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Jenny was born in 1956 in London. After enduring a turbulent life Jenny decided to write her memoirs in the hope it would raise awareness to the sufferers of abuse. Her daughter bought her a word processor and Jenny used this to pour out all that had happened to her.

BEHIND CLOSED DOORS was published in 2005 and charted the horrific abuse and neglect that she suffered throughout her early childhood at the hands of her parents. The book was an instant hit reaching number one in the Sunday Times Bestsellers.

Jenny was uplifted and humbled by the response to her memoirs and shortly after her first book she released SILENT SISTERS that carried on her story from where it was left in BEHIND CLOSED DOORS. Again the public rallied and bought the second instalment and Jenny cemented her career in the writing she loved to do. SILENT SISTERS was followed by NOT ALONE which championed the stories of other abuse victims and brought notice to all sufferers that they were not alone in conquering their abused pasts.

Jenny eventually moved to France but her hopes and ambitions of a new life were cut short when she fell very ill. After surviving a near death experience and many months of rehabilitation, Jenny decided to move back to the UK to be with her family.

Jenny has worked with many charities, including Banardo’s and Refuge and has appeared on ITV’s This Morning, Loose Women and ITV News. She also participated in a small Documentary for Sky News, and has visited various projects in the UK.
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Introduction


It is never easy to dig deep into painful buried memories. But after the death of my father I found I needed to put events of the past down in writing to escape the hold they had over me. This book is the result. Writing it proved to be a fascinating, eventful, roller-coaster ride. I laughed, cried, remembered people and places I had forgotten, rediscovered friends and learned so much about myself, who I was and who I have become. My intention was not to hurt anyone, dead or still living, but rather to tell my story truthfully – the good, the bad and the ugly faces of a childhood which was immensely tough but which ultimately made me very strong.


My early years were empty of all the things we take for granted today. There were no Christmas or birthday presents – at least, none that were not snatched away to be immediately resold. There was little food, and no love, warmth or cleanliness – only violence, abuse, greed, lust, loneliness and filth. As a child, I felt that no adult was ever interested in what I had to say. I was ignored, dismissed and pushed away, even by those in authority whose job it was to help and protect children. Many times I tried to get one of those adults to listen and help me. None ever did.


Today much has improved. Child protection services are better, and children are listened to and respected far more. But still many young people slip through the net. There are children out there who are suffering just as I did and who feel just as alone, ignored and unloved because an adult who could help them is not listening. It is our job, every one of us, to find those children, listen to them and help them. As I wrote down my own childhood experiences I thought of the many others who have gone through similar anguish and fear, and of those who are still doing so even now. I hope that anyone who has suffered in the same way will realise, after reading this book, that they are not alone.


What I went through made me determined to give my own children what I never had: to bring them up surrounded by safety, warmth and love; to listen to them, respect them and help them feel valued. These things are the right of every child. This book is for all those children who are suffering in silence, loneliness and fear. And for all those who knew me and who remember the little girl with the dirty face and no shoes who tried so hard to belong. This is the story that no one ever saw. The story of what went on behind closed doors.




1


Cherbury Street


My first memories are of waking to the dull thud of my mother being thrown against the wall in the next room, and to the sound of my father’s voice raging at her. As I listened to the thumps, whimpers and roars just a few feet away I lay in my bed silent and terrified, curled into a ball with the covers pulled high to try to block it all out.


Through the thin wall my father hurled abuse at my mother. ‘Yer fucking cow, yer useless mare, think yer can say no, do yer? I’m yer husband and I’ve got my rights! Now get on this bed and give me what I want or yer’ll get some more of this.’ Another thud, followed by a shriek and whimpers of pain from my mother. A moment later her thin voice would be raised: ‘Yer bastard, yer fucking bastard.’ Another thump, another shriek. ‘What did yer call me? I’ve got two parents, yer stupid cow.’


Next to me my brother Laurence, at five a year older than me, was on his knees, his small shoulders shuddering, his head pushed into the pillow to try to muffle the awful sounds. Across the room our baby sister Kim was crying in her cot. She was two, too young to understand what she was hearing, but old enough to know it was frightening and bad.


This scene was the same every morning. It was the way we started our day, and to us it was normal. But that did not make it any easier. My stomach would be clenched in a knot and I would pray over and over again, my clammy little palms stuck together under the covers, for the shouting and hitting to stop. Sometimes Laurence could not stand it any more. He would run into our parents’ bedroom shouting, ‘Stop it! Stop it! Leave her alone! Get off her!’ and throw himself at Dad in a desperate attempt to protect Mum. Dad would hiss, ‘Fuck off, yer little cunt’, pick my brother up in one hand and throw him out of the room. Laurence would crash on to the floor and crawl back into our room, badly bruised and sobbing with pain and fear.


The next sound we would hear through the wall would be the grunts and gasps of our parents having sex. Of course, at our age we were never sure what these noises meant. We knew it was something Dad did to Mum that Mum did not want, and we knew that when they did it there was a lot of panting and grunting. And we knew it must be horrible – but at least when they did it Dad stopped attacking Mum.


Once it was over Mum would emerge from the bedroom, tying her old, frayed dressing gown around her thin body and holding her broken glasses. She would go into the kitchen and busy herself filling the kettle, putting it on the small hob and making tea. We would listen until we heard her taking Dad his breakfast, and when she had gone back to the kitchen the three of us would follow her. Mum would be sitting on the old wooden chair at the small table, her dressing gown falling open. We could see the bruises and cuts on her body, and there was often blood on the corner of her mouth or oozing from a cut on her face. She would be trying to mend her broken glasses with Sellotape or sticking plaster, tears streaming down her face, her whole body trembling so much that she could not hold the glasses steady. We would go and stand close to her, anxiously putting out a hand to touch her arm or saying, ‘Don’t cry, Mum.’ She would glance at the door in case Dad saw us and then brush us away, telling us to go and get dressed and muttering, ‘You’d better get out the house before yer father gets up.’


We would pick our clothes up from the floor where they had fallen the night before. We slept in our vests and knickers – we did not take them off for weeks at a time – and the rest was just put back on over the top. We were too small to manage dressing ourselves properly, so everything was back to front and buttons were not done up. Laurence and I would dress Kim as best we could before the three of us went back to the kitchen, hoping for some breakfast.


Like the rest of the flat, the kitchen was dirty and smelly. On an old worn-out tray on the Formica-topped table stood a battered brown teapot and a few chipped mugs. Apart from a packet of tea, a sugar bowl and a partly used bottle of milk, our larder was usually bare. The milk, left standing all night, would have formed a film over the top and be starting to go sour. The sugar bowl was often empty, and on those days Mum would pour in some hot water to soak up the bits that had congealed at the bottom. The only food would be a few stale crusts of bread, but most of these were saved for Dad’s favourite breakfast dish. Mum would put the crusts in a bowl, sprinkle sugar over them as liberally as possible and pour on boiling milk. This was served to him in bed, with his usual cup of tea and cigarette. For us children, breakfast was usually a cup of weak tea. The milk had been watered down to make it last longer, so to help the flavour we would put in whatever sugar was still available. If we were lucky we would get a ‘nobby’, the knobbly end of the previous day’s loaf, to share.


After breakfast Mum shooed us into the street to fend for ourselves and told us not to come back till teatime. We knew Dad would settle into the armchair in the living room for the rest of the day, with his cigarettes, the telly and his endless cups of tea. If we disturbed him we would be in for trouble. So we would sit on the kerb, like a little row of ninepins, with our dirty faces, grimy clothes and scuffed shoes, waiting for the other children to come out of their houses.


This was 1960, and the post-war building boom had not yet reached our corner of London. We lived in an area of the East End that seemed to be in a time-warp, neglected and forgotten. Cherbury Street, in the Borough of Shoreditch (which later became Hackney), was bleak and ugly, one of several identical streets which ran parallel to one another. It was lined with dilapidated Victorian houses, all full of families living in overcrowded and insanitary conditions. There were no trees or shrubs to alleviate its unrelenting grimness, nor were there any cars parked along the road – no one could ever have afforded one.


We shared one of these large, ugly houses with three other families. Like the rest of the street it should have been demolished years earlier and in fact it subsequently was, when the whole row of houses was pulled down and new flats built in their place. But when we lived on Cherbury Street, the whole place stank of decay, and the entrance hall and stairs were strewn with rubbish. Our flat was in the basement, where the five of us shared two rooms and a minute kitchen, with a toilet in the back yard. Very little light filtered in through the high, barred windows, and the whole place was damp, dingy and filthy. We children slept in the living room, Laurence and I on a put-you-up bed that had to be folded away during the day, and Kim on a cot in the corner. Our mattresses were saggy and ancient, and the bedlinen and blankets, thin, stained and old, offered little warmth or comfort. Our furniture was a hotch-potch of jumble other people had finished with. There were no curtains, nothing matched, and the few drawers there were had nothing in them anyway since none of us had more than a few items of clothing and no one bothered cleaning them or putting them away.


Once we three had been turfed out of the house there was nowhere for us to play apart from the bomb-sites, still not redeveloped, which surrounded us. These were supposed to be strictly out of bounds, but like the other children from our street we spent most of our time playing among the piles of rubble, bricks and broken glass. But we were not popular with the other kids. Even in conditions of such deprivation there was a pecking order, and we knew our place was right at the bottom. We were marked out from the moment we moved into the street. Before we had been there five minutes our parents had caused a scene. Mum had started chatting to the woman next door, and Dad, outraged that she was idling instead of making his tea, had come out and begun hitting and kicking her. He had dragged her back inside with curses and punches, laughing and telling the open-mouthed bystanders that she was a woman who needed taking in hand. Within a couple of weeks everyone knew that Ronald Ponting beat his wife Lilian up almost every day. Word would spread that there was a fight in our flat, and the children would gather round outside and laugh and shout insults.


If the three of us were outside when our parents started fighting we would try to hide. We desperately wanted the other kids to like us, but with our parents creating a public spectacle which horrified all the neighbours there was not much chance. From the beginning we felt different, the lowest of the low, and there was nothing we could do. Even as a small child I felt ashamed of the way my parents behaved. I longed for them to stop and behave normally like the other kids’ parents, but there was little chance of that – they fought all the time and did not seem to care who heard them.


At the beginning there had been sympathy for Mum from the neighbours, and some of them had tried to step in and help; a few even called the police once or twice. But Dad soon sent them on their way, snarling at them to keep their noses out and telling the police it was a ‘domestic’ and that they were not needed. In the end everyone got used to hearing Lilian’s shrieks and screams at all hours of the day and night, and sympathy gave way to exasperation. ‘Why doesn’t she get the ’ell out of it?’ was a comment I heard many times.


The parents were, however, mostly sorry for us children. Sometimes one of the other mothers would put a comforting arm around us and give us a hug, or I would get a ‘Chin up, Blondie’ from one of the men. But mostly they just watched and tut-tutted from their front doors. I think we became a standing joke. Not many people had televisions, and I remember hearing a neighbour remark one day, ‘Who needs a telly with the Pontings living here? They’re all the entertainment we need.’


The children were just as unkind as some of their parents. They knew we were even worse off than them, and our unwashed and neglected state marked us out as much as our parents’ awful scenes did. In our house there was no soap or shampoo, clothes were seldom clean and washing of any kind was a rare event. We smelled of dirt and decay, our hair was always tangled and our faces smeared in snot and dirt. The other kids would call us names: ‘Smelly Pontings!’ was their favourite taunt, and they would chant this at us over and over again. We would walk off and pretend we didn’t care, trying to look defiant, but the constant rejection and teasing were awful.


We longed to be accepted and to join in the other kids’ games, but this seldom happened. The most prized possession any child in our street had was a ball. With your own ball – carefully guarded and with your name written on it – other children came racing to play with you. But we had no ball, not even a chance of having one, and no one asked us to share theirs, so we were left to watch enviously as the others played catch or rounders or bad egg. Bad egg was a risky game; if you lost you had to walk through the arched arms of the other children, and they would punch and kick you. On the rare occasions that we were allowed to join in they made sure we lost and we got a good kicking. Another favourite game involved old prams, which were used as racing carts. As large numbers were needed we sometimes got to play this game with the others – although, of course, we were never the ones who got to sit in the prams and be pushed along.


Hunger was a permanent problem for us three kids. With nothing to eat most days until evening, we became little scavengers very early on. We would hang around other people’s doors and sometimes one of the mothers would take pity on us and give us a piece of bread and dripping. But not often, because no one had much to spare.


We spent hours combing the bomb-sites and the surrounding streets and gutters for empty beer or lemonade bottles which we could take back to claim the penny deposit. On lucky days, when we had collected enough pennies, we bought delicious things called bottled jubblies from Rutter’s, the local grocery shop. This was a magical place to us. Situated at the end of the road and nestled between a bagwash shop – the precursor to the launderette – and a newsagent’s, it was full of wonders. Sawdust covered the floor and a large chiller cabinet took up most of the space inside. Behind the counter, in front of shelves of neatly stacked tins, stood the owner, a tall, dark man who always wore a crisp, white shirt with the sleeves rolled up to his elbows. Around his waist he would tie a heavy blue and white linen apron, and there was always a tea towel tucked into it to wipe his hands on after each customer had been served.


Taking centre stage on the counter was a large joint of ham. Sometimes we would watch, our mouths watering as we breathed in the beautiful smell, while the shop-keeper carved thick slices off the joint and placed them on a large piece of greaseproof paper, before weighing them and popping them into a brown paper bag for some fortunate customer. In an old freezer at the back of the shop there were small quarter-pint glass bottles of diluted orange squash. These were the jubblies, our favourite treats. On our lucky bottle days we would hand over our pennies and then carry the jubblies carefully down the street before sitting on the kerb outside our flat, scooping the iced orange out with a spoon and tipping it into our mouths.


On rainy days we had to find shelter wherever we could. Often we would creep upstairs in our house to see Mrs Casey. She was a tiny widow who lived in a single room on the first floor, surrounded by pictures of her dead husband. All she had was a bed, a small sofa and a table with two chairs. But she was kind and would often come to our aid, inviting us in, treating us to slices of toast and telling us all the local gossip.


At the end of the day we would see the other children collect at the bottom of the street to wait for their fathers to come home from work. The men would greet them with smiles, swinging the smallest on to their shoulders and ruffling the heads of the others. We three could only watch and wonder why our father never went to work or ruffled our heads. Why did our dad spend his days in front of the telly? Why was he not like the other dads, who looked friendly and seemed to like their kids? When we went inside for our tea there was no friendly chat, no catching up on the day or sitting down together to watch the telly. We would get whatever food there was in the kitchen – often just bread and jam or bread and dripping, with lots of salt to give it flavour – and then hope we could get through to bedtime without a beating, which meant staying out of Dad’s way.


Dad beat us almost as often as he beat Mum. He would swear at us, lash out or kick us for no reason other than that he felt like it. When we were in the house with him we were like three silent little shadows, trying to make ourselves invisible in the pathetic hope of avoiding his wrath. But that was impossible. He would turn on us at the smallest excuse. If one of us failed to fetch him his cigarettes fast enough, put a cup down on his newspaper or simply did not get out of his way in time we would get a beating. He would use his hand, his belt, his shoe or anything else within reach, lashing out until his anger was spent. Beatings were part of everyday life, and none of us had any chance of fending him off. We would run around the room trying to escape, but it was useless. As blows rained down on me I felt like a rag doll with the stuffing knocked out of me, or a balloon being punched around the walls, with no will of my own.


When the beating was a bad one there came a point when everything blurred into one huge pain which I thought would never end. My natural reaction was to curl up on the floor, trying to cover my head with my arms as he towered over me, but it did not make a lot of difference. When he had vented his fury Dad would just walk away, leaving us in weeping, shaking little heaps on the floor, and sit down in his chair, shouting at Mum to make him a cup of tea as though nothing had happened.


After a beating I used to hurt all over. But Dad was clever. Although he injured us, we hardly ever ended up in hospital. There would be heavy bruises, cuts and sprains, but usually he stopped before it got worse than that. The injuries he did inflict were just ignored. Sometimes, if it was really bad, Mum would give us a plaster or a cold towel to hold over the hurt place, but even that was rare. If we cried, Dad would scoff that we were putting it on and tell us to shut up.


If anyone ever noticed an injury on one of us, we said nothing. Dad had sworn us to silence – the last thing he wanted was child protection officers sniffing about. He said if we told we would be sent to a children’s home where life would be much worse than it was at home. Hard as this was to imagine, we believed him and kept our mouths shut. Nowadays any doctor who treated such injuries would alert social services to a possible case of child abuse. If subsequent investigations proved these suspicions to be correct, the child would probably be put in the care of foster-parents. But, forty years ago, things were not like that: no one asked questions, and on the rare occasions when one of us landed up in hospital we were just sent back home for further abuse.


Because their income consisted mainly of social security payments our parents relied on hand-outs for everything, apart from a few luxuries like the television which they got on hire-purchase. We children wished we could see the programmes other kids watched, like Fireball XL5, a great Gerry Anderson puppet show, Hoppity, or the magician David Nixon doing his card tricks, but Dad would never allow us to watch them. Mostly after tea we would be sent back outside until bedtime. On the rare evenings when Dad allowed us to sit in the living room and watch a programme with him it had to be his choice, which meant Dixon of Dock Green, Z Cars or Scotland Yard. As a small child I had no idea these programmes were fiction. Watching them, I assumed the police were so busy dealing with robberies and murders that they had no time to come and stop Dad hitting Mum and us kids.


Not for nothing was hire-purchase known as the never-never. A man would come to the door every week for the payments on the telly, and almost every time we children would be sent to make an excuse. When it was my turn I would stutter that my parents were out and the man would raise his eyebrows, sigh and say, ‘Well, tell them it’s three weeks they owe now – I’ll be back.’ I would nod and scurry inside, grateful to have got rid of him because it would mean Dad might be in a better mood. If the man persisted and threatened to come in and repossess the telly Dad would send Mum to pay him something, hoping that a token payment would do the trick. When he had had to part with money he would be in a bad mood for the rest of the day, which always meant a beating for Mum or us kids or both.


Dad spent most of the family’s benefits on cigarettes and things for himself. There was no thought or logic to his spending. He would suddenly decide he wanted fancy electrical goods, some new gadget he had seen, like a device to cut crinkle chips, or a camera, and that would be the money gone for another week. There was never much left over for food. What groceries there were had to be bought on a daily basis, mainly because, like most of our neighbours, we never knew where the next few pennies were coming from, but also because we had no fridge. Fresh food was bought from the corner shop and eaten the same day, which was why we rarely had anything left for breakfast next day. On a good day Dad would feast on pork chops at teatime while the rest of us had mince or a cheap cut of meat, boiled potatoes and cabbage. On a bad day it was porridge or bread and dripping. There were a lot more bad days than good.


Things were not helped by the fact that Mum was a hopeless housekeeper. She could not cook so the food she made always tasted awful, and she had no idea how to manage on a small budget. She barely ever did any cleaning or laundry, and she seldom washed herself or any of us. Her whole life was spent trying to keep Dad happy. Her job was to keep us out of the way and get Dad whatever he wanted. And what he wanted more than anything was money. Time after time he would scream at her to find some money and push her out of the front door. She would come back hours later, worn out, with a ten-bob note in her hand (50p in today’s money, and not worth that much even in the 1960s). Where she got it, we had no idea. It was not until much later that we understood what was going on.


Mum did not always leave the house when she needed to get money; sometimes men would come round to see her. Dad ignored them and stayed in the living room watching telly. Mum called the men ‘uncles’, and she would say, ‘Uncle and I are just going into the next room for a chat.’ The uncle would often give us a wink or a pat on the head, and sometimes the nice ones gave us a sweet. Then they would disappear, until a while later they would both reappear and the uncle would leave. At the time we did not think to question it. All we knew was Mum had got some money, and we were glad because that meant cigarettes for Dad and tea on the table.


Tall, with black hair slicked back and full of Brylcreem, Dad was stocky and powerful. He had a large hooked nose, broken years earlier, and an almost permanent scowl on his face. On the rare occasions when he did smile he revealed discoloured, chipped teeth which had not been cleaned for years.


Dad had been born tongue-tied – his tongue was attached by an extra piece of skin to the floor of his mouth, so that it lacked full movement. This left him with a speech impediment; his words, which came out in jerks and grunts, were unclear and he mumbled. He could not, for instance, say our names properly. Kim always sounded like ‘Tim’, Laurence was ‘Orence’ and I was ‘Enny’. His disability also meant that there was always saliva around the outside of his mouth, and the spit would fly about when he spoke.


Our dad never opened his mouth without using a string of swear words. He only ever spoke to us in snarls and most of the time he did not use our names anyway – we would be ‘You little cunts.’ By the time we got to school we thought it was normal to use a sprinkling of expletives in every sentence and we did so too, until a few cuffs from the teachers taught us to keep our mouths shut in their presence.


As well as his speech problems Dad had fits. The story, which I learned when I got older, was that while stationed in India in the army he had fractured his skull in a fight and suffered brain damage. Dad’s head injury was his excuse for everything: living off benefits, hardly ever working, and behaving like a brutal bully. When we were small the fits were frightening, but after a while we realised that Dad was faking. He could turn his fits on at will, whenever it suited him. If a debtor got too persistent, or someone started asking awkward questions, he would suddenly throw himself to the floor and froth at the mouth. We knew he was acting because the way he fell was too careful, and we would watch him squinting up at whoever was there to see if they had been taken in. Amazingly, they often were. Startled by Dad’s sudden ‘fit’, they would usually beat a hasty retreat. But apart from those occasions which called for a fit, Dad was perfectly healthy. He never had one when the family was alone in the house.


Thanks to this talent for deception, most of the time Dad could get away with living on the army pension he received for his injuries and handouts from National Assistance intended for the support of his family. But every now and then poverty would force him to look for work and he would find a job in a factory or on an assembly line. When Laurence was born he was working in a bakery, and when I was born he worked for a while as a packer. But he would always leave the job within a few weeks, claiming it did not suit him or that he had been victimised, and go back into his old routine, chain-smoking in his armchair. And after a few years he gave up any pretence of working and settled down to a life on state handouts.


Despite his current sour appearance he had been fairly attractive as a young man, and he could still turn on the charm if it suited him. He played on his ‘war wound’ and plenty of people, believing that he had served his country and was a forgotten hero, would turn a blind eye to his appalling behaviour. Even the social workers who turned up from time to time were taken in. Dad would put on a great performance as the caring father, struggling to overcome his disabling fits and to bring up his children, and they would swallow the story and usually come up with some extra benefit or allowance to help him.


In contrast to Dad, Mum was a slight figure. In her youth she was pretty, with auburn hair and dark brown eyes, olive skin, a good bosom and long legs. She was reed-slim, no more than a size eight, but she had curves and her figure attracted admiring glances. In other circumstances she could have been a beauty, but her hair had been cropped short at Dad’s insistence – he always cut it himself – and her face was hidden behind ugly, thick-rimmed glasses. When she went out she usually kept her head down, to hide the cuts and bruises on her face and to avoid the curious, pitying glances from her neighbours.


She sometimes wore mini-dresses when I was small – even after several children her figure was good and men would turn their heads to watch her. But in time she stopped wearing them and settled for a uniform of nylon slacks and a jumper, with down-at-heel plastic shoes and a grubby little apron with a pocket in it where she kept her secret stash of cigarettes. Like Dad she was a heavy smoker and she walked around with a cigarette glued to her bottom lip. Often the cigarette burned away without her taking a puff, and the ash on the end grew longer and longer but never fell off.


Mum had met Dad when she was nineteen and he was around twenty-four. They had jobs in the same factory and he had asked her out through a friend. In those days she had had long hair and wore contact lenses, and lots of the lads in the factory fancied her. But she chose Dad, and within ten days he had persuaded her to chop off her hair, swap the contact lenses for glasses and marry him. No one came to their wedding except Dad’s best friend – their families were not even told about it until afterwards.


Broke and homeless, the newly-weds moved into a damp, dilapidated houseboat and thirteen months later Laurence came along. A year after that I was born, on 15 March 1956 in the City of London Hospital. I was named Jeanette Lilian Ponting and I was a healthy 7lb 14oz – what they called a ‘bonny baby’ in those days. I have only found one picture of myself as a baby; any other photographs there might have been were lost long ago. That earliest picture is a small black and white snap of my brother and myself: I must have been around eight months and Laurence twenty-one months old. My mother is missing, but I am sure she was in the photograph, holding us on her lap. Someone tore her off; I have never discovered who or why. In another picture I am a little older, wearing a short double-breasted coat, white ankle socks and brown sandals. My haircut is the typical ‘pudding-basin’ of the time – straight fringe and short square bob. Laurence is standing beside me, his blond curls neatly smoothed, with an arm around me, already very much the big brother.


Kimberley was born two years after me. My father’s parents, Sidney and Florence, organised a christening for the three of us in the local Methodist church. There were none of Mum’s family there – they were Irish Catholics, and it was made clear by the Pontings that they would not be welcome.


From the start of their relationship Mum was totally under Dad’s spell. He controlled her every move. It was as though from the moment they met he owned her and could do whatever he chose with her. No matter how many times he hit or humiliated her, she would never leave him. As little kids we would hear her sobbing in pain from another beating, then not long afterwards she would be giggling with him in the bedroom like a lovestruck teenager. Even at that young age it made no sense to me. Why would she laugh with him when he hurt her so much?


I have often wondered, looking back, whether Mum had some sort of learning difficulties. I might be wrong but if so, it might help to explain why Dad was able to keep his all-powerful hold over her and why she forgave him over and over again for his cruelty. Certainly Mum was child-like in all sorts of ways. She could not read or write much beyond a signature, and she would believe anything. She took old wives’ tales very seriously. Ringing in the ears and a bird in the house both meant there would be a death, bubbles on your tea meant money coming, and to light three cigarettes from a single match was unlucky. She was always throwing salt over her shoulder to avoid bad luck – a sad little gesture, really, since her life seemed to be one long streak of bad luck. She was convinced she could talk to spirits and one day, when we were a little older, Kim climbed a tree and as Mum walked underneath she whispered, ‘Lil Ponting . . . Lil.’ Anyone else would have guessed it was a trick, but Mum wanted to believe it and even after Kim told her what she had done Mum was convinced she had a gift.


I think Mum cared for us, in her own way, but Dad was always her priority. When I was small I longed for affection from her. I wanted to cuddle up on her lap and smell her warm, safe smell. But that was never an option. If I tried to hug or kiss her she would gently push me away or tell me to go and play, and I soon gave up trying. The only affection between us was after she had suffered a beating, when we would try to comfort her and she might give us a brief hug. Apart from that she would sometimes hold our hands crossing a road, or give us a quick goodbye kiss on the cheek when she was off out, but that was it.


By the time I was four I already knew that we had to look after her, not the other way round. Mum looked to us to help her and would call out to us for help when Dad was beating her, even though we had no chance of helping her and it just meant that he would beat us too. Sometimes when that happened she would turn on him, shouting at him to leave us alone. ‘They’re only kids!’ she would yell, as if that would make any difference to him. Later on I realised that sometimes she did try to protect us. She would shoo us out of the house when Dad was in a bad mood, knowing that she would get the beating and not us. I suppose it was her way of doing what she could.


While Mum was not one for hugs and affection, there were times when Dad liked to have cuddles and play games with us. But these were games I soon learned to dread. When he played them Dad had a funny look on his face and he would laugh in a strange way. One of his favourites was the children’s rhyme ‘This little piggy went to market’. He would count on our toes, saying:





This little piggy went to market


This little piggy stayed at home


This little piggy had roast beef


This little piggy had the bone


And this little piggy went wee wee wee all the way home.





Lots of parents play this game with their children, tickling them under the arms at the end. But Dad’s version was different. He went straight for our crotches and would tickle us there with his hard, rough fingers.


Another rhyme was:





Walking round the garden


Like a teddy bear


One step, two steps


And tickle you under there.





Again, his rough hands would dig into our private parts. When he did this I hated it. He hurt me and it felt all wrong – I knew the rhyme did not end like that. But when I said, ‘No, Dad, you’re s’posed to tickle under my arm’ he would grin and do it again, digging even deeper into the tender place between my legs. I was much too afraid of him to protest.


Some mornings he would order us into his bedroom and make us play King of the Castle. He would lie in bed making a hill under the bedclothes with his bent knees, and bounce one of us up and down on top while he sang the rhyme:





I’m the king of the castle


Get down, you dirty rascal.





Then he would suddenly open his legs and we would fall between them. We did not enjoy the game very much because we were so scared of Dad, but we played along with it, unaware, at such a young age, that he was getting a sexual kick from our innocent writhings and tumblings. And although he sometimes made Laurence join in this game, Dad was always less interested in him than in Kim and me. Boys were just a nuisance as far as he was concerned; at least girls had their uses.


At the age of four I was able to escape for a few hours a day into a little world of order and calm when I was admitted to the pre-school class at Burbage Primary School in Hoxton, where Laurence was already a pupil. The building was large and bleak and looked like a workhouse. Very few children went to nursery or pre-school in those days, but this class had been established for the underprivileged children of parents who could not cope or whose children were left alone all day because their parents had to go out to work. Nearly every child there was badly dressed, hungry and neglected. But it meant I no longer had to hang around the streets all day. In the morning we played games, sang songs, drank our bottles of free school milk and had stories read to us, before being given a hot dinner and an afternoon nap on rows of little camp beds. I loved it. In fact the only thing I hated about pre-school was when the nit nurse, ‘Nitty Nora’ as we called her, arrived to inspect our heads for lice with a comb which she dipped in disinfectant and scraped along our tender scalps. Most of us had headlice most of the time, and our parents were asked to treat us with special shampoo. Ours never bothered.


One morning, not long after I had started at Burbage, the postman called. Few things interested Dad, but the arrival of post was one of them. It meant his giro cheque, and that meant cigarettes and money to spend, for a couple of days at least. But today the postman was calling at every house in the street to deliver the same letter. Soon clusters of women were gathering outside, buzzing with the news: we were all to be rehoused. We, the Pontings, had been offered a three-bedroom maisonette in Hoxton. This was enough to rouse Dad from his bed, and he shouted at Mum to get rid of us so that they could go down to the council offices to sign the papers.


‘Quick,’ Mum told us. ‘Get your shoes on, I’m taking you to Auntie’s.’ We raced to put on our clothes while Mum fiddled with her glasses, broken again in that morning’s beating and, in the absence of any Sellotape tried to mend them with an old bit of black masking tape. She found her purse and, peering through the one remaining lens in her glasses, struggled to count out the pennies for the bus fares.


At this point impatience got the better of Dad, who leaped up and snatched her purse from her, sending the few coppers she had in it rolling across the linoleum floor in all directions. He ordered her out of the room and the three of us perched on the edge of a chair, too scared to breathe, as he picked the money up and counted it out. This time we were lucky. He handed the money to Mum, and without another word she pushed us ahead of her out of the flat.


Outside, we children began to skip with excitement. We were going to Auntie’s, and that was the best news possible. But Mum was tense. Dad would only allow her a certain amount of time to deliver us to Auntie’s flat and get back to him. If she was late, it would mean another beating.


The walk to the bus stop was a familiar one. We would walk to the end of the road and then cut through a block of flats. I loved this part of the journey. Although the flats were quite old they were in immaculate condition, and in the beautifully kept surrounding gardens the rose bushes filled the air with their wonderful scent. When a well-meaning neighbour stopped Mum to chat about the new house, her agitation increased. She excused herself, explaining that we had a bus to catch, and hurried on down through the flats, the three of us trotting at her heels.


It took half an hour on the bus from New North Road to Auntie’s home just behind Highbury Corner in Islington. Just a short trip, but when we reached the other end we entered a different world.
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Auntie


The hallway of Laycock Mansions, a large, pre-war block of flats, was always in semi-darkness and smelt of the carbolic disinfectant that Auntie, a stickler for cleanliness, regularly used to wash down the communal stairs and hallways. At the top of the stairs on the second-floor landing was her smart black front door with its familiar ‘No Hawkers’ brass plate fixed just above the letterbox. Mum would lean down and call out through the flap – Auntie was suspicious of strangers and would never open the door unless she knew who was there.


Seconds later we would be enveloped in her large, warm, familiar bosom, breathing in the scent of soap and lavender water and revelling in the hugs and kisses she showered on us. She would take us into her cosy, cluttered kitchen and make us mugs of milky tea in the special plastic cups she kept waiting for us on the dresser. Mine was yellow, Laurence’s blue and Kim’s pink. Then she would start to cook us a big meal.


Mum would only stay a few minutes – long enough for a muttered conversation with Auntie in the bedroom – before heading back to Dad. Although Mum was a grown woman and mother of three children, Auntie would insist on washing her dirty face and brushing her hair before she left. Sometimes Auntie would open the window and call Mum back, throwing down a handkerchief with money wrapped in it. Mum would catch it and shove it into her pocket, pausing for a quick smile of thanks before hurrying off.


Auntie’s real name was Margaret Hinton. She was Mum’s aunt and our great-aunt and, along with her husband Sid, had brought Mum up. Auntie loved to tell us stories about Mum when she was a little girl. Mum’s own mother had died in childbirth and her policeman father, John, unable to cope on his own, had taken the little girl to his childless sister, who welcomed her with open arms. Auntie and Sid had lavished affection on little Lilian. They had never pretended to be her parents – her father had always visited every week and had doted on her. But they loved her and they made sure the little girl wanted for nothing. Auntie told us how Mum was given beautiful tailor-made clothes and every outfit she wore had matching shoes. Her long auburn hair was dressed in wonderful styles and she was taught perfect manners and taken on all kinds of outings, including trips to the theatre, music halls and, best of all, the Palladium, where all the top performers of the day appeared. When she was ten or eleven it was discovered that her eyesight was very poor. She was provided with glasses, which she wore at home, but Auntie and Sid also bought her contact lenses – hugely expensive in those days – so that her lovely brown eyes would not be hidden when she went out.


We loved these stories, though it was hard to equate them with the cowed, downtrodden figure we knew. It was not until we were much older that Auntie filled in the rest of the story. Soon after the end of the war, when Lilian was in her early teens, Sid was killed on his way to work one morning by one of the unexploded bombs that still littered London. Auntie was heartbroken. Sid had dreamed of a career for Lilian as a lawyer or a doctor, but she had struggled at school and she left with no qualifications. She did not need to work, but Auntie honoured a promise she had made to Sid to encourage Lilian to make her own way in the world. So Mum got a job on the assembly line in a local factory, and although it was dull she was excited about going out to work and earning money.


It was in this factory that Lilian had met Ronald Ponting. Soon afterwards she disappeared for ten days, at the end of which she arrived at Auntie’s door with Ronald grinning behind her. Auntie had been shocked by Lilian’s dramatically altered appearance. Her beautiful long hair had been hacked into a short, unflattering style and her contact lenses had been exchanged for ugly glasses. When the pair announced that they were married, Auntie’s heart ached because she believed her niece had made a terrible mistake.


The young couple had already been thrown out by Ronald’s parents after just a few days. They had gone to stay with Ronald’s best friend, Laurie, but his parents too had asked them to move on. So, despite her misgivings, Auntie allowed them to stay, giving them her only bedroom and moving into the living room. When we were small Auntie was always careful in what she said to us about our father, but later on she told us how hard she had found it to accept him when Mum first brought him home. She had done her best, but despite her efforts she distrusted him from the start. She found him shifty and sinister and, if cleanliness was next to godliness, as she firmly believed, then it was clear to her that Ronald was definitely an atheist. After a few weeks the situation had become unbearable, so Auntie had loaned them the money to pay a deposit on rented accommodation. It was to be the first of many loans that she soon realised would never be repaid.


Lilian and Ronald then moved to the houseboat, and for the next year or so they had very little contact with Auntie. But a few weeks after Laurence was born Mum had arrived at Auntie’s door with the baby, who she said had a cold. Laurence was clearly sick and it appeared that he had been left out in the rain in his pram after Dad had refused to let Mum bring him inside the boat. Auntie had melted at the sight of the baby, a beautiful child with a mop of thick curly blond hair, a small, pale face and large cornflower-blue eyes. Mum had deposited him there and gone back to Dad, while Auntie, who had nicknamed the infant Nobby, had taken him straight to a doctor. It turned out that he had pneumonia and it took Auntie several weeks to nurse him back to health.


A few weeks later Mum had turned up to take her baby back, and so a pattern was set which was to be repeated first with me and then with Kim and would last throughout our childhood. Whenever Dad wanted us out of the way we would be shipped off to Auntie’s for days or even weeks at a time. Then, out of the blue, Mum would be sent to retrieve us, usually because Dad wanted to con more furniture or benefits out of Social Services and he needed to convince them he was struggling to bring us up.


Dad knew that Auntie adored us and he used us as a weapon to get money out of her. Every now and then Auntie would refuse to cough up any more money and Dad would promptly threaten that she would never see us again. It hurt her, but she was no pushover. Sometimes she would stick to her guns, knowing that Dad would soon get sick of the ‘brats’ hanging around and needing to be fed, and send us back to her. In the intervening weeks she missed us terribly, but her ‘babies’ always arrived back eventually, hungry, filthy and in desperate need of her warm and loving care. Auntie had always refused to set foot in Mum and Dad’s home. She knew that, despite her efforts to teach Mum housekeeping skills, her niece had absolutely no idea how to manage, and that under Dad’s disastrous influence the pair of them lived like tramps. But it was one thing to know this and another to see it for herself. To witness the squalor in which we children lived would have been too much for her, and in any case Dad had made it clear that she was not welcome.


Our only ‘real’ grandparents, Nanny and Grandad Ponting, were very different from Auntie: they were distant figures who never featured strongly in our childhood. Grandad worked hard and the family were fairly well off, living in the top half of a big house which they shared with Grandad’s brother Walter and his wife May, who lived in the bottom half. Grandad was a kindly figure who seemed fond of us. But he was ruled by Nanny, who was disapproving and clearly found us little more than a nuisance.


Dad was the eldest of their three boys, and when he was younger his parents had had high hopes for him. I recall my father telling me he had been asked to join in a business with Grandad, but Dad showed little interest in working for them or anyone else, and they were bitterly disappointed. By the time he had been discharged from the army – dishonourably, so rumour had it – they had given up any hope of him doing well at anything. And when their Methodist son married a Catholic girl who was barely literate and wouldn’t say boo to a goose they more or less washed their hands of him.


Every now and then Dad would take us over to visit them. Grandad would smile and pat our heads but then slip away to his garden shed, and Nanny would only allow us into the kitchen where we sat at the table with a drink. If we were lucky, Grandad would say, ‘Why not give them a biscuit?’ before he disappeared, and Nanny would reluctantly produce one. From the kitchen we would catch glimpses of their severe-looking front room, where all the furniture was covered in plastic, big, heavy drapes hung at the windows and a huge sideboard housing a drinks cupboard and gramophone stood along one wall. After our drink we would be allowed to go and say hello to Uncle Walter and Aunt May downstairs, which was more fun. They were kinder to us, although we were still only allowed into their kitchen, and there was the added attraction of Uncle Walter’s glass eye. He liked to take it out and put it on a plate and say, ‘It’s watching you’, which fascinated and horrified us at the same time.


The joint christening of us three children was the last time the Pontings splashed out on our behalf. Apart from our rare, uncomfortable visits, the only contact we had with them was a birthday card which usually had some money in it – and Dad always swiped this before we got it. He would steam open the envelope, remove the cash or postal order and then make a vain attempt to reseal the envelope. It was so obvious it had been tampered with. The only other contribution they were willing to make to their feckless son’s household was a weekly carrier bag of their left-over fruit, vegetables and broken biscuits, which Dad would collect from their kitchen door every Friday, like a beggar.


What a contrast was our relationship with Auntie. To the three of us her small flat was a palace filled with treasures and delights. It was clean, warm, comfortable and safe – everything our own home was not. We all had our special nicknames: Laurence was still Nobby, I was Jinnybelle and Kim, who was the spitting image of Mum, with her olive skin and dark hair, was Auntie’s little Black and Tan.


Every time we came to stay Auntie would begin by giving the three of us a thorough wash. Each one in turn would be lifted on to the wooden draining board in the kitchen, where we would sit with our feet in the big butler sink. There was only cold running water from the single tap, so she would boil a kettle and pour it into the cold water in the sink and then wash us before changing us into clean clothes. At Auntie’s we looked clean, cared for and respectable. She hardly ever sent clothes back with us when we returned home, because she knew they would soon become filthy and tattered or be sold off for cigarette money. Instead she kept them washed, ironed and neatly folded in the large drawers of her old-fashioned wardrobe, ready for us to wear when we were with her.


Auntie herself was always immaculately turned out. By the time I was four she was almost sixty, but she had been a ‘looker’ in her youth and still enjoyed taking trouble over her appearance. Every morning she would sit at the dressing table in her bedroom and put her long, wavy, red hair up, gathered at the centre and fanning out into a perfect doughnut-shaped bun on the top of her head. Her make-up would be carefully applied: blue eye-shadow, pencilled-on brows and pink lipstick. If there was a stray hair on her chin we would watch in fascination as she took out a round stick of wax, melted the top over a candle, stuck it on her chin and yanked the offending hair out. Auntie taught us that you should always be nice and clean and that it was important to add something to yourself by creating your own smell. Her favourite had always been lavender water and she splashed it on liberally, so that we came to associate the clean, sweet smell with her.


The story of her youth was a colourful and romantic tale that we loved to hear over and over again. She had been born in 1901, one of thirteen children of Irish parents who had emigrated to England in the hope of a better life. Auntie had danced the Charleston, worn the daring flapper dresses of the 1920s and enjoyed the attentions of plenty of eager young men. She had been sent out to work at an early age and had got a job in a factory ironing clothing with a huge, heavy press. But even though she had had to leave school to bring in income for the family, her parents had continued to educate her at home and she had become a good reader and writer. She had met Sid, her future husband, on the tram as they both travelled to work. His job was in the print industry in Fleet Street and he would tell her the headlines for the day, or what stories were about to break. Auntie adored Sid from the start, and despite their childlessness they were very happy together.


When we were children Auntie’s smart dresses and skirts were always covered by a blue nylon overall. It buttoned up the front and had deep pockets in which she kept an assortment of matches, clothes pegs, keys and other paraphernalia. She wore her overall both in and out of the house and it was as much her trademark as the red bun on top of her head, though in winter the overall would be covered by her favourite red coat with its smart fur collar. Everyone in the area knew Auntie, and they knew how much she loved us children and how happy she was when we were with her. Neighbours, shopkeepers and stall-holders in the local market would wave, smile and stop for a chat with us as Auntie did her rounds for the day’s shopping and we trotted happily behind her.


She was a house-proud woman and her flat was always spick and span, with every piece of furniture and all the windows polished until they shone. Washing had to be done by hand in the large bathtub, using water heated by the large gas-fired geyser on the bathroom wall. After that the clean washing was first run through the mangle which stood next to the bath and then hung on lines across the bathroom – Auntie would never have dreamed of hanging her ‘smalls’ outside. When everything was dry she ironed it on her big kitchen table with a heavy flat-iron which she heated over the stove, testing the temperature by spitting on it until the spit sizzled and evaporated. Even our knickers and socks were neatly pressed, and our dresses were hung away in her big wardrobe on silky padded hangers.


Our favourite room in Auntie’s flat was the kitchen. Seated at the big table, next to the dresser where all the plates, cups, knives and forks were kept, we would help Auntie to prepare the vegetables for supper. On top of the dresser was a silver egg-cup where she kept her shillings for the electric meter. On a table by the small cooker stood a wireless, which Auntie would listen to while she cooked or did the washing up. The wireless had two huge knobs and a row of push buttons on it; a panel in the front, which lit up when the thing was switched on, hid the speaker. Auntie liked the Home Service, which played musical requests for troops stationed abroad, or the Light Programme, which played all her favourite tunes by stars like Andy Williams and Billy Cotton. When the Light Programme started to use fast-talking disc-jockeys like Simon Dee and Jimmy Young, and to play more up-to-date pop music like the Beatles and Cliff Richard, Auntie switched off. She’d say, ‘That’s naughty – it’s too modern’ and turn over to something more traditional.


Every morning Auntie got up at five to begin her preparations for the day, leaving the three of us curled up fast asleep in the big double bed we all shared with her. By the time we had woken she had already dressed, cleaned the flat, done the washing and prepared breakfast. At Auntie’s the food was delicious and there was plenty of it, although all she had to cook on was a two-ringed cooker similar to the one we had in Cherbury Street. On schooldays Auntie would have us up early, dress us and give us boiled eggs and dip-dip soldiers for breakfast. She would say, ‘Let’s give your shoes a spit and polish’, and they would be rubbed to a perfect shine. We would clean our teeth with the toothbrushes she kept for us; we each had one which matched our mug. Before we left to catch the bus we would be lined up next to the front door for inspection, so that she could make sure our clothes, hair and faces were perfectly clean and we were looking our very best.


Of course our teachers at pre-school, and later those at school, noticed the enormous difference between the way we looked when our parents sent us and our neatly turned out appearance when we were staying with Auntie. They never said anything to us, but we could see that they liked Auntie, knowing that she cared for us and gave us some love and stability. She became a familiar sight around the school, bustling along in her overall or her red coat, stopping to say hello to the other mothers.


Every now and then when Auntie took us to school or collected us Mum would turn up at the school gates. She had not come to see us, though – she had come to ask Auntie for money. As soon as she had it she would give us a quick peck on the cheek and hurry back to Dad waiting impatiently at home. We were relieved when Mum left without taking us back. We wanted to stay with Auntie more than anything – we dreaded Mum taking us back home again. Home meant beatings, hunger, dirt and fear. Home meant Dad.


Laurence and I were envious of Kim when she was still young enough to stay with Auntie all day. It was not that we hated school, but a day with Auntie was much nicer. Even the chores, like scraping new potatoes and popping peas, were fun with Auntie.


But when the holidays and weekends came we really loved it. On these days we could snuggle down in the big bed a little longer before setting off with Auntie on all kinds of adventures. We would go on days out to the seaside or shopping trips, or buy Red Rover bus tickets which allowed us to go anywhere in London.


On Saturdays Auntie often took us to visit her sister Mary, who lived up the Holloway Road. None of us liked Aunt Mary. She made no attempt to hide her hostility and made it quite clear that she thought her sister should not be spending so much time and money on us. Her welcome was grudging at best, but she lived in a large, gloomy house that we found fascinating, so we would disappear to explore its many spooky corners while Auntie and Aunt Mary had tea together.


Afterwards we would get back on the bus and carry on up the Holloway Road to Highgate, clinging on to our seats and squealing in terror as it struggled up the last part of the steep hill. But somehow it always managed to reach the top, where we got off next to the village green. In Highgate there was a shop where Auntie bought cheese and butter, and we would watch wide-eyed as a man in a white overall and cap deftly and speedily moulded the butter into shape using two wooden spatulas. After that it would be wrapped in greaseproof paper and weighed – we could never work out how he managed to produce a perfect half-pound every time.


Close by was our favourite landmark, a stone surrounded by metal railings in the shape of a birdcage. Sitting on top of the stone was a black cat, and it was said that this was the exact spot where Dick Whittington was told to turn around and return to London. We loved to hear the story of the boy who had come to seek his fortune and who became the city’s first Lord Mayor. At the back of the village there was a large park where, after the shops, we would head for a walk. It had a pond where children sailed their toy boats and Laurence, who had a passion for model boats and longed to own one, would spend ages watching them.


When we managed to drag him away we would carry on to the pathway which took us through the woods to Kenwood House, a beautiful eighteenth-century stately home which stood regally before a lake, surrounded by immaculate gardens full of flowers. To one side of it was a coach-house which had been turned into a tea shop, and the three of us would clamber aboard the replica of an old-fashioned coach which stood outside while Auntie went in to buy sandwiches and drinks. Beside the lake was a picnic area, reached by a small wooden bridge. This was one of our favourite spots, and sometimes Auntie would bring a picnic lunch which we would eat sitting at one of the wooden tables. After lunch we would wander through the house, which was open to the public and housed many wonderful works of art. I would stare for hours at the paintings of landscapes and beautiful figures, lost in their beauty.


Back in the park, at the right time of year we would run down the grass verges to the rows of abundant blackberry bushes which grew there, and pick bags of fruit for Auntie to bake into a pie. At the end of the day, tired and happy, we would clamber back on the bus and sing songs while she chatted to fellow passengers. Back at home Auntie would prepare our favourite meal: steak and kidney pudding, chips and baked beans, all washed down with milky tea in our special mugs, while Auntie sipped hers from a bone china cup and saucer. After we had helped Auntie wash and dry the dishes and replace them on the dresser we would go through to the living room, which always smelled of Auntie’s favourite crystallised air fresheners in little plastic holders which she hung liberally around the flat. At the back of the living room was a large sofa, and fresh, snowy white net curtains and heavy drapes hung at the windows.


The most exciting thing in Auntie’s flat was the huge old glass-fronted cabinet which stood in the corner of the living room. Its doors were always locked and Auntie kept the key in the pocket of her overall. We would beg her to let us open it, but she never would, so instead we would peer past our reflections in the polished glass to the treasures inside. On the top shelf was an exquisite silver tea and coffee set on a silver tray. I used to stare at the small pair of silver sugar tongs for hours, imagining what it would be like to use them. On the next shelf down there were porcelain statuettes, wonderfully detailed, of women in flowing dresses and men in their finery; I used to wonder whether they had been real people once. On the bottom shelf were two huge oriental vases, several other pieces of china and a willow pattern tea set.


On the wall was a picture of Uncle Sid, whom we thought very handsome, and a crucifix with a sculptured scroll on the top. Auntie’s Catholic beliefs were still important to her. She loved hymns, and we knew that she kept her rosary beads in a drawer in the kitchen.


In the corner of the living room was a television set and in front of it a small two-seater sofa and a chair. This was where we all settled to watch our favourite shows, Laurence and me on the sofa and Kim curled up on Auntie’s lap in the chair. We loved The Andy Williams Show and The Black and White Minstrel Show, but our favourite show was Billy Cotton’s Bandstand, with its glamour, sparkle and jolly tunes. When it was over Auntie would get us into our pyjamas and we would kneel beside the bed and say our prayers. Mine were always the same: ‘Please don’t let us go back home. Let us stay at Auntie’s for ever.’


After prayers Auntie would tuck us all into her big bed and sing us songs or hymns in her high, sweet voice, or tell us stories about the war and happy times with her beloved Sid. Sometimes Laurence was allowed to stay up a little bit longer, and then Kim and I would lie in bed playing ‘scratch, rub and tickle’, rubbing and tickling each other’s backs until we fell asleep. I would always make Kim do my back first and, much to her indignation, often fell asleep before she got her turn.


On Sundays Auntie would dress us in our very best clothes. Kim and I would wear dresses with matching jackets, ankle socks which Auntie had boiled to snowy perfection, and shiny black patent shoes. Laurence would wear a crisp white shirt and long trousers, which made him feel very grown-up. Dressed and ready, we would set off for Chapel Street Market. It was a mile away and we always walked, so that Auntie could enjoy the admiration of passers by as they spotted her beautifully dressed little brood. At the market we would head for the fruit and veg stall, where Auntie would choose her produce with meticulous care, examining every apple and sprout for a hint of imperfection. Once she was satisfied we would move on to the Jewish butcher’s. Auntie had a passion for sweetbreads, and the owner knew her well and would give her the best he had. We would finish up at the Italian ice cream parlour, where we would each be bought a huge cornet filled with different flavours of ice cream.


After our tour of the market we would head home again and we children would often put on a play or a show for Auntie in the living room. We would dress up in old clothes that she had saved for us and sing songs we had heard on the TV, while Auntie would cheer and whistle loudly. Sometimes her brother Fred and his wife, Aunt Ninny, would call round, sit through our shows and give us half a crown (12½ p) at the end. On Sunday evenings we had the biggest treat of all – Auntie’s Ding Dong Rockabilly. This consisted of Neapolitan ice cream sandwiched between two wafers, with chopped up Mars  Bar,  Maltesers  or  Galaxy  chocolate  and chopped fresh fruit on top, all washed down with cream soda. It was heaven.


We never wanted our time at Auntie’s to end, but it always did, usually without any notice. We would be hauled away by Mum with no time for more than a quick hug with Auntie and no idea when we would see her again. Two weeks after depositing us there so that she and Dad could claim their new council home, Mum arrived to collect us. My heart sank when I heard her call through the door. I dreaded the walk to the bus stop, knowing that Dad would be waiting at the other end and all the horror, pain and misery would start again. But there was no choice: Auntie could not keep us, much as she wanted to.


We heard Mum telling her how nice the new maisonette was and that this would be a fresh start for the whole family. Auntie, trying to sound enthusiastic, said she hoped it would make a difference. We children were full of curiosity. Were we really going to leave the horrible dirty flat and go to a new home? Would it be clean and nice, like Auntie’s? Mum promised us our own bedrooms – no more sleeping in the living room. We were a little scared at the idea of somewhere we had never been before, but excited too. My small heart filled to bursting with the hope that now everything would be different and that having a nice, clean, proper home would please our father. If Dad was happy he might be nice to us, and Mum might have time to give us cuddles like Auntie did, and maybe we would even have enough food to eat.


As we trailed down the stairs behind our mother I turned to see Auntie standing outside her door watching us go. She was still smiling, but there were tears in her eyes.
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New Hopes, New Fears


We had never seen anything as smart, shiny and clean as our new home. We three children ran from room to room examining everything with gasps of amazement. Monteagle Court was a brand-new block of sixteen maisonettes a few streets away from our old home, not far from busy Hoxton Market and just off the main Kingsland Road which ran from Stoke Newington through to the City. Our flat had its entrance on the ground floor. Next to the shiny new mustard-coloured door with its brass number three was a coal bunker. For us this was a very modern development: the coalman would be able to make his delivery without coming inside the house, and we could reach the coal from another small door inside the hallway.


Inside, the walls were all freshly painted a lovely cream colour. Off the hall was the kitchen, which housed all kinds of wonders. There was a sink so shiny that I thought it was made from solid silver. It had two taps, not just the one we were used to, which meant there would be hot running water – a luxury we had never come across before. There was also a huge larder, with a stone floor and walls to keep everything cool, and kitchen units with cupboards and drawers. Best of all there was a small fridge set into the wall, where we would be able to keep our milk to stop it going sour. Across the hallway, opposite the stairs, was the toilet. An inside toilet was a luxury we had previously experienced only at Auntie’s. Now we would have our own. Kim was barely out of nappies and too young to be impressed, but Laurence and I were as pleased as if we had won the big prize at a fair.


At the end of the hall was a large living room, with a door leading to a small balcony which overlooked the grassed area at the back of the block. The living room had a fireplace with a gas tap in it. This would make lighting the fire much easier – no more need for fiddly, messy firelighters. Like all the other maisonettes, ours had three bedrooms. This meant that Kim and I had a room to share and Laurence had his own little bedroom, which pleased him enormously as he was already an intensely private child who liked to spend hours alone. Mum and Dad took the biggest bedroom, which was at the front, next to an outside flight of stairs which people used to reach the flats on the first floor. As well as the bedrooms there was also a bathroom upstairs, painted a lovely blue and containing a shiny white bathtub and a basin.


All our furniture from the old flat had been brought over and installed, but even the grubby, tatty state of those few items failed to detract from the delights of our new home. And there were some extras: Dad’s parents had given us a smart new table and chairs, and the council had provided beds for us children. Kim’s and mine were arranged neatly side by side in our room, alongside an old chest of drawers and a built-in wardrobe. The floors were bare, but the council were going to provide carpets and linoleum, as well as curtains and a new cooker, all due to be delivered the next day. This was the main reason Dad had wanted us around during the move. We were useful in his bid to get as much out of the authorities as he could.


It was hard not to believe, as we lay in bed that first night with all this newness around us, that things would not get better. Dad seemed pleased with the new house: would it be enough to stop him attacking Mum and the three of us? Would it mean that we could wash and have clean clothes and stop being the smelly Pontings? Would it mean there was more food on the table? I wished with all of my scared little four-year-old’s powers of wishing that it would.


My dreams were short-lived. The next morning we woke to the sounds of Dad beating Mum and Mum screaming, ‘Help me! Get him off me!’, just like always. We children cowered in our bedrooms, our hands over our ears, our stomachs churning with terror. I felt desolate – it seemed that nothing was going to change after all.


The beatings he inflicted on us three went on too. And Dad had invented a game he loved to play which gave those beatings a whole new twist. He would line us up and force us to take all our clothes off. We would have to stand in front of him naked, not moving a muscle, while he shouted at us. Then suddenly he would lash out and start to hit us. We would stand there trembling, covered in cuts and bruises from his previous bouts of violence, while he punched us with his fist, one finger crooked outwards so that it hurt us more. He would poke, pinch and slap us too, enjoying himself as he did so. We would stand there with tears pouring down our cheeks, saying, ‘Sorry, Dad. Sorry, Dad’, even though we usually had no idea what we were supposed to have done wrong. Often Laurence would own up to something just to stop his sisters being subjected to this torture. Kim and I would be dismissed and Laurence would take the beating alone, but in our eyes a real hero.


Sometimes Dad would pick on just one of us, and after we had stripped he would make us stand on a chair in the middle of the room. If we moved he would hit us. Not long after we moved into the new house it was my turn for this particular torture. I had put a cup down on his newspaper, leaving a wet ring there. Dad was incandescent with rage. He made me take my clothes off, slapped me on my back, bottom and stomach, then stood me on a chair, naked and freezing, and left me there. The pain and the cold were awful and I started shaking as shock set in. I needed the toilet, and after a while I began to wet myself. When Dad saw he exploded with rage and began punching, poking and hitting me, swearing at the top of his voice and calling me a ‘fucking little cunt’. He made me stand there for the rest of the evening.


When finally I was allowed to drag myself up to bed, clutching my bundle of clothes to my chest, I was shaking so badly I could not even get my vest and pants back on. I crawled under the covers and curled into a ball. My whole body hurt, the urine had made my legs sting and I was hungry and very cold. But more than anything I was terrified he would come after me again. Kim climbed into bed with me and cuddled up to give me some extra warmth. We did not dare make a sound in case he heard it. As Kim fell asleep I cried silent tears until I too fell into an exhausted sleep.


Within a few weeks our new home was beginning to lose its shiny-clean feel and a layer of dirt had settled over everything. Mum never had much idea of how to keep things clean and she seemed not to notice. In any case she was far too busy trying to please Dad. I wished our flat was clean and smelled nice, like Auntie’s. But there was nothing I could do about it; my little attempts to tidy up or clean anything made no impact.


Getting outside was the best escape from the squalor and from Dad, and we children were out every day, exploring our new surroundings. The front of our block faced on to a small street called Hare Walk. At the end was a pub called the Standard, which had an off-licence next door where Dad would send us for cigarettes or to return empty bottles. The Standard faced on to Kingsland Road. Across the street from the pub were two red telephone boxes which everyone in our block used to make their calls, including the ones we kids or our neighbours made to the police when Dad’s beatings got out of hand.


Next to the phone boxes was the Geffrye Museum, which soon became a place of refuge for me. Children were not supposed to go in without an adult, but I often managed to sneak in and if that was not possible then just being in the beautiful grounds was enough. The museum contained exhibitions of life through the ages: whole scenes and rooms from times past were re-created inside it, using life-sized models. I especially liked the Victorian ones and those from the world wars, and would stand and gaze at them for hours. In the gardens next to the museum was a playground, set on a concrete platform. Children were allowed to use it when they went in with their parents, but we discovered a secret door in the wall next to the museum building which led straight to it. Not many people realised the door was there, and we children kept it a secret. The playground housed a sandpit, an old bus, a set of swings, a slide and a roundabout. Our favourite game was Drop the Lolly Stick – we would lie on the roundabout as it spun round, attempting to pick up a lolly stick lying on the ground.


Close to our block of flats was another, called the Geffrye Estate, and beyond this was a corrugated iron fence which separated the flats from a crumbling, disused factory. To one side of the factory was a small parade of shops. Mrs Evans, a gentle lady who always wore a white overall and spoke with a strong Welsh accent, ran the grocery shop. This was next to the newsagent’s, run by Pat and Ted. They were nice, but the shop was old and musty and we preferred another sweet shop up the road which we called the blue shop, because of its blue-painted front. The blue shop was run by a lovely, kind lady called Dolly, and to us it was the best shop in the world. We would go in there whenever we had a few pennies to spend and Dolly would make up a mixed bag for us, containing black jacks, flying saucers, pear drops, pink shrimps, sherbet dib-dabs and white chocolate mice.


If you walked on up Kingsland Road you came to St Leonard’s Hospital, and if you crossed Nuttall Street, up on the left you would find a dingy little grocery shop. It was run by a middle-aged husband and wife who were happy to sell you anything at any time of the day or night; if the shop was shut you knocked on their door and one of them would let you in. We were often sent there, when other shops were shut, to get cigarettes or milk. In those days packets of Brooke Bond tea had orange stamps on the side, which you could cut out and stick on to a card. It took a lot of stamps to fill the card, but when it was full it was worth five shillings (25p) worth of groceries. We usually swapped ours at Mrs Evans’s shop, but out of hours we could swap it for cigarettes in Nuttall Street.


Beyond our flats in the other direction were a green space and two more blocks of flats, called Cordelia House and Rosalind House. If you walked between these two blocks you would come to a small path which led through an alleyway to Hoxton Market. This was a thriving street market in those days, with busy stalls up both sides of the street. On the corner of the alleyway which led to the market was a shoe shop. It sold the cheapest possible shoes, and this was where we were always taken to get new school shoes when our parents got the state clothing allowance. Close to the shoe shop was the undertakers, Hayes and English, and beyond that a Woolworth’s.


There were eight pubs in the street and the most popular was the Bacchus Arms, right in the middle of the market. Next to it was Fortune’s pie and mash shop. Dad had forbidden us to go there, telling us it was a nasty place full of scum. He thought that forbidding us to go showed that we had standards – which of course it didn’t at all. And his ban failed to stop us. We loved Fortune’s, where for two pennies you could have a bowl of mash and liquor. This was mashed potato with a hollow in the middle that would be filled with a green parsley sauce known as liquor – goodness knows why. We would get one bowl and three spoons and sit on the wooden benches at the tables in the small room at the back, taking turns to dip into the bowl. For a shilling (5p) you could have a whole hot meal of pie and mash. It was not often that we had riches like that, but on the rare occasions when we did we would revel in the smell of delicious hot pie. After handing over our money we would cover our food in malt vinegar, salt and pepper before tucking in.


The jeweller’s was one of the most popular shops in the market – not because anyone bought jewellery, but because it was also a pawn shop. The familiar three brass balls outside could be seen from the end of the street and there was always a queue outside.  The  shop would take almost anything, as long as they could get something for it. Mum often went down there. I remember her pawning Dad’s winter overcoat, the iron and the kettle.


Mum used to take us down to Hoxton Market most days to get whatever food we could. We would wait behind her, Kim in a big old Silver Cross pram which had seen better days and Laurence and I standing beside it, while she wheedled and pleaded to get credit from the fruit and veg stalls for a few spuds or carrots. We would watch the men sitting at tables on the paved area outside the Bacchus Arms, drinking their pints of bitter, while the children would get packets of Smith’s crisps, with the salt wrapped separately in a small blue twist of paper inside. One day, while Mum was busy at one of the stalls, one of the men outside the pub got up and came over to us. I was a grubby four-year-old, standing beside the pram in jelly shoes with no socks, which were hurting my feet, and wearing a faded little dress. He was a big man and he was wearing a beautiful suit, with shiny shoes and dark, gleaming, slicked back hair. He bent down and picked me up to give me a cuddle, saying, ‘Who are you, then?’ Then he sat down again with me on his lap and bounced me up and down before putting me into the pram beside Kim, giving me a squeeze and tucking a five pound note into my hand.


I heard someone say to Mum, ‘That’s Reggie Kray – he’s just lost his wife,’ but of course the name meant nothing to me then. It was only years later that I realised I had been given a cuddle by one of the East End’s most infamous villains. Reggie Kray and his twin brother Ronnie were gangsters who ran rackets all over the East End and were regarded with awe, respect and fear by people in the area. Hoxton was at the centre of the territory they ruled over. I have sometimes wondered whether Reggie’s moment of tenderness towards me came about because he had a genuine affection for children. A few years later he and his brother were convicted of murder and jailed for life.


The Krays were not the only villains in the area, of course. It was not long after we moved into Monteagle Court that Dad’s ‘games’ started to go further. He would order us into his bedroom in the mornings, while Mum was downstairs making his breakfast. The bedroom was always gloomy because the curtains were kept permanently drawn so that people passing by on the staircase outside could not see in. Like every other room in the flat it was full of overflowing ashtrays, and on top of the smell of stale cigarettes it had a sour, sickly stench which we hated. He would play his old favourite, King of the Castle, with Kim and me. We would go through the motions like little wooden robots, praying it would soon be over. Dad had no interest in Laurence when it came to these games, and Kim and I still had no idea what kind of pleasure Dad got from them.


But that was only the beginning. Soon he started ordering me into the bedroom on my own in the mornings and playing games that frightened me. He would say he wanted a ‘cuddle’, with the same funny look on his face he always had when we played his games. Then he would take me in under the bedcovers and make me take off my knickers and vest, rubbing me with his large, rough hands or pulling me against him. At the same time he would tell me to hold his penis and rub it. I did not like the feel of this big, hard thing, I was not sure what it was, but I knew it was part of him and I hated touching it. But almost as bad as that was the smell of him. His body had a rank, dirty odour which made me feel sick, and his breath as he put his face close to mine stank of stale tobacco and sour milk. I was desperate to get out from under the covers and away from him, but I did not dare ask to go. I would lie there, rigid and terrified, waiting for him to tell me I could go, or for Mum to arrive with his breakfast, when I could run back to my own room and hide there.


Mum never seemed surprised to see me there, even if I was in the bed with no clothes on. He would just say, ‘Jenny came in for a cuddle’, and Mum would say, ‘Oh, right’ and then carry on as usual. I think I knew then that she was never going to help me or stop him. If she understood what he was doing – and she would have to have been blind not to – she did not let on. I suppose her own fear of him was greater than her need to protect her children. But for me it was one of many betrayals, one of those times when an adult could and should have helped me, yet did nothing.


One morning, after one of Dad’s ‘games’ sessions which had ended with him punching me in the face because he thought I was not cooperative enough, I was sent out to play as usual. I was scavenging around the waste ground near the factory when I found a broken piece of mirror. When I looked into it I saw a grey-faced little girl with blood on her nose and hair so tangled where it had been pulled that no brush would go through it. My neck was filthy and tears and dirt stained my face. Looking at myself, my eyes narrowed. I hated everyone. I felt let down and hurt and angry. But I knew I was not beaten. I was still here, and as I gazed up to the sky I made a solemn promise that I would survive.
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Nightmares


A week before the new school term started we were sent back to Auntie’s. Dad had decided there was no more to be got out of social services for a while and had tired of having us around, so he ordered Mum to take us to ‘that old bag’, as he called Auntie. It often happened that we were sent to Auntie’s just before a new term, because our parents knew she would clean us up, get us ready for school and buy us the new clothes and shoes we needed. We children were just happy to be back in the familiar comfort and safety of her flat.


For me the relief at getting away from Dad was even greater now that he had started his nasty games in the bedroom. At Auntie’s I could pretend there was no Dad, no fear, no lying rigid in the bed while he pawed me. I was safe. I never told her what Dad did. In fact we never talked about him when we were with her. It was as though we wanted to be as far away from the misery of home as possible. I wanted to feel safe and warm and good and be Auntie’s precious little Jinnybelle, and telling her about Dad might have spoiled that. And perhaps deep down I knew, too, that there was nothing Auntie could do to help.


On this visit Auntie told us we were in for a really special treat. I was about to start proper school, rather than just pre-school, and she had decided that in honour of the occasion I must have a new dress from a smart shop. Selfridge’s was, and still is, one of London’s largest and grandest department stores, situated right in the heart of the West End, in Oxford Street. To us it was a wonderful place, full of magical things. Usually Auntie saved the trip for Christmas and we would go there to see Santa Claus in his grotto. Coming for an extra visit was as good as an outing to the seaside.


Every time we went I would wander through the store as if in a dream, watching the intoxicatingly perfumed, glamorously dressed women who swanned through the revolving doors and along aisles laden with more beautiful and exotic things than I had ever imagined existed. I used to wish that I could lock the feeling I experienced there – the excitement and wonder – in a bottle that I could take home and uncork when I felt sad or lonely. After we had browsed through the departments, picking out a pretty dress for me on our way, Auntie took us to the enormous food hall where she bought us  little individual loaves of Hovis bread and a small portion of smoked salmon for a special tea when we got home.


The next few days, until school started, were spent swimming in the Highbury Fields pool, not far from Auntie’s flat. She would take a picnic lunch and sit watching while we splashed and played for hours. In the evenings we would go back to the safe, warm sanctuary of the flat, snuggle next to her on the sofa with our nighttime Ovaltine and pray that we never had to go home again. But, of course, we always did.


One evening we heard Mum’s familiar cry through the letter-box. Dad wanted us back home and she had been sent to collect us. There was no greeting, no hello kiss, just a hasty ‘Come on, you three. Get your coats on.’ She seemed even more agitated and nervous than usual. Auntie protested that she was about to put us to bed, but it did no good. If Dad had ordered us home, we had to go. Mum asked Auntie for money, but Auntie had no more than two pounds to give her and that only increased Mum’s agitation. She knew it would not be enough and that she would be in for a hiding again. The three of us kissed Auntie goodbye and trailed silently behind Mum to the bus-stop, wondering what was in store for us. On the bus we stared silently out of the windows.


At home, we were told we were going on an outing the next day and sent straight to bed. This was bad news. Every now and then Dad would decide we were going out somewhere, but these day trips were no fun – they were miserable occasions. He would usually take us to Southend and strut about all day, playing the doting family man, with Mum on his arm and us following behind. We dreaded these outings because they were all about Dad and what he wanted, and we were just pawns in the exercise. They were his excuse to parade up and down and stuff himself with fish and chips and ice cream. He had no interest at all in what we might like and, although we got treated too, the food stuck in our throats because we knew there would be a heavy price to pay.


Dad ran outings like a dictator, and because of this even fairground rides on the pier, which in other circumstances we might have enjoyed, became ordeals. He did not come on the rides with us or watch us as we went round. We were just plonked on them and left to get on with it. At the end there was no ‘Did you enjoy it?’ or hug – we were just ordered on to the next ride no matter whether we wanted to go on it or not. Worst of all was the dread of knowing that the effort of putting on a civilised face all day would put Dad into an even more foul mood than usual when we got home, and we would be the butt of it. Invariably he would have spent most of the week’s benefits on the outing, and then we would be blamed because there was no money left.


That night we lay in bed listening to Dad shouting and raging at Mum. He was furious that she had not managed to squeeze more than two pounds from ‘the old bag’. He ordered her out of the house and told her not to come back until she had some more money. It was the early hours before I heard her come in.


When we got up Mum packed some sandwiches and a thermos in a carrier bag – one of the few benefits of an outing was that we did get some food – and we set off, though not for our usual Southend bus. The one we were told to get on was going in the opposite direction. We did not dare ask where we were going, but just sat still and waited. Half an hour later we switched to another bus, a green one, which headed out of the city towards green fields and open spaces.


On top of the bus Kim was sitting next to Mum. Laurence, who by this time had developed a stammer and was very shy, was next to an old man who was chatting to him in a friendly way. I wished I could sit with Laurence, near Mum at the back of the bus, but Dad had glared at me and made it quite clear that I was supposed to sit next to him at the front. I tried to leave a gap between us, but he pulled me closer to him and, after a last drag, threw his cigarette butt on the floor and ground it under his foot. I could smell his tobacco-laden breath as he  leaned  towards   me  and  began  to  whisper, ‘You’re a pretty little thing, y’know, Jenny. You’re a big girl now, aren’t you?’


I tried to smile back at him, but my stomach was turning over with fear. Why was he saying these things? A moment later he put his hand on my leg and moved it up under my dress, squeezing and pinching my thigh. I tried to move away, but before I could do so his arm was around me, pinning me tightly to him, while the other was thrust inside my knickers. My face was buried under his arm and I could smell his stale sweat. I felt sick and my tongue felt swollen in my mouth. He had forced my legs apart and his large, rough fingers were probing me.


What did he want? Why was Dad doing this? I could not understand it and I prayed for him to stop. He was whispering in my ear again, telling me to open my legs and promising that if I did what he wanted it would give me a nice feeling. But it wasn’t nice – he was hurting me and I wanted him to stop. I could not hold back the hot tears of shame and confusion, though I dared not make a sound.


Then suddenly he stopped, grinning his yellow, tombstone grin at me. ‘We’ve got to get off the bus now. That was nice, wasn’t it, Jenny? You can have lots more of that later.’ He winked at me and I stared at him, shocked. Did he think I had liked it? Was he really going to do it again? I pulled my dress back into place and followed him off the bus. I suddenly needed to wee, urgently. Mum glanced at my red, tear-stained face but said nothing, and I pressed my legs together to stop myself wetting my knickers.


When we got off the bus we were in a country lane and there was not a soul or a house in sight. It was a beautiful sunny day and we stood under the shade of a tree while Dad got out a map and looked at it. Then he ordered us to follow him up a tree-lined lane. We could hear faint voices in the distance, and as we rounded a bend we saw a high fence with a huge iron gate set into it. Beyond the gate was a sign saying ‘Admissions’ with an arrow underneath it. We children were told to wait while Mum and Dad went to a small, cabin-like building inside the gate. Suddenly a man came in sight, carrying a hosepipe spurting water. We stared open-mouthed. The man was stark naked and, even more oddly, did not even seem to realise it. Kim began to giggle, but the man looked annoyed and Laurence dug her in the ribs.


A few minutes later Dad strode towards us, looking like thunder. Mum followed him, stumbling along with the carrier bags. He frogmarched us back down the lane to the tree where we had stopped earlier and then began storming at Mum. Incredibly, Dad had tried to take us to a nudist camp for the day. Perhaps to him it was an opportunity to humiliate and confuse us, while he could enjoy parading around without his clothes and looking at nude women for the day. Of course, I did not understand at the time what this strange place with the naked man was, and it only made sense much later. Dad’s plan had been thwarted because we had not got enough money to get in, and as far as he was concerned it was Mum’s fault. He pushed her against the tree, so that she dropped the carrier bag and the contents spilled out all over the road. We rushed to pick the things up and luckily, before he could shove her again, the bus arrived and we all climbed on. The journey home took a long time, but Dad, furious that his plan had not worked, sat on his own chain-smoking and I was grateful to be able to sit at the back with the others.


Once home we had the packed lunch we had never had a chance to eat served up as our tea, and were sent to bed early. I could not sleep, and lay awake for what seemed like ages. Then I heard the heavy tread of Dad’s step on the stairs.


I pulled the blankets up to my neck and pretended to be asleep, but I heard our door open and felt his hot breath as he bent over me. Terrified, I prayed he would go away, but he knelt down beside my bed and slipped his hands under the covers. I could see his lips, wet and glistening, as he promised to finish off what he had started on the bus. He told me to take off my knickers and open my legs and he forced his fingers inside me, at the same time covering my mouth with his and forcing his tongue in between my teeth. By this time he had removed one of his hands and unzipped his trousers. Suddenly he began to jerk backwards and forwards, making strange sounds and pushing his fingers harder into me. Then suddenly he shuddered and stopped, collapsing and burying his face in my chest. A minute later he got up, did his trousers up, told me to put my knickers back on and promised me that I could look forward to plenty more nights like this.


When he had left I held myself close and cried. I could not understand why Dad wanted to hurt me like this. And he was going to do it again – he had said so. I looked across at Kim in the next bed. Her eyes were wide open. Had she seen what Dad had done? Suddenly I realised I had wet my bed. I did not think of telling Mum or Dad. He would have beaten me, and she would not have done anything at all. Changing the sheets or cleaning me up would not have occurred to her either, nor would comforting me or wondering why I had done it. As always, I knew I had to deal with it on my own. Some time later I fell asleep, sore, bewildered, frightened and soaked in urine.


Our surroundings were soon as appalling as the way we were treated. Within months of moving in, our new home was almost as much of a tip as the old one had been. The lovely new kitchen had become grease-spattered and filthy, with the cooker black and coated in burned and spilled food. The larder was always empty and the little fridge stank of mould. The sinks and bath had become stained and dirty, and the new carpet we had loved to feel under our bare feet was by now gritty and thick with dirt. The lovely new coal bunker was almost always empty. We would hear the coalman arriving at the flats, but he usually passed our door without delivering because we had not paid him for weeks. The windows were grimy and the furniture – even the few new bits – stained and grubby. The lovely cream walls in the living room were turning brown and the net curtains were yellow with nicotine. Overflowing ashtrays were everywhere and the air stank of stale fags and body odour.


It was the same story in the bedrooms. The sheets were hardly ever changed. Whenever one of us wet the bed we just lay in it until it dried and then went to bed in the same stinking sheets the next night, and the next, and the next . . .


Bedbugs became a real problem. I used to lie in bed, feeling little creatures crawling all over me, until I could stand it no more and threw back the covers in time to see them scuttle away. We were covered in bites, but no one took the least interest and so we learned to put up with them. Headlice were the same. We all got lice, as did many kids round about, but Mum never washed or combed ours out. We had so many that they would be crawling on our pillows when we got up in the morning.


But the worst place in the house was the toilet. There was never any toilet paper. At best there would be a scrap of newspaper, but sometimes not even that, and excrement was smeared all over the once pretty blue walls – though no one ever admitted to putting it there. Perhaps it was us children, but then what choice did we have when there was no paper? The slimy floor was swarming with hundreds of silverfish and other creepy-crawlies and the smell was vile. The toilet itself was heavily stained and disgusting. Despite all this, it seemed to be one of Dad’s favourite places. After settling himself down he would call us all for what he termed a ‘conference call’ but was actually another opportunity to humiliate and frighten us. He would make us stand in front of him while he performed, meanwhile talking about the plans he had for some event or outing. Dad was a dreamer and always had big ideas of how things would change, or of grand events he would organise. We would stand there, too scared to move or even to look at each other, gagging on the terrible smell, until eventually he finished and told us we could go.


Our clothes were always dirty and our underwear stained. The only time we were cleaned up and de-loused was when we went to Auntie’s. She would tut-tut away as she scrubbed us and put us into fresh clothes while she boiled our old ones with bicarbonate of soda in a big pan over her small stove. Auntie had taught us that it was important to be clean, so we three children tried our best at home. Sometimes we could earn a few pennies by taking other people’s laundry to the bagwash shop, and we would sneak a few of our own things in with theirs. Laurence tried to make his room nice by cutting out pictures from magazines and sticking them on the walls, and Kim and I would do our best to tidy up and clean ourselves. But it was a hopeless task. With no soap, shampoo, flannels or toothbrushes we had no chance of improving things and there was little we could do but wait for our next visit to Auntie, which might be days, weeks or months away.


The flat was not just filthy, it was often freezing too. Dad never put money in the electric or gas meters, so we often had no heat and no light. We would have to manage with a couple of candles and cold food. Once Dad found a way to get the lock off the gas meter, but of course the gas company found out and when the man called we all had to be quiet and pretend we were out.


Once in a while Dad would decide to ‘do up’ one of the rooms. He would spend most of the week’s benefit money on paint and make a big thing of announcing to anyone who would listen that he was ‘decorating the place’. He once painted the kitchen tangerine and invited all the neighbours in to see it when he had finished. But within weeks it was filthy again, the gleaming paint covered with spatters of grease and fat, dirty fingerprints, splashes of food and layers of dust and dirt.


Meanwhile Dad’s night-time visits to me had become a regular event. Every night I would lie in bed, my stomach clenched with fear, listening for his tread on the stairs. Even on the nights when he did not come into my room I could not relax – I would lie, tense and rigid, dreading the door opening and his face leering over me. But all too often he did come in, and he became quickly more demanding. If I tried to refuse he would get angry, and I soon learned that it would be over more quickly if I just submitted to what he wanted.


When he loomed over me in the night I could see the spit on his mouth glistening as his face came towards mine. His bristly face was covered in small shaving cuts and his rough hands, with their long, grimy nails, were stained orange from nicotine. His body was even worse. As time went on he got more adventurous and he would try to force me to take his penis into my mouth, grabbing me by my hair and forcing my head down as he undid his flies. ‘Suck it,’ he’d say. ‘It tastes just like a lollipop.’ His huge erection terrified me and the stench of his genitals made me retch.


One night he stripped off his trousers, which terrified me even more because until then he had just unzipped them and pulled his penis out. What was he going to do? I could see scabs and ulcers down the front of his legs, caused by burns when he had sat too close to the fire, and he was covered in splayed red lines from burst varicose veins. As he thrust his penis towards my mouth and pushed his coarse fingers inside me he muttered, ‘This is special, between you and me, Jenny, so don’t tell anyone.’ Then he put his mouth over my private parts, and as he became more excited he bit and squeezed the tender skin there and on the tops of my thighs. It was so painful I had to struggle hard not to scream. I tried not to think about what was happening. I looked at the chink of light coming in at the window and concentrated on that, telling myself, ‘It will be over soon . . . it will be over soon.’ I was so tense that I held my breath and only let it out when he had finished.


Kim knew something bad was going on, but at only three years old she did not understand why Dad was in our room or why I was crying. She had the sense to pretend to be asleep, though, until he had left and she heard me sobbing quietly to myself. Then she put out a hand to me and whispered, ‘It’s all right, Jenny. He’s gone away.’ However, it was not long before Dad decided Kim was old enough to play his games too. I was his favourite – he preferred my blonde hair and blue eyes to Kim’s dark looks. But that did not stop him. Kim was hauled into his bed for early morning ‘cuddles’ too, and I knew it would only be a matter of time before he went further.
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On Our Own


School, like pre-school, came as a welcome relief from the miseries of home. All three of us in our time went to Burbage Primary, housed in an austere Victorian building a few streets away from home. Although there were plenty of nasty kids ready to give me a hard time there were also kids in the same boat as me, ready to make friends. The teachers were strict, but not unkind. We were in awe of them and would not have dreamed of arguing or being cheeky. We sat in our classroom on little wooden chairs at little wooden desks and did as we were told.


Learning was a serious business in those days. There was hardly ever any chatter or noise in our classroom. Mostly we had our lessons in silence, watching the teacher as she stood in front of her big blackboard and only speaking if we were spoken to. The classroom was not brightly decorated, like classrooms today, and there were no cheerful posters on the walls or displays we had made. We had pens, paper and paint pots, and that was about all.


For assembly we would file in lines into the large hall, where the teachers sat on wooden chairs on the platform and we all sat cross-legged on the floor. The headmaster, Mr Donohue, knew each one of us by name. He would stand in the middle of the platform, telling us about plans for the day while his little black poodle Cherry sat patiently at his feet. She went everywhere with him, and the two were a familiar sight around school. Mrs Rigden, who wore her hair in a tight bun and had glasses perched on the end of her nose, would play the piano while we all sang a hymn, followed by the Lord’s Prayer. Another of the teachers, Miss Tinline, had a voluptuous figure like film star Jayne Mansfield and was known by all the kids as ‘Titsy Tinline’. Thank goodness she never heard her nickname – she was a very strict teacher who brooked no nonsense.


Mostly school was not too bad – I was fairly bright and could keep up without a problem. The worst time for us very poor kids was PE. I hated it. We would have to strip down to our vests and knickers, and mine were always filthy and usually falling to bits as well. Another girl, called Miriam Ridsdale, was very like me: we were the ones with untidy hair and dirty faces, scruffy little kids in tatty clothes and scuffed shoes, who looked as though they had never had a wash. Miriam was one of nine kids and one day, when we were told to get ready for PE, she turned out to be wearing her brother’s vest and her mum’s knickers. She was a skinny little thing – we used to call her ‘Skinny Minnie’ – and her mum’s knickers fell almost to her knees. She had to hold them up with both hands, her face burning with shame, as we walked down the corridor to the assembly hall where we did PE when it rained. Miriam and I often sat next to one another. She lived at the other end of Hoxton Market from us and I would sometimes see her there looking around for the left-over fruit and veg, just like us. Every day at break time we were given small bottles of milk. We all had to sit up straight with our arms folded while they were handed out. Those of us who needed it most, like Miriam and me, were always given our milk first – I suppose we stuck out like sore thumbs.


I was happy to play with anyone, but the smart kids turned their noses up at us and called us names. I envied girls like Julie Welton and Mary-Ann Merton, who had shiny, clean hair and beautiful clothes. They would not have dreamed of playing with us grubby kids. One day Mary-Ann was eating a fizzy sweet when she swallowed it whole and began to choke. She ran to the water fountain to get a drink, but the sweet would not budge. So I thumped her hard on the back and the sweet got dislodged. Mary-Ann said, ‘Thanks, Ponting’ and was nice to me for the rest of the day, but it was only a temporary respite – next day she was calling me names again.


There was another girl called Betty Upthon who was a real tough cookie and loved to pick on me. She was queen of the classroom and everyone was scared of her, but she specialised in terrorising the poorest kids. She would tell me she was going to beat me up after school, and there would be nothing I could do but wait for it to happen. Several times she beat hell out of me and I arrived home with a split lip or black eye. No one at home was bothered, so I just bathed the injury in some water and swore revenge.


School dinners were terrible – even those of us who were hungry and needed a hot meal could not stand them. The dinner hall was the domain of Mrs White, a tall, thin woman with a pointed nose and thin lips who reminded us of a witch and was really scary. She would stand in the middle of the hall shouting, ‘Up the middle and round!’ as we filed in and took our places on little benches either side of the trestle tables. We had to eat everything on our plates, so when it was a really horrible meal we would beg for small portions. The worst was meat pie, mash and cabbage. The pie would be full of gristle and tough, chewy bits, the potato dry and lumpy and the cabbage watery. Sometimes, when I just could not get it down, I would be left in the dinner hall with a handful of other children, staring at the congealing food on our plates and wishing we could be outside playing. Mrs White stood over us, arms folded and lips pursed, until we had eaten everything, no matter how long it took. As a result we became adept at getting rid of our food. We would take a scrap of paper to wrap the nastiest bits in and pop it in our pockets. If there was no paper handy we would hoard the stuff in our mouths like hamsters and hold it there till we got outside and could spit it out.


Playtimes were great. We chanted playground songs while we played with rubber balls, or we played Scoobydoo, a game which involved hundreds of rubber bands joined together. Marbles we played on the old drains, using a motley collection of marbles we had managed to put together.


Every day when we came out of school an icecream van was waiting there. There was also a man who had a bike with a huge basket on the front who would call out, ‘Toffee apples, nice, juicy toffee apples.’ It was tuppence for a single and threepence for a double, but I hardly ever had the money to buy either a toffee apple or an ice-cream. We found a new way to make money, though, which occasionally paid for one of the delicious sticky-sweet toffee apples. We would rummage through the local rubbish tips and bins to find old clothes and rags, and once we had a big bag of them we could take it to a shop at the end of Hoxton Market. It was a musty, dirty place where a man would weigh the clothes on a big set of scales and give up a couple of pennies for them. He would often invite me into the back room when I went there, but he had the same look on his face as Dad did when he was about to force me to do horrible things with him, and I always hurried away telling him I had to get home.


I did not miss school often, as it was much better than being at home. There were times when one or other of us had no option, though, because Dad had beaten us black and blue and he did not want the teachers asking questions about our injuries. And more than once I had to stay away because I had no shoes. The only shoes we had were provided by the state. A voucher was sent to our parents, which had to be taken to Curtess’s shoe shop, on the corner of Hoxton Market. The shoes there were cheap and nasty and very old-fashioned, but we had to take what we got and no fuss was allowed. When Mum took me there and the stern assistant tried some shoes on me I would say they fitted even if they did not, because I was scared that otherwise I would get no shoes at all. At least we got new shoes, though. Mum had tiny feet, and once my feet had grown as big as hers she used to wear my old shoes when I had outgrown them.


Sometimes the new voucher did not arrive before the shoes wore out, or our feet outgrew them to the point where we could not wear them any more. Then we had no choice but to stay at home until the voucher arrived. Once when this had happened, and I got back to school wearing my hideous new shoes, the teacher asked me why I had been away. Mum would not have written any notes to explain even if she could have, so I told the truth and said, ‘Please, miss, I had no shoes.’ The rest of the class gasped – all except for a girl called Maggie Lumsden. She understood, because she had had to miss school waiting for new shoes too.


On school mornings we got up very early in order to get our chores done. Dad had ordered us to clear out the grate in the living room every morning and set a new fire. We would go downstairs, barefoot and shivering in our vests and knickers. If it was really cold we could see our own breath. We would scrape out the old ashes and burned bits of coal on to newspaper and bundle that up before laying and lighting a new fire. After we had got the fire going we would go through to the kitchen, fill the kettle and put it on the hob – listening to the usual routine which had already begun. Dad would be laying into Mum, cursing her and hitting her as she whimpered at him to stop or screamed in pain. This would be followed, as ever, by the panting, gasping noises of sex.


Our next job was to take a cup of tea up to Dad. Kim and I both dreaded this errand and tried to get out of it, but inevitably one of us would have to take it. The stench of the bedroom always made us gag and we tried to get out as fast as possible, but most days he would order whichever one of us had taken the tea into the bed with him. He did not bother trying to coax us, it was: ‘Get in this bed, you little cunt’ and we would have to do as he said and submit to his horrible, shameful games. I never associated these ‘games’ with the ‘sex’ which by now we vaguely knew went on between Mum and Dad. It was only later that the penny dropped and I realised he was trying to do to Kim and me what he did to Mum. After he had let us go we had to carry on getting ourselves ready for school as though nothing had happened. I used to go into the bathroom and splash water on my face, trying to wash away the tears and the shame and the anger.
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