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          ‘In the little world in which children have their existence, whosoever brings them up, there is nothing so finely perceived and so finely felt, as injustice.’


		  

		   




          Charles Dickens


        


      






  





  To my loving daughter Cilla


  and grandchildren Brett, Hallie and Macy




  In memory of my dear son Russell (1968–95)




  I dedicate this book in honour of all victims who could not tell their stories. Mine is only one voice among many thousands of victims. I say to all victims: you do not stand

  alone. Hold your head high in the sound knowledge that you are all heroes because you have walked down the long road of abuse as children and have won. Be strong and always fight for what is right

  – and be assured your day of justice is right.




  





  
PROLOGUE: One of the Forgotten




  They say an Englishman’s home is his castle. You’re taught that as kids, whatever problems you have in the world, once you close your front door you’re safe.

  The bad men of your nightmares can’t get you once you’re inside.




  But what if the bad men are inside the house as well? What if you’re a child forced to live with them? What if you shout and scream and they don’t stop hurting you? What if you tell

  your teachers and they don’t believe you? What if doctors ignore your bruises? What if you run to a policeman for help and he sends you back to the home of your abusers?




  What if you feel like you could vanish off the face of the Earth and no one would care?




  That was my life until I was eighteen. I was one of the forgotten. Forgotten by my family and forgotten by society. Nearly forty years later, though, I thought I was safe. I had built a new life

  in San Diego, America, 5,000 miles from the abusers of my past. I had a beautiful wife, a lovely home and a wonderful family back home in Portsmouth. My career was going from strength to strength

  and I had successfully managed to bury the torments of my past.




  And then I saw his face and I knew my life would never be the same again.




  Thursday, 1 July 1999. I’ll remember that day until I draw my last breath. I was sitting in my home in San Diego, half working, half surfing the Internet for word of the

  old country. The World Wide Web is a wonderful thing. Even though I lived on another continent, I could still read online the daily news from my local Portsmouth paper. I don’t know why I did

  it. I can’t say the place holds good memories for me. But it was just about all I had to cling to from my past.




  The newspaper was full of stories about people I didn’t know in places I only vaguely remembered but I was addicted to each issue. It was like a soap opera for me. Would the police catch

  the men who robbed the post office yesterday? Would the football team sign any decent players that summer? Would permission for the new ring road get the green light?




  As usual I wasn’t giving my full attention as I flicked through various headlines. I think I looked more out of habit than real interest. But something caught my eye that made me stop. In

  among the stories about ‘have a go heroes’ and supermarket openings was a name that sent chills down my spine.




  But it couldn’t be him, could it?




  A local man called Peter Baker had built a replica of Disney World in the back garden of his terraced house. It had cost all his savings and taken him years to complete. There were pictures and

  more details if I clicked on the link.




  I clicked.




  And then my world fell apart.




  It was the unmistakable face of Peter Baker – my Peter Baker – from my childhood. He was one of my tormentors. His mother was worse. His father was the worst of all. But he

  had played his part in terrorizing my younger years.




  I grew up in a children’s home run by Portsmouth Council where physical assault was a way of life. I was sent to live with the Bakers when I was seven years old. I couldn’t believe

  my luck. I was going to become part of a family. My life was about to get better at last.




  I was wrong.




  At the hands of the Bakers I was tortured, starved and sexually abused for two and a half years before being sent back to the children’s home. I was fostered again a few years later

  – by another paedophile. Every time I ran away I was sent back. No one listened to my complaints. Not doctors, not teachers, not policemen.




  That was my childhood. But at the age of eighteen, when I became an adult, I walked away from the care of Portsmouth Council and I never looked back. Until then. Until that day when Peter

  Baker’s face appeared on my screen.




  A shiver ran through my body. How had this been allowed to happen? How had this man managed to invade my home? I was 5,000 miles away but there was his face – forty years older but

  unmistakably him. I started to cry. I wasn’t even safe in my own home. He and his family had helped ruin my childhood. Now they were going to destroy my new life as well by bringing it all

  crashing back.




  I began to panic. Every second I sat there my heart pounded harder and faster. My clothes suddenly felt too tight and damp as I started to sweat. I was aware of hearing my own breath as I gulped

  for air. It felt as though the world was closing in on me just like it did when I was seven and I was locked in a cupboard under the stairs for days at a time. I didn’t know what to do. I was

  scared. I was in tears. And there was Peter Baker’s stupid, ugly face staring at me still.




  I couldn’t help it – I lashed out and watched as the computer monitor crashed to the floor. I don’t remember hearing it hit the floor or smash into pieces. I was too numb. I

  stared at the mess of shattered hardware. The face had gone from the screen but it was still in my mind. Four decades of denial and running from my past came flooding out of me and I cried like I

  had never cried before.




  I stayed in that chair for what seemed like hours, sobbing, shouting at the memories the computer had awakened. I wanted to curl into a ball, close my eyes and hide for ever. But eventually

  something happened to me. I wiped my eyes and thought about the man I had become. I was stronger now than when I first knew the Bakers. They had terrorized me when I was young, when I was small and

  when I was alone. But that was going to change.




  I realized then that I had two choices. I could let the image of Peter Baker’s face ruin the life I had created for myself in San Diego. Or I could stand up. On that day in July I made a

  decision that would change the rest of my life. I decided to stop running.




  I had never told anyone my story: that was about to change. I was going to return to England and seek justice from the people who had put me in harm’s way. The City of Portsmouth had been

  entrusted to look after me. They had abused that trust and they needed to pay.




  I would not be forgotten any longer.




  





  
ONE: What Will Happen to My Children?




  My biggest fear as a child was being noticed. From the day I arrived at the Children’s Cottage Homes in Portsmouth as a two-year-old, I learned that the trick was to not

  be seen. Blending in with everyone else became a necessary survival tactic. If I looked and acted like the other boys around me, I found it was possible to disappear off the staff’s radar. It

  was almost like being invisible. But one word said too loudly, or if I moved left when everyone else turned right, and all that could change in an instant. The worst crime you could commit was to

  stand out. If you gave the staff any reason to notice you they probably thought you’d done something wrong.




  And there was only one result after that.




  There was never a good time to stand out, but the worst was during the inspection which took place every day after breakfast. All of the children from the eight cottages would line up outside

  the Superintendent’s building and he would walk up and down, searching for an untied shoelace, unwashed hands or an inappropriate facial expression. Minor transgressions were dealt with there

  and then, usually by the back of a hand across the face. More serious crimes were punished by a cane in his office later in the day. It was an intimidating ritual which became more of an ordeal the

  longer you lived there. I never got used to it in twelve years. Every day, in good weather and bad, 100 boys and girls would line up along the pathway that ran around the building, all thinking the

  same thing: ‘Please don’t notice me. Please walk past. Please!’




  There was only one day a year when being singled out didn’t mean you were in trouble. Anyone with a birthday that day would be asked to step forward and receive a bar of chocolate. It

  wasn’t a bar by today’s standards – just about four squares, really – but it was often the only chocolate anyone had from one year to the next.




  I remember lining up on my eleventh birthday. The previous couple of years had been wet but 17 March 1955 was a dry day and quite warm. And, of course, it was St Patrick’s Day, which was

  another reason for a lad with Irish roots to be happy.




  For the first time that year I wasn’t scared as I took my place in the line.




  It wasn’t long before the Superintendent, Mr Otterbourne, asked if anyone had a birthday.




  I raised my hand and said, ‘Me, sir. Leslie Cummings.’




  He asked me to step forward. As I did so, I saw him check his records.




  ‘You say today is your birthday.’




  ‘Yes, sir,’ I said.




  ‘You’re a liar. Your birthday was yesterday.’




  ‘But I always—’




  I never finished that sentence. Mr Otterbourne swung his open hand into the side of my head and I was knocked clean off my feet. I landed on my back on the grass verge next to the building, on

  the other side of the path. I knew I had been punched in the head but every bone in my body felt broken. I felt nauseous, I couldn’t breathe. Slowly I raised my hands to my head and half

  expected to find it split in two. But there was no blood. Not this time.




  I remember being so confused. ‘I can’t see.’ That was my first thought because the world seemed to be spinning when I opened my eyes. A few seconds later, ‘I think

  I’m deaf.’




  But I wasn’t deaf. I could hear a thunderous buzzing noise, like a large chainsaw. Then I realized the noise was inside my head. Mr Otterbourne’s hand had landed clean on my left

  ear. For all I knew he’d destroyed my hearing for ever. I began to panic. The more I concentrated on trying to hear, the louder the buzzing got. And that’s when I was sick.




  Not one person came to help me. No one even dared look. I was a liar and this is what happened to boys who lied. Even though I had received my chocolate on 17 March every year that I could

  remember. Even though it was the Home that had told me my date of birth in the first place.




  I would like to say I had never known pain like it. I wish I could say that. But I had felt pain like it. And worse. And always from the hands of the people I was told were looking after me. As

  I struggled to get to my feet I remember feeling angry with myself. What had I been thinking? I had let my guard down because I had been looking forward to the chocolate and that was my mistake.

  ‘They always get you when you least expect it,’ I thought.




  Mr Otterbourne had caught me out this time and I was in shock. But I wasn’t surprised at being hit. The vomiting was a physical reaction but I don’t think I even cried. When

  you’ve been hit as often as I had, you run out of tears. Looking back, I think that was the Home’s biggest crime. It trained us to believe that violence like that was

  ‘normal’. We were raised to accept that a casual punch in the stomach was just a natural part of life. Like doing chores, having baths or walking to school in the rain – just one

  of those things that adults make you do because they ‘know best’.




  As I returned to my place in the inspection line I realized I was swaying. The buzzing in my ear seemed to be affecting my balance. I knew that if I didn’t get a grip on my coordination I

  could expect another wallop but at least I would be ready this time. With my head still buzzing I made a promise to myself. ‘They won’t catch me out like that again.’




  The irony of that day in 1955 is that Mr Otterbourne was right. I discovered my birth certificate years later and it proved conclusively that I was born on 16 March and not 17

  March as I had been told for so many years. The incident was typical of so much of my life. I took all my information from the staff at the Home. If they told me it was time for breakfast, then it

  was time for breakfast. If they said it was Christmas Day, then as far as I was concerned it was Christmas Day. And the same with my birthday. It didn’t matter to me then one way or the other

  whether it was the 16th or 17th, although I quite liked the Irish connection. Apart from a few squares of chocolate I had never had a single birthday present in my life.




  I was the third child, and the third son, of Jean Cummings. She wasn’t married and I didn’t learn the name of my father until many years later. I didn’t even know if it was the

  same man who had fathered my brothers, Robert and Richard, in 1941 and 1942 respectively. By the time we were old enough to ask, my mother wasn’t around to give an answer.




  I was born in Ophir Road in the North End district of Portsmouth on 16 March 1944. The city itself is renowned for its historic naval roots and with World War II still raging it would remain a

  military centre for years to come. Compared to the rest of the country we probably had more men around the area, but not the man who mattered to us. Home was a rented room in a family house. A

  single woman with three children under four could not have been the easiest lodger, but it got worse for the owner. We were evicted when my mother began stealing money from the landlady.




  Rationing was still in force, and would remain for six years after the war’s end, and there was very little money around anywhere. Even so, we seemed to have less than most.




  My mother’s only income was from the ‘Naval Allotment’ scheme. This was introduced to ensure sailors’ families were catered for financially and worked by automatically

  wiring a percentage of a serviceman’s salary to his wife in order to prevent it being spent in a pub the moment the ship pulled into port. She never told us the name of the sailor who was

  supporting us but every so often he deserted his ship – and then Mum would be asked to return her payments book.




  After the lodging house we were given beds in a part of St Mary’s Hospital. By the 1940s the ‘poorhouses’ or ‘workhouses’ of Charles Dickens’s time were

  supposed to have been closed but – despite Dickens being one of Portsmouth’s sons – to all intents and purposes that’s where we were. The hospital was set up to give shelter

  to the homeless. A lot of kids were separated from their parents in there but we lived as a family.




  Mum moved a lot. She could never pay the rent wherever she stayed and she stretched each room out for as long as she could. ‘Oh, the money’ll be in next week,’ she’d

  promise her landlady. Or, ‘I’m expecting a payment any day now. I’ll sort you out then.’ She earned a bit of a reputation eventually and sometimes she called herself

  ‘O’Brien’ to new landladies. But it always ended the same way. If she wasn’t thrown out we would disappear in the night before the police could be called.




  Sometimes she wasn’t quick enough, though. My second-eldest brother, Richard, was born in a remand centre in Petersfield so she was obviously arrested for something to have been sent

  there. One of my later siblings was born in Holloway Prison in north London. Mum went on to have eight children and I don’t think it was by choice. It seems she only needed to look at a man

  to get pregnant.




  She came over from Dublin as a teenager, but she had obviously kissed the Blarney Stone before she left. She could charm anyone. Everyone who met her liked her. That’s how she got away

  with so much. She had that way about her that meant men and women liked her. She presented herself well, always fashionably dressed, and slim, about 5 feet 4 inches, with long, mousy-coloured hair,

  although it was often hidden under a hat. By the time I came along she was still only twenty-five years old. I think she tried to hide the lilt of her accent when she was in England, because it was

  seen as lower class back then. She was always interested in trying to better herself. She was a very aspirational woman – and that was the problem.




  To some extent I think she was a victim of her environment. Her partner was away and although she received a payment while he was in the Navy, she never had a profession. Her only trade was

  living off her wits – and her quick hands. She was always popping out to go ‘shopping’. If she didn’t think she’d be long, then Robert, as the eldest, would be

  instructed to look after my brother and me. Sometimes she managed to persuade the landlady to keep an eye on us or, if she thought she might be longer, a friend might suddenly appear to take

  charge. When my mother returned she usually had an item or two of clothes in her bag. We were too young to question how she afforded them although she always hid her purchases from our landlady.

  She needed to avoid the accusation: ‘If you can afford new hats and dresses then you can afford to pay my rent.’




  The truth was, of course, that she wasn’t paying for her shopping. In July 1945, when I was just four months old, she was caught stealing a pair of shoes from Marks and Spencer. I

  don’t know if she intended to keep them for herself or try to sell them. She was fined 40 shillings – the equivalent of about £190 today – and allowed to pay in weekly

  instalments of 5 shillings. I don’t know how she found the money, but at least she was spared any time in prison.




  A year later she was caught again. By then my sister Janet had been born, bringing us to a family of five dodging around the boarding houses and tenement buildings of south Hampshire. This time

  Mum was accused, along with a friend called Anne Colwell, of stealing a camel-hair coat worth £13 10s from the tailors Creed & Lawrence in Kingston Road. They both pleaded ‘not

  guilty’ and again escaped punishment.




  A few months later, however, her luck – and ours – ran out.




  The man who was supporting us through his Navy payments had a track record of jumping ship whenever the opportunity presented itself. Considering my mother had had four children since the start

  of the war, if he was also the father of any of us, he was obviously taking any chance he could to get back to his lover. By law, since he was no longer actively serving during his abscondments, he

  was not entitled to a salary. But because she still had the payments book and the Allotments were paid separately, my mother had continued to draw her allowance. What else was she supposed to

  do?




  She never told us anything about this. We were living in a room in Seymour Street, Buckland at the time when my mother suddenly announced that her friend would be coming to look after us for the

  afternoon. She kissed us all goodbye, then left as though she were nipping out to the shops as usual.




  We didn’t see her again for six months.




  She had been arrested a few months earlier for obtaining money by false pretences and told to appear for trial in November. She was charged with stealing £44 of Navy Allotment to which she

  was not entitled. She pleaded guilty, saying, ‘I did it to keep my kiddies.’ Even though she was pregnant with her fifth child, the magistrates had no hesitation in sentencing her to

  six months’ imprisonment.




  After her earlier experiences in court, I don’t think for one moment that my mother expected this verdict. As the sentence was delivered she broke down and cried out, ‘What will

  happen to my children?’




  The magistrate consulted his notes and replied, ‘The police will arrange for their care, Mrs Cummings.’ Then, nodding towards the court’s sergeant-at-arms, he said, ‘Take

  her away.’




  I don’t know whether my mother would have done things differently at home if she’d thought she might not be returning that night. Maybe she might have hugged us more warmly or even

  cried. Or perhaps she would have arranged for someone to look after us on a more long-term basis. As it was, the first thing we knew about it was when the doorbell rang. The landlady called up the

  stairs. The tone of her voice announced that it wasn’t good news. When the two policemen appeared at the door of our room this was confirmed.




  And that was that. We were scooped up and taken downstairs where a large police car was parked in the street with the engine running. We were all so scared. We didn’t have a clue what was

  happening to us. I didn’t know where we were going and I was too young to ask. Robert, as the eldest, was old enough but he didn’t dare say a word. In those days you only spoke to

  policemen when you were asked to. But what if he had found the courage to speak to the constables? Would they have been honest with him? Would they have told him the truth?




  Would they have said, ‘You’re going to Hell’?




  





  
TWO: I’m Never Going to Leave You Again




  I can’t decide who that day was the toughest on. I was not yet one and a half, my sister was a year younger while my brothers were five and three. They had known my

  mother longest, they were more used to having her around. And because they were older they were more familiar with the pattern of daily life. Robert had even started going to school occasionally.

  Chaotically as she lived her life, my mother had routines which helped her cope with such a large young family, so my brothers sensed something was wrong. Not just different – but actually

  wrong.




  As a sixteen-month-old toddler I was quite small for my age and, like all my family, I could have done with a few more pounds on me. I had taken my first steps a couple of months earlier and I

  could say a handful of words. One of those, of course, was ‘Mama’. At such a young age my mother was my entire life. I depended on her for everything, just as Janet did. In the police

  car as we were taken away from Seymour Street, that’s the only word I said. ‘Mama? Mama? Mama?’ Over and over again.




  I didn’t stop even when we arrived at our destination. My brothers recall that was the only word I would say for days in between bouts of sustained crying. Whenever someone came into the

  room I said the same thing.




  ‘Mama?’




  If someone looked at me or tried to feed me, it was the same.




  ‘Mama?’




  I obviously expected her to appear and pick me up and couldn’t understand why she didn’t. I didn’t recognize the faces of the people around me and I couldn’t understand

  their words. All I knew is I wanted my mummy. Why wouldn’t she come and pick me up?




  Robert and Richard were not told much more than I was. They understood the words ‘Your mother has been bad so you’re going to live here for a while’ but they didn’t

  appreciate the significance of their meaning. Not for a long time.




  We were taken in the police car to a place called Cosham, which is a suburb in the northern part of Porstmouth. Until the 1920s it had been a separate village, even being mentioned in the

  Domesday Book, but by the end of the war it had become quite a busy area. The journey seemed to take for ever but it cannot have been more than twenty minutes. That’s how long it took to

  reach the Children’s Cottage Homes.




  This was an institution set up by Portsmouth Council as part of a wider Home Office initiative to take care of the destitute and the disadvantaged. It had mixed responsibilities: part orphanage,

  part refuge and part borstal. Some of the children were in there because they were said to be too ‘unruly’ to stay at home. I later learned that this was often a code word used to

  describe a child who had been a victim of paedophilia or physical assault from one of his family members. In those days it was more acceptable to remove the child from risk than to tackle the

  problem parent. If a father was abusing his son or daughter but still bringing home a wage for his family, that was taken into account.




  Other kids had been in trouble with the police, so they were taken away from their parents as a kind of punishment. One boy I met had been caught stealing cakes from a baker’s shop. He was

  actually sentenced by magistrates to spend time in the Homes. His parents were allowed to visit on a Saturday. During the week he stayed with the rest of us.




  And then there were children like us. Our only crime was being homeless. We hadn’t been abused by anybody and we weren’t there as punishment. But it felt like it. Our mother was in

  prison, we didn’t know who our father was, and as far as we were concerned we didn’t have another living relative. We had no one. We were orphans in the eyes of the state and so they

  stepped in.




  Sixty-two years later, I really wish they hadn’t. All my problems began the day I first set eyes on the Children’s Cottage Homes. I just didn’t know it yet.




  The Homes were organized like a small prison compound. There were five two-storey, orange-brick buildings, and various outhouses, including a lodge, Scout hut, fire station and fuel sheds. One

  of the main buildings housed the assembly hall, the clothing store and the seamstress’s quarters. The other four were divided into two ‘cottages’ each, all named either East or

  West 1–4. In between East 3 and West 3 the Superintendent had his office, and on the floor above that his living area. There was a sick bay, like a small hospital ward, in one of the other

  cottages but this was usually used as the Deputy Superintendent’s living space.




  A large driveway swept down to the cottages from the main entrance. On the day we arrived, the police car was stopped at the gate then directed towards a building marked East 3. I don’t

  know whether police cars were the usual method for arriving at the Homes but the dozens of enquiring faces pressed against one of the windows of the building as we were helped out of the car

  suggested not. Janet and I were passed to two women while our brothers were told to follow them inside the building.




  While the Superintendent and his deputy maintained overall control of the Homes, the day-to-day running of each individual cottage was the responsibility of ‘house-parents’ –

  usually a housemother and housefather, or a housemother and an assistant called an ‘Aunt’. We had all been given over to the custody of an old woman called Mrs Ingram. ‘I’m

  your housemother,’ she said. Her voice was firm but kind and her round face, beneath her grey hair tied into a bun, looked friendly. I was fascinated by the dark-rimmed glasses perched on the

  end of her nose. The other lady was introduced as ‘Aunt Ross’. In contrast to Mrs Ingram’s open face, this woman had sharp, scrawny features. Her nose was beak-like and there was

  a permanent scowl on her forehead. She appeared to have a layer of fluffy hair on her cheeks and especially on her top lip.




  I have my brothers’ memories to thank for all these early events but the recollection of that woman’s face is my own.




  Once the policemen had left we boys were stripped of our own clothes and given new ones, all roughly the same colour – grey jumper, grey shorts, white shirt – and all very much

  secondhand. We arrived without any possessions – I don’t know what happened to the few toys and books we owned – although I had brought a dirty sheet I liked to sleep with. I

  don’t remember what happened to that sheet. It was in the police car but no one remembers seeing me with it after we arrived.




  Boys and girls lived in separate cottages so Janet was quickly taken away. The rest of us were taken upstairs and shown our beds.




  The cottage had two dormitories, long, dark rooms with bare, grey walls and each containing eight beds. We were told that, because of the war, the Homes were very overcrowded. ‘It will be

  two boys to every bed,’ Mrs Ingram said. Richard was told to share with a smaller lad; Robert and I were put in the same bed. It was his duty to stop me, as a baby, falling out and injuring

  myself. The dark wooden floorboards that ran the length of the dormitories were cold and hard.




  The beds themselves were heavy and made of metal. I think they were old hospital beds, but lowered for children. Once I saw one of the gardeners, Mr Stanley, come in to fix a problem with one of

  them. I was fascinated by how the metal tubes fitted together. At the time I had never seen a jigsaw, but it was like that.




  There was a chair next to each bed to keep our clothes on but no wardrobes or chests of drawers because none of the boys had anything to put in them. We all had the clothes on our backs and a

  pair of pyjamas. That was it.




  Next, Mrs Ingram took us downstairs to a large room she called the ‘playroom’. The first thing my brothers noticed was the absence of toys. At one end was a shelf of books. These had

  all been donated so they were very tatty. The children fell silent as soon as we entered the room. Richard thought they were intrigued by us. We soon learned that wasn’t the reason. Anyone

  caught talking when Aunt Ross entered the room would have been severely punished.




  So much had happened to us in such a short space of time that only now could we finally stop to think. But what about? My brothers had no idea what was happening to us. We weren’t used to

  all these rules. We weren’t used to being split up or having so much space – or to how cold everything seemed. When you’re used to living in a cramped room and sharing one bed,

  you get accustomed to the warmth, to the cuddles.




  We were so scared. What was happening to us?




  By this time it was nearly seven o’clock and time for supper. All the boys filed into a downstairs hall and queued up to be handed a plate from the kitchen. I was put into a high chair and

  fed by one of the staff. And then it was time for bed.




  And that was it. We had started the day as a family of five in a room on Seymour Road. By night-time my sister was in another building and my mother was who knew where. As the lights went out I

  said the only thing I could think of.




  ‘Mama?’




  The next morning my first words were the same. ‘Mama? Mama?’




  I know I started crying when she didn’t come. My brothers did as well. I was too young to appreciate that she wouldn’t be there that day or the next or for many more after that. When

  you’re a toddler you have no understanding of time. Even though Robert and Richard were older, they were just as confused as I was. We hadn’t been told our mother was being sent away

  for six months. The police didn’t tell us and Mrs Ingram hadn’t either. But even if we had known, it would have meant nothing. All we knew was that she wasn’t there when we woke

  up. And that had never happened to us before.




  I don’t remember much of that time first-hand. My brothers and other friends from that period have filled in a lot of the gaps. But the one thing everyone is agreed on is this: I hated

  being there. I spent entire days calling for my mother, then sobbing because she hadn’t come. I would cry first thing in the morning and again last thing at night. Always the same reason,

  always the same desperate plea.




  I can only imagine how ecstatic I must have felt when Mrs Ingram pulled us aside after breakfast one day. ‘You’ve got a visitor,’ she said calmly. We were taken next door to

  the Superintendent’s office. Waiting there was the unmistakable figure of Jean Cummings. Our mother was back.




  It didn’t take long to get our things together. About an hour later we were all marching up the long drive towards the gate and freedom. I wanted so much to hold my mother’s hand but

  she was busy carrying Janet. I remember tugging on her coat as we walked. I was almost having to run to keep up but it didn’t matter. We were all together. And we were going home.




  I don’t know how she managed it, but Mum had taken another room in a house in Buckland. I also don’t know if she’d warned the landlady that her room for one was about to become

  a room for five. Actually it was a room for six. Mum had been pregnant when we’d last seen her. Waiting for us with a friend at her room was a little baby boy. My brother Philip, born in

  April 1946. We were an even bigger, happier family than we’d been before.




  I think we all did a lot of crying and screaming and hugging that day and for days afterwards. I still kept saying her name over and over again, just like I had done for the last six months, but

  there was no question in my voice this time. She really was there. I could see her and smell her and kiss her. And the best thing of all was the fact that Mum was as excited as we all were. As we

  curled up together in the room’s one double bed, she kept squeezing us and saying, ‘I’m so sorry for leaving you. I’m never going to leave you again.’




  And we all believed her.




  Our room was very cramped with all six of us sharing one bed and a small sofa. We all took turns being next to Mum but obviously most of her time was taken up looking after Janet and Philip. For

  meals we all traipsed or were carried downstairs to the landlady’s kitchen where she served up basic food. Sometimes Mum was allowed to cook but I don’t think she liked it. If

  Portsmouth hadn’t been so damaged by bombs falling, I wonder now whether the landladies would have been so accommodating. I think they must have felt sorry for her.




  We stayed at that same address for several months, which was quite a long time for the Cummings family. Then one day the landlady called up to say we had a visitor.




  I don’t know who my mother was expecting but it wasn’t the person who clambered up the stairs and stood in the doorway of our small, untidy room. He was quite old and tidily

  dressed.




  ‘How are you, Jean?’ the man asked.




  ‘Dad?’ she said quietly.




  We had never met any of our grandparents before. We didn’t even know they existed. But this was our grandad. He was the first relative any of us had ever set eyes upon. If only he’d

  been around earlier. We could have stayed with him instead of being sent to the Children’s Cottage Homes.




  It turned out that that had been his plan as well.




  ‘You’re a hard girl to track down,’ he said as he sat down to cuddle as many of us as he could. I don’t know how long he had been searching for Mum or how he had done it,

  but he had managed to find us. Somehow, even in Dublin, he had heard of his daughter’s brush with the law – and he wanted to help out.




  ‘Come back and live with your mum and me,’ he said. ‘You know we’ve got room for you all.’




  I think he could see that Mum wasn’t at all keen on that idea. He tried again.




  ‘At least let us take care of the children,’ he said. ‘Look at you, you can barely afford to feed yourself. Let us take these kids off your hands for a while, just till you get

  yourself on your feet.’




  Grandad stayed all afternoon and played with all of us. It was nice having a man around. It also felt good to have someone who was real ‘family’ after so long spent calling strangers

  ‘Aunt’ this or ‘Uncle’ that.




  He kissed us all before he left and hugged Mum at the door. They had obviously come to an agreement.




  ‘You know it makes sense,’ he said. ‘You can visit them whenever you want. And it’ll just be till you sort yourself out.’




  Mum nodded. ‘See you tomorrow,’ she said, and closed the door behind him. That night we moved out of Buckland and we never saw our grandfather again. Mum never mentioned it either.

  She refused. She just kept saying, ‘I’m not leaving you again.’




  Despite falling foul of the Navy Allotment before, Mum was allowed to pick up her payments once more, as long as her partner in the Navy remained with his ship. We soon

  noticed, however, that her ‘shopping’ trips began again. Sometimes a friend would look after us for an hour or two, sometimes we’d tag along with Mum and sit in a park while she

  disappeared for a short while. Or sometimes Robert was given responsibility again, just as before. He might have been only six, but there was another small baby to care for. Mum obviously trusted

  him and Richard a lot.




  I remember being happy at this time. I was nearly three years old and I was as happy as I had ever been in my life. The memories I had of our time at the Children’s Cottages and that

  feeling of always being scared seemed like unpleasant nightmares. I spent a lot of time checking with my mother that we wouldn’t be going back there.




  ‘Please don’t send me to the nasty house,’ I remember saying. ‘Please don’t make me go back.’




  And she always said the same thing. ‘You’re not going back. We’re all staying together.’




  My recollection of why I dreaded the Cottages so much is vague. The main reason was almost certainly the fact that I was separated from my mother. But I’m sure there was something more to

  it. Everything about the Homes filled me with fear. Even if Mum had been allowed to come with us, even if we’d been invited to live as one big happy family, the idea of going back would have

  terrified me. What had happened to me there? To this day I can’t quite remember – but the sensation of apprehension whenever I thought of the place as a child has stayed with me. As

  much as I hated it, the Cottages came into my thoughts a lot – especially at night. I would often wake screaming, out of breath. My mother would comfort me as best she could and ask what was

  wrong and I could never explain exactly. All I could manage was, ‘I don’t want to go back.’ The nightmares were always the same, always the Homes terrifying me. The tall, grey

  walls, the constant fear – and the absence of my mother’s warm cuddles.




  As each day passed, so my memory faded. Whatever it was that had scarred me while I was there would soon be lost to me.




  At least, that is what I thought. Before I knew it, I was presented with the opportunity to refresh my memory.




  In the past, Mum’s special ‘shopping’ expeditions had been largely successful. The worst she had experienced were a couple of fines and a slap on the wrist. In May 1947,

  however, her past misdemeanours came back to haunt her. Two months earlier she had been arrested for breaking into Blundell’s clothes store. She hadn’t managed to actually steal

  anything, but intent to commit a crime was enough to see her brought before a magistrate on 20 May. A guilty verdict was handed down without hesitation. Considering she hadn’t actually stolen

  anything, Mum fully expected to be handed a fine and told to go. But the presiding magistrate took a firmer line. He said that with her colourful track record, ‘I have no choice but to commit

  you to a custodial sentence.’




  For the second time in as many years, my mother was incarcerated. For the second time we were deserted with neither warning nor contingency plans.




  And for the second time the police were despatched to take us to the Children’s Cottage Homes.




  The happiest days of my life were over.




  





  
THREE: She’s Not Coming Back




  I remember it was summer. I remember looking out of the police car window and seeing people enjoying themselves. They all seemed so happy. Adults were smiling, children were

  laughing. The mood was light. It was such a contrast to the atmosphere inside the cramped car.




  Including the two police officers, seven of us were squeezed in, with us Cummings children on the back seat. My brothers held Philip and Janet, who both cried for the entire journey.




  I kept my face pressed against the car window and stared out. My stomach was churning, but I knew it wasn’t from excitement. Why was everyone out there so happy? Didn’t they know

  what was happening to us? Didn’t they care?




  Looking back, the weather was probably responsible for a lot of the good mood. But there was another factor. Two years earlier, the war had been in its sixth year and the very real fear of a

  foreign invasion on British soil had yet to retreat. Now, after so long living in the shadow of air raids and suffering sons and husbands lost on battlefields overseas, the people of Portsmouth

  were enjoying a taste of freedom. They had no idea that inside the passing police car we were suffering the second enforced incarceration of our short lives.




  I know from speaking to survivors of the war that one of the greatest frustrations was the lack of information. Propaganda was at its height and nobody knew what to believe. Media outlets were

  censored, news that arrived in cinemas was sometimes a fortnight old, radio broadcasts were limited for fear of enemy ears hearing sensitive information. The man in the street relied on scraps of

  news from friends and whispers from men returning from the front.




  That was just how it felt in the police car that day. We weren’t told where we were going. We weren’t told why we were being sent there. We were just expected to get on with it.




  It had started the moment the men had appeared in our doorway. Memories of their last visit flooded my mind. They were the ones who took us to that place, I realized. ‘You’re not

  taking us back, are you?’ I asked quietly. No one answered. One of the policemen just said, ‘Pack your things. You’re coming with us.’




  I saw them speak to Mum’s friend. She looked sad – and angry.




  We were all scared now. ‘Where’s our mummy?’ one of my brothers asked.




  ‘I’m sorry, darling, she’s not coming home tonight,’ the friend said, tears in her eyes. We were already sobbing hard ourselves.




  She helped us pack and went downstairs with us. My head began to spin with anxiety. Mummy had said she would be home. Why would she lie? Where was she?




  I was inconsolable. So was Janet. So was Richard. So was Robert. Only Philip, less than a year old, was too small to realize what was going on.




  Being stripped of our mother again was too much to bear. It had come out of nowhere. The last few months had been wonderful. The best of my life. We had been a normal family. We didn’t

  have much room to play in and our toys were few. But we had one another. That had meant everything to me. I couldn’t believe it was all going wrong again. Not after her promises last

  time.




  ‘Where are we going?’ one of my brothers asked.




  Again, no reply from the policemen. Mum’s friend just shook her head sadly. I prayed it wouldn’t be the same destination as before. I couldn’t really remember the details

  – I still can’t – but I knew I hadn’t been happy there. Every time I had thought about it I cried. All those nights of waking my entire family with my nightmares were caused

  by that place: the Children’s Cottage Homes.




  ‘Please don’t take us back there,’ I said, but more to myself than anyone else. My head was flooding with half-formed recollections, pictures of places, reminders of

  emotions.




  From the moment we were led downstairs and out to the car my fears grew stronger. Moving house with my mother had always meant catching the bus. Cars fascinated me as a little boy – but I

  only had bad experiences of travelling in them. The moment I saw the shiny black police car waiting for us I prepared mentally for the worst.




  As the journey progressed I felt the butterflies in my stomach grow stronger. Still nobody had said anything about our destination. I decided to try again.




  ‘Are we going back to that place?’ I asked the officer who wasn’t driving.




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘I don’t like it there. I don’t want to go back.’




  Nothing.




  ‘When can we see our mummy again?’




  Again – nothing. Eventually he spoke. ‘You’ll be told everything you need to know when you get there. Now, enough talking.’




  The ride continued in silence, apart from Janet and Philip’s crying. At the Cottage Homes we were given the usual cursory introduction and we boys were once again placed in the care of Mrs

  Ingram in Cottage East 3. She remembered some of us from the previous year and smiled as we all filed past, Philip in Robert’s arms. Janet was removed to a girls’ dormitory. Bad as it

  was for everyone to be ripped away from our mother again, at least Robert, Richard, Philip and I had one another. My poor sister was on her own.




  At the first chance I got, I asked Mrs Ingram the same question the policeman refused to answer.




  ‘When can we see our mummy again?’




  ‘Don’t you be worrying about that now,’ she said firmly. ‘All in good time.’




  I don’t know if she knew and wasn’t telling or she genuinely had no idea. I decided I would ask again later.




  I had so many questions but we were thrown into the routine of the Cottage immediately. We were shown our beds and told to change into our play clothes. Once again everything had seen better

  days and had obviously been repaired many times. Even though each item was freshly laundered, there was the underlying smell of something unpleasant from my jumper. Whatever had originally caused

  it had obviously been there a while. As soon as we were changed Mrs Ingram’s voice called into the room.
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