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      I am dedicating this book to the memory of Heather, my beautiful, dear, departed Mum. I only wish she were here to read it.

         On second thoughts, if she were still here, then given some of the content, I probably wouldn’t have written it… 
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      The First Time I: Wrote a Book


      (The Introduction)


      I always knew I wanted to write a book. I always knew I would write a book. I just didn’t know how, or when, or if I could.

         I used to buy books about writing books and never read them, and I’ve got a folder on my computer called ‘Books’, full of

         weak, unfinished attempts at novels or memoirs. I’ve spent hours online looking at websites for literary agents and publishers,

         and for years, every time I walked by my local bookshop I fantasised about seeing a book with my name on it in the window.

         My plan was to retire to the South of France and write books in front of a window with a nice view. Whenever we had authors

         on Loose Women I’d question them about their first experience, how they got published, how long it took, where they go to write, at what

         time of day and for how long. The fascination was there but the trouble was that the drive, the determination and the need

         wasn’t. I obviously didn’t want it enough to sit there and write for hours a day, perfecting a manuscript that I was prepared

         to persuade someone to publish.

      


      Then, somewhere along the line, Loose Women became very popular indeed and a couple of the other Loose Women brought out their own books. The show itself also had three

         very successful books, two of them No.1 Bestsellers – all published by Hodder & Stoughton, who then thought it might be a

         good idea if I wrote one. I agreed and said, ‘Yes, I’d love to’, but in the way that you do when you’re not sure if you can

         and so you start to wonder if maybe you might have exceeded your limitations.

      


      But I needed that challenge, that deadline, and I needed to scare myself into doing something difficult. Something that would

         inspire me to work harder than I’d had to in many years due to my preference for an easy life and, lacking in drive and ambition

         as I am, choosing to say no to things that might cause consternation and stress.

      


      This time I went for it because writing a book has been my only real ambition in my whole life. In fact, it’s been on my list

         of New Year’s resolutions since about 1979. Trouble was, where did I start? All those words and all those pages – where were

         they going to come from? ‘Don’t be afraid to ask for help’, they said. ‘No’, I said. ‘If I’m going to have a book out there

         with my name on the cover, that’s all about me, it has to be written by me and not by someone else. It might be the way for

         others in my profession but it’s not for me.’

      


      So I bought myself a Slanket® (blanket with sleeves) that you wrap around your whole body – feet and all – so that if you

         try to get up to either put the telly on or search for a snack or alphabeticise your CD collection in order to procrastinate,

         you fall over. And all winter I sat there, staring at a screen with the internet turned off in case I was tempted by the class

         A cyberdrug that is Twitter.

      


      I knew it wouldn’t be easy but I hadn’t reckoned on quite how hard it would be, and I admit, I was tempted to dial 0800-GHOSTWRITER

         more than once but I stuck it out and cancelled holidays, snubbed my friends, ignored Christmas and even stayed in on New

         Year’s Eve on my own for the first time since 1973.

      


      Then, while skiving one day, I read something (via Twitter…oops) by Stephen Fry. He was giving notice to his followers that

         he’d not be around for a while because he was off to write a book. On his blog, he wrote that the only way he could do it

         was to lock himself in a dark room and speak to no one, and he quoted someone’s advice to him on the subject: ‘“It is almost impossibly hard,” he told me. “It is supposed to be. But once you truly understand how difficult it is,” he added,

            with signature paradoxicality, “it all becomes a lot easier.”’ Now, I have no idea who said that to him, nor did I have the first clue what paradoxicality meant but I loved reading

         about how writing troubled him so, and it made me feel better. Not that I’m comparing myself to the great man himself but

         surely if that clever dick finds it hard then what chance was there for me with my undisciplined ‘alphabetti spaghetti’ thought

         processes. As a result, it was probably at least six weeks before I wrote the first word.

      


      I used that time to start familiarising myself with myself. And, of course, my past. Luckily I’d kept boxes of memorabilia

         – diaries, journals, music and mementoes, which ended up being permanently scattered all over the floor for easy access. And

         my music collection was a great way of transporting myself back to certain times. Playing vinyl records from the time I was

         writing about really helped to restore deleted elements of my cerebral hard drive. Because the human brain is exactly like

         a computer hard drive it can’t possibly retain every little event and detail. Like the computer, the mind only has a finite

         amount of space and when it becomes full, you have to delete stuff to make room for the new stuff. Recovering data isn’t always

         possible though, however many times you find a trigger. It was fascinating realising that even after I’d recalled something,

         I still had no recollection of it ever happening. So even though my memory isn’t too bad, it is, like everyone’s I suppose,

         selective.

      


      Eventually, and thankfully, it became an enjoyable, pleasant and enlightening experience, especially given that I’ve not had

         that much misery or trauma in my first fifty years. Although writing about the harrowing experiences I have had, like my mum

         dying, and surviving the Asian tsunami, have brought me as many tears as the rest of it has laughs.

      


      So, it’s done and I did it. The first time I wrote a book. Now I hope you’ll enjoy reading about some of the other things

         I did in my life for the first time, most of which I probably won’t or can’t ever do again. I’m keeping my fingers crossed

         that writing a book isn’t one of them.

      


   

      CHAPTER 1


      The First Time I: Came second


      (The Family and my Place in it Chapter)


      The first born was Kim. Two years and four days before me, she was born on St Valentine’s Day at St Barts in London – within

         the sound of Bow Bells, which makes her a real gorblimey guvner cockney. Well it would have, but between 1941 when the bells

         were destroyed in the Blitz and 1961 when they were replaced, no real cockneys could officially be born but don’t tell her

         that, she’s proud of her cockney status.

      


      It’s rubbish being born second. Especially when you have three siblings where one is the eldest, one the youngest and the

         other the only boy. Where do I fit into that little list of specialties apart from being the glaringly insignificant ‘number

         two’? Great. I’m nothing but a big old ‘number two’. I couldn’t even call myself a cockney being born as I was in the Whittington

         in North London. I can hear my mum now introducing the family. ‘This is Kim, she’s the eldest. And that’s Tracy, she’s my

         youngest. Ah, and Mark, he’s the only boy. And that’s Carol.’ See?

      


      I think I definitely suffered from second or middle child syndrome as they call it, especially as I’ve now looked into it

         in detail. So many of the traits explain so much about why I am like I am and why I turned out like I did. I found that the

         most notable ones were:

      


      S/he will often do almost anything for parental attention, even if that means being naughty. (Spot on.)

      


      They may be the loud, boisterous child in school. (100% correct.)

      


      The second child may feel out of place because they aren’t over achievers. Instead, the middle child usually just goes with

            the flow. (Explains my lack of ambition.)

      


      They have a history of starting projects and never finishing them. (My worst trait. Believe me, the fact that I’ve actually written and finished this book on time is a miracle.)

      


      When choosing a career, most middle or second children would be best suited for something where they could freely express

          themselves. (Like Loose Women?)

      


      So it’s a good job Kim was born first; she was a born leader. Looking at pictures of us when we were little she always has

         a protective arm around us and a reassuring yet slightly worried look on her face. She was so tall as a kid, Kim. And skinny.

         Really skinny. Whenever she looked at photos of herself she always commented, ‘Bleedin ’eck, I look like a right streak o’

         piss!’ Well, she was a cockney. I never once fell out with Kim. I think it was because as the number two, I always looked

         up to her for guidance; she was like a second mum to me really. Still is. She is extremely hardy, our Kim. She’s had quite

         a tough time with her choices of men, just like Mum. And she’s like her in that she never stops worrying about her kids: Daniel,

         who’s now 27 and Emma, who’s 25. They are both a credit to her resilience and tenacity. Kim lives and works in Kent for a

         major supermarket in a freezer, not literally but it is a cold storage facility which makes it feel like one, inspecting fruit.

         She does 12-hour night shifts, four on, four off, for very little money. But she’d rather struggle and work than not. It’s

         that work ethic that we’ve luckily inherited from my mum.

      


      Mark was born a mere 21 months after me. He was the cutest baby of all of us. We all had bright white-blond hair to start

         with but Mark was the only one who retained it. I can still see him in his old-fashioned Mary Poppins pram in the sunshine

         with his little sunburnt face (a sunburnt baby, when was the last time you saw one of those!?!?). For some reason, aged five,

         I took a spiteful dislike to Mark. There was no reason for it, nothing behind it, I just ‘hated’ him. Middle child syndrome

         again I guess. But how could I? In his little shorts, looking like a miniature replica of my old grandad. I felt a bit sorry

         for him being the only boy, surrounded by girls. He had no real male role models growing up but mercifully he wasn’t really

         affected by that fact and out of all of us was probably the best behaved growing up. He never smoked or broke the law and

         he did really well at school compared to us girls. In fact, I don’t even remember him ever getting told off by Mum. We used

         to tease him being the only boy, calling him ‘Mummy’s little soldier’ although it was her that coined the phrase. It was never

         malicious though, we were never jealous of him for it. Mark’s a civil engineer/project manager and specialises in the construction

         of very tall chimneys for power stations. He’s been an expat for the best part of 25 years and has worked in some fairly exotic

         places. The Falkland Islands, Iraq, Ghana, Bahrain, Taiwan, Malaysia, Singapore and now the Philippines – great for cheap

         accommodation if I fancy a holiday. With the magic of the internet and Skype, I probably talk to him more than if he lived

         here and I definitely talk to him more than to my sisters, who, compared to him, live just down the road. Mark’s the only

         one of us who has never married, although he has a girlfriend of six years, Nani, whom he met while working in Malaysia.

      


      Tracy is the baby of the family and she always looked like the baby. Every photo that she’s in, she has that worried, cute,

         slightly distressed look. It might have been because she was the last to get the hand-me-down clothes which almost never fitted

         and always looked so urchin-like. She was born four days after my birthday. (All three girls are February babies 14th, 18th

         and 22nd respectively – how weird is that?) This meant that when Mum went off to give birth, she disappeared on my birthday,

         an event that had far-reaching effects on my psyche as you will find out. I also went through a phase of not getting on with

         Tracy, though it wasn’t at the same time as Mark. We would really fight, never more so than when she’d borrow my clothes as

         a teenager without asking and put them back with her teenage hormonal whiff all over them. Mum never reprimanded her either,

         because being the youngest Mum quite enjoyed indulging her as she’d not been able to with us. She was the lucky one too because

         as Kim, Mark and I all went off to work for anything we wanted, as well as needed, Mum had the chance to mildly spoil her.

         She always admitted it was a mistake but she said she couldn’t help herself. I could understand it. Tracy’s certainly not

         lazy and is very capable but she doesn’t quite have the work ethic that us three have, so hasn’t minded spending the last

         14 years just bringing up her daughter Holly although she’s looking for work now. To her credit, Holly has grown up a very

         well adjusted and intelligent girl and is doing very well at school.

      


      So that meant that between 14 February 1958 and 22 February 1963 Mum had given birth to four children. I don’t know how she

         did that, she must have been pregnant constantly for almost the whole five years. That was always her plan though. She came

         from a very stable background – her parents, Len and Mary Ellen, or Nell as she was known to her friends, were together until

         death did them part. Visiting them was like going back in time and sitting in the kitchen there while Grandma baked cakes

         and made jam on the 1950s freestanding cooker is a lovely memory. While Grandma cooked and cleaned, Grandad played golf or

         was in the garden. He loved his garden and should have won prizes for it, it was so beautiful. They married in 1932 and Grandad

         died in 1986. I remember going to their golden wedding anniversary party at the golf club of the course near to where they’d

         retired to in Sanderstead, Surrey. One of my favourite photos is from that day – my grandma and grandad at the head of the

         table, looking so proud, surrounded by their children and grandchildren. Grandma died in 2000.

      


      They did a very good job of bringing up Heather, my mum. She had exceptional manners, was quiet but headstrong and extremely

         stoical. She was tall, slim and elegant and always took immense pride in her appearance, even if she wasn’t working, although

         at home she was never out of her Dot Cotton style housecoat overalls. And beautiful too, with natural auburn hair and bright

         blue eyes that lit up the room when she laughed. She loved a good laugh and when she did it, so did everyone else, they couldn’t

         help it, it was so infectious. She worked so hard all her life but she had no sense of entitlement whatsoever and for someone

         who ended up fairly poor, she had zero wealth envy. It was a truly admirable quality of hers. She so loved my dad that when

         they got married she described it as ‘the best day of her life’ until of course, it all went wrong. Then, despite having the

         odds stacked right against her and without ever complaining, blaming or asking for sympathy, and rarely asking for help, she

         in turn did a marvellous job bringing up her four kids each of whom she was immensely proud of in one way or another. She

         had a lot to be proud of, my mum.

      


      My dad, John, was from proper East End stock. His mother lived in the City of London all of her life, in an old tenement on

         the Sutton Estate just off the City Road. He was another one of four children and also a second born. He was a real ‘number

         two’ in more ways than one, especially to my mother at one point. He was very tall, dark and handsome and had been in the

         RAF. He and my mum got together when they were both working at Unilver House, just by Blackfriars Bridge in London, right

         across the river from where I work now. Mum worked in the typing pool and Dad was the post boy. My grandma never approved

         of him but then she was a bit of a snob and he was just a cockney Londoner. Mum had her father on her side though and even

         though he probably saw trouble ahead, he backed my mum because he knew how happy she was with him.

      


      Oh, and then there’s me, Carol.	

         

      


   

      CHAPTER 2


      The First Time I: Went out for an ice cream and came back with a mouth organ


      (The Childhood Homes Chapter)


      We had moved five times by the time I was five years old although being so young it never really occurred to me that this

         wasn’t normal. In fact, I probably didn’t even know what was happening. I just lived where we lived.

      


      My dad was a manager for the food store chain David Greig’s. This meant we lived in town centre shopping streets, above the

         shop. The first one was in Hornsey High Street, not far from where I live now in North London. I have absolutely no recollection

         of it at all, now, but when searching through my stuff I found a passage I’d written in a school book about moving house which

         describes it as being huge with a playground with swings and a paddling pool.

      


      Funny how I remembered that when I was 13 but I don’t now. I was studying Jane Eyre at the time but I also have no recollection

         of reading that either.

      


      So when I was only a year old, we had to up sticks and relocate to the Garden of England and its county town, Maidstone. The

         shop was on Week Street, still the main shopping drag to this day except that where it used to be full of grocers, open-air

         greengrocers and shops where you bought things you needed, it’s now full of mobile phone shops, jewellers and fashion chains

         like River Island and Next. Marks and Spencer’s is now on the site of the old David Greig’s. Again, I thought the flat was

         huge but I was still very small, so it would have been like The Land of the Giants (TV show from the late 1960s where some little people land on a planet full of really big people, or giants). I can mostly

         only piece together what it was like from photographs – quite grand with posh gold curtains and silk panelled wallpaper; an

         expensive looking grey velour three-piece suite. The kitchen seemed huge too and had a big yellow cabinet with a little bowl

         of sweets on the top that was kept for treats. One of my earliest memories involved those sweets. I was having a mild fit

         one day after realising I couldn’t actually run away from my own shadow and to calm me down and shut me up, Mum gave me a

         fruit gum from the stash. I was so hysterical that the sweet left my mouth and ended up stuck to my forehead, freaking me

         out even more because obviously I thought this was a monster alien invading my space. Apparently I didn’t shut up until I

         got another one. Then there was the time when I decided to help Mum with the chores by ‘cleaning’ the pristine white door

         to the living room with brown boot polish. Mum went bananas and, thinking about it now, was I really trying to be helpful

         or was I being surreptitiously naughty?
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         In the kitchen there was a big white butler’s sink where we used to have our baths. There was no garden with it being a flat,

         just another lethal flat rooftop that we called a playground, where we’d play handstands and have water fights. The only way

         down was the imposing wrought iron spiral staircase which was missing a vital ‘health and safety’ feature – a gate preventing

         us from playing on it so one day, obviously feeling lazy, I decided to ride my little tricycle down it. Of course I don’t

         remember anything about it but obviously it was carnage. My head was so badly damaged, Mum thought I might never look normal

         again. She told me one side of my head was extended to the point of looking like the Tefal man (a man featured in an ad for

         Tefal® in the ’70s where, because he was so brainy for inventing non-stick pans, his forehead was elongated and stretched to about

         12 inches high), but only half of him. My head is still quite sensitive there as I found out later during an argument with

         my younger sister, Tracy. She threw a hard-centre chocolate at me which hit me on the forehead and a lump the size of a giant

         hard-centre chocolate appeared within seconds. Everyone was panicking; ‘Don’t let her go to sleep!’ they were all shouting

         because such an injury might have caused a blood-clot-induced coma due to the serious accident on the stairs all those years

         before. It is still quite sensitive, if I get a spot there and try to squeeze it, it comes up like a pus-filled bee sting.

         Luckily I don’t get many spots. Another legacy of that good idea is that I still have a slightly more receding hairline on

         that side where the hair never grew back, which makes it look (now, at my age) like I’m going bald. Oh well, at least there

         was no brain damage, although that’s debatable too. A nice wooden gate was installed soon after that little incident.

      


      In the early 1960s there were no supermarkets as such but David Greig’s was a forerunner, along with Sainsbury’s who were

         their big rivals. It was a fine store. A real old-fashioned grocer’s with white brick-tiled walls and tins stacked up like

         they do at the fair for you to shoot and win a crap teddy bear. It had a different counter for different produce around the

         edges and in the middle a stand for the bread. It had a beautiful black and white parquet-style tiled floor. And for everything

         you bought you were served by a real person, wearing a bonnet and an apron, with their own counter and till. Living above

         it was handy for shopping, because you didn’t have to do any. Mum used to send one of us downstairs for whatever she needed.

         Usually a loaf of bread. Even if she didn’t need it, I’d take it, spending ages deciding which colour Wonderloaf to get. Blue

         was medium sliced, maroon was thick sliced and yellow was thin sliced. Or was it the other way round?

      


      It was an endless source of amusement and having the run of it was a kid’s dream come true. My favourite part was the giant

         fridge-freezer at the back with its rows and rows of dead animals hanging from big lethal hooks and swinging from side to

         side. I was fascinated and would get in there and observe them whenever I could. I think it taught me very early on a valuable

         lesson about the food chain and it obliterated any soppy thoughts I might have had about eating cute animals or becoming a

         vegetarian. It never disturbed me even though you could see they were still cows, pigs and sheep; they just didn’t have their

         coats on and they’d all lost their heads. I was aware of one of the butchers imposing time limits, telling me I couldn’t stay

         in any longer without a coat or I’d die too. I didn’t believe him, it didn’t even seem that cold to me. What fun it was being

         a kid then, you could perform daredevil stunts on spiral staircases, steal food whenever you felt like it and hang out with

         dead meat in sub-zero temperatures. Oh, how things have changed.

      


      Perhaps the lack of parent paranoia and Health and Safety measures was the reason I used to get into all sorts of scrapes

         but then maybe it was simply because I was three and it was the early 1960s, a time when kids could and would walk just about

         anywhere, even on their own. Or maybe it was that second child syndrome playing up again. But still, as small as I was, I

         was free to leave the shop, walk down the road, which although pedestrianised now, then had very narrow pavements and two-lane

         traffic with buses, to get a Mister Softee ice cream from the stall right at the front of Woolworths about four shops down

         (also a Marks and Spencer’s now, the men’s clobber and food bit). I wonder where I got the money from.

      


      Woolies was an absolute wonder. The shop was arranged by islands in those days with people serving from inside each one, again

         with their own till. I’d spend ages in there, wandering around, eyeing up things I couldn’t possibly buy. At Christmas time

         there were always two or three islands tinselled, paper chained and baubled right up and I’d stand there for hours, transfixed.

         Same with the toys. But the fact that I couldn’t buy things never stopped me acquiring them because for some reason, I started

         shoplifting mouth organs. Harmonicas. It might have had something to do with one-man-bands, they were big in the 1960s, they

         seemed to be all over the place. I can’t think why else I would have taken a shine to such a weird musical instrument. Maybe

         because they were just easy to steal. After all, I might have liked trombones but I think I’d have been spotted leaving the

         shop with one of those. There was a whole section of them in different sizes and colours, always in weak, worn-looking boxes

         with a drawing of one on the outside. I stole loads of them but only one at a time. I don’t know how I got away with it, maybe

         the assistants just thought I was cute and let me get on with it. I would go straight to that island, wait for the assistant

         to turn her back and then reach up and nab it. I’d make my way back home and hide it straight away in the big cupboard in

         the corner of the living room where the hoover and all the other cleaning paraphernalia was kept. The cupboard was my hiding

         place and when I could I’d go and sit in there, leaving the door ajar so I wasn’t in total darkness, and inspect my haul,

         just like Fagin did with his jewels. I never played them in case Mum heard so I just took them out of the boxes, looked at

         them and put them back. I was rumbled one day after she enquired as to what I was doing in there and was apoplectic. She was

         so mad and her voice so loud that my fear must have turned to confusion and I suddenly felt like I was in a Tom and Jerry

         cartoon where you only see the legs of the woman who’s always reprimanding the cat. I was the cat, being dragged down the

         stairs, along the road, by the ear, all the way back to Woolies with the contraband in tow. She made me return them all and

         apologise profusely, which I could hardly do through the shame and humiliation of being pulled down the road and the tears

         over the loss of my precious toys. A valuable lesson had been learned, or so I thought. But it was good enough for Woolies

         and the police were never involved. I often think about what would happen in that situation today, even at three you’d probably

         still be arrested, have your DNA taken and social services would no doubt take you away!

      


      Our third home, No.4, Hayle Road, on the outskirts of town was probably the most depressing, awful house full of horrid memories.

         It was a fairly standard-looking semi-detached Edwardian house with a yellow door but it was grim. And dark. Although it’s

         possibly the black and white photograph I have of us four kids standing by the window that makes me think it was. Apart from

         that, all I know is that it was infested with spiders – I remember freaking out after hiding in the curtain and emerging with

         a massive spider on me. No fruitgums at Hayle Road – and for some reason, we weren’t allowed out in the garden.

      


      It was where we were living in 1964 when my dad left. It’s why we had to move there, because he knew he was going.


      By then things had already gone horribly wrong between Mum and Dad and they were on the verge of splitting. There was a lot

         of shouting and fighting between them, things were thrown frequently, I’ll always remember the butter dish going across the

         room, but being very young I still didn’t really register much of it. Sometimes I wonder if I subconsciously chose not to

         retain what was happening or if somehow I managed to block it right out, which for life purposes is a good thing, I think.

         For autobiography purposes, maybe not.

      


      It must have happened quite quickly because one minute he was there and then he was gone. It wasn’t exactly ‘just like that’,

         I’m sure there were all sorts of shenanigans going down but I wasn’t aware of them. I know he went off to be with a family

         friend and I remember him leaving.

      


      My dad, Kim and I had just been to visit our first school, East Borough Girls School in Maidstone, and post-visit we were

         standing on the pavement outside the new house. My dad was standing there telling Kim and me that he was going now and he

         wasn’t coming back. I certainly didn’t understand the magnitude of what he was telling us but I’m absolutely sure that’s how

         it happened because it’s a very clear memory and some things you retain and some you don’t. Kim and I both remember the moment

         he got in his car and drove off. I can still picture and replay it now because as we were receiving this monumental earth-shattering

         news I could see the lollypop lady in the background, gently guiding children across the road. Kim was shattered, traumatised.

         I was confused. Mark and Tracy were too young to know what was going on. Mum, as far as I can remember, just carried on cleaning

         and cooking and putting on a brave face. So even if the house wasn’t dark and bleak it felt it and there really was a sombre

         mood that even we small children must have picked up. I dealt with it by playing with a Sindy doll I’d had for Christmas,

         though interestingly, always on the table in front of the window, probably hoping to see his car and my dad coming home.

      


      I was aware of the new woman in his life. I remember her as my mum’s friend who babysat for us sometimes. She worked in the

         store. I don’t know the details but according to Mum, Dad had been having an affair with her for a while.

      


      I’ve got a photo of her with us kids and my mum on the sofa at Week Street and I often look at it and wonder if it was already

         going on then. I asked my mum about it but she didn’t like talking about it, she was angry though and she hated them both

         for a long time after he’d gone. When I saw my dad later in my life I also asked him what happened but his reply just annoyed

         me. He said, ‘You can’t help who you fall in love with’ which may be so, but falling in love doesn’t mean you can walk away

         from everything without taking full responsibility for what you’ve created like he did, as you’ll find out in the next chapter.

      


      I was four when he left and for the following five years he visited us regularly. He used to turn up in his brand new white

         Ford Anglia (BKE 873B – why do I remember that?) and take us out for the day. I have fond memories of those outings. I used

         to love going for Sunday roast in the restaurant that used to be in the Granada cinema complex on Gabriel’s Hill. He would

         tell me off for putting ketchup on my food. We’d also go to the park and feed the ducks and he would always scare us by pretending

         to almost drive into the lake. Or we’d drive to the seaside, Sheerness usually because it was closest, and we’d get a tanner

         (sixpence in old or two and a half pence in new money) if we were the first one to see the sea. As soon as we shut the doors

         and pulled away, it was a constant chorus of ‘I can see the sea’, all the way there.

      


      Sometimes we’d go up to London to see his mum, our nan, in her funny flat. She lived in a dreadful old tenement block just

         off the City Road roundabout. It was funny because, before it was modernised, the bath was in the kitchen under the worktop,

         hidden, when it wasn’t in use, by a lovely floral curtain on a piece of wire. We were highly amused by this and would play

         hide and seek in it forever. My Auntie Alma lived there as well, and my Auntie Alice and Uncle Bert who never seemed to get

         any older but were just always really old. Even when I was a little girl they seemed to be 102. Bless them, they were an adorable

         couple, like two characters from Tales of the Riverbank.

      


      Dad usually turned up at Christmas. One year he bought us a bike each from Halfords. We couldn’t believe it. I had a maroon

         one with white tyres, Kim had a sophisticated navy blue one and Tracy was still on three wheels. Mark had a lookalike Chopper.

         Another time he came and took us all to one of the town’s big department stores, Chiesemans in Maidstone where he shopped

         for toys, but not for us, probably for his new son, our half brother whom he never mentioned. He always said the toys were

         for Catherine, my cousin. Eventually he stopped coming altogether. Mum told me later that it was after he turned up unannounced

         one day and took us all out of school to go and do something or other. Mum was furious and told him she thought it’d be best

         if he stayed away and now, with hindsight, she was right. His visits confused us all. We didn’t really understand why he was

         there or why he wasn’t there, and bringing us expensive presents when Mum could only afford board games on tick just wasn’t

         fair. She never stopped us seeing him when we got older though; she made sure we knew it was our choice if we wanted to and

         all of us, apart from Mark, did at various stages. The only contact Mum had with him though after that was at one of my cousins’

         wedding in London in 1977. That was the strangest thing with them being in the same room for the first time in so long and

         Dad being with his new wife and all. They didn’t speak and I think it was quite difficult for her but she put on a brave face.

      


      Hayle Road was always a temporary stop as it was a private rental and who was going to pay the rent? So before long we were

         on the move again, this time courtesy of Maidstone Borough Council.

      


      46 Northumberland Court was above the shops in Northumberland Road on the Shepway Estate – an enormous 1950s sprawling landscape

         of terraced and semi-detached houses and flats. Mostly looking exactly the same. Ours was a maisonette but it only had two

         bedrooms so for Mum, three girls and a boy it was nowhere near big enough. It was on the end, right above the chip shop. Most

         of the shops are still there: the newsagents where Tracy, my younger sister, got her finger trapped in the door and almost

         bled to death, the dentist where we all had questionable treatment under hallucinogenic gas. I liked the gas, I loved the

         kaleidoscope dreams you had while the masked man with the pliers, probably unnecessarily, pulled your teeth out with all the

         care and consideration of a road digger with a pickaxe and a grudge. He was always yanking our teeth out, we hardly ever had

         fillings, just extractions of teeth that would never grow back again. No dentist in my adult life has been able to work out

         why he took two of my bottom teeth away. They can’t both have been rotten, they’re the same ones on either side of my mouth.

         It’s a nightmare because I’m getting older now and you do actually get ‘long in the tooth’ as they say, where your gums start

         to recede. Sometimes so much so that your teeth actually fall out. Mine aren’t that bad but because I have these bloody gaps

         there’s nothing to keep them together and I can see them slowly splaying out, a bit like Stonehenge. Perhaps he had a lucrative

         deal going on with the tooth fairy. Perhaps I could sue the bastard, if he’s still alive.

      


      The shops and their dingy, concrete staircase became our home and play area for the two years while we waited for a house.

         It was OK though, there was a green right opposite with swings, a see-saw, slide and roundabout. We spent hours there, again

         risking our little lives with its solid concrete floors. No cotton wool spongy landings for us.

      


      We moved again just after my sixth birthday. I think it was my sixth. I say it was because Mum made a makeshift birthday celebration

         ‘cake’ using six mini swiss rolls with candles in them. Maybe I wasn’t six, perhaps that was just to use up the whole packet

         so we could all have one each while I had two because it was my birthday. The Beatles were on the telly, probably the news,

         and Mum was telling us about the time she went to see them and was screaming in the audience. I was confused. Mum, The Beatles,

         screaming? She was so reserved and quiet. So sensible. ‘What were you actually screaming?’ I asked, trying to picture her

         leaning over railings and wailing with a tear-stained, scrunched up face. I still can’t believe it. As she got older and grumpier

         though, she did actually deny it and said that she hated it because she couldn’t hear the music for the screaming so it was

         a waste of time and money!

      


      So finally we got our house. THE house. A WHOLE house! Our home for the next 14 years. It was on the same estate, about the

         same distance from the schools but in the opposite direction. It was 1966. It was small and typical of its type and time.

         Semi-detached. Three bedrooms, living room, dining room and kitchen. Bathroom and outside toilet. Coal shed and shed. Massive

         100' garden that more or less backed onto Mote Park. We couldn’t believe our luck and although we didn’t have two ha’pennies

         to rub together we thought we were millionaires.

      


      195 Plains Avenue, ME15 7BD, telephone 676428. There isn’t much I don’t remember about that house. From its pebbledash exterior

         and its coral coloured front door, to the little 9' x 9' dining room (how and why do I know it was nine feet square?) and

         the mishmash of carpets and paint, every detail is vivid almost beyond belief. Probably because it was our first proper house

         where we felt settled and it was where I really grew up. I was six when we moved in and nearly 20 when I moved out. It is,

         literally, the house of my dreams. Everything takes place there when my mind is doing its cleaning up or whatever it does

         when it’s dreaming. Usually I can’t draw the curtains or lock the door, or the gas fire won’t turn off. Sometimes it’s completely

         random situations with people from the present turning up there, always in that house. That’s how I still know it so well.

         I quite often do a ‘mind tour’ of it. Where your mind, like a video camera, walks around taking in, noting and observing everything

         from the colours of the décor to the style of the blankets on the beds. I can even remember exactly what was in the drawers

         of my mum’s dressing table and wardrobes. It is so predominant in my thoughts that sometimes I make an effort and think really,

         really hard to try and remember if there was anything really traumatic that happened there to make it so. But, although there

         were a few unpleasant incidents, they were few and far between and certainly not worthy of any long-term trauma. No, it must

         be that it was a happy time and place of real discovery with a feeling of belonging because up until that house, there was

         none of that.

      


      The best thing about it was the three bedrooms so Mum could have her own room at last and so could Mark. We three girls still

         had to share, which we hated of course, it just didn’t seem fair. But it was OK, there was plenty of room, or at least it

         seemed like there was after that flat.

      


      The next best thing about it was the décor. Poor Mum, she did her best to keep the house and garden clean and tidy, decorating

         it, when she could, with whatever paint she could lay her hands on, which meant when she got some paint cheap, whatever the

         colour, it went everywhere. The living room was purple and I mean the whole living room. Walls, paintwork, ceiling, tiled

         fireplace, the whole room was purple. Including the carpet. Prince would have loved it. It looked especially good with the

         mustard floral nylon cover that hid the well-worn posh grey velour suite we had when we were rich and living at Week Street.

         Then when she’d finished Princing up the living room, she diluted what was left with some cheap white and painted her whole

         bedroom a paler version. Cupboards, walls, ceiling, headboard, everything. Our room had three blue walls and one yellow. Mark’s

         room, however, was decorated like a proper boy’s bedroom with expensive Thunderbirds wallpaper, a white ceiling and white

         gloss on the paintwork. I’m pretty sure that stuff didn’t tumble off the back of the lorry but then it was always only the

         best for Mummy’s little soldier, as we called him. Mark would like me to point out that he recalls that this perfect décor

         was in situ when we moved in, but then he would, wouldn’t he? It wasn’t but we didn’t really mind, he’d spent the last two

         years sharing a room with my mum and he was the only boy so he deserved it.

      


      Actually, she transformed that house. When we moved in it looked dull and nondescript, like all the other houses in the street,

         so Mum painted all the windowsills a bright red, like clay but brighter, then painted white stripes where the grouting would

         have been. It looked pretty. She also put pretty net curtains up at every window. My mum was obsessed with net curtains but

         I suppose on those cramped estates with the small gardens you needed them. They felt like a guard and they meant that what

         was inside was yours, safe from the outside world. They were also great for being nosey too. No one could see you peering,

         as long as you were careful with your twitching of the nets. I’m getting nostalgic for net curtains because I’m reminded of

         what a bloody good idea they are. No loss of light but total privacy. Especially as I live in very close proximity to my neighbours

         and the whole of the front of my living room is glass. And double especially because I do tend to forget this and walk around

         naked or semi-clothed most of the time.

      


      She also managed somehow to carpet the whole house in the leftover, third-hand carpets that came from Week Street, via Hayle

         Road and Northumberland Court. Like a carpet jigsaw puzzle. And she singlehandedly dealt with the garden, a wild rambling

         mess of 2' high grass when we moved in and transformed that into a planted, well-manicured front and back lawn. We even had

         a swing.

      


      The street was a proper old community. We knew everyone on our ‘section’ from the roundabout to the park entrance on both

         sides of the street. You always chatted to people at the bread van, or the Esso Blue van, the ice cream van or the fish and

         chip van. Lots of vans round our way.

      


      Most of the neighbours were friendly enough. The ones to the right, Tom and Ann, were very close, helpful and friendly (I’ve

         been in their house a few times in my dreams too). We loved it because he was an ice cream man and she looked like a 1960s

         minx with a beehive hairdo that was almost as tall as her. But the other side weren’t so, shall we say, agreeable. Suffice

         to say that if their front door was open in the summer, ours would have to be closed. Kim and Aggie would have had a field

         day in there. Occasionally, the obese mother would venture out to the Wonderloaf van, the milkman, the ice cream man or the

         lemonade man in order to stock up. We were always fascinated by her legs, and how they were like two giant white hams, with

         ankles that were so fat they almost covered her feet. She was actually a very pleasant woman – but we were only young so that’s

         how we saw it.

      


      Next door but one were ‘The Spanishes’ as we called them because they were Spanish, and then there were the Murphys. Mrs Murphy

         was nice. Mum got on well with her and she used to look after us on occasion. It was always lovely to see her, she had such

         a sunny disposition and she looked like she’d just stepped off the pages of a 1950s perfect housewife manual. She turned up

         one day when me and Mum were sitting outside enjoying the hot summer (remember those?) wearing the shortest of short mini

         dresses. I was shocked because although she must only have been about 30, I thought she was way too old to be wearing minis

         even though minis were all the rage. It was the 1960s after all. But Mrs Murphy in a thigh-skimming number, what was going

         on? Well, Marion was just popping round to show my mum this new invention that allowed her to wear such a short skirt and

         it was, tights! The great stocking liberator, what took them so long? I could tell Mum was also amused and feigning interest,

         ‘Ooh yeah’, she’d say with a wry smile while probably thinking, ‘Pull your dress down love we don’t wanna see what you ’ad

         for breakfast!’ Now, every time I think about American tan tights I think of Mrs Murphy.

      


      It felt good living in a street where everyone knew everyone else. It was, as they say, the good old days. The door was always

         open, everyone said hello, helped each other out, looked out for you. Sometimes they could be a bit nosey. Like if there was

         a police car in the street, everyone, usually the women, would come out and stand at the gate with their arms crossed, fags

         hanging out of their mouths, 1950s turbans on their heads...not really, but you get the picture. The thing was, a police car

         was rare then and it usually meant something really bad had happened. Also, you knew exactly who had done it because no one

         had cars so the road was always empty meaning plod could plonk his vehicle right outside, it was such a giveaway.

      


      They came round to ours a couple of times. The one I was responsible for was when I was caught shoplifting in Woolworths again,

         obviously having not learnt my lesson from the mouth organ episode. Some school friends and I had been to the Christmas carol

         concert at All Saints Church and had methodically decided to go into town afterwards for a bit of a Christmas shoplifting

         spree. It wasn’t my idea but I went along with it anyway. I had taken part in the service by playing the bongo drums and I

         was carrying them with me in a big plastic bag. Five of us headed for Woolies and set about doing some Christmas pilfering.

         I remember one girl stealing porcelain horses, the type you’d put on the mantelpiece. Others nicked Christmas cards and stuff

         like that. Me, ever aware of my mother’s wrath, was careful only to put the booty into others’ bags and the only thing that

         I ended up with was a roll of foil sticky tape. When we got caught, we were dragged into an office and made to give our addresses

         before they let us go home. I’m not sure I’ve ever felt such doom as then. On the bus on the way home, we could barely speak

         we were so terrified of what might happen. When the cops came the shame was unbearable. My mum sat there and cried while the

         dinner was ruined, the potatoes boiled dry, the peas were stuck to the pan and the fish fingers were cremated. They questioned

         me for hours about the horses; my friend had obviously told them I’d taken them because she didn’t want to give them up. All

         I could say was ‘I didn’t’, through floods of tears, over and over again. I remember it took me another hour to convince them

         that I hadn’t stolen the bongo drums. They threatened me with court, a criminal record and God knows what else and scared

         me half to death. But the good thing was, it worked and I never stole another thing. The bad thing was, I’d almost ruined

         Christmas.

      


      Luckily, nothing could ruin Christmas in that house. It was such a big thing, that not even a run-in with the rozzers could

         spoil it. Mum would get the same stuff out each year and every time the tree, a silver tinsel one that had less and less silver

         tinsel each time it emerged, looked more like just a tree-shaped piece of wire in the corner. The same paper chains would

         also come out, bedraggled and broken but sellotaped and fixed. All the cards would be hung up on string around the four walls,

         like washing. And with food, Mum would really push the boat out. On Christmas Eve she would lay out all the goodies that we

         couldn’t have all year on the two sideboards in the dining room. Nuts, chocolates, sausage rolls, mince pies and beer. But

         we weren’t allowed to touch any of it until a certain time. Mum was funny like that, I think she just enjoyed seeing food

         there and if we’d been allowed to get going as soon as we got up it would have been gone before 10am. That was when I probably

         had my first drink, which would have been a warm light ale in a can, a special treat because it was Christmas. Dinner was

         always the big event of the day, often we’d not have turkey because turkey tasted like chicken and we had that all year because

         it was cheap. So we’d have steak instead, which to our bored and conditioned palates tasted like nothing else on earth. It

         was so expensive and such a treat that we took photographs of it.

      


      The most unbelievable thing about that house was the cold and the damp. In any room where there was heat, there was mould

         on the ceiling and the wallpaper resembled that hotel room in the film, Barton Fink. You could almost hear it creeping away from the walls. I’m sure winters were actually colder then or perhaps it was just

         that we had no proper, permanent central heating. There was a gas fire in the living room that only went on at night when

         we were watching telly – I’m sure that fire was a health hazard; it had big black carbon streaks all over it and we always

         used to fall asleep when it was on. Luckily, it was hardly on which is probably why it didn’t kill us. We’d have to pull the

         sofa right up in front of it otherwise you couldn’t feel it. There was a small two-bar electric wall fire in the dining room

         and the cooker in the kitchen. Life took place in those rooms in the winter. We got undressed, dressed, washed our hair, dried

         our hair, did our homework and ate in them because it was simply too cold in the rest of the house to do anything. The mornings

         were a nightmare. Four of us, all trying to wash hair, iron, get dressed, do homework, eat breakfast, clean shoes in a space

         the size of a small cupboard. I don’t know how we did it. Mum would regularly scream at the top of her voice, ‘Shut that bleedin’

         door!’ if we left a door even ajar because what little heat there was would disappear. At bedtime we’d race upstairs with

         our hot water bottles, place them in the bed for 20 minutes and go back downstairs while they heated up slightly, then venture

         back up. It. Was. Freezing. So cold that if you spoke, your words literally froze as they came out your mouth so that people

         could read them. The inside of the windows were solid ice where the condensation would freeze on impact. Using the bathroom

         was another story. We could only have baths once a week on a Sunday, after listening religiously to the Top 20 or Pick of The Pops as it was known then with Alan Freeman on BBC Radio. As soon as the the Cliff Adams Singers went into their ‘Sing Something

         Simple’ mode, we were off, upstairs, fighting over the bath water. We could only afford enough hot water to fill it once so

         we had to share it between all four of us, taking turns over who got to get the fresh water as opposed to the fourth-hand

         scum-loaded stuff at the end. So during the week when we had to be at school, we’d probably spend no more than two minutes

         in the bathroom doing an impression of a film being speeded up while we tried to keep as clean as we possibly could. It was

         hell.

      


      The cold could seriously have been the death of us when one super-freezing winter’s night, because it was so cold, Mum left

         the paraffin heater on to take the chill off the house. I awoke at about 4am (why do these sort of things always happen at

         4am?) not being able to breathe properly. Quite naturally, without knowing what was happening I scrambled to the windows,

         which were not only closed but also locked. The only bit I could open was the small middle opening at the top and I literally

         squeezed my nose and mouth out just trying to breathe. Next minute, Mum comes in, wakes up Kim and Tracy who were still asleep

         and is screaming at us to get downstairs where the front door is wide open. The house was full of thick black smoke and I

         mean thick. The paraffin heater had obviously developed a fault and exploded, nearly killing us all with toxic fumes. We all

         sat outside in minus temperatures in our pyjamas laughing at each other because we all had big, black soot marks round our

         noses and eyes and we looked like child chimney sweeps. We had no idea how close that was.

      


      But despite the cramped conditions, the lack of heating and insulation, the peeling wallpaper and damp, the freezing bathroom

         and the icy windows, I loved that house. I loved the wellington boot that was stuck in the gutter for the whole time we lived

         there – Mark threw it up there when we first moved in and sparrows used to nest in it year after year. I loved the big metal

         dustbin that you’d just throw rubbish in, not in bags, that was never full even though we were a family of five (!), and that

         got emptied by a man with big dirty gloves on who actually lifted it up on his back. I loved the garden and having the park

         as a virtual extension of it, the swing, sitting on the front porch in the summer. I loved living there because I was happy.

         It was our first proper family home and although we were poor, we didn’t feel it and we certainly didn’t know it.

      


   

      CHAPTER 3


      The First Time I: Walked to school in my socks


(The Poor Chapter)


      During my very early years, I suppose we must have been quite well off, what with Dad being a manager and everything. My mum

         even had that ‘rich’ look about her: she was extremely well groomed, with immaculate hair, and always wore the beautiful pearls

         that her dad had bought her for her 21st birthday. So one minute we were being photographed in posh party frocks with big petticoats in front of expensive drapes and

         the next we’re posing in second-hand jumpers in a dark rented house looking like urchins. Mum always got upset looking back

         at those photos, but if she was bitter about the change in lifestyle she kept it to herself.

      


      We were kids so of course we didn’t notice; it was Mum who had to make the biggest adjustment. Her background was certainly

         middle class and after marrying Dad, a working-class boy made good, it looked set to stay that way. Having been dragged from

         her roots in leafy Surrey to a strange town in Kent and then left – no, abandoned – with four kids under five and no way of

         going back, she just got on with it. She wasn’t really cut out for life on a council estate but then going back to her parents

         and admitting that her mother was right about my dad wasn’t an option. That’s probably what spurred her on.

      


      It was the mid 1960s, in the days before the convenience of automatic state benefits for single parents, when deserted families

         had to rely on the absent parent to send money, via the court, to be picked up. So if you didn’t have that, no one paid your

         rent or your rates; there was no free anything. The only benefit available was the Family Allowance, which everyone with kids

         received regardless of their situation. Compare that to what a single mother would get now: income support, child tax credit,

         lone parent benefit, housing benefit, council tax benefit, free prescriptions, free glasses, free school dinners and child

         benefit. We did eventually get free school dinners but I remember Mum had to fight tooth and claw to get them.
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