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  PROLOGUE




  Jenny




  This could be the most important email I ever send. I go over it again, one last time. My finger hovers over the mouse. I hold my breath . . . Click!




  ‘Haaa!’ It’s gone.




  Immediately I panic. It’s taken so many years to reach this point. So much heartache and rejection. I reread it once more. Oh no – I should have said I had a happy childhood. Why

  didn’t I tell her that? I don’t want her to think I’m jealous.




  I check the time – 10.27 p.m. – still afternoon in Texas. I wonder when Helen will look at her emails?




   




  

    

      From: jenlucas




      To: helen




      Sent: Wednesday 11 April 2007, 22:24 +0100




      Subject: Mercia Lumsden




      Dear Helen,




      My name is Jenny Lucas and I was adopted at birth in 1948. After doing a lot of investigation, I believe you are my half-sister. Sorry for the complete shock, but

      there is no easy way of telling you.




      I met Mercia in August 2003, when I was visiting the north-east for a family wedding. She was concerned that if anyone came I was not to say who I was. I have been

      looking for so very long to find the family that knows nothing about me.




      I live in Kent. We moved back from Florida two years ago and now live in Tenterden. I would love to hear from you if you can come through the shock. My telephone

      number is ——————.




      Jenny


    


  




  Helen




  I open my laptop before I go to bed. In moments, the screen lights up. There is just one email from an unknown contact.




  Who’s Jen Lucas? Why does the subject line say my mother’s name?




  I click on the header and begin to read. The first two sentences explode in my head, blasting shrapnel through my past. My eyes widen and my jaw locks. Over and over I read the words: ‘I

  believe you are my half-sister.’




  I’m on the edge of the sofa in the semi-darkness; Dennis lies asleep in the bedroom. I begin to shake, slightly at first, and then great tremors start running through me. White noise

  deafens me as the blood charges through my brain.




  I struggle to lower my shoulders and breathe slower, deeper. I read on, but I can’t take it in. Is this a scam? I go back to the beginning and reread the whole message. How has this woman

  traced me? She claims to have visited Mercia, my mother. Can this be true? Why didn’t my mother tell me?




  I read the email through yet again, aloud this time, as calmly as I can. It sounds genuine. There is a hint of emotion, a deep feeling: ‘I have been looking for so very long . . . ’

  That sounds authentic to me – I can identify with it in a way. This stranger thinks I’m her sister. I’ve always yearned for a sister. She wants me to call her, but what would I

  say? How could I begin to tell her?




  





  CHAPTER 1




  Helen




  A Mystery Year




  Fear is my earliest memory. Fear of being out there, alone. It was one of those dark winter evenings; the sleet slanted at me with a wind cold enough to sting my skin. I was

  sitting in my hand-me-down pram, strapped in with no blankets – just a loose waterproof cover on which a puddle had formed and was frosting over. I tried to lean forward and look out. The

  cover slipped and the icy water trickled down onto my bare legs. My damp clothes hung heavy around me and my bonnet’s fur trim, bedraggled in the sleet, clung to my cheeks like icy fingers. I

  felt numb, abandoned.




  I yearned for her to come. I whimpered and cried as loud as I could, my frozen cheeks smarting from the warmth of my tears. Shadows loomed. A lone tree bent and clattered in the wind, an

  ogre’s arms stretching out to steal me away. I screamed. I don’t know how long I cried for. I stared at the house and willed her to come, to rescue me. I craned forward as far as I

  could, my eyes fixed on the front door and the warm glow through the window. But no one looked out. No one came. I wailed. Why doesn’t she come and help me? Why doesn’t she

  come?




  Finally, the door opened and yellow light spilled out across the wet path. But she just stood there, my mother, without even glancing in my direction. She stood on the front step, laughing and

  joking with my grandma inside, pulling her coat together in the arctic wind. They talked and talked until at last she shrugged, tied on her head scarf and ran down the path towards me. She took

  hold of the pram, her eyes fixed ahead, and pushed it at a run against the wind.




  Why did she leave me outside for so long alone in the cold night? You don’t leave a baby, a toddler, out like that uncovered at that time of year, do you? I don’t think she even

  noticed what state I was in.




  Years later, my husband said: ‘You can’t possibly remember all that! Nobody can remember before they were three.’




  But I do. I must have been about eighteen months or so. I can still feel the fear now. My memory of that evening is indelible, locked inside. It’s a feeling that echoed throughout my

  childhood. It has haunted me down all the years.




  The first year of my life is missing – it’s a mystery. Well, that’s what an older cousin told me. Some time before my birth in April 1950, my mother, Mercia,

  left Seghill without a word – left the mining village, the bustle of the close-knit family and everything she knew.




  ‘Mercia disappeared,’ explained Alice. ‘All of a sudden she wasn’t there any more. She was gone. Nobody knew where she was. And then, a year or so later, she came back

  with you and married to Tommy. No explanation.’ Of course, Alice was a child when that happened, so maybe she wasn’t told the real story.




  My mother had been married before, in 1939: ‘A terrible man, he was, mind,’ she told me. ‘He used to beat me and never gave me enough housekeeping money.’




  Her husband had joined up and gone to war, so she had gone back to live with Grandma. My half-brother George was born in 1940. Not long after that his father was captured and spent the rest of

  the war in a German prison camp. My mother left George with Grandma while she went to work twelve-hour night-shifts doing war-work at Vickers munitions factory on Scotswood Road in Newcastle, by

  the river.




  They were dangerous times, with nightly bombings as Luftwaffe pilots strafed the ship yards and factories along the banks of the Tyne. I recently found out that during this time she had an

  affair with an American airman, among others. It would be harsh to blame her, really. Her husband was a prisoner of war. Like many others, she risked her own life every night for the war effort

  – I suppose they all had to find some escape from the drudgery, fear and chaos of those years.




  When I was a child I asked my mother how she had met Tommy. She paused for a moment.




  ‘It was in Newcastle. I was working in Maynards, the tobacconist,’ she told me. ‘He came in for some cigarettes one day in his RAF uniform. He came back again the next day, and

  every day after that. He was a bonny lad, mind. Ciggies were rationed in those days, so I used to hide some extra under the counter for him.’




  The address on my birth certificate is in Benwell, a notorious area of Newcastle. It’s only twenty minutes’ drive from Seghill, but in those days that was an hour-and-a-half’s

  bus-ride away – another country. I drove there recently and found the street in the west of the city, near the Tyne. I looked at that house for a long time – an anonymous brick building

  divided into flats. I wanted to explore the area, but it was a forbidding place – one of the roughest parts of Newcastle, with the spectre of hoodied gangs round every corner and a high crime

  rate. I felt safer in the car, so I sat there and just stared.




  I asked my mother about my birth once, when I was growing up.




  ‘Tommy was at work when I went into labour. It was just me and George, so I sent him to call the midwife and gave him ninepence (4p) to go to the pictures. When he came back, there you

  were.’ George was ten years old then. I never thought to ask him about it. ‘What did I look like?’ I asked her another time, hoping to provoke some sort of reaction, if only

  nostalgia. That would be something.




  ‘You were little, six pounds, with blonde hair.’ Her face was fixed in neutral and her gaze was turned away from me.




  Sitting in the car, I tried to imagine my thirty-year-old mother seeing the newborn me for the first time, perhaps studying my face, gently stroking my fingers. Surely she would have held me

  then? Cradled me in her arms? Maybe there was a whisper of a smile on her lips? Wouldn’t you think so? I craved a smile from my mother every day of my childhood, but I yearned in vain. I

  tried so hard to earn just one smile, but it was never any use. I shuddered as I sat gazing at my very first home, surrounded by seedy slums. I don’t suppose it was such a bad area back in

  those days; perhaps even faintly respectable.




  It was many years after my childhood before I began to discover some of what had happened in that missing year. My family guarded myriad secrets and lies; it was all a tangled web of deceit.

  Some of it I have recently unravelled; other strands I will never know – they are locked away for ever. My mother, the keeper of the keys, took them with her when she died, and her generation

  have all gone too, taking any remaining secrets with them to their graves.




  What I do know is that when I was a year old or so, we moved back to Seghill, the Northumberland pit village where my mother had grown up in a large mining family. Most of the men in Seghill

  were miners, and all the women knew each other and helped one another. Everyone watched. You couldn’t walk along the street in a new coat without the whole village knowing it.




  We lived in a plain grey-rendered house with a slate roof on the corner of Barrass Avenue; two up, two down, stained with soot and next to the miners’ social club. Downstairs we had the

  living room and kitchen, always called the scullery in our house. Next to that was a shivery-cold room with a basin and a bath – a luxury in Seghill. But the only toilet was outside at the

  back, freezing in winter, next to my father’s shed. Upstairs were two bedrooms.




  Seghill colliery, down the road, dominated the area with its vast buildings and giant machinery reaching to the sky. Wherever you stood in Seghill, the black pit-heaps rose up like mountains to

  blot out the morning and evening sunlight. They blocked our views of the surrounding farmland too. Some of the older boys used to lay planks up the sides of the heaps to climb up and slide down.

  Every now and then an accident happened and the horrified adults forbade us from going too close. But soon the planks came out again.




  The shrill pit whistle sounded across the village to mark the end of each shift. It was the same whistle that was used to broadcast pit disasters, though I don’t remember that happening

  while I lived there. I watched the men walk past with their long, weary strides, hands and faces as black as night from their day at the coalface. One or two would pause and wave at me in the

  window, their white teeth bright against the black.




  Inside our house we had a huge coal fire, just as everyone had in Seghill, since coal came free from the mine. The wagon would come trundling along the street to unload the sacks of coal, drawn

  by a great big shire horse with blinkers and feathery ankles, his head hung low. I had to count the sacks as the coalman emptied them into our coal-hole. Sometimes I lost count because I was so

  busy watching the horse, willing him on. Finally he would oblige with the longest pee I have ever seen pouring endlessly onto the stony road and into the gutter, the steam rising in the

  winter’s chill.




  I remember the acrid smell of smoke and the air thick with the coal dust that shrouded the village. It made for a lot of dusting.




  Grandma, aunties, uncles and cousins lived all around us. Some of them lived in the same street, others round the corner, but all within a hundred yards. My mother was the ninth of ten children.

  When she was little, everyone spoiled the baby that came after her, but she rarely had any attention. Even Grandma had little time or energy to lavish on Mercia. She had to fight to be noticed.




  The house we lived in was Auntie Minnie’s house. I don’t know why. It had been rented out, but now it was empty. She lived in another house down that street, so when we unexpectedly

  turned up in Seghill, Auntie Minnie said, ‘You can live in that house.’




  My father resented this arrangement. He had to be king of his castle and couldn’t bear having to take charity from his wife’s family. ‘It’s all your fault,’ he told

  me on many occasions. ‘If it hadn’t been for you, we wouldn’t be in this mess. But, remember,’ he would say, wagging his finger at me, his face reddening, ‘I am master

  in this house. You will do as I say.’




  I never dared move. I didn’t know why it was my fault, but from my earliest memories I just accepted it.




  I slept in with my parents for a long time when I was little. George slept in the other bedroom, the box room. When I was two or three, I remember the joy of tearing into his

  room early in the morning to jump on him while he was still asleep. He never moaned when I woke him up like that.




  ‘Come on, tiger,’ he’d say. Then we would do some tiger-wrestling – his tiger a great deal gentler than mine, of course. Having fun with George was my escape from the

  vagaries of life with my parents. He was my champion in that house. He always looked out for his ‘kid’ sister.




  After our tussle, George liked to do his exercises, starting with push-ups. He’d lie on his back. ‘Come on, kiddo.’




  I would stand on the palms of his hands and try to keep my balance as he lifted me up by the strength of his arms and held me there. I felt I was touching the sky when he raised me right up

  towards the ceiling.




  When I was still in my parents’ room, I used to be out of bed sleepwalking every night. One day they woke up at three in the morning to find me on the window sill trying to climb out. I

  was taken off to the doctor.




  ‘There’s only one thing for it,’ he advised them. ‘You’ll have to put bars over the window.’




  They put bars on all the upstairs windows after that and moved me into George’s room. I think my sleepwalking settled down once I was away from my parents. It was fun sharing with my big

  brother. We used to have riots in there.




  George tried many times to protect me, which only made things worse for him as he became the brunt of my father’s abuse on those occasions, But his bravery rescued me from some of

  Tommy’s worse excesses. One of these was the cat-o’-nine-tails whip that my father kept hanging on a nail in the scullery. He would often take his anger out on me by thrashing my bare

  legs with it. That thing scared me rigid, hanging on the wall as an unspoken threat.




  One day it disappeared.




  As soon as Tommy noticed its absence, he turned on George. ‘What have you done with it?’ he shouted, the blood rushing to his face.




  ‘What makes you think it’s me?’ George said, standing as tall as he could.




  ‘I know it’s you!’ Tommy closed in on him. ‘Where is it?’




  ‘I don’t know what you’re talking about.’




  ‘You stole it, didn’t you?’ Tommy shrieked, pushing his face up close to George’s.




  ‘No I didn’t.’




  ‘I know you did. And you’ll suffer for it.’




  So the interrogation unfolded in front of me. I put my hands over my ears, but I could still hear it all. I was torn between fear of my father and admiration for my big brother, but also anxiety

  for him, and for me too. They shouted at each other louder and louder, and Tommy dominated the argument.




  ‘You bloody well will tell me!’




  ‘I’m telling you – I didn’t steal it.’




  Tommy slapped George across the face. ‘I’m the master of this house!’




  It went on for what seemed like hours, and eventually I tried to get away, but my father saw me and barred my way.




  ‘You needn’t think you’re going to escape!’ He said. ‘You’re next. When I find that whip, I’ll need to make sure it’s working.’




  I was quaking, but while Tommy tried everything he could to intimidate George, my brother refused to reveal where it was. I was surprised when Tommy finally gave up. Thanks to George, I never

  saw that instrument of torture again.




  On the day of the Queen’s coronation when I was three, several of us gathered round to watch it on Uncle Marcus’s new TV. It was the first television I had ever

  seen. It had a tiny screen, but it seemed like magic to me. I think most of the family were there, and we squeezed in around the small room, with all the children sitting on the floor. To start

  with, I was sitting next to Patricia, who was some kind of second or third cousin (I never knew exactly). She was nearer George’s age than mine but I always liked her. Auntie Dorrie beckoned

  to me. ‘Come away, pet,’ she said as she moved me across to the other side of the room. I was always being moved about; I never knew why.




  George was there too that day, and with so many of us crammed into Uncle Marcus’s little cottage, there was a lot of noise. All the adults talked and laughed together as we waited for the

  procession to begin. It was pouring with rain outside, so there was no parade or street party like some folks had, but we had sandwiches, and someone had made a special cake. I was looking forward

  to that.




  But suddenly there was silence. Someone must have said something. My parents stood up, my father face-to-face with Uncle Marcus. My mother pulled me up and dragged me across the floor, trampling

  over my cousins, and as she propelled me towards the door, I saw the two men spitting sharp, angry words at each other, though I couldn’t make out what they were saying, or perhaps I was too

  young to understand. As I was pulled out through the door, I caught George’s eye and his rueful expression as he stayed on to watch the coronation.




  As soon as we arrived home, my father grabbed me by the shoulders and shook me hard, then clipped my head. ‘That’s a warning to you,’ he said. ‘You will go straight

  upstairs and stay there. I don’t want to hear another word out of you. Understand?’




  ‘Yes, Daddy.’ I answered. I always had to call him Daddy or Dad as he didn’t like the Northumberland ‘Da’. He was fanatical about using correct grammar and not

  swearing, though he didn’t always stick to it himself.




  Upstairs I went, while the whole of Seghill watched the coronation without me. I was upset to be missing the fun and the party, but I didn’t understand its significance, and at least I

  seemed to be out of the danger zone now. I shut myself into my room and lay on my bed with a pillow round my head, trying to block out the angry voices downstairs, which rose to shouts and screams,

  then other frightening noises and the slamming of doors. I was frightened, alone, and disappointed that this exciting day had been spoilt.




  I must have fallen asleep. I was too young to understand any of it, yet this sort of thing happened most days in our house. I was safely out of the way that day, but it wasn’t always so.

  With George out with friends most evenings, I was often alone. My bedroom was not, for me, a safe haven.




  





  CHAPTER 2




  Jenny




  Bumpy Down the Steps




  ‘Why isn’t there a photo of me as a newborn baby?’ I asked my mother one day when I was a child. I was looking through my baby album.




  ‘I don’t know, pet.’ She shrugged.




  I turned over a page and found a picture of me at a few months old sitting on Auntie Dorothy’s knee. We were all smiles. ‘I like this photo, Mam.’ I showed it to her.

  ‘But where’s Barbara?’ Barbara was Auntie Dorothy’s own baby, just a month older than me.




  My mother looked at the photo. ‘Oh, that’s when Auntie Dorothy was feeding you. I had no milk,’ she explained, ‘so she breastfed you for a few weeks. She had plenty of

  milk, enough for two.’




  I didn’t realize as a child how unusual that must have been.




  Born on 2 December 1948, I was the only child of older parents and the centre of their lives. Sid, aged forty-two, and Connie, forty-four, doted on me so much that they missed no opportunity to

  provide the very best they could for me. My mother used to tell me a story about the bonnet she crocheted for me when I was a baby to stop my ears from sticking out by holding them tight to my

  head. I had to wear that bonnet most of the time. One sunny day, my dad wanted to take me out for a walk in my pram.




  ‘Don’t forget to put her bonnet on, Sid,’ said my mother.




  When he brought me back, my dad made a great commotion about my bonnet.




  ‘That thing doesn’t fit our Jen at all,’ he complained. ‘I put it on and tied it like you said, but it kept flopping down over her face every few yards and I had to keep

  adjusting it. Hundreds of times it was.’




  My mother came over to look at me in the pram. ‘No wonder, Sid. The poor bairn has the bonnet on back to front!’




  We were an ordinary hard-working family, full of love and laughter. Both my parents worked, Dad as a gas showroom manager in Newcastle and Mam as a hairdresser in our home in West Jesmond. It

  was a working-class area of terraced houses facing each other across cobbled streets with back lanes behind. Very few families had cars, but we had a black Austin 30. It was great, but whenever my

  dad wanted to turn right, I had to hit behind the place where the indicator hand flapped out. That always made me giggle.




  Many of the flats and houses were rented, but most of them were kept clean and well-painted, and some of them had tiny manicured gardens in front. My mam was very proud of her annual display of

  roses, much admired by our neighbours. Her secret was that she used to dig her customers’ hair cuttings into the soil around each rose bush together with the cold tealeaves from the bottom of

  the teapot.




  For years before they had me, Sid and Connie shared a love of golf, so when I was six months old they bought a holiday hut on the edge of Dunstanburgh Castle golf links beside the beach at

  Embleton. My parents called the hut a bungalow from the start. It was a wooden-framed building perched in the lee of a low cliff, with steps down to the beach on one side and the third green on the

  other. There was no running water in the bungalow when we first had it, so we had to use a chemical toilet behind a partition. Mam cooked on Calor gas, which fuelled our lights as well. We went

  down every weekend through the spring and summer months, and on holidays too.




  My dad was a practical man, skilled with his hands. He enjoyed woodwork, so he set to every weekend and improved the bungalow, turning the shack into a second home. He added two rooms, doing all

  the work himself. It was quite a little palace when he’d finished it.




  Embleton was and still is an idyllic spot amongst the sand dunes of the North Sea coast. On National Trust land, it was peppered with pill-boxes and concrete bunkers, parts of the wartime

  defence systems. Landmines had been set at random into the beaches and dunes. When I was very young a band of army conscripts came to dig out all the mines they could find, but for several years we

  still used to see odd ones uncovered by the spring tides. We learned to walk carefully.




  Ours was one of a cluster of bungalows right by the sea with Dunstanburgh Castle rising up eerily in the distance, high on the hill, at one end of the bay. Below us was the most beautiful

  stretch of sands with a shallow stream running through. Further along the beach towards Newton was a group of flat rocks, the Emblestones, from which the village of Embleton got its name. The golf

  course ran right round the bay, hugging the beach in its outstretched arms. In all these years it has barely changed – it remains unspoilt to this day.




  The golf clubhouse was about half a mile back from the beach. At that time it was a corrugated-iron building, but it has since been replaced by a purpose-built brick bungalow complete with a

  terrace and bar, a far cry from the glorified shack I remember. This was the nearest access point. We had to park our car by the clubhouse every Friday evening and embark on the tricky walk with

  bags of shopping and possessions across half a mile of gorse-strewn dunes, up a steep hill and across the links to our bungalow. While I was a small child, my parents had a little wheelbarrow and I

  can recall my pleasure at being bumped along in the barrow, cushioned by clothing and buffeted by groceries, all the way from our car to the bungalow, my parents beaming at the thought of a

  relaxing weekend on the beach and a bracing game of golf.




  It was a fantastic place – peace on earth – a natural playground and a great environment for children. The older ones looked after the little ones and everyone was friendly. We had a

  brilliant time, all of us together, carefree, living a healthy outdoors life in all weathers, safe and happy.




  There was a little hill, almost a cliff, from our bungalow down about fifteen feet to the beach, with a flight of wooden steps from the top down to the sand. I can remember as a toddler, or

  perhaps my mother told me, that coming outside to find me one day she saw that I had disappeared from our bit of grass. She looked out and spotted me on the beach below.




  ‘How did our Jen get there?’ she asked an older child.




  ‘She went bumpy down the steps.’




  I was so determined to join the children playing on the sand that I’d managed to bump down every step on my bottom.




  My parents took turns to play their rounds of golf, so there was always one of them there to watch over me, usually from a distance, as I played with the others, and then to welcome me back with

  loving hugs and a hot meal of my favourite foods.




  When I was three years old, my dad cut some old wooden golf clubs down to a size I could use and showed me how to hold them. I tried not to get my hands in a muddle. He taught me how to hit a

  ball and we practised together on the rough grass behind our bungalow. Obviously I couldn’t play golf yet – I couldn’t hit the ball very far – but my father would take me

  onto the course at night, after all the serious golfers had gone home and practise hitting golf balls while I watched. Then he’d let me hit them as well, with my special cut-down clubs. I was

  very proud of them. My dad loved having me with him, and I adored him.




  From about this age, in our weekday home at West Jesmond, I started to develop some very chesty coughs in the winter-time. I can remember lying in bed at night listening to my own rasping

  breath. Every night my mother lit a vaporizer candle to moisten the air in my bedroom and soothe my breathing, but some nights I just coughed and coughed. She used to make little balls of butter

  rolled in sugar for me to suck on when the cough was really bad, but they didn’t always help.




  Eventually, Mam took me to the doctor’s. ‘There’s a new drug called penicillin,’ he said. ‘I think we should give her some injections of it to stop any chest

  infections.’




  So my godmother, Auntie Connie, who was a health visitor, came along to give me these injections in my bottom every day. The trouble was that she wasn’t at all gentle and they really hurt.

  After a few days of this, when she arrived and took down my pants I backed up into the corner of my room with my hands covering my bare bottom-cheeks and wailed, ‘No, Mammy. Not

  today, please.’ This happened every time amid floods of tears until eventually the deed was done.




  It was only much later, when my mother herself had to have a series of injections given by Auntie Connie, that she turned to my dad and said, ‘No wonder the bairn didn’t like

  them!’




  When I was three and a half I was taken by my mother to begin my first day at nursery school. It was a small, private nursery in Newcastle, part of Church High School for girls. Mam held my hand

  as we walked up the path that first morning – I remember feeling rather apprehensive, though I couldn’t explain it. She gave my hand a squeeze as we got closer, which transferred a bit

  of her strength to me. I tried to look cheerful and keep the tears at bay.




  ‘Be a good girl, pet,’ my mother said to me as we approached the door. ‘I want you to be a very good girl. You’ll have a lovely time playing in the sandpit and with the

  little cookery things. Try not to be shy,’ she advised.




  ‘Yes, Mammy.’




  ‘You have to be a good girl and not cry while you’re here.’




  I nodded and bit my lip.




  ‘If you try hard and you’re very good, mind, they will let you go on to the next class. Church High is a lovely school where they will teach you to have good manners and help you to

  gain confidence so that you’ll not be frightened to speak to anybody. Your dad and I would like you to stay there, so do your best, pet.’




  Miss Brewis, the nursery class teacher, was a lovely woman. A homely sort, but very correct. She wasn’t married and had no children of her own, yet she was full of cuddles for us all. If a

  child cried or fell over, she would sit them on her ample knee and soothe them.




  ‘Now, now, don’t worry, pet. It will be all right,’ she’d say, and it always was. She oozed sympathy and warmth. I’m sure she loved every one of us.




  Obedient to my mother, I didn’t let anyone see when a tear fell that first day. I remember even then feeling a quiet determination, a strong sense of working towards something. I was

  learning how to get on and succeed at what I set my mind to. Of course I couldn’t foresee then how this attitude, along with the support of my parents, would open opportunities for me, nor

  the successes I would find in my future career. But there were a few obstacles to navigate along the way first.




  





  CHAPTER 3




  Helen




  Grandma




  In the early fifties, most of the men in Seghill worked down the mine, and most of the women and children walked everywhere – to school, to the shop, to church. In the

  summer, the whole of our extended family went for walks together down the country lanes on Sunday evenings, and occasionally in a straggly column down to Seaton Sluice beach for the whole day,

  where we children ran wild till it was dark and then all walked home together again.




  The pit was easy to reach on foot or by bike. Most of the men would cycle around wearing caps, bicycle clips on their trousers, and pipes hanging out of their mouths. There were usually a lot of

  old pushbikes standing outside the working men’s club of an evening, but hardly anyone had a car in those days.




  My father Tommy had come from a self-made family who had earned plenty of money from their building business, and he had his own Bullnose Morris car before the war until his father’s

  bankruptcy forced him to sell it. At that point Tommy split with his family and joined the RAF as a fitter. By now he worked as a brick-lorry driver, which was better paid and enabled him to save

  up enough to buy his own car again. I remember it well. It was a 1936 Singer Bantam. He polished it every Sunday and sometimes we would go out for a drive. It only had a small engine, so my mother

  and I had to get out at the bottom of a hill and walk all the way up while my father drove up and waited for us at the top.




  One Sunday, my father came in from working in his shed. George and I were sitting at the table in the living room when we heard our parents talking in the scullery and then start an argument,

  their voices rising.




  ‘You spend all your time in that shed!’ shouted my mother. ‘Can you not take me out for a drive?’




  ‘Oh, stop your nagging! It’s my day off and I don’t feel like driving.’




  ‘Tommy, I work my fingers to the bone for you. I’ve never worked so hard in my life till I met you.’




  ‘I drive all day every day at work. I’m not driving today.’




  ‘That’s right, just think of yourself, as usual.’




  The voices rose, punctuated by the sounds of pots and pans being crashed down on the gas stove. George and I looked at each other in silent beseeching, but we knew it had already escalated too

  far. Their noise boomed through the house and the familiar, sick feeling of fear gripped my stomach. We both knew we would be next in line.




  ‘You’re the selfish one,’ yelled my father. ‘All you want to do is to sit in my car and be driven around when you feel like it!’




  ‘No chance of that, man!’ Her shout was now a shriek. ‘I’m just a skivvy as far as you’re concerned.’




  ‘That’s all you’re fit for. You’re just a pit yacker!’ he gloated.




  She picked up a pan of potatoes from the stove. ‘And this is all you’re fit for!’ With a mighty heave, she threw it across the kitchen at him. It missed. The pan and its

  contents hit open the door to the living room and landed with a clatter all over the floor between the two rooms.




  ‘Bloody hell, woman,’ he bellowed. ‘What on earth are you doing?’ He stepped towards her. ‘Clean that up now!’




  She turned away. ‘Go to hell!’ she retorted and made a move to walk out of the room.




  ‘Oh no you don’t,’ Tommy yelled, grabbing her arm and pushing his face into hers. He lowered his voice to a cold bark. ‘I said clean it up!’




  ‘I will not!’ she shouted.




  He gave her a hard slap across her face. She reeled backwards.




  ‘Get out of here,’ he bawled. ‘NOW! Or I will not be responsible for my actions.’




  She spat at him as she stomped out of the room, marched past us and flew upstairs.




  Now I was trembling, and George and I exchanged a fearful glance. We knew it was our turn. I tried to tidy away my colouring book and crayons, but it was no use.




  Tommy stormed into the living room and with one swipe sent them flying. ‘You!’ He pointed at me. ‘Get in the scullery and clean up that mess!’ He turned to

  George. ‘You too!’




  I shrunk back, frozen with fear. This angered him even more.




  ‘I said, clean up that mess now, madam!’




  I slid down from my chair and tried to squeeze past him, careful not to stray too close. As I passed, he turned and whacked a heavy blow across my back, so hard that it sent me to my knees.




  ‘Don’t hit her,’ shouted George. ‘She hasn’t done anything!’




  Tommy grabbed George by the shoulder and dragged him out to the scullery. ‘Get it cleaned up, both of you. What I say goes in this house.’ He turned. ‘If it wasn’t for

  her,’ he pointed at me with a shaking fist, ‘this wouldn’t have happened.’ He about-turned, marched through the living room and out of the front door, slamming it

  behind him.




  George and I exchanged weary looks and set to. Well, he did most of it and I helped him, as much as a four-year-old could. We cleaned up the mess of the boiled potatoes all over the walls, the

  door and the floor, then mopped up the water. All the while, Mercia was upstairs, crying in great, noisy sobs.




  With Tommy gone, our mother in a state upstairs and our lunch spoiled, George and I toasted some bread on the fire with a toasting fork and sat, the two of us, emotionally drained, to eat our

  toast in silence. It was just an ordinary winter Sunday in our house.




  Mercia eventually came downstairs. By this time, George had gone out to see his friends and I was alone in the living room. She slumped down at the table, white-faced and red-eyed.




  It seemed to be up to me to try to make her feel better. ‘Are you all right, Mam?’




  Silent at first, she then glared at me as if I were an alien. ‘I suppose you think you’re better than me because you cleaned up the kitchen?’




  ‘No I don’t. Dad told me I had to do it.’




  ‘Aye,’ she sneered. ‘Everybody has to jump when the master speaks, don’t they?’




  I didn’t reply.




  ‘You have no idea what a terrible life I have with him.’ Her voice rose with anger. ‘He’s an animal!’ She paused for effect. ‘I wasn’t brought

  up by a good family to have the life I’ve got with him. I hope he doesn’t come back.’




  I sat quietly, wanting to try and say something helpful, but afraid of making her worse; trying to understand what she was feeling, but unable to comprehend.




  ‘I’m leaving him,’ she shrieked as she stood up and took a couple of steps towards the stairs.




  ‘What are you doing, Mam?’




  ‘I’m going to pack ma case. I’ve had enough. When he comes back, I’ll be gone for good.’




  ‘No, please, Mammy. Don’t go . . . What will I do?’ I followed her upstairs and watched as she dragged an old suitcase down from the top of the wardrobe and opened it out on

  the bed. She yanked open the wardrobe doors and began to throw her clothes into her case.




  ‘Please don’t go, Mam.’ I was distraught. ‘Please, please . . .’ My voice tailed away as she ignored me and carried on packing her case.




  ‘You’ll be all right,’ she snapped. ‘You can stay with him.’




  Suddenly, I heard Tommy’s car pull up outside. He stormed back into the house, slammed the front door and ran up the stairs two at a time, as he always did when he was angry. I shrank back

  against the wall, overcome with terror.




  ‘Where the hell are you going?’ he shouted at her.




  ‘I’m leaving you.’




  ‘Right, off you go, then. I’ll get your coat for you. But remember, you’re not taking her.’ He pointed at me as I tried to make myself as small as possible.




  ‘She’s mine!’ she snarled.




  ‘Maybe so, but I’m her father, so she’s staying here, and that’s that!’




  A few moments later I managed to escape and left them to it. My mother must have backed down eventually and decided to stay. But they didn’t speak to each other for weeks.




  I liked having the extended family around us – it gave me a feeling of warmth and safety. Our house was on a V-shaped corner overlooking the street behind, where Grandma

  and most of my aunties and uncles lived. I often used to play with my cousins in the road, with the aunties looking out every now and then to make sure we were all right – something my mother

  never did. The older cousins skipped and played ball. They taught us younger ones to play hopscotch, and sometimes they organized games we could all play together, like Grandmother’s

  Footsteps or ‘What’s the time, Mr Wolf?’




  One day, when I was about four, I remember falling over in the street and scraping my knee. I sat up and cradled it as I watched the blood rise to the surface of my skin and drip down onto my

  white sock. I tried to push my sock down because I knew my mother would be angry, but it was no use. The stain spread.




  I cried out loud and tears ran down my cheeks. I think I was more upset and worried about my sock than about my knee, but my cousin Jean came and picked me up. ‘Shush, don’t

  cry,’ she whispered to soothe me. ‘Dry your tears.’




  Several other cousins gathered round to see what all the fuss was about.




  ‘That looks sore,’ said nine-year-old Malcolm. ‘I’ll take you to Grandma’s house. She’ll put a plaster on it for you.’ He held my hand and walked me

  across the road.




  As we passed Auntie Dorrie’s, she opened the window. ‘What’s the matter with the bairn?’




  ‘She scraped her knee,’ answered John.




  Uncle James rode up the lane on his pushbike and stopped near me. ‘What’s the matter, pet?’




  ‘She fell down,’ Malcolm explained.




  ‘We’re taking her to Grandma’s,’ added little Melanie, tagging along behind.




  ‘She’ll put a plaster on Helen’s knee,’ agreed Gillian.




  There were now several cousins following and we led the procession to Grandma’s front door. Malcolm knocked and we all waited expectantly. Everyone loved going to Grandma’s.




  The door opened and there she stood, in a dark dress as always, with one of her full-length flowery aprons stretched over the top, a grey bun at the back of her neck, her thick stockings

  wrinkling at her ankles, and a twinkle in her eyes. She took one look at my knee and guided me indoors. ‘Aahh, haaway hinny. Let’s put a plaster on that knee.’




  She gave me a big hug as she set me down and carefully cleaned the wound. I always loved Grandma’s hugs. She radiated warmth. Hers were the only hugs I ever had from an adult. Grandma took

  off my shoe, unrolled my blood-stained sock and removed it. ‘Don’t you fret about that. I’ll give it a soak, shall I? It’ll be right as rain in a jiffy.’




  ‘Yes, please,’ I said, wiping my eyes. I knew she understood. Grandma always understood.




  ‘I made some shortbread today. Do you want to stay and have a piece?’ She always baked the best biscuits and cakes. The shortbread was soft and still warm. It melted in my mouth and

  cheered me up as she showed me the new pink bed-jacket she had made herself. ‘I’ll teach you to knit if you want, pet,’ she smiled. ‘But you’ll have to grow your hands

  a bit first.’




  I reached for another shortbread, but Grandma pulled the plate away. ‘Oh no you don’t!’ she said with a mock-stern expression. ‘You don’t want to spoil your

  tea.’




  When it was time to go home, Grandma put the damp sock back on my foot and did up my shoe. ‘Look. White as snow,’ she said. ‘No one will know.’




  She waved me off out of the door with some shortbread pieces wrapped in greaseproof. ‘Give those to your Mam.’




  I walked the short distance back to our house, my feet heavier with each step.




  As soon as I opened the kitchen door, I could feel a chill in the atmosphere.




  ‘You’re late,’ said my mother. ‘Where have you been? I’ve been worried sick.’ She had her back to me. ‘Just you wait till your father comes home.’

  She clanged a frying pan onto the stove. Not a glance at me.




  ‘I was at Grandma’s house. She gave me this for you.’ I put the greaseproof parcel on the table. ‘I fell over and hurt my knee.’




  ‘Well, you should have been more careful.’ She still had her back to me.




  The door opened and my father came in.




  She turned towards him. ‘Helen’s been out all afternoon. She’s only just come in. I told her she’d be in trouble.’




  ‘Why are you late?’ my father barked at me. ‘Your mother’s slaving away to make you some tea. If you can’t be bothered to be on time, you can do without.’ He

  pulled me by the arm through the door to the stairs, slapped the side of my head and pushed me up the first couple of steps, so that I landed on my bad knee. ‘I am master of this house. You

  do as I say.’




  I sat still on the step, not daring to move. He went back to get Grandma’s shortbread and threw it at me. ‘We don’t take charity.’ The paper fell apart and the treasured

  biscuits crumbled everywhere. ‘Go up to your room. I won’t have you treating this house like a hotel.’




  I didn’t know what he meant, but I scrambled up the stairs as fast as I could. Would he follow me? I ran into my room, the room I shared with George, but he wasn’t there to protect

  me that evening. I sat behind the closed door and listened, breathing a sigh of relief as I heard Tommy go back to the kitchen. Now he and my mother were having a shouting match. I couldn’t

  hear what it was about, but even at that age I was sure it was my fault. It was always my fault, whether I knew what I’d done or not.




  I put myself to bed, but still they were raging at each other downstairs. I hid my face in the pillow, to block out the noise, but it didn’t stop me hearing a scream, followed by silence.

  I wanted to go down and see if my mother was all right, but I feared he was still there, so I didn’t dare. What would happen to me if . . .




  Then I heard her voice again. ‘You brute!’ she yelled, and the row continued.




  I was hungry and couldn’t get to sleep. I curled up with my fingers in my ears and thought back to my happy afternoon with the cousins, playing games down the street. I think the only time

  I felt safe was when I was playing with them. I was a part of something out there. Something special. It wasn’t something I felt in our house, but down the street I belonged. Especially with

  Grandma.




  A real matriarch, Grandma was, despite her diminutive size. When she was married, very young, she had an eighteen-inch waist, but that was before she had ten babies. My grandfather was Deputy

  Overman at the pit and worked shifts. He was a tall man, over six foot, and stern but fair.




  Whenever the children squabbled, Grandma would say to him, ‘James, will you please speak to these bairns?’




  ‘You’re managing very well!’ he would say to her. Then he’d turn to the children and raise his index finger. Apparently there was never another sound after that.




  Grandma used to get up at three every morning and put an oil-lamp in the window to light his way home. He arrived to a cooked breakfast every day, while she boiled some hot water on the range to

  fill the tin bath in front of the fire. She washed the coal dust out of his hair and scrubbed his back as he rested his aching muscles. All this before the children woke.




  One morning my grandfather came home with blood running down his face. ‘I cracked my head on a beam,’ he said. He was suffering from concussion, so a couple of his workmates had

  brought him home. Apart from a headache, he soon felt better and went back to work as usual.




  Six weeks later, Grandma was woken early by a loud banging on the door. Her husband, who was only in his forties, had collapsed down the mine and died. He’d had a brain haemorrhage, caused

  by his head injury. Grandma screamed when they told her, a great piercing shriek. Devoted to her man, she never got over his death and wore mourning clothes for the rest of her days. The whole

  village turned out for his funeral and walked behind the hearse along the two-mile route to the church where he was buried.




  It was 1932. There was no social security then, but the colliery provided a small pension to Grandma, and free coal for life. Somehow she managed to bring up her ten children, and her orphaned

  little brother too, keeping them all warm and fed. She was a great one for making do. Nothing was ever wasted. Clothes were hand-me-downs, with a lot of mending and alteration.




  Once, when George needed some special shorts for a school boxing match the next day, Grandma sat up all night and hand-stitched him a brand new pair from one of her satin petticoats, bless her.

  She was always sewing. Old jumpers would be unpicked and the wool rewound to be used again. When the bed-sheets were threadbare from wear, she would cut them down the middle and stitch together the

  outside edges to make them last longer. Every old button and fastener went into the button jar for reuse. Leftover meals were fried up as pies. Old rags were made into clippy mats. Grandma threw

  nothing away.




  When you think about it, she had a hard life, my Grandma. They all had a hard life in those days, didn’t they? They had a lot of babies. I remember her telling me that she used to buy two

  stone of flour every week. Two stone! That would have taken some carrying. All that baking and cooking and doing all the laundry by hand. Every day she scrubbed the kitchen table white and blacked

  the grate.




  Grandma carried on her thrifty ways all her life, but she adored her family and found a way to give us treats now and then.




  Whenever I called round, if I hadn’t seen her for a few days, she’d sweep me up in her arms and hug me tight. ‘Ee, haaway hinny, it’s been a long time since I’ve

  seen you.’ Each of us cousins thought we were her favourite, but she was the same with everyone. She loved us dearly and spoiled us all in turn. She was the only adult who really loved

  me.




  I stayed with her a few times when I was little, and enjoyed those sleepovers, except that she wouldn’t let me eat the top of my boiled egg. She always took it.




  ‘Let me have that.’ She loved the top of a boiled egg.




  ‘Grandma! I wanted to eat that.’




  ‘There’s one at the other end for you,’ she’d say.




  Grandma was a legend in our family. She would take to her bed and have a death scene whenever she had a cold or the flu. Of course she had witnessed the deaths of many in the 1918 flu epidemic.

  She had lost her husband young, and her first-born too. She had seen illness and death as a commonplace all around her throughout her life, since this was before penicillin and antibiotics. Serious

  chest conditions were the norm in Seghill, especially ‘miner’s lung’, caused by the coal-dust that polluted the air we breathed. Superstitions surrounding illness were rife. I was

  always warned not to sit on the ground because ‘The cold will strike through!’ I didn’t really understand that. ‘It will strike your kidneys.’ I was bundled into a

  vest and liberty bodice, even in warm weather. The spectre of illness lurked everywhere.




  So whenever Grandma felt ill, she would call the whole family to the ‘wake’ before she died. One of the cousins would go round announcing, ‘Grandma is very poorly’, and

  all the family would dutifully appear at her house. We crammed in somehow, taking turns to sit with her in her bedroom, while the others would have a raucous time with tea and biscuits in her front

  room or on the stairs. My uncles Sam, Jack, Marcus and James were full of fun and quick-witted jokes. It was fast and furious when they got together, so they always brightened the mood, and Grandma

  would sit up in bed with tears of laughter rolling down her cheeks when it was their turn to sit with her. Even my father, if he was at home, didn’t complain about going round to see Grandma.

  He was fond of her and teased her, which she loved. I was always surprised about this when I was little, but I suppose he recognized her seniority as the matriarch of this extended family.




  I used to go too and see her lying in state, muffled up in a vest under her warm winceyette nightie with its elasticated cuffs and a high neck tied with satin ribbon. Over the top she would wear

  one of her hand-knitted bed-jackets in a pastel colour. She had a vast range of them in lemon, pink and powder blue. She kept her best bed-jacket for when the doctor came.




  Her bed always had crisp white sheets and pillowslips, and was piled high with blankets, a bedspread and a matching quilt, which she straightened every now and then after one of us had sat on it

  and sent it askew. Her little wrinkled hand with its blue veins and the thin gold band of her wedding ring lying on the white turnover of the sheet fascinated me. I could almost see the blood

  pumping through those veins.




  I was intrigued by the array of tablets and cough medicines on her bedside table. ‘Don’t touch those, hinny,’ she would say. All those of us who could squeeze in would sit

  around her bed and take turns to hold her hand. I can feel now the stifling heat in that room with the roaring fire in the grate and the thick curtains closed ‘to keep out the

  draughts’. The lamp, lit dimly on her bedside table, cast a warm glow over the proceedings.




  Grandma brightened as each group dutifully trooped into her bedroom.




  ‘How are you getting on, Mother?’ Uncle Marcus would ask. ‘Do you want a glass of water?’




  ‘No thank you, pet. Nancy just brought this one. It’s as fresh as can be.’




  ‘Let’s plump up your pillows,’ Auntie Dorrie would say, leaning Grandma gently forward.




  ‘That’s champion,’ she would say in a weak-but-trying-to-be-cheerful voice as she settled back again. ‘Now, sit down and talk to me. How are the bairns?’




  Even my mother would join in. She was always bright and witty in company, like a different person. She smiled at everyone . . . except me.




  Grandma’s wakes seemed like joyous occasions in some ways, but there was always an underlying fear – an anxiety amongst the aunts and uncles that this might be Grandma’s last.

  But I don’t think we children realized that at the time.




  I always tried to sit near Grandma’s dressing table, with its bowl of sparkly trinkets and her beloved dressing-table set. Overcome with curiosity, I would edge open her drawers and have a

  quiet rummage through her satin underwear or her pleated blouses, sniffing the mothballs. Going through Grandma’s drawers was a treat. A ritual.




  Eagle-eyed, she noticed everything. When she saw me open her drawers she would make a sudden recovery, sitting forward in bed, and waving her walking stick. ‘Hey, out of there, you little

  monkey! Out of my drawers!’ she would say, but with a grin. It was a great game between us.




  There were many fun times at Grandma’s. Her living room was dominated by a church organ. When we all went for tea on Sunday afternoons, my cousins and I were indignant that the adults ate

  first at the table while we were consigned to wait for the second sitting. We would peep over the edge of the table to see the sandwiches and cakes disappear, so that by the time it was our turn,

  most of the cake plates were empty and there were nothing but crumbs to share between us. We all thought that was grossly unfair! Sometimes we tried to sneak in and steal something before anybody

  got there and got a smack on the hand, but not too hard. It was because the family was so big that the best stuff was always gone. That was the way it was. We were just kids and we had to stand at

  the back of the line. We didn’t know any different.




  After tea, Grandma would say, ‘Haaway James, let’s have a tune, pet.’




  The adults would stand around the organ, all smartly dressed in their Sunday best, while Uncle James played and the whole family sang rousing hymns and songs of the day. The one I remember best

  is ‘Onward Christian Soldiers’, a family favourite. Because I was one of the smallest, I often enjoyed the privilege of sitting on my uncle’s lap while he played. I used to pull

  and tug at the organ stops, which earned me a cursory slap, but I couldn’t resist. I remember the fascination of watching his huge hands as they lumbered across the keys, and feeling uplifted

  by the joyful singing of my uncles and aunts. Auntie Dorrie always led – she had the strongest voice. My grandma would look on with a sentimental smile as a tear or two escaped down her

  cheek.




  Grandma always wore her best half-pinny tied around her waist on Sundays. Sometimes, while everyone was singing, I would get down from Uncle James’s knee and join the younger cousins as we

  crept round behind Grandma and pulled at her apron strings until her pinny fell to the floor.




  ‘You little devils,’ she said each time in a mock-angry voice, with a twinkle in her eyes as she tied it back on again in a direct challenge to us to repeat our wicked ways.




  There was a lot of laughter on Sunday afternoons. Something would start us off laughing and we’d have to begin all over again. But always, by the end of the afternoon, there would be a

  suffocating tension, a sense that the atmosphere could change in a heartbeat. An innocuous joke or thoughtless remark from a family member would cut the party dead as my father stiffened, his eyes

  flashed and his fists clenched. That was the moment things turned. Almost every Sunday. It was like some sort of secret I would never know or understand. I was aware that my father didn’t

  like going to these afternoons and that he was uncomfortable with my mother’s relations, all except for Grandma, so I assumed that was what the tension was about. It didn’t matter much

  to me while I was surrounded by all the family. While we were there, I was OK.




  Once an argument began, always started by my father, it would seem small at first, then get louder and fiercer. Then my mother would weigh in to make it worse. I was too young to work out whose

  argument it was, or why it had started, but it would always escalate. We’d often have to leave the party early, both my parents dark with anger, and that’s when it started to matter.

  When we got home George was usually out, so there was nobody to protect me from their escalating rage. I was on my own.




  





  CHAPTER 4




  Helen




  A Walking Heel




  Hardly a day passed without a forceful reminder of my father’s dominance. Without any reason that I could see, he would suddenly turn on my mother or me. We might be

  sitting at the table, eating our tea, when perhaps my mother would make some remark, or I’d drop my fork. He’d abruptly push his plate away with such force that food shot across the

  table and onto the floor, his face as dark as thunder and his eyes staring. A typical scene would be like this:




  ‘Go on, then,’ my mother would taunt him. ‘Let’s all see what a big man you are. What an animal, more like!’




  ‘I am master of this house,’ he would roar as he stood and pushed his chair back so hard it fell against the dresser. ‘And don’t you forget it. You will do what I

  say.’ He stressed the ‘I’. ‘I will not allow . . .’ Then he would turn on me and jab his finger into my chest. ‘You’ll never get away from me. Not if you

  want to stay alive.’




  I would sit as still as I could, trying my hardest not to cry.




  ‘Ee, yes,’ my mother would say, adopting a sarcastic tone. ‘Let’s bow and scrape to the master.’




  ‘Shut up, you slut!’




  ‘What are you then? The big I am?’




  I would shrink in my chair as he turned to hit out at her.




  ‘Oh aye,’ she would smirk. ‘You are the big man now, aren’t you?’




  He would bend his face towards hers in a menacing pose. ‘You will be quiet, now!’




  ‘Ee, master, we’re all so scared of you . . .’




  Stepping back he would take a swipe at her again, harder this time, probably on the chin.




  She would throw her cup at him. It would miss and shatter against the wall, and the tea would slowly drip in tracks down the wallpaper. I would slide quietly off my chair and creep towards the

  door.




  He would catch me and pull me back. ‘Where do you think you’re going? This is all your fault.’




  ‘Yes, Dad. Sorry, sorry . . .’




  ‘You come back here and clear up this mess.’




  ‘Yes, Dad.’ I would try to gather the peas or whatever they were from where they’d rolled across the floor, and clear the plates away to the sink. I was only five years old and

  I had to clean up after them while they carried on with their sparring. It was always a battle-ground in our house.




  My mother escorted me to school for my first few days at Seghill Infants. After that, I was on my own. It was a typical village school, just a short walk away. Most of my

  cousins had been there before me, so I soon settled in.




  School became my refuge, until one lunchtime that winter when I slipped on an ‘ice-slide’ in the school yard. As I fell I heard the crack that set my ankle ablaze. I felt sick and

  faint as I lay on the snow, surrounded by gawping classmates. I sobbed as older children helped me to hobble back past the outside toilets to the Victorian school building.




  ‘Just sit down and keep it up on there!’ My teacher scowled as she slammed my foot down on a spare chair to elevate it. The pain seared up my leg and I stuffed my fist in my mouth to

  stifle my scream. My ankle swelled quickly and throbbed so much it was hard not to cry out. The slow afternoon dragged on around me.




  At home time I tried to walk, but was unable to put any weight on my ankle. Nobody came to fetch me and the other children had run off straight after school, including my cousins in other

  classes who knew nothing about it, so I had to make my way home alone in the dark. I hopped on one foot, glad of the support of garden walls along the way. I tried to hurry so that I wouldn’t

  be in trouble for being late home, but my broken ankle jarred with every hop and it was the longest, slowest journey I’d ever made. By the time I got home my ankle was bulging and straining

  against the strap of my shoe.




  When my mother pulled off my shoe, my ankle exploded like a suet pudding, and my mother took me for another agonizing hobble, this time with her reluctant support. She complained all the way to

  the village ‘bone-setter’. At least, that’s what they called him. He had no medical training and was more of a manipulator for aching muscles than anything to do with bones. But I

  didn’t know that.




  His look of shock alarmed me. ‘There’s nothing I can do with this,’ he said. ‘It’s broken. You’ll have to take her to the hospital.’




  My mother was forced to carry me back home, grumbling all the way.




  ‘If you hadn’t been so clumsy, you wouldn’t have hurt your ankle.’




  ‘Sorry, Mammy,’ I sobbed.




  ‘You’re much too heavy for me to carry. If you don’t keep still, I’ll have to put you down.’ She knocked my ankle with her arm.




  ‘Owww,’ I yelped.




  ‘Stop that noise . . . and stop fidgeting – you’re making my arms hurt.’




  We arrived back home and my mother plonked me down on a chair while she went out to the phone box on the corner to ring my father’s workplace. Dad was out driving his lorry, so she left a

  message with his employers to let him know of my accident. I don’t think she told them what kind of accident it was. I found out afterwards that he drove home like a demon.




  ‘Your dad’s on his way. He’ll be home soon,’ she said when she got back. She made me some toast, laden with butter and jam. Normally I would have loved that, but I felt

  sick, so I could only nibble a corner.




  ‘Eat up your toast,’ she said. ‘You’ve got to eat something.’




  I couldn’t eat it, and I must have made a face, trying my hardest to quell the nausea.




  ‘That’s the last time I do anything for you, miss. You needn’t think a broken ankle will get you any treats.’




  ‘Sorry, Mam. I feel sick,’ I said. I think the shock and the pain were all too much for me.




  ‘Well, don’t be sick in here. You’d better go up and get ready for your bed.’




  I was five years old and had a broken ankle, but I had to crawl up the stairs and get undressed on my own with tears streaming down my face and pains like shards shooting through me with every

  movement. And on top of my pain, and the guilt I felt for upsetting my mother, I feared what my father would do. Mam had said he was coming home early. I thought it was because I had done something

  wrong. It was my fault I’d broken my ankle and I was sure I’d be in trouble. I realize now that probably wasn’t the reason for him rushing home like that, but I was five and I

  already knew that everything was my fault.




  When Dad got home he came straight up to my bedroom. My mother followed him up. ‘She’s broken her ankle,’ she explained.




  ‘Is that all it is?’ he asked. ‘I thought it was something serious. You mean you made me leave early and race home for this? Just a broken ankle?’ They went downstairs

  and left me alone again.




  That was it. Nobody did anything – there was no strapping, no support and no sympathy. I was left in the dark, crying through the pain. I remember how even the weight of the blankets was

  agony. The only thing that helped was stuffing my pillow down one side of the bed to raise them and take the weight off. I couldn’t sleep. It would have been hard to feel more lonely in the

  slow, dark hours before dawn.




  Finally, next morning, my mother came into my room. ‘Come on, then,’ she said. ‘We’ve got to get ready to go to the hospital. We’d better get on with it.’




  She must have heard me crying in the night, but she didn’t say anything about it. Just her usual straight face, as cold as stone.




  We took the bus to the General Hospital about eight miles away. Of course I wasn’t able to walk, so Mam carried me to the bus stop, and from the bus stop in Newcastle to the hospital. We

  were there all day.




  She told everybody who would listen what a trial I had been to her.




  ‘Ee, I’ve carried her all the way. I know she doesn’t look much, but she’s really heavy, and – look at me – I’m only slight.’ Her put-upon look

  elicited some sympathetic nods.




  ‘Poor you. What a shame your husband couldn’t bring you,’ said the receptionist.




  ‘My arms really hurt from all that carrying. And it’s all been such a shock. Do you think you could make me some tea, dear, good and strong?’ She had deep, brown puppy eyes, my

  mother – capable of melting hearts wherever she went.




  ‘Thank you. It’s been awful for me. I don’t know how I managed to carry her so far. But somehow I managed and got her here.’




  ‘Ee, well done, pet,’ said the orderly who made the tea.




  ‘Very brave,’ said the young doctor, smiling kindly at my mother, who was still a good-looking woman.
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