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  Prologue




  ‘Your mam’s cooked.’




  As I trudged up the hill to home with the fierce Derbyshire sleet driving horizontally into my face, I hugged my scratchy old overcoat closer round my body. Here in the Dales, the cold of winter

  seeped through your clothes and into your very bones.




  The lights of our terraced house twinkled out across the rain-spattered fields like a beacon guiding me home. But my hands were like blocks of ice and, with every step I took, I could feel my

  feet prickling with chilblains.




  Come on, Jenny Pickering. Stop being such a girl. Not long now and you’ll be warming yourself by the fire.




  Just then the front door flung open and an imposing figure with shoulders that soared into the heavens blocked the doorway. He seemed almost as big as the house itself.




  My dad.




  ‘Gerra move on, Jennifer,’ he bellowed, his booming voice sending a blackbird chattering up into the grey skies. ‘Your mam’s cooked.’




  Were there three words in the English language more eagerly anticipated?




  As he ushered me inside, the most incredible smell floated up to meet me. In the grip of winter’s sub-zero temperatures, my mam’s Sunday roast could always be relied on to melt the

  hardest of hearts.




  Light, life and laughter spilled out from the kitchen as my three older brothers squabbled over who was going to get first dibs on the mouth-watering feast.




  If it’s to be believed that women show their love through their cooking, then my mam must have loved us very much. A giant rib of beef on a trivet was sizzling in the black-leaded range,

  with a whole tray of Yorkshire pudding rising nicely beneath it, while on the other shelf a tin of crisp roast potatoes were browning to a turn. A thick pat of home-made salted butter melted over a

  mountain of piping hot red cabbage.




  Gravy as thick as treacle made with meat juices and cornflour bubbled on the stove and, behind that, a pudding sealed with one of my mam’s stockings steamed away nicely, ready to ooze out

  strawberry jam and be smothered in a lake of home-made vanilla custard. It wasn’t a meal. It was a masterpiece.




  Beside the range, a coal fire crackled merrily in the grate and I could feel its warmth in my bones as I took my place next to my brothers.




  There, in the midst of all this, stood my mam, calmly preparing a feast fit for a king as easily as if she were boiling an egg.




  If home is where the heart is, then the heart of my home was my mother. Gladys Pickering or Higginbottom as she was before marriage to my father, was a housewife to her very core. Her lifeblood

  pulsed through every floorboard and joist in the house.




  She had an affinity with our little home in the miners’ village of Hasland that flowed from the soft brown hair on her head to the tips of her lace-up boots.




  Watching her now, piling our plates high with slices of succulent pink beef, the faintest trace of flour smeared on her flushed faced, I loved her for her efforts.




  There hadn’t been a time in living memory when I’d not come home to find Mam busy stirring something on the stove, mopping the floor, ringing clothes out on her vast tabletop mangle

  or vigorously pounding clothes in the dolly tub.




  If it wasn’t housework, then she’d be busy pickling onions, stirring huge pots of boiling jam on the stove or darning clothes. Her house was spotlessly clean and her four kids always

  immaculately turned out.




  Mam was typical of the women of her generation. Cooking, cleaning and having babies took up most of their lives, but by ’eck they had backbone. Gladys Pickering, Mrs Riggot, old Mrs

  Partridge and all the other indomitable women of our pit village lived a life that most young women today simply couldn’t hack, working non-stop from dusk till dawn.




  Each and every one had a fierce pride over the cleanliness of their house. The street might not have had two pennies to rub together but, by God, your doorstep better be sparkling and your

  windows gleaming.




  Most of the women in the village were, to use the local vernacular, as rough as a bear’s arse. I’m not saying we were better than them, but my mam was a bit more refined than that.

  She and Dad bought us magical books like Treasure Island and Robin Hood. As well as the power of reading, they also instilled in us decent values.




  ‘Do unto others as you would have done to you’ was a virtue both my parents lived by. Those virtues sat hand in hand with the values of strength, honesty, being kind to animals and

  cleanliness.




  Because of this we grew up with a strong sense of family pride and respect for authority. But, mainly, Mam was just a good old-fashioned grafter. Even when she was sat down, her hands were just

  a blur of clacking knitting needles. She never rested. Ever.




  The only time she did stop was to grab me and fold me into her pinny for a hug.




  ‘Come here, girlie, and give your mam a cuddle,’ she’d say in a voice like thick, creamy porridge.




  It wasn’t just the house she put effort into.




  After a night of sleeping on metal rollers, her brown hair fell in soft waves about her face and her lips always bore the faintest flush of cherry-red lipstick. A cuddle with Mam left you

  smelling of lavender or Lily of the Valley. She would never dream of wearing curlers under a headscarf during the day or letting her stockings slip down her legs.




  There’s a saying about redoubtable Derbyshire ladies: Derbyshire born, Derbyshire bred, strong int arm and weak int head.




  Mostly I think this just refers unkindly to their battle-weary faces and stout figures, rather than their intelligence, as most of the women I knew were sharp as steel. These women weren’t

  just homemakers, they were the heartbeat of the community.




  But my mam was different to the other women on the street. She was special.




  At last, when the final dish was placed on the large wooden kitchen table, she stood back to admire her handiwork, her soft features finally relaxing.




  ‘Dig in then,’ she smiled.




  ‘Aye,’ laughed my dad, in his far broader Derbyshire accent. ‘Eat thee snap.’




  We didn’t need telling twice.




  Seconds later, it was every man for himself as my brothers piled into lunch. A flicker of a smile crossed Mam’s weary face as the room was filled with the sounds of scraping cutlery and

  happy sighs.




  And by the time the last trace of pudding had been licked from the bowl, it was harder to tell who was happier.




  Mam’s green eyes shone with love as she let out a long, contented sigh and folded her arms over her ample bosom.




  ‘Have you had sufficient, Jenny love?’ she asked in her soft voice, worried just in case the vast quantities of good food I’d devoured hadn’t filled the hole. I laughed.

  It was the same question she asked after every meal.




  ‘Give over, woman,’ laughed Dad. ‘Happen she’s had plenty. Now, Jennifer lass, atha gonna brew up?’




  I was so stuffed I felt my limbs were melting into the floor, but I obliged.




  ‘That’s the ticket, Jennifer,’ he grinned. My dad always called me by my full name, unlike Mam, which automatically made me a target of fun for my brothers.




  ‘Yeah, Jennifer,’ teased my older brother Howard. ‘Let it mash.’




  ‘Shurrup or ahl belt thee one,’ I warned.




  ‘If it’s owt to do wi’ thee, ahl tell thee,’ my dad shot back, quick as a flash.




  A blissfully happy afternoon of cards, jokes and a reading of Treasure Island by the fire followed, with leftover Yorkshire pudding spread with jam and washed down with mugs of strong,

  sweet tea.




  As darkness fell over the Dales, Dad dragged the old tin bath in from the small backyard and my brothers and I had our weekly scrub down with carbolic soap in front of the fire.




  Screams of laughter filled the smoky kitchen as we flicked soapy suds at each other in the flickering firelight.




  A week’s worth of grime and countryside debris soon turned the bathwater as black as a miner’s boot, but what did we care?




  Mam sat knitting by the fireside, a gentle smile playing over her handsome features.




  In later life I often wondered what dark demons were chasing through her mind but, on that day and on so many days like it, I knew nothing but a warm, fuzzy contentment.




  By the time bedtime rolled around, I could hardly keep my eyes open.




  The fresh air of the Dales, combined with the warmth of the firelight, was having a hypnotic effect and my eyes were flickering open and shut.




  ‘Come on, Jenny love,’ chuckled Mam. ‘Up the wooden hill to Bedfordshire.’




  I was asleep before Mam had even tucked me in under my candlewick bedspread. Dreaming of tomorrow and a world of adventures just waiting to be had. The perfect end to the perfect day.










  CHAPTER 1




  Cobbled Streets and Daring Feats




  I was born Jennifer Pickering on 25 May 1946. I’m sixty-eight now, but my idyllic childhood remains etched onto my memory and I remember it as if it was yesterday.




  I was born in Hoole Street, Hasland, an inconspicuous terraced street in an inconspicuous mining village some two miles south-east of the market town of Chesterfield.




  Hasland is set in a sleepy, untouched valley and village life has remained unchanged for centuries; its seasons dictated by the gentle rhythms of farming and its fortunes swelled by

  coal-mining.




  The cobbled streets were set against a backdrop of lush farmland, and the beauty of the rolling Dales was breathtaking.




  The only thing to interrupt this gentle tableau was the strangely twisted spire of Chesterfield church that dominated the skyline. Rumour had it that the devil had twisted it and that every time

  a virgin walked past, it bent slightly more.




  Apart from that, all was still and timeless beauty in our village. Unruffled, peaceful and tranquil, for now . . .




  The youngest of four, with three older brothers, Michael, Howard and Philip, I was the only girl and Dad’s coming-home present from the war.




  My dad, Thomas Pickering, was a miner born and bred, like his dad and his dad before him.




  One of eleven children, he was born and raised in Grassmoor, over the very mines he was sent to work in, aged fourteen, in 1930.




  There were rumours that there was gypsy blood in the family; Dad had an uncle with red hair and one leg. But, ultimately, it wasn’t to the endless road that Dad found himself drawn, but

  deep, deep down into the very bowels of the earth.




  The gypsy wandering spirit was something that infected me, not Dad, and I often wonder if it was responsible for the turbulence and mayhem that enveloped me in later life.




  My father was a creature of the earth and a more powerful man you’d be hard-pressed to find.




  His gravelly voice was rich with warmth and love and he greeted everyone the same way.




  ‘Aer th areet, duck?’ he’d smile. That may sound daft, but that’s how men greeted each other back then. And, make no mistake, men were men in the proper sense of the

  word. He had a face that looked like it had been carved from rock and if you misbehaved, you’d feel the cut of his hand across your backside.




  I sometimes think it wasn’t muscle and bone holding my powerful dad up but coal.




  The soft, green rolling hills and coal mines they hid flowed through his blood and being a miner was virtually imprinted in his DNA.




  Coal ruled supreme in our communities. Men made their living from mining it, it heated our homes and it put food on the table.




  ‘We don’t eat chips,’ my dad always said. ‘We eat coal.’




  It’s almost impossible for us to imagine today what it would have been like for my dad, just a 14-year-old lad when he started. The conditions were atrocious. Mine shafts were hundreds of

  feet beneath the surface and temperatures at the bottom could soar to sixty degrees.




  There were no cutting machines when Dad started. Dynamite, heavy pickaxes and sheer brute force were required to carve out the rich seams of coal from the earth.




  It was dangerous work. People were regularly crushed to death when a tunnel they were working in collapsed on top of them. The cages that took them down sometimes plummeted without warning and

  explosions were commonplace.




  Coal came with a high human price attached to it back then. Risking life and limb to crawl into the inky darkness of this strange underworld sounds like the nearest thing to hell I can think

  of.




  And yet, not a single man went down those mines in fear. What held this fearless band of men together? One word. Community.




  Chesterfield was the friendliest town on earth back then; the only place where you could stand at a bus stop and make a lifelong friend.




  The outbreak of the Second World War saw Dad pulled blinking from the gloom of the pits and propelled into a no less dangerous environment. Explosions of a different kind rocked his world.

  Sergeant Pickering, as he was then known, was wounded in action whilst serving with the Northamptonshire Regiment in North Africa and he also served in the D-Day landings.




  The formidable spirit of the mining community must have served him well, as he and his comrades stormed the Normandy beaches that fateful day.




  Growing up, I knew he had won the George Star for bravery and yet he never once breathed a word to us about the horrendous sights he must have witnessed.




  The only way you’d ever knew he’d been out of the country was the presence of a pot of beautiful pink pearls he’d brought back from the Isle of Capri in Italy. They were

  Mam’s pride and joy. The most beautiful things she owned, she’d had them made into a necklace.




  ‘You’d never think something so beautiful could be so sturdy, would you?’ she’d say, sighing. Those pearls must have felt like pure silk on her skin after a morning

  wringing sopping wet clothes through a mangle.




  Apart from the pearls and a medal hidden in a drawer upstairs, the war was a forgotten element of Dad’s life.




  The only thing he ever said to me later in life was: ‘Never mind what atrocities the Germans committed, what about what we did?’ which shows the true mark of an intelligent man. He

  was honest to a fault and he had an inner core made of steel.




  But when it came to me, his youngest child and only daughter, he had a heart as soft as butter. And when he swung me high onto his shoulders and strode down our road, I felt ten-foot tall. I was

  as proud of him as he was of me.




  He was the backbone of our family. He was never too busy to play games with his kids and teach us how to do things the right way, and I basked in his attention.




  From mending shoes like a proper cobbler, to growing perfect rows of carrots, fresh garden peas and rhubarb in the backyard, lovingly tending to his favourite roses or making toy tanks for my

  brothers, there was nothing my dad couldn’t make or do.




  And yet, despite these pastimes that today would be considered so feminine, he was a proper northern bloke in one respect.




  ‘I love you, Dad,’ I grinned, throwing my arms around him one evening as he tucked me into bed.




  ‘Aye,’ he replied awkwardly. Sensing I’d got under his skin, I couldn’t resist. ‘I said, I love you, Dad,’ I repeated cheekily again.




  ‘Aye . . . Aye, I heard thee,’ he replied gruffly. ‘Nuff said.’




  As the door closed and I heard his boots clomping down the stairs, I smiled to myself. He may have survived years down the pits and braved the German army, but he couldn’t quite bring

  himself to say something as soppy as that. Miners never talked slushy, see, but I knew the old bugger loved me.




  Perhaps it was this intense love from my mother and father that gave me confidence out of the home.




  Money might have been scarce, but we had love, laughter and adventures by the bucketload. Every day was filled with magic and promise.




  It was out there in the endless green fields and wild bluebell woods that my imagination could really burst into life.




  Just as Mum was a housewife to her core and Dad was a miner born and bred, I was a tomboy. After three galloping lads, I think they hoped I’d be their perfect girl, happy to sit in and

  play with dollies. But why should I sit in and play with boring dolls when there were rivers to wade through, trees and gas lamps to climb and brothers to beat up?




  Indoors was for sissies. I wanted to be outside where the action was, up to my neck in grime, mud and white-knuckle adventures.




  Children in the 1940s and 1950s had a freedom that today’s children can sadly never hope to recapture. We didn’t have a big back garden; we didn’t need one. The fields, barns,

  valleys and rivers were our playground.




  Mam and Dad never worried about me. Why would they? Crime was pretty much non-existent where we lived.




  Virtually as soon as I could walk, I was haring up the street and round the park in hot pursuit of my elder brothers, desperate to be included in their exciting games.




  And by the age of five, I lived in my roller-skates, where I could usually be found whooping and clinging to the back of one of my brothers’ speeding bikes as I clattered down our steep,

  cobbled street at top speed in a jaw-dropping, thrilling ride.




  Perhaps that’s why I came home one day to find Mam proudly clutching a little pink dolls’ pram.




  ‘Thanks,’ I said hesitantly. ‘It’s er . . . nice?’




  A dolls pram!




  What the ’eck was I going to do with that? It wasn’t long before the answer came to me.




  An almighty crash outside our three-bedroom terrace one morning was followed by a hoarse shout and the rumble of a lorry reversing.




  ‘Coal delivery,’ yelled a man with a fag welded to his lips and hands as black as tar.




  ‘Jennifer, Howard, Michael and Philip,’ Dad boomed from the yard. ‘Fetch us that coal in and drop some down to the Blacks, will yer?’




  Suddenly a light bulb went on in my head.




  ‘Aye, Dad,’ I yelled back, pushing my dolls’ pram as I headed out of the door.




  Because Dad was a miner, he, like all miners in the village, got a commissionary (a perk) coal delivery every month. It was dumped on the road outside and us kids were told to bring it out back,

  into the coal shed in the yard.




  Dad always looked out for everyone. Neighbourhood spirit you might call it nowadays but, back then, no one thought anything of helping out needy people in the area.




  We, like most people, lived just above the breadline, but the iron glove of poverty still lingers in my memory. Newspaper used as a tablecloth and then cut into squares was used as toilet paper.

  Shoes were lined with oilcloth or patched up with cardboard.




  A man used to come clattering up the street with a horse and cart on a Sunday morning to empty the outside lavs. The bog was basically a tin container covered with a flat piece of wood with a

  hole in it. You’d freeze your bum off in the depths of winter. How on earth would kids today cope with that?




  It was generally felt that the poorest people on our street were a family called the Blacks, who lived at the end of Hoole Street. Old Mrs Black had a missing tooth and greasy grey hair. But

  that was the least of her problems. She had nine kids to clothe and feed and her husband had no job. The kids were always dressed in raggedy old hand-me-down skirts and trousers until there was

  virtually nothing left of them. Dad always made sure he sent down a sack of our extra coal for them.




  On that cold, foggy morning, I carefully loaded the coal into my dolls’ pram and set off down the street to the Blacks, where I promptly upended the coal out of the pram and onto the

  pavement outside their terrace.




  What on earth this girl with platinum-blonde hair and a coal-smeared face must have looked like delivering coal in a little pink dolls’ pram is anyone’s business. A fallen angel, I

  dare say.




  I only know Mam weren’t best pleased when she clapped eyes on me.




  ‘Jenny, love!’ she gasped.




  ‘What’s tha’ thinkin’?’ Dad said, shaking his head.




  ‘Yagreet pudding-head.’




  Funnily enough, I didn’t see much of the pram after that. Not that I cared. The fun was to be had out on the street anyway. All the kids played out front in one giant snotty whirlwind of

  shouts, whoops and banter.




  We bred mice and charged the neighbourhood a penny to see them. Other times we’d congregate at the bottom of Hoole Street, where there was an excellent fish and chip shop and you could buy

  a pennorth of fish bits, the delicious leftover bits of batter.




  But way more exciting than fish bits was when Mrs Lee at number seventeen got the street’s, probably the village’s, first television set in 1952.




  To a 6-year-old girl, it was an event so advanced and miraculous it was like watching a rocket blast off into space. Word spread up the street like wildfire.




  Johnny from number eight ran up the hill, his little knock-knees pumping ten to the dozen.




  ‘Mrs Lee’s got one of them new televisions,’ he blurted out, wiping his snotty nose on the edge of a crusty old cardigan.




  ‘Tha’what?’ I gasped.




  ‘You heard me,’ he said, his eyes as wide as gobstoppers.




  ‘Gerron wi’ thee,’ I scoffed.




  ‘No really,’ he insisted. ‘I saw it wiv me own eyes.’




  Before long, a small army of kids had assembled outside number seventeen, our runny noses pressed up against the window, all desperate to get a glimpse at this new-fangled wizardry.




  Balls were dropped, games of conkers abandoned mid-match, and an eerie silence descended over the cobbles.




  Spotting she had an audience, Mrs Lee turned on the set with a proud flourish. Excitement rippled through the crowd as Muffin the Mule debuted before us. Every single one of us stood stock-still

  on the pavement, eyes growing wide with amazement at the spectacle before us.




  The picture was a fuzzy pinky-grey and the sound tinny, but what a wonderful experience.




  ‘We want Muffin, Muffin the Mule,’ sang a shrill lady as she bashed away on a piano.




  Meanwhile, a heavy string puppet of a mule clanked clumsily across the top of her piano. It wasn’t the height of sophistication, but you could have heard a pin drop.




  It was years before anyone else in the street could afford a set. In many ways it was a blessing, because it meant our childish games could continue on as before, blissfully uninterrupted by the

  march of time.




  Sadly TV sets and computer consoles in every home means few kids know their neighbours any longer, much less play with them. Not so for the Hoole Street Gang. It was the littlest things that

  meant a lot down Hoole Street. A morning playing marbles and hopscotch out on the street would leave your hands rigid with cold.




  But, as always, Mam had the answer.




  ‘Get that inside yer,’ she’d smile, slipping a warm, freshly baked meat and potato pie into our outstretched hands.




  Did I mention my mam could bake like a dream?




  Great British Bake Off? Don’t make me laugh. Mam could have baked Mary Berry under the table.




  There was nothing she couldn’t turn her hand to.




  Grazed knees could be soothed with a slice of her moist coconut cake. Bumps on the head would mysteriously disappear after a chunk of freshly baked white bread slathered with butter.




  All manner of delicious, spicy, warm baking smells drifted out from the black-leaded range. The groans of delight that came out of that kitchen could be heard half a mile away.




  But, sadly, those sounds weren’t the only noises to drift out of our little home and up the street.




  In many ways my idyllic childhood was the very best of times. But life is full of light and shade, good times and bad, and hurtling our way was something so devastating that even my brave dad

  couldn’t fix it.




  Festering at the very heart of our family was a monster so cruel it destroyed each and every one of us in its own way, leaving us stunned and bewildered in its wake.




  Little did I know as I fell out of trees and chased my brothers through the countryside, that my mam’s life was infinitely less carefree. As she quietly pottered around her perfectly

  ordered kitchen, keeping the home and its inhabitants in perfect working order, her own mind was in turmoil.




  I’d always sensed something wasn’t quite right, no matter how hard my poor mam tried to hide it.




  Growing up, I’d often heard raised voices between Mam and Dad. I could never quite make sense of what it was about, but Mam would suddenly go strange and start ranting at Dad.




  My brothers and I never discussed Mam’s strange moods and we also never invited friends from the street home. It remained an unspoken agreement. Children are more perceptive than adults

  give them credit for, and on a subconscious level we knew all was not well.




  One morning, when I was aged about six, I remember her voice yelling out through the open window and down Hoole Street as I played out with my friends.




  ‘You’re having an affair, aren’t you?’ I heard her agitated voice ring out.




  Then came Dad’s reply, thick with frustration and despair. ‘Don’t talk daft, woman,’ he yelled back. ‘Course not.’




  But Mam was just getting going and their words flew about like bullets, back and forth they went, raging on and on. I had no idea what an affair was and why Mam was accusing Dad of it, but

  instinctively I knew Dad hadn’t done anything wrong.




  As their voices grew louder, I felt a deep pit of despair open up in my tummy. I wanted to cry and run. But where, and to whom? My brothers ignored it and carried on with what they were doing.

  Unlike the rest of the street . . .




  Neighbours hanging their washing out in the yard, or chatting over the wall, stopped what they were doing and started nudging each other. Eyebrows raised the length and breadth of Hoole Street

  like a Mexican wave.




  ‘She’s off again,’ I heard one neighbour mutter under her breath.




  I issued a silent prayer. Please stop.




  Just when I thought I could take it no longer, the door burst open and Dad stormed out.




  Every housewife in the street glared at poor Dad, some obviously believing whatever it was Mam had just accused him of.




  Poor Dad. Misery and confusion was etched over his proud face. He glared at everyone, then pointed to me, our Michael, Howard and Philip.




  ‘Go and play in t’bloody ginnel,’ he bellowed, pointing at the small alley that linked our house to next door.




  After that, the rows and tension increased as Mam’s ‘episodes’ ebbed and flowed.




  When a dark mood came upon her, it could last up to four days, then there might be nothing for weeks. But my young brain, with its pathways still forming, grew anxious and confused, constantly

  braced in a state of readiness to run and hide when she launched her anger at Dad.




  Her rages were never aimed at us kids, only poor Dad. And when they came, my brothers and I took cover. Flattening ourselves in the gas cupboard or under our beds, as the monster in her head

  unleashed its fury.




  And yet . . . despite this, there was normality and fun amongst the madness. A mixture of magic and mundanity that weaved together to make childhood sparkle that much more.




  Saturday morning trips to the bustling market in Chesterfield with Mam, Dad mixing water and ground ginger in a jam jar until it spontaneously bubbled and erupted into life. A ginger beer plant

  he called it. A supernatural feat, my brothers and I called it.




  We even had a street party in 1953 to celebrate the queen’s coronation. What a day to treasure!




  As a nation celebrated the crowning of our new queen, Hoole Street hung out the flags. I loved it.




  The street was transformed from an ordinary road of drab terraces to a brightly coloured, glittering spectacle. A sea of Union Jack flags and red, white and blue bunting flapped from every gas

  lamp and house window. All the kids were presented with a commemorative mug and spoon and the gasps from this put Muffin the Mule in the shade.




  As the queen got ready for her new life and smart new address at Buckingham Palace, we also prepared for a new start.




  Shortly after the coronation in 1953, when I was seven years old, the Pickering family moved to 15, Lee Road in the new-built Hady Estate, about a mile up the road from Hasland.




  Our new four-bedroom home wasn’t quite Buckingham Palace, but it felt like it to me. We had, joy of joys, an indoor toilet and an actual bath, signalling the end of baths in an old tin tub

  by the fire. Better still, I even had my own bedroom.




  The estate was built on the side of a sloping hill and at the bottom ran a river, its inky swirling waters stained black with coal from the pits, and beyond that wide-open swathes of countryside

  stretched as far as the eye could see. Verdant green fields were dotted with old stone farmhouses and bluebell woods.




  Dad started sowing the seeds of a new vegetable patch in the back garden and Mam set about cleaning down her already clean kitchen, complete with a new gas oven.




  Optimism and hope blossomed. Perhaps this fresh start would see an end to whatever demons plagued Mam?




  I was still far too young to get a sense of what ‘it’ was that tormented my poor mam, but whatever ‘it’ was, I hoped it would stay put, locked in the chilly old outhouse

  in the yard at Hoole Street.




  This amazing new dream house would be a place to enjoy the rest of my childhood and put down roots. Wouldn’t it?










  CHAPTER 2




  The Runaway




  It wasn’t long before me and my brothers had made friends with the other kids on the estate. There was a gang of about fifteen of us, all miners’ kids, or the Hady

  gang as we called ourselves.




  My mates: Aileen, Sandra and Christine, and my elder brothers’ mates; big lads with impressive names like Roy Gold, Ernie Budd and Ronnie Egbert, ruled the estate.




  For a tomboy, the lure of whatever it was the big boys were doing was hard to resist. And so we roamed the countryside in one big, feral pack. Dressed in our mam’s best knitted jumpers and

  brown leather sandals, we were the children of our time and upbringing – tough, fearless and determined to find trouble out there in the countryside.




  And what countryside to explore! Ditches to poke about in, bell mines and slag heaps to scale, and cowsheds from which to launch an ambush on an unsuspecting lad.




  We were a small, tight-knit community and, like every community, we had our unique way of communicating. Bravado and the heights of daring were the currency in which we traded. Each and every

  one of us wanted to be the king or queen of the estate and to earn that title you had to be prepared to go the extra mile. I had to match those lads, daring deed for deed.




  Whether it be speeding from the top of the estate to the bottom inside a rickety old pram as it thundered down the hill, or clinging to the edge of a cardboard box as it hurtled down the side of

  a steep grassy railway embankment, I’d use any opportunity to beat the boys at their own game. God may have made me a girl but, by heck, I had more balls than Ronnie and Roy put together.




  In 1956, when I was a 10-year-old tomboy rampaging through the countryside, Elvis Presley’s ‘Heartbreak Hotel’ was tearing up the charts and the Clean Air Act had just been

  passed in parliament in response to London’s Great Smog of 1952. Petrol was rationed, thanks to the Suez Crisis and double yellow lines were introduced for the first time. But I was oblivious

  to any of these life-changing events. Traffic and rock ’n’ roll stars belonged to another world.




  Each day brought an amazing new discovery – like the time we ventured up a thickly wooded lane and stumbled upon a family of hillbillies.




  The cottage was hidden from sight and located at the end of a forbidding, thickly wooded lane. Feeling like the intrepid explorers we were, we picked our way through the churned-up mud. As we

  turned the corner of the lane, the Hady kids gasped as one.




  Before us stood a ramshackle cottage. You’d have thought it deserted but for the thin trickle of pale smoke curling out the crooked chimneypot.




  ‘You go and knock,’ Howard hissed, pushing me forward.




  ‘Gerroff,’ I cried. ‘I aint going in there.’




  Then I spotted it – piled up in front of the cracked windows, box upon box of boiled sweets. Fear or no fear, the temptation was too much.




  ‘Anyone coming wiv me?’ I whispered.




  Shoving the door, it fell open with a creak and we gingerly pushed our way in. Our eyes went out on stalks. It was like taking a step back in time to a bygone era.




  There, in the smoky gloom, sat a family seated round a big wooden table eating from a giant pot of stew. This rag-tag bunch was dressed in strange overalls and barely had a tooth between them.

  These queer folk obviously lived outside of society, not gypsies but definitely outsiders, scratching a living from the land and poaching pheasants for the pot.




  This family and their way of life fascinated me, and although I didn’t really register it at the time, it showed me that families come in all shapes and sizes. Living outside the accepted

  norm wasn’t really the way of things in the 1950s. Both magazines and TV were full of features on how to be the perfect housewife. Men went out to work in bowler hats and pin-stripe suits and

  ‘terribly nice’ ladies kept their 2.5 children squeaky clean while they ran their new Hoover round their suburban home.




  Except real life wasn’t like that. Housewives were just as likely to suffer from mental illness as families were to live outside society in the woods. No one talked about it, that’s

  all.




  The father of the family eyed me suspiciously.




  ‘Next time knock, won’t ya,’ he said in a gravelly voice. ‘This is a proper shop, thee knows.’




  It was all I could do not to burst out laughing. I was fairly sure this ‘shop’ wasn’t registered on any lists at Chesterfield Council.




  Thanks to the new estate, pretty soon the hillbillies’ family ‘shop’ was doing a roaring trade. Mr Hillbilly had a somewhat relaxed attitude to the supplying of nicotine to

  children and let us Hady kids buy Woodbine and Senior Service fags individually for 2d a pop.




  We’d take our brown paper bags of sweets and fags and head to the stream at the bottom of the estate. Next to the stream was a huge tree with a rope swing attached. A big frayed knot had

  been tied to the bottom and the braver boys clung precariously to it as they soared fearlessly over the freezing, coal-stained waters swirling below.




  ‘Bet you can’t swing over, Jen,’ shouted our Philip.




  ‘Bet I could,’ I sniffed back.




  ‘Tha’ cudn’t knock skin off a rice pudding,’ he teased.




  Standing up, I purposefully ground my cigarette out on the muddy bank and hitched my skirt up into my knickers.




  ‘Just watch me,’ I said, all full of swagger.




  Leaping onto the rope, I launched myself into the sky with a battle cry.




  ‘Geronimo!’ I whooped, as I soared over the river.




  As the rope swung back and forth, more and more kids mounted, clinging to whatever bit of rope they could find.




  By the time the twelfth kid had boarded the rope, my face was ground into it so tightly I could actually hear it creaking.




  ‘Gerrof,’ I croaked. ‘I think it’s gonna—’




  Too late. My words were lost on the wind as we hurtled into the river in one huge, seething mass of flailing limbs.




  ‘. . . snap.’




  The smack of thirteen grubby kids hitting the water could have been heard down in the mines.




  By the time Philip and our Howard delivered me back home, I was helpless with laughter.




  But, seconds later, the laughter abruptly stopped.




  I could hear the screams before I even opened the front door.




  ‘Cover up the wireless,’ shouted Mam’s wild voice. ‘They’re watching us.’




  Once inside, my brothers and I cowered by the door. The room was thick with tension and, instinctively, we flattened ourselves against the wall.




  Mam was screaming, her beautiful features twisted in terror. Her eyes were rolling about in her head and she was throwing her arms around wildly as Dad looked on.




  ‘Who’s watching us?’ he asked helplessly, his voice cloaked with despair and confusion.




  ‘Them,’ she yelled back, jabbing a finger in the direction of our new TV set.




  ‘They listen to us over the airwaves and ont’ wireless. We’ve got to cover it up.’




  With that she threw a tea towel over the set as she glared around the room.




  Dad ripped it off.




  ‘What voices, Gladys? Tell me who, I want to help,’ he urged.




  But she ignored him. I stared at Mam in horrified fascination. She was there, but not really there.




  ‘Don’t thee sick me,’ she chanted, over and over.




  I looked around the room, baffled, but there was no one else there. And what the hell did ‘don’t thee sick me’ mean anyway?




  Fear thundered in my chest as we edged our way round the kitchen.




  ‘Go to your rooms,’ Dad yelled when he spotted us.




  Upstairs, I watched my brothers shut their bedroom door, then I did the same, flinging myself on the bed and burying my head under the pillow.




  But it didn’t block out Mam’s tirade. Her voice grew louder with hysterical fear.




  ‘They’re there,’ she insisted. ‘They’re always watching me.’




  Her cries were so real, so convincing, I even started to wonder myself. Maybe she’s right. Maybe it’s us who couldn’t see and hear it?




  But even as a bewildered 10-year-old, I knew that wasn’t right. The voices weren’t in the room; they were in my poor mam’s head.




  Just who were these voices plaguing Mam? And when they were done with her, would they come for me too? Fear sliced through me. Was I next? Oh please God, no, what if the voices came for me too!

  It was like being in a nightmare you couldn’t wake from.




  ‘Leave my mam alone,’ I whimpered.




  But no one answered, except the tormented screams of my mother raging with her unseen enemy.




  All thoughts of the childish pursuits of the day were long forgotten as Mam’s bewildered cries rang out long into the night. The next morning, exhausted, I timidly pushed open the kitchen

  door and gasped in horror at the sight that greeted me.




  Mam had her head in the oven. When she pulled it out, her face was etched with fear. She barely even looked like my mam any more. She looked like a woman possessed.




  ‘I just want them to stop. Leave me alone,’ she pleaded. And then louder, ‘Don’t thee sick me.’




  Tears blurring my eyes, I ran to the door and down the hill past the rope swing as fast as I could. Fields flashed past in a blur of green as I raced along, just trying to put distance between

  me and home. I didn’t stop running until I reached the very furthest wood.




  Only there, out in the still and calm of the countryside, did I start to feel my heart rate return to normal.




  Except nothing would ever be normal again.




  Seeking solace from the gentle rustling of the wind through the trees, I tried to get to grips with what I’d seen and heard. But no matter how many times I tried to reason it out, I

  couldn’t make sense of it.




  I knew Mam was ill. Seriously so. But her illness was invisible. Outwardly there were no physical signs of anything wrong, but the things she said, the things she did . . . what did it all

  mean?




  As a kid I had no idea that Mam was suffering from schizophrenia. And that was precisely the problem – no one did. Not my dad, nor our relatives, who, scared by the issue, stayed away. Not

  even our local GP, whose medical knowledge didn’t run to serious mental health problems.




  Precious little was known by precious few about mental health back in the 1950s. Today, in 2014, people can function in society, but back then sufferers were locked up in gloomy institutions and

  sedated in bed. So it was left to my poor dad to struggle on alone with a problem that was way bigger than he was.




  The only people that supported him and still visited him after Mam got sick was her brother, our Uncle Graham and his wife, our Auntie Dorothy. But, apart from that, he had nowhere to turn for

  help or advice.




  Ten hours a day down the mines, the German army, the D-Day landings; these were all fears he could face head on. But his own wife’s mind was a minefield he could never even begin to

  tackle.




  And the worst thing of all was how so many doubted him. No one came out and said it, but every time Mam accused him of having an affair, neighbours believed her.




  Throw enough mud and it’ll stick and even the doctor doubted him.




  Sadly, after that, Mam’s illness got worse and as I entered my pre-pubescent years, major milestones were increasingly marked with her episodes. It was always there, always present –

  the black dog in the room.




  We soldiered on, never questioning her, even when she began to dress downstairs so ‘they’ couldn’t see her dressing upstairs, ignoring it when she broke off in mid-conversation

  to shout at some unheard voice.




  Of course there were still idyllic times; roasting potatoes over an open fire on bonfire night, huddled round the fire until the last embers had died down.




  But, like a fire that had taken hold in her mind, the madness was creeping up on Mam, devouring her thoughts until it was always there.




  Only once did I dare ask her: ‘Who are they, Mam?’




  Her voice, so laden with sadness, took my breath away. ‘They’re always watching,’ she whispered.




  Mam’s illness ate away at us like a cancer, picking at our souls and sanity until it threatened to devour us.




  Increasingly I sought solace in the countryside.




  I’d often walk for miles, sometimes covering the whole length of a railway line. I’d find myself wondering, what would it be like if I just kept walking? Followed that track to its

  final destination? My heart was gripped by such despair that, increasingly, one word kept popping into my shattered brain.




  Run.




  My brothers were fast growing up. By the time I reached thirteen, handsome Philip was fourteen and courting a local lass called Mary. Howard was seventeen, courting, and had joined Dad down the

  pits, and our Michael was eighteen and had already escaped into the army.
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