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To my lovely Uncle Neville and Auntie Pat.
Thank you very much for always being there for me; you were the only ones who always had an open door.
All my love, Kim


And with thanks to Luigi Bonomi, my agent, and everyone at Hodder.
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The Wicked Witch Is Dead


The letter arrived without warning.


It was mid-April 2000. My husband, Peter, and I were working as houseman and housekeeper for a German industrialist – one of the kindest of all our many employers – in a beautiful mansion in London’s Belgravia. The letter was from my half-brother, Richard, someone I hadn’t seen for almost twenty years – the last occasion, in fact, that I’d also seen my mother. ‘Dear Sister,’ it began, ‘I write to tell you our mother died on April 11.’ He went on to give the details of where and when she was to be buried, and the time the funeral party would be leaving the house in Portsmouth.


I’d always said that, when my mother died, I wouldn’t go to her funeral. Reading the news of her death, I felt nothing, absolutely nothing. My mother was an evil, vicious woman who’d starved me of love throughout my childhood and beaten me mercilessly until, finally, I’d run away from home aged fifteen. When she must have known she was dying, she never got in touch with me, never felt the need to apologise for all the sadness and hurt, the neglect, that have affected me all my life. In the circumstances, perhaps I shouldn’t have been surprised. What had I honestly expected?


But, for all that, there was something in me that made me feel I ought to attend her funeral. She’d carried me in her womb. The least I could do was to be there when she was put in the ground. I’m a decent human being, and I wanted some respect for myself. She may have behaved as she did, but I was her daughter and I needed to know I’d done the right thing by her.


I also thought that, as Richard had gone to the trouble to find out where I lived so he could give me the news, I should repay that decency. He’d been brought up by his grandparents in Sunderland so that we were virtual strangers to each other – he was nineteen the first time we met – but maybe he’d found out how badly I’d been treated by our mother. He himself had not known a mother’s love – perhaps that was why he understood. Attending her send-off would be my way of thanking him for acknowledging me and what I’d been through. Little did I know what lay ahead.


The night before the funeral, Pete and I drove down to Portsmouth and booked in at a little B&B. We called at the funeral parlour, then went round to the flat of my full sister, Gloria – but she wasn’t there. As she’d assured us she would be in, I almost knocked her front door down for fear she hadn’t heard us. Heaven knows where she was. But Gloria has always run by her own rules so we gave that up as a bad job. It was raining hard by then and we decided to call it a night.


Next morning Pete and I got to my mother’s house at nine o’clock, about fifteen minutes before the cortege was due to leave for the church. It was Richard who opened the door, although it had been so long that I didn’t immediately recognise him. He was friendly enough as we chatted in the hall. But as soon as we walked into the lounge the atmosphere became totally hostile. I recognised Robert, my eldest half-brother (or maybe my only full brother – no one knows), who was there with his own son, looking the spitting image of Robert at the same age. Then there was another half-brother, Neil, and my half-sisters Rosemary, Caroline and Janet. Pete and I found a couple of chairs and sat down. No one said a single word of greeting. No one offered us a cup of tea. It was chilling. What had our mother said about me behind my back? I could only guess.


There was also an old man there, someone I’d never seen before. He turned out to have been a scoutmaster the family had known for a long time, although only since I’d left home. He approached me.


‘Excuse me, love,’ he said. ‘But who are you?’


So I told him I was my mother’s second child. Not one member of the family spoke – they just shot me more filthy looks.


‘I’ve known the family for years,’ he said in obvious surprise, ‘and your mother never mentioned you.’


I repeated that I was Gloria’s younger sister.


‘I didn’t know she had one,’ he said.


After that, Pete and I sat in silence, entirely ignored by everyone.


When it was time to leave for the service, after the longest quarter of an hour of my life, Pete and I followed in our car. My mother’s coffin was waiting in the hearse when we got to the church. Gloria arrived at the same time with her daughter and two sons. Pete and I sat with them at the back of the church; all the half-brothers and -sisters sat at the front. Another half-sister, Penny, who’d been caught in traffic, had also gone straight to the church. There was no one else there – but then, my mother didn’t have any friends.


The coffin was carried in by my half-brothers Rob, Richard and Neil, and by Rob’s son. Richard then sat on his own at the front, sobbing silently, his face cupped in his hands. The rest of them remained dry-eyed. I was so upset at that stage by the way I’d been cold-shouldered that I find it hard now to remember every detail. I can’t even recall whether there were flowers in the church. So intent was I on getting through what lay ahead that I was half-blind to what was going on around me.


What I do recollect very clearly indeed is what was – and was not – said. The priest stood up at the front and explained why we were all there. ‘We are here to recall the life of Patricia Mary McGinley,’ he began. ‘She was christened Mary Patricia, but she didn’t like the name Mary so she always called herself Pat. On behalf of her children, Gloria, Robert, Richard, Neil, Penny, Rosemary, Caroline and Janet, as well as the daughter she lost, Rose … all of them wish to remember their mother.’


I hadn’t heard my name, and a feeling of deep, deep hurt ran through me. She couldn’t do that to me. She couldn’t. Who could disown their own child?


Pete turned to me and put his hand on mine. ‘Did you hear your name?’ he said.


I shook my head.


He asked if I wanted him to get up and say something.


‘No,’ I said. ‘Leave it.’ I felt completely numb.


Then my youngest half-sister, Janet, was walking to the front to say a few words – and once again I forced myself to concentrate on getting through this ordeal. ‘Our mother was not the most tolerant of people,’ I heard her saying. ‘Our mother was prone to very bad moods. But she was our mother.’ I could hardly believe my ears. Whatever I may have felt about my mother, every instinct told me that, if you can’t say something nice about a person on an occasion like this, you don’t say anything at all. Throughout my childhood I’d prayed and prayed for someone to rescue me from my mother and the grim, brutal life I was forced to live. For all that, though, Janet’s remarks were inappropriate at a funeral. To me, silence would have been preferable.


Janet was still talking. ‘The one thing our mother taught us girls,’ she said, ‘was to have smart hair and well-manicured nails.’ How sad. Smart hair? Nice nails? That’s some legacy, isn’t it? What she should have left her children was a legacy of love and respect, the memory of what a good mum she’d been. God help us! I thought.


Then Neil got to his feet. ‘Our mother was very volatile,’ he began. ‘She could be extremely fiery.’ And on it went. I looked round at them all and still not one of them, with the single exception of Richard, was shedding a tear. Nobody seemed to be feeling any sense of grief that she’d gone. They were all sitting bolt upright and from where I was sitting, it seemed that they were doing little more than going through the motions.


At the end of the service, the priest spoke for the last time. ‘Pat’s children are gathered here today to say goodbye to their mother,’ he said. And then came the final twist of the knife as he listed them again – and again of course, without mentioning me. It was as though I was a stranger on this earth, as though I didn’t exist. It felt like my birthright had been taken from me.


It’s clear to me now that this was my mother’s final spiteful act. She was disowning me from beyond the grave. Out of all of them, I was the only one who’d never been prepared to take my mother’s nonsense, who’d rebelled against her. And this was her ultimate act of revenge.


As we all filed out everyone continued to ignore me. I climbed into our car and finally – alone with Pete at last – I broke down.


‘Do you want to go to the burial?’ he asked.


But after what I’d just been through, I couldn’t face that. ‘I can’t do it, Pete,’ I replied.


‘Come on then, love,’ he said.


‘Let’s go home.’


I would have told you that, at fifty-eight years of age as I then was, I couldn’t have been hurt deeply any more. Now, I know different. It was as if all the years in between were wiped out. I was back in that terrible childhood – not living, merely surviving. Even now, all this time later, I can’t think of that dreadful day without tears welling in my eyes.


When it comes to my feelings about my siblings, the only possible exception is Gezzie; that’s my nickname for Gloria from the days when, as a small child, I couldn’t pronounce her real name. While she and I had never been particularly close, she was horrified by the omission of my name at our mother’s funeral. That said, she hadn’t told me that our mother was dying or informed me when she did finally die. The first I knew about it was when I received Richard’s letter.


My mother was seventy-seven when she died from a combination of septicaemia and pneumonia. I cannot erase from my mind my last sight of her. When I went to the funeral parlour the day before her burial, the lid wasn’t on the coffin – I had wanted to look at her one final time. I had no feeling of trepidation or anxiety as I approached the coffin. She was in a peach dress, quite respectable, with a V-neck – but the effect was spoilt by a pair of huge glass earrings each the size of an old penny. Her fingernails were long and, as was her custom, painted blood-red. Then I noticed that in her hand she was holding a newspaper cutting. I called the assistant over and asked her to remove it so I could see what it was about. It turned out to be a story concerning my Uncle Bob, my mother’s eldest brother, who’d died in a Japanese prisoner-of-war camp. It told how, as a boy, he’d gone round collecting old coats to give to poor people. I think my mother’s younger sister, Teresa, must have organised the placing of the cutting in my mother’s coffin.


I asked the assistant to return it to her hand and stood looking down at the face of this woman who had made my childhood such a living hell. I’d never forgotten how peaceful her own mother, Grandma Mary, had looked in her coffin, with her hands folded neatly on her chest. Not my mother. They say you get the face you deserve, don’t they? Well, here was someone in torment. Her dyed hair was scraped back off her face, the white roots showing through at the scalp. Her skin was alabaster white, her lips an unnatural fiery red. She looked a real fright. It gives me no pleasure whatever to say this, but my mother looked exactly what she was: an ugly, wicked old witch.


And my overwhelming emotion? I was flooded with relief. My simple thought was, ‘Your wickedness has gone from this earth. It’s over. Thank God, it’s over. You can never harm anyone else ever again.’
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Pat and Ron


I’m not called Kim at all – and for good reason. My mother was christened Mary Patricia but, from choice, was known all her life as Pat. I was named Patricia Mary but, from as far back as I can remember, I was called Little Pat; and then, after I finally ran away from home just before my sixteenth birthday, just Pat. But I so despised that woman for what I had suffered at her hands that I decided in my twenties to rename myself Kim because my real name continued to remind me of her. I chose my new one after seeing a film starring the beautiful, blonde Kim Novak – and that’s what I’ve been called ever since, although I’ve never bothered to change my name by deed poll.


My mother, Pat Shaw, was just sixteen when, at the beginning of World War II, she first met my father, Ronald McKenzie. It was in a pub, the White House, in a district of Portsmouth called Milton, just on the borders of Eastney. A Scot from Perthshire and five years older than her, he was serving in the Royal Marines, stationed at the time at Eastney Barracks. My mother had a job at a first-aid centre in nearby Drayton.


My father was no matinee idol. He was to start losing his hair at twenty-four, and was never tall – probably no more than five foot six or seven. Both stocky and muscular, he was a strong man and fit, too – which of course he had to be as a commando. On the plus side he did have piercing blue eyes and a good sense of humour, although you wouldn’t describe him as the life and soul of the party. He disapproved of women who told jokes and he hated it if any woman swore, which was a bit rich if you could have heard my mother in full flow. In many ways he was rather old-fashioned, a man of few words with a quick temper. Yet he was never violent. Not once did I see him raise a hand to my mother, and she could have brought out the devil in an archangel. Nor did he ever lay a finger on me – or if he did, I don’t remember it.


But he didn’t love me. I didn’t realise that at first, of course, because I was too young. I had no idea what I was missing for the simple reason that I didn’t know how other fathers behaved. I can honestly say, though, that I have no memory of him ever kissing me or holding me in his arms like I saw other dads doing with their children. He was away in the war for the first three years of my life, and then he signed on for another ten years and went off to fight in Malaya. So he was an absent father at the best of times. But he never once sent me a card on my birthday or a note to say he was missing me. I was obviously out of sight, out of mind. And when he came home there were no cuddles, no feeling that he was pleased to see me. Home or away, not once in my entire childhood did he ever tell me he loved me.


Mother, by contrast to my balding, thick-set father, was gorgeous to look at. When she was fifteen, she entered a local beauty contest and came first. But the minimum age was eighteen and, when they discovered her real age, they took the title off her. Slim and tall for a woman – in heels, she looked down on my father – she had a trim frame, big bust, lovely legs and long brown hair which she made me brush for hours on end. Well-groomed, with perfectly manicured nails always painted bright red, she was undeniably a looker – and full of laughter, before the bitterness and the drink took over. She was intelligent, too, the only one of the five children in her family to win a place at grammar school.


For all that he was no oil painting, my mother fell for my father hook, line and sinker; and he couldn’t resist her. Many wartime romances were superficial, a chance of fleeting happiness for two people who couldn’t be sure what tomorrow would bring. Not my parents. To their dying days, I believe my father and my mother to have been the great love of each other’s life. But her instability and his womanising put paid to all that.


He obviously felt a strong physical attraction to my mother from the start – but unfortunately he felt a strong physical attraction to a lot of other women too. When I was old enough to understand the expression, my Uncle Neville – my mother’s youngest brother, only five years older than me and the only family member to have shown me nothing but kindness – told me my father had a reputation for being as randy as a butcher’s dog. Eventually, his philandering seemed almost to unhinge my mother. There’s a thin line between love and hate, and when she realised, as she did pretty early on, that he’d never abandon his womanising ways she turned into the monster she remained. Whether she’d have turned out like that anyway, I’ll never know. She’d kept alive the hope that the two of them could have a future together right up to the point when she gave birth to my brother Rob, four years after me. But by then too much water had flowed under the bridge and too many bitter words had been spoken to save a relationship which I now think probably never could have been saved in the first place.


She was seven months pregnant with my elder sister, Gloria, when her first-aid centre was bombed. Portsmouth was a target throughout the war because of the docks. My parents had already married by then – you did in those days if the girl was pregnant – and were living in the house in Dunbar Road that was home to her parents, Mary and Robert, and her three younger siblings, Gordon, Teresa and Neville. My mother’s eldest brother, Robert, had perished in a Japanese prisoner of war camp at the end of the war.


On 11 July 1940, while my mother was carrying a jug of water across the yard at the first-aid post, she was hit in the waist by flying shrapnel. The impact blew her and her friend, Winnie Winder, from one end of the yard to the other. I have a newspaper cutting of a piece that appeared in July 1991 in a local Portsmouth paper: my mother had been interviewed for her recollections of more than half a century earlier when the 100lb bomb fell.


Previously, each time there had been an air-raid warning my mother would cycle to her post, but never saw any action. ‘On July 11,’ she recalled, ‘we had no reason to think anything would be different. But then we heard a thudding and gunfire and realised something was wrong.’ She and Winnie ran across the yard. As they reached the door, a blast ripped through the building. Evidently, Winnie took the full force and died a few days later. My mother was badly injured by flying shrapnel. I remember as a young child seeing her stomach for the first time: the scarring extended from her waist to her crotch, like a livid mauve tree with branches coming off it. And yet, miraculously, she didn’t miscarry. Gloria was obviously a strong baby because she survived the force of the blast and was born in August on Hayling Island, where my mother had temporarily moved for safety’s sake. There wasn’t a mark on her.


My father was back and forth, fighting in the war. On 25 March 1942, nineteen months after Gloria’s arrival, I was born at Dunbar Road. Mother was nineteen. Grandma Mary later told me I’d been born with what is called a caul membrane over my face, a fine veil of skin from the amniotic sac that covers a baby’s head at birth. Folklore has it that the child born with a caul will have a lucky life, which seems ironic given the household I grew up in. In the old days, sailors would pay good money for a caul and carry it with them everywhere, wrapped in cotton wool. My grandmother kept mine in a box for years, but it got lost during one of her many moves.


Although my father was only there when he was on leave, Dunbar Road was now bursting at the seams. So, while I was still a baby, my parents, Gloria and I moved round the corner to Suffolk Road. The terraced house, like all the others in that street, must have been built in the thirties, and it’s still standing today. The front door opened on to a long corridor with a room overlooking the street immediately on your right. We hardly ever used it, even though space was at a premium; it was kept for best. The corridor was covered in bright green lino, and my sister and I used to put Mansion Polish on a couple of dusters and slide up and down on them as we cleaned it for my mother. It ran to the back of the house with a staircase off to the right, leading to two bedrooms: my mother’s, overlooking the road, and Gezzie’s and mine, overlooking the back yard and garden.


Further down the corridor on the right there was a door into a room occupied by a lodger, Barbara, for a year or so when I was tiny. She was in the Women’s Auxiliary Air Force and had somehow befriended my mother. When Barbara moved out my mother made it her own bedroom, sharing it first with my father and then with her long-time lover, James McGinley. The bedroom she’d used upstairs came in handy as she gave birth to more babies – Rob, Richard, Neil and Penny – over the next decade.


Our living room led off the end of the corridor. It contained a dresser that held all the china, a table covered with a gingham cloth and a coal fire that Gezzie and I often used to light. Then there was a scullery and a little kitchen – but no bathroom, and only an outside toilet. A big tin tub hung from a nail on a wall in the garden. Once a week, on Saturday, the tub would be brought indoors and filled with boiled water from a variety of pots and pans as each of us took our weekly bath. In the old days, it used to be the man of the house who got in first, followed by the rest all the way down to the youngest member of the family. By then, the water was so dirty you might not be able to see a little one in there; hence the expression about not throwing the baby out with the bathwater. By the time I was born, though, the tradition had changed and the youngsters went in first, the adults last.


It was a crowded house, although I could have been perfectly happy there if I’d been born into another family. But my parents seemed set against me from the start. My ‘crime’ was that I wasn’t a boy. After one girl they’d set their hearts on a son, and I’m convinced my mother thought she could have hung on to my father if I hadn’t turned out to be a girl. Throughout my childhood, my mother would often look at me and say: ‘If I could send you back I would, you ugly little bitch.’ My looks were my other ‘crime’. I was blonde and blue-eyed, but to my mother all that meant was that I’d committed the unforgivable sin of looking just like my father, the man she loved and lost and grew to hate. I also had a similar temperament to him and some of his habits. For instance, he was never less than immaculate about his person and I’ve always set great store by looking the best I can. (My mother was well-groomed too, of course, but when she saw it in me she chose to associate it with her unfaithful husband.) ‘You’re too like your fucking father,’ she’d constantly say to me. So, when she was beating me, was she giving vent to the anger she felt towards him? I can’t be sure, but what I do know is that I was the only one of her children who was persistently beaten until the day I ran away from home.


If I’m a loner today – and I am – it’s not too surprising. Gloria was always the favourite and she knew which side her bread was buttered. In many ways, I don’t blame her for siding with our mother. In our house survival was the name of the game. Gloria was a real Artful Dodger, knowing when to speak up and when to keep quiet. She had it down to a fine art.


Throughout my childhood I longed for Gloria and me to be true sisters, united against our impossible mother. I just couldn’t understand why she wouldn’t stand up for me, but I now realise that not only was my sister smart enough to stay on our mother’s good side, she actually got on well with her. The result was that we could never have been close. But that doesn’t mean we didn’t sometimes have a laugh together. Gezzie wasn’t stupid. She knew the sort of carry-on that was involved for everyone trying to survive under the same roof as my mother. To a greater or lesser extent, we were all living on our nerves, which inevitably resulted in the occasional fit of the giggles.


However, Gloria had a habit of getting me into trouble. For example, our mother might ask me to go into the scullery to make her a mug of drinking chocolate. I’d mix up the powdered chocolate with some evaporated milk, and I couldn’t resist spooning some of it into my mouth. Gezzie would come into the scullery after me, see that I’d used much more chocolate than was necessary, and go and tell our mother. Then, of course, I’d get a beating. I’d ask Gezzie why she told tales on me – indeed, for something she herself did if she was making a chocolate drink. But she just shrugged her shoulders.


My dream at one stage was that she and I would run away from home – which on one occasion we did, although only for a few hours – and make our way together in the world. But it was never going to happen. In the end, Gezzie’s allegiance lay with my mother. It was safer for her that way. Having said that, life was much better for me if our mother wasn’t around. If we were alone together, Gloria would let her guard down. But as soon as my mother returned, Gezzie would let it be known that, like her, she didn’t have any time for me. My mother might say what a little bitch I was, and Gloria would immediately agree. But then, her life wouldn’t have been any easier if she’d started standing up for me. Maybe she’d have started getting knocked about, too.


I can honestly say I have only a handful of happy memories from my entire childhood in connection with either of my parents, and even then they were fleeting. My earliest must have been when I was about three because the war was still on. The sirens were sounding and I remember my father giving me a piggy-back as we ran, giggling, to the Anderson air-raid shelter in our back yard. And that was it. Then he would have been gone again, back to wherever he was stationed, sometimes in the UK, sometimes abroad.


It was on one of his brief home leaves that the turning point came in his relationship with my mother. She knew his reputation for chasing after other women but didn’t want to believe it, and I’m sure she felt that she could win him over with her good looks and her powers of persuasion. She was a great one for turning on the charm if she thought it might get her what she wanted – for using what she called her womanly wiles. But when it came to my father she was fighting a losing battle.


I must have been very young when he returned on this particular occasion with a gift for my mother, because I don’t actually recall it – I only got told the story much later. He’d arrived home with a beautiful belt made up of different-coloured squares of leather, which he said he’d bought abroad somewhere. She was thrilled and immediately started wearing it. But a little later she found a letter that must have fallen out of one of his pockets. It was from a girl who thanked him for the belt, telling him she would always treasure it and saying how much she was looking forward to seeing him again. My mother was wearing the belt as she read this letter.


It was the final straw, and it broke my mother’s heart. In many ways she was never the same again, because she now knew once and for all that she could never trust him around other women. Grandma Mary once told me that my father’s mother had been so relieved when her son had joined the Royal Marines because she thought it would be the making of him. My father had been a real tearaway up in Perth – no girl was safe with him, she’d said, because he was so oversexed. Many years later, my mother implied that she and my father had had a good sex life. So I don’t think she could understand why he’d bothered to have dalliances with other women. It must have made her feel inadequate – and she minded, of course, because she loved him.


Up until the time of the incident with the belt, I have hazy memories of her running a good house. But I have no recollection of her ever being a loving mother. She never showed me any affection, never once cuddled me or sat me on her lap or tucked me into bed at night and read me a story. I can dimly remember her at the stove, though, cooking egg and bacon or a nice roast dinner. But the country was in the grip of rationing, so there wasn’t much to go round. Towards the end of the week, as the money ran short, it would be spam sandwiches. A treat would be a Mars bar – a whole week’s sweet ration – sliced up so everyone had a piece. Afterwards, she’d sit knitting cardigans for us with rabbits down the front or work at her Singer sewing machine, making little gingham dresses for Gezzie and me. But those days didn’t last long.


As my mother got eaten up with bitterness and turned increasingly to alcohol, so she became more and more abusive and neglectful. But it takes a small child some time to work out that not all mothers behave like this. Later on, when I went to the local school, I’d see mums picking up their daughters at the end of the day and bending down and kissing them. ‘Shall we go and get an ice cream, love?’ they’d say and off they’d trot, mother and daughter, hand-in-hand. I’d watch these everyday incidents and be overwhelmed by a sense of sadness. I never knew what it was like to hold my mother’s hand. In fact, the only way I knew what her hand felt like was when she used it to slap me round the face.


My earliest memory of serious violence is in Suffolk Road when I was four and my father was home on leave. My mother had been drinking and a row had begun – probably over his womanising. Whatever the reason, I became the innocent victim caught in the crossfire. I was beaten so badly that my mother marched me down to a big building where we were led into a room with painted yellow tiles on the walls. She wanted to show my injuries to an NSPCC officer. In my mind’s eye I can still see lovely Inspector Weeks, with his full head of white hair and kind voice. He told me to stand next to a bed that folded down from the wall but was attached to it by chains. The side of the bed came up to my chest. I was facing Inspector Weeks when he asked me to take off my top. Then, in a gentle voice, he said: ‘Turn round, love.’ I did as I was told. To this day, I can hear the sharp intake of breath as he caught sight of my back. From neck to waist I was covered in bruises, black, yellow and blue. And there were marks, too, all down the side of my body where I’d been repeatedly punched.


My mother sat there with a satisfied smile on her face. She couldn’t have cared less about my suffering – her only motivation in taking me to the authorities had been a desire for revenge. ‘Look at what my husband has done to our little girl,’ she must have told the inspector, determined to get my father into as much trouble as she knew how. As I’ve grown older, it’s occurred to me that it could have been my mother who assaulted me and not my father. She could have been the one who, in her drunken anger, had lashed out at me and then placed the blame squarely at my father’s door. Many years later, he told me my mother had once tried to get him into trouble for beating me when it was in fact her doing. Certainly, it’s true that she beat me repeatedly throughout my childhood with anything that came to hand: clothes brushes, wooden coathangers, brooms. But I’ll never know for sure which of my parents turned my body black and blue before I was taken to the NSPCC. In any case, nothing came of this incident. Inspector Weeks visited the house a few times and then my mother was left to her own devices. There was much less supervision in those days.


The arguments in our house weren’t normal, healthy ones – you couldn’t do right for doing wrong. Anything could set my mother off and it was ten times worse if she’d been drinking. She’d eff and blind and run out of the front door into the road in her undies, screaming the place down at any time of day or night. Her favourite tipple was VP port wine. In time, I’d be sent to the off-licence to buy it for her. She liked it because it was strong – well, you could have bleached the toilet with it – so it meant she could get drunk quicker. My Uncle Gordon, the next brother down from her, once told me she was already a drinker as a teenager. She’d come reeling home at sixteen, he remembers, unable to stand up straight. And it was quite unusual in those days for a woman, never mind a young girl, to be a heavy drinker. Sometimes we couldn’t afford to eat, but she was never without her drink or her cigarettes – she was a chain-smoker all her life.


Periods of calm were rare, days when everything was quiet and ordered few and far between. If I’d been playing in the street, I’d dread coming back indoors because I never knew what I’d be walking into. If my mother was in one of her moods, she’d hit me just because she felt like it. I remember tiptoeing past her in the kitchen on one occasion as she hung over the heavy oven door, threatening to end it all. (The gas was never switched on at such moments, of course.) As I passed her, she kicked me for no reason.


‘You wouldn’t care if I killed myself, would you, you little cow?’ she shouted.


I ran into the garden and sent up a silent prayer. ‘Please God,’ I said, ‘please let her die.’


And the joke was that she always had such a high opinion of herself. She’d have spent half the night screaming blue murder, indoors and out, with the police on the doorstep yet again. Then she’d be out the next morning, walking up the street swinging her arms as though she were Queen of the May and looking down her nose at the neighbours. But Gezzie and I would see them laughing at her behind her back. Our road was poor but respectable. The husbands were away at war and the wives were doing their best to cope, day by day. They were hardworking and they loved their kids. To them, our mother was a vile, drunken, debauched creature and it spilled over on to us. We were treated like lepers by other children who would have heard their parents talk about us – and not because of how we behaved but because of how she did. I don’t know if the neighbours knew about the beatings, although the house walls were so thin they must have heard something. I never remember anyone knocking at the front door to see if everything was all right, though. I think the general attitude must have been that this was a bad house, one to be avoided at all costs. I don’t blame them. The police were at our door almost every night and no neighbour wanted to get caught up in that.


In the circumstances – I had no one looking out for me; Gloria would side with my mother; my father was away and, anyway, I wasn’t the son he’d longed for – I was unhappy and lonely all the time. It’s curious, then, that my Uncle Neville remembers me as a happy-go-lucky kid. I always had a big smile on my face, he says; and it’s true. I got it into my head early on that I wouldn’t let anyone know my true feelings, so I wore a more or less permanent smile like a mask. I was embarrassed by my unhappiness.


I wasn’t a child to invent imaginary friends, but I do remember I had a kewpie doll I’d play with on my own in the bedroom I shared with Gezzie. At Christmas, she and I would make decorations out of brightly coloured crepe paper. We’d cut it into circles and stitch them together to make balls which we’d then hang from the ceiling. When Christmas was over I gathered up these crepe paper balls, cut a hole in the centre and then put them over the head of my kewpie doll so that she had a collection of about fifteen different ‘dresses’. I’d play with her for hours, but didn’t dare bring her or her extensive wardrobe downstairs for fear that, in one of her tempers, my mother would throw the lot on the fire. There was no television in those days and we didn’t have a telephone; but we did listen to the radio. I remember all of us listening to Dick Barton, Special Agent in the scullery, and my mother making me brush her hair for what seemed like hours on end. But really I preferred being on my own, because that way I was less likely to suffer on account of my mother’s terrible mood swings. I’d go up to the bedroom and read my Girl’s Crystal comic or dream of one day being a Hollywood film star. Even then I knew I had something of the performer in me – I found the idea of standing up in front of an audience quite appealing.


Now, as I look back, I see my mother as a woman full of anger and hatred and cruelty. Was she perhaps mentally disturbed? I’ll never know. But I now realise she was like her father, who was a bad-tempered man with a cruel streak. Certainly she was her father’s favourite child – not surprisingly, since they had such similar personalities.


My mother’s mother, Grandma Mary, also had a temper but she’d had a hard life. She was a decent woman and a loyal wife who never looked at another man even after her husband left her. Born and raised in Ireland, she’d been taken into a convent in Co. Cork as a novice. But she never got to take her vows. I don’t know the reason, but apparently Grandma got so angry one day that she broke a slate – the sort children wrote on in the classroom in the old days – over Mother Superior’s head. Grandma was banished from the convent on the spot.


After her husband walked out – to go and live with a woman by whom, unknown to Grandma, he already had two kids – he gave her no money and wouldn’t sign over the lease of Dunbar Road into her name. That meant Grandma was living hand-to-mouth and always looking for a roof to put over the head of herself and her youngest child, my Uncle Neville, whom she was left to raise single-handedly. To begin with, they came to live in Suffolk Road with my mother, Gloria and me. But my mother was always picking fights with her for no reason, and then Grandma would be thrown out and have to find a bedsit for herself and Neville. She’d put a piece of string down the middle of the room and hang a blanket over it to give each of them some privacy during the night. Uncle Neville tells me that it was always Grandma who was the peacemaker after one of these bust-ups with my mother, but it must have been very hard at times. I clearly remember Grandma saying to my mother, ‘You’re not mad, just plain evil.’ My guess is that she was probably both, in equal measure.
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