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Introduction


Jenny


As I am writing this, I am pinching myself. Being able to tell the story of my childhood and to see it in print and then go to number one in the bestseller lists has all seemed a bit unreal.


When I wrote Behind Closed Doors a year ago I wanted to tell the story of a family suffering terrible abuse, and I focused on myself and my sister Kim and brother Laurence. The story ended when I was sixteen and Kim was fourteen. I have been overwhelmed and humbled at times, but thrilled also when asked what happened to us all next. Now I have been given the opportunity to continue with the story, and this time Kim is joining me as coauthor. Silent Sisters carries on where I left off, and tells the tale of the two deprived and abused children Kim and I were, and how we grew, learned, loved, suffered both terrible knocks and wonderful moments and ultimately became the strong, independent women that we now are.


We’ve been painfully honest about both the good and the bad. I went from an abusive father to an abusive, violent partner, and for Kim it was terrible seeing what had happened to our mother, and to us as children, happening to me all over again. But through it all our solidarity as sisters never wavered, and we came through in the end and found real happiness.


Some of what happened to us makes harrowing reading. But it also shows the hope and survival of the human spirit, and that no matter how tough things are, it is possible not only to survive but to conquer!





1


Leaving the House of Horror


Jenny


He was in the room, touching me, grabbing my hair and forcing himself on me. I could smell his odour and could feel his rough hands grabbing me under the blanket. As he peered down at me, beads of sweat were all over his face and his mouth was soaked with spittle. Droplets fell on to my face and I grimaced. His hands moved from my groin to pin down my small shoulders and his heavy body fell on to mine.


My arms flailed out to try and stop him, but I had no chance against this man. He covered my mouth with his and his tongue forced my lips apart. I began to gag, but he ignored me, intent on pleasuring himself. He slowly moved one hand away and undid his trousers. His other hand moved to my neck and his grip tightened, I could hardly breathe. He looked down at me with a sickly grin on his face.


‘Now you’re really gonna git it, girlie, it’ll hurt more if you don’t relax.’ I knew this was really it. He had never managed to penetrate me with his penis before. Panic set in and I started to scream and try to force him off me. I began to punch and kick as hard as I could.


Suddenly, I felt warm soft breath on my neck. John held me tightly and whispered slowly, ‘It’s OK, Jen, he’s not here. You’ve been dreaming again.’ I started to cry and he pulled me close.


‘It’ll never go away, John, he’ll always haunt my dreams.’ John tightened his grip. He didn’t know what to say.


As he rocked me gently in his arms, I thought of my little sister Kim. She was at home with our younger brother and sister, Chris and Carole, and they continued to experience the mental abuse that Dad dished out. I knew he would never touch Kim sexually again, but she was still there, trapped in the hellhole that was 3 Monteagle Court, the filthy, run-down maisonette in Hoxton where we’d grown up. I tried to get her out and away from Dad whenever I could. I would often go round there to pick her up, or she would come round to my place and stay the night. John and I never minded her tagging along; we both worried about her. Just fifteen, she was terribly thin, her face had erupted in sores, and she was deathly pale. Her appetite was non-existent and she would often sit and just stare into space, not speaking a word. Many an evening, we would just sit, listening to music, both of us silent. When I tried to talk to her the words just wouldn’t come out. Neither of us could talk about the past, we were both so fragile from the experiences of our childhood.


It was still very early in the morning and I knew I would never get back to sleep. I got up and went to run a bath, hoping that the hot water would cleanse my body and mind of all thoughts of my father.


Throughout our lives we’d suffered at his hands. His cruelty, beating, humiliation and sexual abuse had been part of our daily lives as far back as we could remember.


Our older brother, Laurence, had left home to live with our beloved Auntie, and I’d followed soon after. Now Kim, Carole and Chris were left to fend off Dad’s abuse. And Mum? We’d long ago learned that Mum wasn’t going to help us. Terrified of Dad, cowed into submission, she got the worst beatings of all and turned a blind eye to what was happening to her children in order to survive.


The only respite we ever had was when we went to stay with Auntie – actually our great-aunt – the only person who ever showed us love and kindness. When Auntie died in 1972, soon after my sixteenth birthday, it had affected us all very deeply. For Kim, who’d been fourteen and had worshipped Auntie, coming to terms with her loss was taking a long time.


Then there was the court case which had come only a few months later. Dad had been arrested and taken to court for sexually abusing Carole, who was just nine at the time. Kim was the one who’d caught him and reported him, and she and I were both due to testify against him. We waited months for our chance to tell the world what a monster he was. Then at the last minute the case fell apart and Dad walked out, a smug grin on his face, free to carry on abusing, tormenting and battering his family.


I could still see Kim’s little face, tearful with disbelief as we walked away from the court, neither of us quite able to fathom what had happened. An acquittal was the last thing we expected and it had hit Kim harder than the rest of us. In the months that Dad had been remanded in custody, things had changed at home. Kim had cleaned and scrubbed away the filth of years, and for the first time there seemed to be a chance of some happiness. Even Mum had cheered up and found herself a new boyfriend. But Dad’s release had put paid to all that.


The bath was growing cold. I wrapped myself in a dressing-gown and went through to the kitchen, where John was making coffee. He looked up and smiled. ‘Hi beautiful, feel better?’ I walked over to put my arms around him and as my face snuggled into his neck I could smell his warm skin and a hint of aftershave and I felt so safe.


John Falconer was six years older than me and was a trainee structural engineer. We’d been together for over two years and he’d been there for me no matter what. He had been my first and only boyfriend, and his patience and sensitivity had helped me to survive the nightmare of Dad’s abuse – although he was unaware of the extent of it. As a young girl I’d been afraid that sex would always seem dirty and frightening, but with John I learned that making love with someone special could be very different.


John was kind, loving and dependable – everything I had ever wanted – yet at the same time there was a feeling of emptiness inside me that I couldn’t tell him about. I couldn’t understand it myself, and despite loving him so much, this feeling kept creeping back. It was a feeling that told me to run away, to go somewhere different and to escape. I couldn’t explain it, not to myself and certainly not to John. I said nothing, smiled and kissed him as I went to get ready for work.


I had always worked and I was proud of myself. I’d left school at fifteen and got a job in Marks and Spencer’s, along with one of my best friends from school, Sherri. We’d been so pleased with ourselves, in our smart blue uniforms with our silver till key chains and our photo passes dangling from them. Before Auntie became ill she had taken to popping into the store where I worked just to watch me. But after a few months I’d wanted to move on to something more challenging, and after spells in a couple of other jobs I’d landed on my feet as an assistant consultant in a well-known employment agency. My boss, Sue, had met me when I worked as a temp for another agency and when she got the job as manageress at Alfred Marks she’d taken me with her. I’d been determined to prove her faith in me was justified. I worked hard and found I was good at dealing with customers. The agency was in the Strand, in the West End of London, and it gave me a buzz every time I walked from the bus stop to work past all the glamorous theatres and restaurants.


I had a long journey to work each day, but I didn’t mind. I’d been lucky to find a good flat with two lovely flatmates from Torquay called Jenny and Sylvia. Jenny was the quiet one, but Sylvia was outgoing and bubbly. She loved John and the three of us had a great relationship. Both the girls were excited to be in London. We spent lots of time together, shopping or going out for drinks, and we often talked about our childhood, though I never said very much. Their upbringing sounded so wonderful, the last thing I wanted was to tell them the truth about mine, so I just pretended that it wasn’t great, but not terrible either. We were three young girls out to have a good time and enjoy life, and I kept my demons to myself.


Our flat was in Grantbridge Street, tucked behind Camden Passage market in Islington. It was in a row of renovated Victorian houses, a good place to live and very trendy. The antiques market on a Saturday always attracted the crowds, and people would cram into the local pub, the Camden Head. I worked several evenings a week behind the bar there and when I introduced Sylvia to the landlord he took her on too. We were both blonde and buxom and he was only too pleased.


It suited me to work evenings, as John was busy studying for his qualifications and it gave me a social life and the opportunity to earn extra money.


One night Sherri turned up in the pub. She wanted to talk to me and I managed to slip away early. We went back to the flat, where Sherri told me she had split from her long-term boyfriend, Patrick, and was thinking of leaving London and looking for adventure somewhere else. She told me about job opportunities in holiday camps, and by the end of the conversation I was ready to go with her. It seemed like the escape I was looking for. There was just one problem: John.


That night I lay in bed thinking about all that Sherri had said. I don’t believe I really knew what I wanted or needed. I just felt this terrible urge inside to be free and to run away from everything. I truly believed that if I ran, I could leave it all behind me. In a new place no one would ever know the truth about me or my family. By the time morning came, the idea had become a drug, and I just had to keep taking it.


I went to work as usual, and sat on the tube contemplating what my next steps would be. It was 1974, the time of the three-day week – when government and union disputes led to the rationing of fuel and electricity – and we had candles scattered around the office. The Strand was strewn with rubbish and it seemed as if London had virtually come to a halt. The IRA was launching major attacks on the city. It was a scary time, but life was too exciting for me to worry very much.


I loved my job and it was going to be hard to leave. I spoke to Sue and she was her usual sweet self. She accepted my resignation and said I could go at the end of the week. In the meantime Sherri had sent off our application forms to Butlins and they’d replied to say jobs were waiting for us at their Barry Island camp in South Wales. Within a few days a new girl had been found to take my place in the flat, and I had even been round to speak to Kim and explain where I was going and why. I felt bad leaving her and the little ones. Thankfully, Kim had met a boyfriend, Graham, who seemed like a good person, and she was beginning to spend a lot of time at his place. Laurence would keep an eye on her too. As for Carole and Chris, who were now ten and nine, there wasn’t a lot any of us older ones could do for them. Hard as it was to accept, they were stuck with Mum and Dad, just as we had been, until they were old enough to leave.


Sherri and I were due to go in a week and I still hadn’t told John. I knew I had to face it. That evening I was trimming his long hair for him, as he sat at the kitchen table. I stood behind him with the scissors, took a deep breath and told him of my plans. I tried to explain that although I loved him I needed to have this adventure. But John couldn’t understand why I wanted to go. He was angry and hurt, and my heart ached for him. I loved him, and had no intention of hurting him, but I knew I had to leave and break away.


The next week was terrible. John followed me everywhere, and would turn up at my workplace and at the flat, begging me to change my mind. He spoke to Kim and my flatmates, trying to get to grips with what was happening, but no one could help him.


I hated myself. I barely slept and I lost a lot of weight. I questioned myself the whole time. But I was young and selfish, and the world was mine for the taking. And deep inside I truly believed that no matter what I did, John would be there when I returned.


When the day came for us to leave, Sherri and I got on the train at Paddington, clutching a suitcase each and feeling petrified. For most of the journey to Wales I stared out of the window, watching with a mounting sense of excitement as we passed green fields, woodlands and small towns.


I wondered what Auntie would have thought. Would she have been proud that her Jinnybelle was off to explore the world? She’d certainly have made me promise to clean behind my ears, say my prayers and write every week. I smiled as I thought of her small, bustling figure, red hair piled up in a doughnut on her head, fussing over her three treasures, as she called Laurence, me and Kim. She was our mother’s aunt and, without children of her own, had doted on Mum and then on us. Our visits to her clean, warm, welcoming little flat had provided our only escape from the horrors of life at Monteagle Court. How I wished she was still around, with her loving, sound advice. Was I doing the right thing? Would I regret leaving John? Or was this going to be the adventure of a lifetime?


Kim


When Jenny left home and moved into the flat I was pleased for her. She deserved it, and I was glad she’d found such a nice place to live and a good job too. But being left behind at Monteagle Court was very hard. Life there had been even worse – if that were possible – since the court case.


Whilst Dad had been in prison things had begun to look up. I had scrubbed the house, got food in and cleaned up the two little ones. Mum had befriended an Irish couple, Jimmy and Mary. Mary was severely disabled, and one day Mum came home and announced that she had a job as her cleaner and home help. This was the woman who had never once cleaned our house in all the years we’d been there – I doubted she even knew the meaning of the term ‘elbow grease’.


She took me to meet Jimmy and Mary at their home, which was on a council estate in Dalston. The house was very clean and tidy, with nice little ornaments and photos dotted around – very different from our neglected flat with its tobacco-stained walls and dirt everywhere. I remember this overweight lady who had several fingers missing and who wore her wedding ring around her neck. She couldn’t walk and sat propped up on cushions and pillows in an armchair that had seen better days. Many of her teeth were missing and her Irish accent was so heavy that I found it difficult to understand her. Jimmy was a large man with a huge bulbous nose and tiny red protruding veins all over his face. Mum’s background was also Irish, and she, Jimmy and Mary talked a lot about Ireland.


Mum had endured so many years trapped in our house and terrified of Dad that I was pleased she’d made friends. After some weeks, though, I began to suspect there was more to the friendship. Jimmy would turn up at our house and give Mum money, and if he saw me he’d say, ‘Give your uncle Jimmy a kiss hello’ and he’d reward me with two pounds. I would sometimes walk into a room and see him and Mum part from each other quickly, as though they’d been kissing, and I heard them talk of going to Ireland together.


Although Jimmy wasn’t a good-looking or a clever man, I thought he and Mum were well suited. I half hoped he would take us away from everything and leave Dad behind to rot in jail where he belonged. But unbeknown to me Mum had continued to visit Dad in prison. She had told him of her new ‘rich’ friend, and they had made plans to swindle as much money out of him as they could.


Dad must have known that Mum was sleeping with Jimmy for the money, but that wouldn’t have bothered him. When we were kids, men had often come round and disappeared into the bedroom for a ‘chat’ with Mum. It was a long time before we understood that she was prostituting herself for money. I’d like to have believed this was to put food on our table, but sadly it was primarily to pay for Dad in his addiction to cigarettes and expensive treats.


One day Jimmy arrived at our flat to tell us that Mary had died. He didn’t appear sad or distraught; I think he saw his way open to a new relationship with Mum. He was a good man trying to help a family out of a bad situation, and I know Mum enjoyed the attention he gave her. But Dad’s hold over Mum was to prove their downfall.


In the weeks leading up to the court case – which I knew nothing about – I had been sent away to Bognor on a council-run holiday for underprivileged kids. The bus we travelled in was packed with children of different ages and being fourteen, I was one of the oldest; the only common denominator was poverty. The smaller children cried and didn’t even have hankies or tissues; they just wiped their tears on to their sleeves. I tried to cheer them up by playing ‘I Spy’ and singing silly songs that Auntie had taught me.


We were told there would be funfairs at Bognor, as well as a swimming-pool and games. We certainly had fun, and not just in the camp. We were all given pocket money and allowed to explore the Bognor sea front but we had to be back by the curfew time of eight each evening.


At the end of each week the holiday camp held a teenage disco which was also open to local families. At the first disco I was asked to dance by a ginger-haired lad of about the same age as me. I kept saying no, but he persisted and eventually I agreed. His nickname was Carrots and over the next few days we became friends. I was flattered that he gave me lots of attention and grateful that he knew nothing about my family. It made me feel so good to know that with him I could be anybody I wanted and make up the family he would never meet.


When the others I had arrived with went back to London I was kept at the camp. I was there for three weeks in the end. It was only later that I understood they were keeping me there until the day of the court case. With no warning, I was woken early one morning by one of the carers, who said I was returning home. I threw everything into my holdall and ran round saying my goodbyes. On the journey back to London I was told we were going to the courts. I wasn’t aware of it, but one of my escorts that day was a woman police officer who attempted to talk me through the procedure and explain what was expected of me. Her words were lost on me, because as soon as I realised where I was going and that I was going to see my father I went into my own little world. I could hear her talking, but I couldn’t absorb her words at all.


My thoughts were with Auntie. She always gave sound advice and I missed her so much. I would have given anything to have her sitting with me holding my hand. I prayed to her, asking her to help me if she could. As we neared London I felt my heart begin to beat faster. My palms were sweaty and I stared out of the car window. This was it. Once I had believed that I had caused all this trouble and that the guilt was mine. Now my chance was coming to tell everyone what my father really was and that the guilt really belonged to him and him alone. I was certain they would believe me, because it was true. My mind was going over and over the day, several months earlier, when I had confronted a nightmare.


I had been off somewhere with my friend Stacey and we’d decided to go out that evening, so I nipped back home to get changed. The flat was silent, and at first I thought no one was in. I took the stairs two at a time and as I reached the top step Carole appeared from the doorway of Dad’s darkened room. He was behind her, tucking his shirt into his trousers, his hair all messed up. I froze as I took in the sight before me. Were my worst fears now confirmed? After all, I had once been his victim, it used to be me coming out of the room with him. I’d been so glad when I grew old enough to stop him. But suddenly the realisation hit me: he hadn’t stopped abusing, he had simply changed his victim.


The sight of Carole brought the memories flooding back, along with the fear and pain that I had once felt. My anger was not only for Carole, it was for all the times Jenny or I had walked out of that room sad, scared, hurt and alone.


I felt so guilty that Carole was going through the same nightmare Jenny and I had suffered, and that I hadn’t seen this coming and had left her alone with him. Why hadn’t I realised he would pick on her next? How stupid I had been.


I screamed at the top of my voice, demanding to know what he’d been doing. He attempted to say ‘nothing’ and Carole began crying. I screamed at her to tell me what he’d done. She couldn’t look at me; even at her young age was she feeling the shame that he’d inflicted on all of us? She bowed her head and continued to cry.


I remember being in such a rage, spittle was coming out of my mouth and veins must have been near to bursting in my neck. I screamed at the top of my voice through tears of fury, ‘I’ll get you for this, you fucking cunt, you’re not going to hurt anyone again, ever.’ I never swore like that, I hated it with a passion, but on that occasion nothing less could have expressed the horror I felt.


Now in the car the policewoman was still talking to me about what would happen, and suddenly I looked down and realised I was still wearing the trousers the other kids had written and drawn all over when we left the camp. It was a tradition that when you left everyone wrote their numbers and addresses on your trousers so that you could keep in touch. Auntie had been a stickler for neatness and would never have let me go to court looking so scruffy. I began to feel ashamed of how I looked and told the policewoman, but she said it didn’t matter what I looked like so long as I told the truth, which of course I intended to do.


I had already told the truth over and over again. After I had confronted Dad about Carole, I ran from the house and kept running. I remember getting breathless and collapsing on a grass verge by some flats, feeling sick, angry, ashamed and guilty. I sat there for a while and thought about what I needed to do to make it stop once and for all. With Auntie gone and no one else to turn to, I came to the conclusion that the police were my only option. I went back to Stacey’s, told her briefly what had happened and asked if she would come to phone the police with me. We walked to the end of the road where there was a phone box and called the local police station. I blurted out my story and started to cry, while the person on the other end kept telling me to calm down. Then I was put through to someone else who asked where I was and said they were sending a car for me.


Two hours later they had Dad in custody, Carole in the next room and Mum creating merry hell at the front counter demanding to see her beloved husband. Carole and I were taken to see a doctor and examined. They could find no evidence of sexual abuse on me. Dad had stopped abusing me a year or two earlier, when I was twelve, and despite forcing me to take part in oral sex and molesting me time after time, he had never had penetrative sex with me. It had been the same with Jenny. I just prayed that a similar fate, or worse, had not now befallen Carole.


The car pulled into an underground car park. We’d arrived. When we got upstairs I saw Jenny and John waiting for me. Jenny held out her arms to me and John hugged both of us.


Laurence was there and so was Mum, who was chatting to some woman. She looked old and haggard, much older than she’d seemed three weeks earlier. She saw me and came over. There was no welcome hug from her, she just said coldly, ‘Hopefully by tonight yer father will be back home, so stop pissing about and get it over with.’


Could this really be our mother? Jenny and I had sometimes hoped we had been mixed up at birth and given to the wrong parents, or adopted, and that our real parents would one day come to claim us and take us home. After all, if we were this woman’s children surely she’d at least try to protect us from our abuser. Instead she was looking forward to welcoming him home.


Jimmy was there too, sitting on a bench, with Carole beside him swinging her legs. Did he really still think Mum would go off with him? Or had he accepted that he was just a stop-gap and some extra cash for her?


I heard my name being called, and the policewoman who had escorted me from Bognor held my hand and led me into the courtroom. Dad was sitting in the dock and he gave me one of his sickly grins. The judge and some of the others had silly wigs and it all felt a bit like a dream.


A man asked me to say my name and I replied ‘Kim Ponting.’ ‘Is that your full name?’ he replied, and I said, ‘Kimberley Denise Ponting.’ I was whispering. I had never liked being called Kimberley, Dad always used it when he was in a bad mood, although because of his speech impediment – he was born tongue-tied and couldn’t speak clearly – it sounded more like Timberley when he said it.


The mere thought of him calling me Timberley conjured up the memories yet again. On weekends he would bellow from his bed, ‘Jeanette, Timberley, come in here and see me now.’ We would glance at each other and walk with bowed heads into what felt like the lion’s den – the darkened room where the curtains were permanently drawn, forbidding the sunlight, and which stank of dirty linen, sweat and semen. He would summon us to sit on his knees and we’d have to sing ‘King of the Castle’. When we got to the last line, ‘We all fall down’, he would open his legs so that we fell on to his groin area, which clearly turned him on. Or he would lie naked in bed with me and Jenny either side and ask us to lick his erect penis. ‘Lick it like an ice cream that’s melting. Go on, it tastes nice,’ he’d say. I can still remember the smell and the time when, as I went to do as I was told, I retched and then ran from the room saying, ‘I don’t like it, it don’t taste like ice cream.’


After I’d given my name nothing seemed to happen. I stood and watched as suited men sitting behind large wooden tables covered in files peered at me over their glasses and whispered to one another while shuffling through their papers.


Then one of them got up and walked towards me. He smiled. ‘Hello, Kimberley, can you tell us what games you and Carole like to play?’


‘Balls,’ I replied. With that there was a great deal of talking, and eventually the judge banged a hammer on the table and called two of the men to see him. They spoke for a while and then the same man came back and said I could go. I tried to say, ‘Don’t you want to know what he did to us? You haven’t asked me what he did to us,’ but he wasn’t listening, and I began to cry.


As I was led out of the court I saw Dad grinning and shouted at him, ‘Tell them what you did, tell them how you hurt us.’ I was taken back to where Laurence, Jenny and John were waiting, and I told them what had been said. John smiled and hugged me. ‘Maybe you should have said “Two balls up the wall” ’ he said. It was only much later that I realised they must have thought I was swearing at them.


I sobbed. I wanted to tell them everything. That’s why I thought we were there. But no one wanted to listen to us. After a long wait a woman came and spoke to Mum, who turned to us and said, ‘Good news, yer father will be home tomorrow.’


It seemed the case had collapsed. They had decided that I was an unreliable witness as I hated Dad and could have made it all up. Carole was too young to testify, and Jenny’s evidence was considered irrelevant as she had left home before the incident with Carole. And our mother was exempt from testifying against her husband. Once again the scales of justice weighed heavily against us.


I sobbed as I left the courtroom. I had wanted to tell them everything, I thought that was why we were there. I felt let down yet again. No one wanted to listen to us – as always they took the adults’ versions over ours. I was so upset for Jenny and Carole too. We’d all suffered at his hands in the same way.


Jenny cried too when she heard what had happened. Laurence was white-faced and silent. I refused to go home with Mum, Jimmy and Carole, and the others took me to the pub with them. We sat silently round a table, too shocked, betrayed and angry to talk. What would we have to do to be heard?


We all knew that by the next evening Dad would be home, and with him the fear and misery. Chris and Carole would be beaten and abused and there was nothing we could do to help them. How could the authorities allow us to go back home, knowing that we were all at risk?


That night I stayed with John and Jenny. But the next day I had to go back to Monteagle Court. And I knew Dad wouldn’t forget that it was me who put him away.


From the day he came home I did my utmost to stay out of the house. School was not an option. I was only fifteen, and I should have been there, but everyone knew about my family and the court case, and I wasn’t about to be humiliated by people my own age. So I walked around the streets or went to friends’ houses. I was lonely and unhappy and I missed Auntie more than I could say.


The flat soon became a filthy tip again; there was no way I could keep it clean once Dad was back. Jimmy continued to come round, and Dad simply acted as if he wasn’t there. Mum and Jimmy would often canoodle in the kitchen, and after he left Dad would ask, ‘How much did you get?’ He didn’t see anything wrong with selling his own wife.


I couldn’t wait to get out. I remember hearing about the death of a young girl, run over and killed on Kingsland Road, and asking myself why God had taken her and left him here. Life just didn’t seem fair.


As often as I could at weekends I went to stay with Jenny in her flat, or else with Laurence. He had got a good job as a trainee accountant, and his great friend Alf had found him a rented room in the house where he lived in Greenwood Road, Dalston.


Alf, who was older than Laurence, had been a lodger in our flat for a while, when we were kids. He’d fallen for Mum and had begged her to come away with him, but she wouldn’t, of course. Alf had always been very kind to us kids, and when he moved on he’d kept in touch with Laurence, becoming a bit of a father figure to him and teaching him to play the guitar. Laurence had a little car he loved tinkering with – though he had yet to pass his test – and Alf would help him with it.


On Friday and Saturday evenings Laurence and Alf would go to a pub in nearby Newington Green called the Weaver’s Arms, where a band called the Kingfishers often played. I was still only fifteen but I looked older, so they often took me along with them and there was always a buzz and an air of great fun. The band used to call people from the audience to sing or play with them and Alf was a regular on stage, always receiving rapturous applause.


In the Weaver’s we got to know a group of six lads who were often there. I was a bit in awe of them, as they were a few years older than I was and they seemed so confident and easy together.


One evening one of them, Danny, went up on stage and sang three Buddy Holly songs. I knew the songs word for word because we’d played them at Auntie’s. Before she died, Laurence, Jenny and I had nursed her in her flat for weeks and we’d often passed the time by playing the handful of records we had, on her old 78rpm record-player. Auntie had loved Buddy Holly, along with Tom Jones, Elvis and Cliff Richard, who she called ‘a nice clean boy’.


After Danny’s Buddy Holly rendition the lads broke into Don McLean’s ‘American Pie’ and we joined in. This was another from the family collection that I knew all the way through, and when the rest of them dried up suddenly all I could hear was my own voice, guiding them through the words. Afterwards I couldn’t believe I’d done it, but it won me a few cheers and a couple of drinks, and from that night on I was accepted as one of the gang at the pub.


One of the lads, Graham, always made me feel special. He was quiet and serious, with a dry sense of humour and I thought he was lovely. He didn’t know I was still only fifteen – he assumed I was eighteen – and I wasn’t about to tell him the truth. This was a world away from Monteagle Court, I had earned respect and was treated like an adult and I wasn’t about to throw all that away.


Graham had long curly hair and a moustache and he wore brightly coloured waistcoats – his everyday one was maroon and he was never seen without it. He and his friends did everything together, and soon Graham and I were treated by the others as an item, though we never did more than hold hands.


One Friday night, some months after we’d met, Graham and his flatmates were throwing a party after the pub closed. As everyone drifted home or off to bed at the end of the evening, Graham took my hand and led me gently into his bedroom, where we lay on top of the bed and cuddled. I hadn’t felt so protected and loved since Auntie used to cuddle me when I was a small girl. We fell asleep, but later that night we woke and got under the covers and began to gently explore one another’s bodies. I was very nervous but it felt right. The only sexual experience I’d had until now was the abuse, but with Graham it was so different. It didn’t feel wrong or dirty. That night we made love for the first time and I felt I had become a woman.


By the time Jenny went off on her travels I was spending most weekends with Graham. He shared a house with three other lads and they all treated me like one of the gang. After the misery and awfulness of life at Monteagle Court, I loved every minute of the time I had with Graham and his friends. They were kind, funny, accepting and very, very normal. The horror I’d grown up with was beyond what any of them could have imagined, and I wanted to keep it that way.


I knew I would miss Jenny terribly. She was my best friend as well as my sister, and I hoped she wouldn’t stay away too long. But I was growing up too, and making a life for myself, and I was determined it was going to be very different from the life I’d known before.
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First Loves


Jenny


Sherri and I walked through the huge gates of the holiday park in Barry Island, lugging our suitcases with us. It was raining heavily, but the weather didn’t dampen our spirits. This was the start of our adventure. On the journey to Wales, thoughts of John had still been uppermost in my mind. I had loved him so much, but once I’d made the decision to leave, there had been no going back. John had been my world, the man who had been there through everything with me, and I felt I had betrayed him. I felt guilty and I desperately wanted not to hurt him, but the urge to do what was right for me outweighed my remorse.


I had never really been given the opportunity to be myself. To go out into the world as an adult and try to survive. This was a huge step, and I needed to take it to become my own person.


When I look back now, I’m amused that Barry Island seemed so far removed from what I was used to. But it was. And once we got there I couldn’t wait to see the place and start work.


At the employees’ signing-in centre Sherri and I were told that we’d both be working as waitresses and that our first shift would begin at six the next morning. We were directed to the employees’ quarters, which were far removed from the cheery holiday-makers’ chalets we’d seen on our way in. While the chalets were basic but pleasant and comfortable, we were on the first floor of a rather run-down, ugly building. The rain continued to pour down, and by the time we got to our room we were both soaked to the skin. Inside there were two beds, an old wardrobe and a sink. The shared toilets were at the end of the balcony and the showers were a few blocks away.


By this time I was feeling rather unwell, so I dumped my suitcase on the floor and fell on to the bed. An hour or two later I had a raging temperature and it was clear that I was very ill. Sherri did her best to look after me, piling blankets from her own bed on top of mine and reassuring me that I’d soon be better. But I was shivering uncontrollably, and I knew I wouldn’t make the six a.m. call to serve breakfast.


The next morning Sherri got up and made her way over to the restaurant, leaving me delirious with fever. I don’t remember anything about the next three days. I slipped in and out of consciousness as Sherri came and went, hovering anxiously over me. Eventually she told the camp authorities and a doctor was called. By this time Sherri was panic-stricken; they had decided to terminate my contract unless I was well enough to start work the next day.


The doctor diagnosed pleurisy. He told me I must rest for several more days and that if I didn’t I’d end up in hospital. Sherri and I were in despair. I had to pull myself out of this and get to work. The doctor had prescribed very strong antibiotics and I started the course immediately. Sherri set the clock throughout the night so that I wouldn’t miss a dose. The next morning I woke free of fever but very weak. But there was no time to take it easy: I had to be at the restaurant at six a.m., or I would have to leave the camp.


We arrived a little ahead of time. I hadn’t eaten for days, so I was tottering along on cotton wool legs, with Sherri practically propping me up. She had told me it was incredibly hard work, but I was still unprepared for what was expected of me. I was shown my allocated section of the restaurant where there were at least forty settings which had been laid by the night staff. I barely had time to get my bearings before the holiday-makers started to arrive.


As they ate their cereal I brought them tea and coffee, after which I had to clear the bowls and then serve each person a cooked breakfast. I had to carry these from the kitchen on a rack with six tiers, each one holding a metal tray with a breakfast on it. The metal rack was red-hot and I had only a small cloth to hold it with. I ran backwards and forwards, virtually throwing the egg and bacon on to the tables before racing back for the next lot. By the time I was half-way through, sweat was streaming down my face. Most of the campers were lovely and patient, thank goodness, as I fumbled and muddled my way through. But one or two were rude and aggressive, and by the time they’d finished shouting at me I was close to tears.


By ten my shift had finished and I was free for two hours before I had to be back to serve lunch. I walked slowly back to our small room and collapsed on the bed, exhausted.


Somehow I got through the next few days. We were given our meals, and though the food wasn’t wonderful I was young and strong, and once I was eating again my health returned.


We worked a long day. Four hours for the breakfast shift, two for the lunch shift and then another four to serve teas. Trying to serve meals, while clearing dozens of others away was a bit like a scene from a Carry On film. We waitresses skidded across the floor, arms full of plates – either full or dirty – while holiday-makers beckoned us to get them food and drinks from one end of the dining hall and the kitchen staff urged us to get a move on from the other.


At the back of the dining hall were sections for the dirty crockery and cutlery. A poor young man would stand at each section and take the onslaught of the slops and dirty plates hurled in his direction by the waitresses. It was a disgusting job, but someone had to do it, and the lad in my section, Steve, was lovely. He managed to crack non-stop jokes and keep me laughing, despite the horrors of our job. I would rush down with the dirty dishes and Steve would be standing there in his not-so-white jacket and silly hat, food spattered all over him, and he’d flash me a smile and say, ‘I’m dressed for dinner, babe.’


Our precious time off, what little of it there was, we spent with the other staff. We weren’t allowed to mix with the campers, so it was a ‘them and us’ scenario. And of course we couldn’t use the camp’s facilities – the pool and the entertainment areas were out of bounds – so we hung around our rooms or went for walks outside the camp. Some of the campers were friendly and from time to time they offered to buy us drinks at the bars, but the rules were strict and reluctantly we had to decline.


Occasionally the management organised a social event for the staff, which was a welcome respite from our all work and no play routine. One day they announced a beauty pageant for female staff members. We were told that we all had to take part, whether we wanted to or not. I knew that, with her stunning good looks, Sherri would win hands down – and she did. I got into the final twelve and was very pleased with myself, and I was delighted for Sherri, who was crowned and presented with a large bouquet of flowers and a cheque for 25 pounds. To us it was a small fortune.


The girl who’d come second – a supervisor at the camp – was a nasty piece of work and we’d always steered clear of her. She was not happy, and neither were her disgruntled supporters. But we thought no more of it until the next morning when we were called in to the manager’s office and told, out of the blue and with no previous warning, that our work was not good enough and we were both to be dismissed. Sherri was stripped of her title and told to give the money back. It came as no surprise that the supervisor was given the title.


An hour later we’d packed our bags and were outside the gates of the camp, where we stood looking at one another and wondering what on earth we’d do. We didn’t want to go home yet, and in any case we didn’t have enough money.


During our time in the camp Sherri had become friends with two lads who were working there, Paul and Brian. They happened to be leaving at the same time as us, and as we stood outside the gates they appeared. They told us they were moving on to find work elsewhere and invited us to join them.


We agreed to make our way south towards Devon and Cornwall. From the start Paul and Brian took charge. We had very little money, but they seemed to have plenty – it was only later that we realised they had none either and were just brilliant at conning their way along. We travelled by train, first class, stopping along the way to stay in really nice bed and breakfast hotels. Sherri and I had no idea how they paid, or that most of the time they didn’t – we just enjoyed the trip. There was no romance between us, we were just platonic friends, but we enjoyed having company and travelling in style.


As Sherri and I enjoyed ourselves staying in beautiful bedrooms in smart hotels I often thought of Kim. These places, with their immaculate rooms and crisp clean beds, were such a long way from the dirt, smells and stained sheets of our childhood, and I wished she was with me to enjoy it.


We reached St Ives in Cornwall in late July. The weather was glorious and the place was heaving with tourists. There were few vacancies and we found ourselves staying in a rather dingy guesthouse. The owners were a rather miserable elderly couple who clearly didn’t enjoy their work. The rooms were dark and drab, but we all agreed it would only be for one night and that the following morning we would move on. Sherri and I found it all rather exciting, and went to bed full of plans for our next destination.


The next morning we went down to breakfast expecting to meet Paul and Brian, but they hadn’t surfaced yet. As we sat waiting to be served the owner appeared. He told us Paul and Brian had left earlier that morning, telling him that they had no money to pay and neither did we. We were to get our things and get out.


We went down to the town and sat on the harbour wall. We’d been abandoned by our friends, who’d clearly decided they’d had enough of travelling as a foursome; we’d had no breakfast; we had no money, and we weren’t sure what to do next.
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