee. It made me sick to my stomach.


‘Hey! Open the door!’


I didn’t care if I woke up my brothers and sisters. I had to get out. To my relief I could hear footsteps in the hall. Even if it was Mother, up early for once, it would be worth having a slap just to reach the toilet in time. As it happened, it was Don who turned the key in the lock, saying, ‘Keep the noise down, can’t you?’


I whizzed out, overtaking Don, who was making his way back to the kitchen, fag in hand. I was just in time, whacking myself down on the toilet as the heavens opened. I sat there, heart thudding in relief. That was the worst thing about being kept locked in, even worse than feeling as if I was buried alive.


Now to wash my hands. Mother was always very particular about hygiene. I wandered into the kitchen, where Don was sitting at the table, reading his paper, a cup of tea beside him. I went through into the scullery and washed my hands under the tap, using the stick of red carbolic soap. The clock in the kitchen said eight o’clock. That was early for Don to be up on a Saturday. He must be working an extra shift at the factory. Might as well stay up now I’m up, I thought to myself, and washed my face too. I picked up a clean vest, socks and knickers from the wooden clothes horse, and made my way back down the hall to the bedroom. Don ignored me as usual.


The other kids seemed to be fast asleep. That disturbance with Andy had broken up the night, of course. It was always hard to go back to sleep after an upset. I walked over to the chest of drawers where our clothes were kept, and pulled out a light dress. It looked like it was going to be another fine day. I dressed quickly, looking over at Andy. His face was flushed, and his thumb was in his mouth.


Poor little boy. No wonder he cried last night. When he woke up he must have wondered where he was. Ever since he was born, he’d slept in Mother’s room, which she shared with Don. Don was Andy’s father, so that made the bond more special. Don wasn’t my father. He wasn’t Kath’s, Jess’s or Buddy’s, either. Just Andy’s. Me, Kath and Jess had the same father, but to us he was just a name. Which was one up on Buddy: he didn’t even know his father’s name.


There was another reason for Andy sharing Mother and Don’s bedroom. When he was born, he was what’s called a blue baby. At the time I didn’t know what that meant, exactly, except that it was something to do with his blood, and it was dangerous. For a while it was touch and go whether he’d make it. But make it he did, and he was everyone’s darling, a beautiful child. Don especially thought the sun shone out of his bum. Nobody could understand why Andy suddenly started holding his breath, when he turned two. We all thought he’d die, and we’d go into a mad panic. It happened time and time again – until, obviously, Mother had had enough. She put Andy straight, right enough, and since yesterday he knew where he stood.


He stood like the rest of us kids, exactly where Mother wanted us.


As I leaned over Andy, I caught an unmistakable whiff.


‘Have you wet yourself?’ I muttered, checking the sheet underneath him. Sure enough, there was a big damp patch. That’s all we need, I thought. Mother’ll go mad. I wasn’t sure what to do. I could get him a clean pair of pants, but there was no way I could take the bottom sheet off the bed without disturbing everyone.


Oh, well, just have to wait. Might as well get myself some breakfast.


I picked up my old vest and knickers and took them to the bagwash in the scullery. We had three pillowcases for the bagwash, two for whites and one for coloureds. What with the dirty sheet, it was a good job it was washday today. Mother would be sending someone to the bagwash place later on. When I came back out into the kitchen, I wondered if I should tell Don about Andy. He was his father’s darling after all, maybe he’d help him. But looking at Don’s scowling face, I thought better of it. He’d only blame me. So I set about cutting myself a couple of slices from the big white loaf in the bin, and spreading them with dripping from the basin on the table. Lovely stuff, thick white fat and dark juices from the meat. I shook a little salt over, put the slices on a plate, and sat down at the other end of the table from Don. He glanced up at me, then looked at my breakfast.


‘Fat for the fat,’ he sneered, shaking out his paper and folding it up. He slurped down the rest of his tea, then, clutching his paper, walked out of the kitchen.


‘I’m off, Grace!’ he called to Mother. ‘See you dinnertime.’


Then the noise of the front door bolt being drawn, and a bang as he left the house.


I sat chewing my bread and dripping. I was used to Don calling me names. They were always about me being fat, like a pig. I tried telling myself that it didn’t matter what he said, only Mother mattered in this house, but they still hurt a bit. I could understand that he didn’t like me, I wasn’t his daughter. Then again, Kath and Jess weren’t his daughters either, and Buddy wasn’t his son, but he wasn’t so horrible to them. I shook my head. Just something I had to put up with, like a lot of other things in my life.


Don had finished all the tea in the pot, so I put the kettle on for a fresh one. Would Mother like one? Bit early for her, so I’d get her one later. I measured out a bare teaspoon of tea from the caddy, and poured in the boiling water.


‘Never make more than you need!’ Mother always said. ‘Tea costs money.’


With a bit of luck she wouldn’t know I’d sneaked myself an early cup. For a while I just relaxed, enjoyed the quietness in the kitchen. I could hear birds in the garden, singing away. They seemed happy. I gazed out of the window, smiling at the sight of the big plum tree just outside. When the fruit was ripe, you could reach out through the window and pick some. I looked forward to that every year. It was about the only thing worth looking at in the garden. There were no flowers, just weeds straggling about, and no grass to speak of, only patches of dust and dirt.


‘You think I’ve got time to work in the fucking garden?’ Mother had once said to Don when he asked about putting something nice out there. ‘As if I haven’t got my hands full, working my fingers to the bone with this house, and the kids, and the business?’


Don just sighed and said nothing. So the garden stayed how it was. I did wonder why Mother had bothered to make the garden bigger if she wasn’t interested in it. Part of it was once fenced off, long before I remember. It belonged to the little old sweets factory that used to be in the basement of our house. When us kids heard about it, we wished it was still in business! We fancied that – sweets on the doorstep, so to speak.


‘I had that fence down before you could say knife!’ Mother would say, her eyes flashing. ‘No one’s gonna put a fucking fence in my garden!’


But, as I say, the garden was hardly used at all. Mother forbade us kids to go out there, unless she gave special permission. It was somewhere to kick a ball, if we were lucky. As I was standing at the window, teacup in hand, my eye was caught by the old wooden shed at the back of the garden.


Filth must still be asleep, I thought. A bit early for him. I hoped he wouldn’t appear. He always gave me the willies, ever since I saw him for the first time. One morning, a few years ago, I happened to be standing at the kitchen window and saw the shed door opening. A scarecrow had walked out!


‘Mum!’ I’d screamed in fear. ‘There’s a scarecrow in the garden and it’s walking about!’ I was only little at the time, after all.


Before I could draw breath Mother was slapping me round the head. ‘You silly cow,’ she snapped. ‘That’s no scarecrow.’


‘What is it then?’ I asked, fear making me bold. ‘And what’s it doing in the garden?’


Another slap. ‘Did I say it was any of your fucking business?’ Mother demanded. ‘As it happens, that’s Filth out there, and that’s where he belongs!’


‘Filth?’ I asked. As he got nearer, I could see the figure was a man. He was quite short, on the chubby side, with thin grey hair plastered over his head. He was filthy all right. His battered, shapeless old jacket and trousers were stained and torn. He was wearing big boots, with no laces, so they slipped up and down as he walked.


‘He looks horrible!’


Mother slapped me again, this time with a big grin on her face. ‘That’s no way to talk about your father!’ she cackled.


My father? How could he be my father? Mother had talked about my father. She always said he’d gone back to a place called Ireland. Surely he couldn’t be this broken-down old man?


I had no more time to wonder, as Mother pushed me out of the kitchen. ‘Go to your room,’ she snapped.


In the big front room, I sat with the door shut, hearing Mother’s heels tapping on the wooden floor of the hall. There was another sound, a shuffling.


‘Come on, Filth,’ Mother said, opening the front door. ‘Time and tide wait for no man, and neither does the post office.’


So they were going out to the post office . . . Well, all a mystery to me.


As I stood in the kitchen now and looked at the shed, I thought about that old man. Did he actually live in the shed? I certainly caught sight of him now and then, shuffling about in the garden. Surely Mother must have been joking about him being my father? Whatever, I hadn’t dared mention him again.


Just then I heard a voice behind me.


‘Any more tea?’


I spun round and nearly dropped my cup – but it was only Jess, looking around in that vague way she had. A right Dolly Daydream.


‘You’ll do me in,’ I said, ‘creeping up on me like that.’


But I was so relieved she wasn’t Mother that I squeezed out a cup for her.


‘Is anybody else up?’ I asked.


‘Yeah,’ murmured Jess, sitting down and holding her cup with both hands. Right. A chance for me to strip the bed. If I got things sorted before Mother got up, she might not be so angry. But first, I had Andy to attend to.


The other kids were just coming out of the bedroom. I caught hold of Andy and crouched beside him.


‘I know you’ve done a wee,’ I said. ‘I’ll have to clean you up. Come on, we’d better hurry.’


While the others used the toilet, I took Andy into the scullery and stripped off his wet clothes, which I put in the bagwash. I washed him quickly with the flannel and a little soap, and dried him with the old towel. Finally I dressed him in clean vest and pants off the airer.


‘Go and sit at the table,’ I said, ‘and I’ll get breakfast. Bread and dripping or bread and jam?’


He smiled, his little face lighting up. ‘Jam.’


I cut enough slices for everybody to help themselves, then went back to the bedroom with a bucket and mop. I cleaned the floor first, the smell of the pot making me gag. I emptied the pot down the toilet, then saw to the bed. I pulled off the top sheet – only a faint patch of wet from touching the bottom sheet. That’d soon dry. I bundled up the bottom sheet to put in the whites bagwash. Meanwhile, what to do about the stain on the mattress? I’d have to ask Mother. I simply didn’t know how to wash the mattress without soaking it.


Talking of Mother, what was the time? Getting on for ten. Maybe she’d like a cup of tea now. I made a fresh pot, waited for it to brew as Mother liked it strong, and poured out a cup. Milk and two sugars, that’s the way she liked it.


I tapped on her door and went in. She was lying sprawled on the double bed she shared with Don.


‘Cup of tea, Mum?’ I asked, putting it down on the bedside cabinet.


She opened one eye. ‘What’s the time?’


‘Nearly ten.’


‘Nearly ten?’ she snapped, sitting bolt upright. ‘You little cunt – what do you mean waking me up so early?’ She flung a pillow at me and flopped down again.


I crept out of the room and closed the door quietly, thinking, One day I’ll get it right!


*     *     *


When Mother emerged an hour or so later, she chased us out of the kitchen where we’d been sitting, just hanging about and chatting.


‘Get back to your room, you little bastards – can’t I have any peace and quiet round here?’


I hesitated in the doorway. ‘Mum—’


‘What! What is it? If it’s not bad enough you robbing me of my beauty sleep—’


It all came out in a rush. ‘Andy wet the bed but I changed him and I’ve stripped off the sheets and put the dirty one in the bagwash and the mattress is wet how do you dry the mattress?’


Mother sat at the table looking at me. She lit a cigarette and blew the smoke towards me.


‘You’ve done what?’ she said in the soft voice that always made my blood run cold.


‘Andy wet the bed,’ I said miserably. ‘I changed him—’


‘I heard you!’


Mother stood up and stepped towards me. I braced myself.


‘So you took it on yourself to change Andy, did you? You took it on yourself to get the sheets off the bed, did you? You put the sheet in the bagwash without telling me and left the mattress to dry off, did you?’


I nodded. As her arm rose I dodged out through the door. ‘I wanted to help!’ I cried.


‘Help!’ Mother’s look would have curdled milk. ‘Help? You helped all right. Just gave me another fucking load of work to do.’


I was desperate. ‘But, Mum, I couldn’t leave Andy—’


And then Mother laughed. ‘Of course you couldn’t,’ she said, in something more like her normal voice when she wasn’t angry. ‘I know you did your best, Tess. You’re a good girl. You can help me finish off later, before dinner.’


I stood outside the door, stunned, my heart swelling. I’m a good girl. Mother said I’m a good girl.


‘Piss off now,’ said Mother more sharply. ‘I want to finish my fag in peace.’


I could have flown up the hall, I was so happy. Mother might scream and shout sometimes, but she knew when I was trying to help. As I joined my brothers and sisters in our darkened room, my heart sang.


My mood didn’t even wear off as I helped her sort out the bed. ‘Nothing like Dettol!’ declared Mother, as she opened the shutters and light flooded the room. Dettol was her solution to everything. She wiped over the stain on the mattress and said, ‘That’ll dry in no time. If it doesn’t, Andy can just bloody well lie on it.’


Then while she was at it, she hauled the mattress off the bed entirely. ‘Might as well do a proper job,’ she said. The mattress was so heavy I had to help her. Then she made up another solution of Dettol, and we both wiped down every bit of metalwork, every single spring. Mother was always so thorough. That was her idea of changing a bed.


By the time we’d finished, Don had come back.


‘You’ve been busy,’ he said to Mother.


‘When am I ever anything else?’ she said. ‘Well, I don’t know about you lot but I could do with my dinner. Tess, run to the chippie, will you? Don, give her the dosh.’


Don handed me some coins, making sure his fingers didn’t touch mine. I lost no time whizzing out of the door and down the street, round the corner. There wasn’t much of a queue, and it didn’t take long for the lady to serve me. Clutching hot bundles wrapped in newspaper against my chest, I ran back home as fast as I could.


I loved fish and chips. It was our Saturday treat, the same every week. One portion of cod and chips for Mother, and one for Don. Two portions between us girls, and one between the boys. Always enough for everyone. What with salt and vinegar – a feast. I looked forward to it every week.


As I sat in the kitchen with the other kids, I relished every mouthful. The batter was perfect today, crisp not soggy. I ate every last bit, with my fingers, leaving not a flake of fish or a speck of batter on my plate. It looked like Andy and Buddy were leaving some chips.


‘Do you want those?’ I asked them, nodding at their plates.


They shook their heads, mouths full, so I grabbed the chips and stuffed them down too. If only this meal would go on for ever, I thought, trying not to think what was waiting for us.


‘Piss off out of it and don’t come back till four o’clock,’ said Mother. ‘I want you in the bath, then tea, then bed by five.’


That was it. Bath. Put a dampener on the day, all right. Meanwhile, I took the kids to the local park, where we played on the swings. You could see the church clock from the park, and I kept an eye on it. When Mother said four o’clock, she meant four o’clock.


It was quite a walk to the park, so at half past three I said, ‘Come on, you lot. Time to go home.’ They’d all been playing happily on the swings, the slide, the seesaw and the big roundabout we called the umbrella. It looked a bit like an umbrella, with seats going all the way round, and a tall metal framework forming a point above. We all trooped home, quiet now, knowing what was to come.


Even before we got home, Mother was waiting in the doorway. ‘You’re late,’ she snapped. ‘I said four o’clock.’ And as each one of us went up the stairs she slapped us round the head.


I was first for the bath, as the eldest. That was lucky for me, as there was only one lot of water for us all. That water could get pretty mucky by the end. It was heated up in the copper in the scullery and ladled out with a big jug into the bath. When it wasn’t in use, the bath was covered with a lid made of wooden boards, so it made a kind of table. It wasn’t the bathing I dreaded – in fact I liked being clean – but it was Mother’s day of reckoning for us. It was when she totted up what we’d done wrong all week and got away with, and then we’d cop it.


I took off my clothes and put them in the bagwash. Then I sat in the water, waiting for Mother. She bustled in, holding a couple of large towels. As she poured water over me, scrubbing with the carbolic soap, I was thinking, What did I do? What’s coming? It was when she was pouring water over my hair that she started.


‘That’s for Monday,’ she said, whacking me across the head. ‘That’s for Tuesday’ – punch on the arm. ‘That’s for Wednesday’ – slap round the face. The slaps hurt more on wet skin. By the time she got to today, Saturday, I was really hurting, and my tears were mixing with the bathwater. She pulled my hair sharply. ‘And that’s for today. I’ll give you waking me up at the crack of dawn.’


Was that the end? Surely I hadn’t done anything else wrong? She usually managed to collar me at the time when I was annoying her, answering back or not being quick enough to do what she wanted. Then I’d get a good hiding. Otherwise, during the week when you were in trouble with Mother, you quickly had to make up your mind. Get hit now, when she was angry and might be heavier with her hands, or take a chance on her being in a better mood by Saturday? I usually took pot luck. If any of us did manage to dodge out of reach, Mother often couldn’t be bothered to chase us. Then she’d say, ‘Please yourself – have it now or Saturday, no skin off my nose. I’m not chasing you, but by God you’re gonna fucking get it.’ And we did.


But that seemed to be it for now. Mother had washed my hair and was rinsing it with a jug of water. As usual, she’d added Dettol to the water. Good old Dettol. ‘No nits on you,’ Mother would say. As it happened, none of us ever got nits at school. In fact when the nit nurse heard our name, whichever one of us it was, she’d say, ‘Oh, that’s a Stevens, no need to check them.’


Mind you, we never had close friends at school, when our heads might have touched, so that might have had more to do with it.


Anyway, it looked like my turn in the bath today was done. Thank goodness for that.


‘Get out and get dry,’ Mother said briskly.


I towelled myself as fast as I could, rubbing my hair as well. I was shivering. The scullery always seemed cold, even on a warm day like today. There was an open fire, like every other room in the house, but it was only lit when the weather was really cold. Even then, it never gave off much heat.


Mother handed me my clean vest and knickers. ‘Here, put these on.’


As I did so, she said, ‘Get the tea ready while I’m busy in here. Bread in the bin, and there’s some bananas left. Slice them up. And Battenburg in the cake tin.’


Battenburg? That cheered me up. I was very fond of Battenburg, with its pink and yellow sponge squares and thick white icing. I got busy in the kitchen as Mother called, ‘Kath!’ And one by one my brothers and sisters went into the scullery. As I cut bread, spread it with marge, sliced the bananas and put the sandwiches on plates, I heard a steady stream of ‘That’s for Monday . . . that’s for Tuesday . . .’


Rough with the smooth, that’s what we had. When Mother was in a good mood, everyone was happy. When she was angry – well, the world went dark. But whatever she did, she was the centre of our lives and made them the way she wanted. We would no more have questioned her than we would have asked the sun why it was shining, or the rain why it was wet. Mother was Mother. It was only later, when I was older, that I ever began to wonder what made her the way she was, and why she did the things she did.
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Don’t Leave Us!


After that first broken night, Andy soon got used to sleeping with the rest of us. Before long, it was like he’d always been there. And to tell the truth, I liked us to be together. We were very close. It probably helped that we were all pretty close in age. After me – I was born in May 1943 – Mother had had a kid every eighteen months: Kath, then Jess, then Buddy and finally Andy. ‘Like an assembly line!’ Don would joke. But there’d been a bigger gap after Andy. He was already eighteen months old, about a year earlier, when Mother fell pregnant again – and something terrible happened that haunted me for all my childhood. Something that showed me just what my mother meant to me.


She was taken away from us.


People didn’t talk much in those days about pregnancy and babies, and us kids were never told exactly what was wrong with Mother. All I knew was that one winter afternoon we came back from school to find Don at home, holding Andy, who was crying.


‘Your mammy’s poorly,’ he told us. He always called her Mammy to us, even though Mother protested: ‘Makes me sound like a fucking nigger!’ Don went on to explain that she’d gone to hospital and would be away for some weeks.


I was stunned. Mother had seemed invincible to me. I’d heard talk of a baby, but she’d had babies before, hadn’t she? Much later, of course, I realised she must have had an ectopic pregnancy, where the baby develops in the fallopian tube and not the womb – very dangerous, even now with all the medical advances.


There was another shock in store.


‘You’re going to have to go off and stay somewhere else,’ said Don. ‘I can manage Andy here, but the rest of you will have to go into care.’


We all burst into tears. This was too much. Not only had our mother been taken away from us, but we were being sent away to a strange place ourselves.


‘Don’t carry on, now,’ said Don. ‘Go along and pack up your stuff. Tess, you help the little ones. I’ve put a bag in your room. The car’ll be here in a minute.’


I walked into the bedroom, hardly able to see for the tears streaming down my face. As I automatically picked out our clothes and packed them into the bag, I thought to myself, Will I ever see her again? What if she dies? This was too much. I just sat on the big bed and wept. Until Don came in and spoke sharply.


‘Look lively, girl, the Social’s here.’


I tried to dry my eyes, and picked up the bag. I joined Kath, Jess and Buddy on the doorstep, where Don was saying hello to a nice-looking middle-aged lady. She had short curly brown hair, and wore a smart costume of fitted grey jacket and A-line skirt.


‘This way, children,’ said the lady, and led us down the path to a big car parked by the kerb. We didn’t have a car ourselves – not many people did in those days – and usually I would have loved being taken for a ride. But that day I couldn’t appreciate the novelty. We all sat silently as she drove us off. I looked back at our house but Don had already closed the front door.


As she drove through the streets of Croydon, I tried to get my spirits up. No point being a wet blanket. Mum was in the right place to get better, and it was just a matter of time. This new place mightn’t be so bad.


In the event, it was worse.


If memory serves me right, the council home was somewhere in Beulah Heights. But as far as I was concerned it could have been an ogre’s castle in the bad bit of fairyland. It was getting dark when we arrived, and cold rain was lashing down. The house was enormous, all crooked shapes and bits sticking out. I’d later know this sort of house was called gothic, a popular style in Victorian times. Probably worth a million quid now. At the time it just struck me as very dark and sinister, not at all homely. Things didn’t improve when the nice lady knocked on the door, and it opened to a woman who straight away didn’t seem so nice.


She was tall and thin, and looked old to me, though she was probably only in her forties. She wore a long black dress, very plain, and I remember a bunch of keys attached to the belt at her waist. I can’t remember her real name, but to me she’s always Mrs Danvers. The minute I saw Judith Anderson playing that part in the film of Rebecca, I thought of the woman in the council home. The same flat dark hair, stern face and scary eyes.


The nice lady waved us goodbye, and we were on our own.


‘Come with me,’ said Mrs Danvers.


We followed her up two flights of stairs, and she opened the door of a long, narrow room. There were eight beds in it, four either side. Each bed had a little cupboard-cum-wardrobe next to it. The room looked clean and smelled of disinfectant.


‘This is the girls’ dormitory,’ Mrs Danvers announced.


We must have looked blank, as she explained, ‘This is where the girls sleep.’


Girls?


‘Where’s Buddy going then?’ I asked.


Mrs Danvers raised an eyebrow. ‘Buddy?’ she said, looking like she was sucking on a lemon. ‘David will of course be in the boys’ dormitory.’


‘We always call him Buddy,’ I told her, trying to keep my end up.


‘While he is here, he will be called by his proper name. Now, you girls will have those beds.’ She nodded at three that weren’t made up. ‘Unpack your things while I take David to his room.’


‘But I’ve got his stuff,’ I said, indicating the bag I’d brought.


She sighed. ‘Well, kindly take it out.’


I fumbled around, sorting out Buddy’s clothes while she stood there tapping her foot. I wrapped them into a bundle and handed them to her, then she turned on her heel, saying, ‘Come down to the living room when you’re finished.’ Then to Buddy, ‘This way.’


It hurt my heart to see Buddy looking so miserable. Of all my brothers and sisters, I’ve always had the softest spot for Buddy. He was the gentlest soul, who wouldn’t hurt a fly. And here he was now, having to go away all by himself. At least us girls had each other. I followed Buddy with my eyes as he trailed after Mrs Danvers, looking wistfully back at us.


None of us had ever spent a night alone in a bed. Well, I suppose I had, when I was very little, before Kath was born. But certainly all any of us could remember was being together in the one big old bed. The night was going to be very lonely for Buddy.


We unpacked, and found our way downstairs. This place was huge. Where was the living room? We heard voices, and followed them to a big room furnished with hard wooden chairs and a table. Some other kids were there, and they stared at us. We stared back. We sat and waited in silence.


After about ten minutes Mrs Danvers reappeared, leading Buddy by the hand. I could see he’d been crying, and I jumped up to go to him.


‘What’s the matter?’ I asked.


‘Nothing is the matter,’ said Mrs Danvers in a voice like ice. ‘David must learn to behave himself.’


Buddy? He always behaved himself. I looked at Mrs Danvers. That woman was going to be trouble. How much trouble I was going to find out that very evening.


First we had tea, what she called supper – and it wasn’t bad, bangers and mash, and gravy. We had to stand behind our chairs at a long table while she said grace. Not the sort of thing we did at home! Afterwards she came up to me and said, ‘Your brother needs new shoes. Bring him upstairs.’


New shoes? What was wrong with the ones he was wearing? Nothing that I could see. Still, I took his hand and followed Mrs Danvers up the stairs and into a small room that had a big cupboard against one wall. She opened it and a whole load of shoes fell out, piles of them. I could see they weren’t even new, quite battered and smelly, in fact.


Mrs Danvers grabbed a small pair and said to Buddy, ‘Here, put these on.’


He sat on the floor and I sat beside him to tie the laces. When he stood up, he winced. ‘Hurt, Tessie, hurt.’


They were obviously too small, so I said to Mrs Danvers, ‘These shoes don’t fit.’


‘Don’t fit?’ she said.


‘They’re too small,’ I explained.


And without warning she whacked Buddy round the face, sent him flying. For just one shocked moment I couldn’t move. Then I thought, This cow isn’t gonna get away with hurting my Buddy, so I stood up and went for her. But she got in first and whacked me too. Both me and Buddy were crying our eyes out. She was a strong woman, and that was the first of the good hidings we all got while we were there.


It’s not that we weren’t used to being hit; Mother of course could let fly on many an occasion, only not so much around the face. And anyway, that was different. As Mother always said, she hit us with love. It was for our own good. A stranger hitting us was another matter entirely. In bed at night I’d lie there trying to keep back the tears. I could hear Kath and Jess sniffling too.


‘Put a sock in it!’ one of the other girls would say, but we didn’t. When we were together we just put our arms around each other and said, ‘I wish Mum was here. Oh, I do miss her.’ We even wondered if she’d decide she could do without us, if we were so bad she wouldn’t want us back. I’d send up many a silent prayer: ‘Please, God, make her remember the good things about us, not the bad things.’


We’d been in the home for about two weeks and were having breakfast. We weren’t used to cereal and milk, and it made a change, though given a choice I’d always go for bread and dripping.


‘You Stevens children will be going home this afternoon,’ Mrs Danvers announced.


Home! We were over the moon. We hadn’t heard a thing since we’d been here, how Mother was, not a peep from anyone. But it didn’t matter now – we were going home and we cheered.


Mrs Danvers said, ‘Is it asking too much for you to behave?’


Well, who cared what the old bag thought?


I don’t know how I got through that day. We had to go to school – we’d been going as usual as it wasn’t too far away – and every lesson dragged. I normally enjoyed school, but I couldn’t wait for the day to end. At last we were called for, by the same nice lady who’d driven us there, and we went back home.


Mother was sitting in the front room, Don beside her with Andy on his lap. She looked much the same as usual, maybe a bit paler, a bit thinner. She smiled when we trooped in and said, ‘Kids!’ And she actually opened her arms. All four of us fell into them, overcome with relief at seeing her again. I can honestly say I don’t remember a single other time that she held us, cuddled us. Just that one time. No kisses, though, that would have been too much.


For a time life at home was blissful. I was the happiest I’d ever been. Mother still couldn’t do a lot, so us girls did more chores than usual. We told her time and time again how much we’d missed her, how awful it was to be in care, how horrible the home was, and how nasty the woman in charge was. Mother said more than once she’d missed us, and that was music to my ears.


I didn’t notice things getting back to normal. It must have happened gradually as Mother got her strength back. Anyway, after a while it was business as usual and us kids learned all over again to be careful of Mother. Not that we always succeeded. One day, when we’d been home for some months, there was big trouble.


Somehow Mother had got hold of a baby grand piano, and it stood proudly in the big front room, which was on the other side of the hall from the room with the shutters where we usually slept. Mother called the front room the best room, and it was where she held her parties. It was furnished with a three-piece suite, a round table with some wooden chairs, and an old sideboard. The floor was just covered with lino, which I had to polish every Sunday. Mother added an artistic touch to the room with the curtains. They looked like red plush velvet, hanging in pin pleats either side of the window. It was only when you got nearer you realised they were made out of crepe paper, the pleats held together by drawing pins. Still, they looked perfect from the outside, and not too bad from the inside.


Now there was a piano in the room, I must say it all looked pretty classy, like something out of a film, and us kids were very impressed.


‘Don’t you go touching that piano!’ Mother said to us. ‘It’s not for you to get your sticky fingers on!’


On the day I’m talking about, we were in the kitchen having our tea when Mother said, ‘I’m off to the shop for some fags. No messing while I’m out.’


We sat there obediently, eating our sandwiches. When we’d finished, we looked at each other. I can’t swear who first suggested it – well, all right, it was me. ‘Let’s have a go on the piano.’


‘Mum said we mustn’t touch it!’ said Kath, always the goody two-shoes.


But Jess was keen. She followed me to the front room, and watched as I lifted the lid. All those black and white keys: it looked like magic, just like in the films. I tapped one key down, and a sweet musical note sounded. Then another, and another. I’d no idea how to play tunes, but just the sound was good enough. Then Jess had a go, crashing the keys at the deep end. Trust her to be dramatic! The noise reverberated in the room, and we both laughed with the fun of it. Kath, Buddy and Andy were hovering in the doorway.


‘You’ll catch it if Mum hears you,’ said Kath.


‘If she hears me,’ I said, getting carried away.


Buddy was fascinated, and inched towards the piano.


‘Have a go,’ I said, and he wiggled his little fingers over the keys.


Suddenly Kath said, ‘Mum’s coming!’ She must have heard the key in the lock. She whizzed back down the hall to the kitchen, followed at a trot by Andy.


I slammed the lid down and we headed for the door – to be met by Mother standing in front of us, arms crossed, staring at us.


For a moment you could have heard a pin drop. Then in that soft voice that made me shiver Mother said, ‘I heard you. I heard you from outside. You were touching the piano when I’d told you not to. I told you not to, didn’t I?’


We stood there frozen.


Then Mother exploded. ‘You’re gonna pay for this, you little bastards. Touching my things behind my back. Get to your room!’


I tried to be brave. ‘It was my fault,’ I whimpered. Mother just whacked me across the head, then pulled me by the hair into the bedroom. Jess and Buddy followed, looking as scared as I felt.


Well, Mother walloped us up hill and down dale till we were lying on the floor and she had no more strength in her arms. Then she left us, saying, ‘And you can stay here for the rest of the day.’ She turned the key in the door, and we had nothing to do but cry and nurse our bruises. That’d teach me.


Next day at teatime we were still very subdued. Kath and Andy had been spared, but they knew Mother was still in a bad mood. As we finished our food, Mother came into the kitchen, and said, ‘I have something very important to show you. Get your coats.’


This was unusual, but we did as we were told and followed her out of the house. We walked down our road and turned into another. Across the road was a big detached house, with a fence round the garden. Mother pointed at it.
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