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  In memory of


  all the care leavers who did not make it.




  







  

    

      Through Hackney Child I’ve been given an identity and a voice where I felt none,




      An inner sanctum of pain and self-hatred I did hide,




      Oh, the many years I couldn’t abide.




      Whoosh the tears fall,




      Allow the mask to install.




      Must have been cathartic, they say,




      Oh, there’s now many an inner sunny day,




      I am no longer a back seat driver,




      Care Leavers are survivors.




      Hope Daniels, 2014


    


  




  







  

    

      People are always blaming their circumstances for what they are . . . the people who get on in this world are the people who look for the circumstances they want and, if

      they can’t find them, make them.




      George Bernard Shaw


    


  




  







  PROLOGUE




  Hope. 2013.




  This can’t be happening. This can’t be happening. This isn’t real.




  I’m walking down the centre aisle of the great ballroom in the Grand Central Hotel, Glasgow, towards the stage, past hundreds of people who don’t know who I am. Rows of people, 16

  chairs in each row. A lot of rows.




  Walking slowly, past the bowed heads of delegates, some examining the programme of events for the day, others whispering and catching up with old friends or colleagues, sharing, bonding. Some on

  their own, reading about what’s to come.




  He’s reading my profile! Don’t look up at me. Hope, you can do this, they want you here.




  I look up at the stage; it still seems far away from where I am now.




  This room’s too big; it’s so much bigger than I remember.




  Even though I was here only yesterday for the first day of the conference, I made sure I sat at the front so I couldn’t see how big the room was. Overnight it has grown bigger, in my head,

  than it was yesterday.




  This room is huge, look at the lights, beautiful. Every seat is filled. Oh God, presentation, think presentation. I’ve prepared. Breathe. This can’t be happening. But it

  is.




  I look down at my own conference brochure, one of the many that the girls who are here with me from London and I have collected. My name is there in bold: Hope Daniels, Key Note Speaker, SIRCC

  National Conference, Glasgow.




  I just didn’t expect there to be so many people. I just didn’t believe this could happen to me.




  I look up at the chandeliers in the great ballroom, the scene of today’s keynote speech, the opulence, the colours, the design, the richness. I love it all. So far, so far from that little

  girl who walked into a police station in Hackney, London, at nine years old with her two brothers and demanded to be taken into care; because care can be better than home. I move to the side, a

  quiet corner in this room full of people.




  I wish my dad could see this. My husband, kids and friends are so proud and supportive, and I’m so happy for that. But you, too, Dad, are you? Can you see me, Dad? Me, about to speak

  to all these people, in a big, posh room like this? This is me, Hope, your little girl. It was tough to leave you, Dad, but I hope you can see now that I had no choice. I needed, deserved a better

  life. This is the result, here, now. Glasgow, speaking to the professionals, like those who raised me. Can you see? Being in care saved me. I hope you’re proud . . . I love you, Dad.




  There’s a hand on my elbow, it’s the conference organiser. She smiles in a way that she’s smiled since we met three days ago, full of warmth and calm.




  ‘Hope, everything’s ready. Are you ready?’




  ‘Yes. Thank you.’




  Apart from my sweaty hands.




  I don’t take in what they say about me in the introduction but when people clap politely, I climb the steps to the stage and the podium. I look to the audience, my presentation on the big

  screen behind me.




  Deep breath.




  ‘Minister, Ladies and Gentlemen. My name is Hope Daniels and from the age of nine, I spent my life in the care system.’




  I pause. I look out at the residential care workers. A sea of faces, full of warmth and love. I love people like this, what they do for people like me, for people whose life at home is shit.

  These people are my friends, people like this brought me up, and they’re like my family.




  I break the silence, change my voice so it’s more like me, ‘I feel like I’m with family, so . . . do you mind if I take off my shoes?’




  The whole room erupts in laughter. I chuck off my shoes and, barefoot, I begin again.




  There’s a mass of people surrounding me, voices, comments and warmth. People shaking my hand, giving me hugs.




  ‘There’s never been a standing ovation at a conference before.’




  ‘I thought it was going to be a sales pitch but, no, we really learnt from you.’




  Thank you so much.’




  After the conference is over, and with success ringing in my ears, I need to go to a Narcotics Anonymous meeting before heading back to London. Recovery from my own addictions in the past few

  years has released me from a lot of pain and suffering, allowing me to move forward. Freedom.




  Meetings, and the people at them, provide me with encouragement, love, support and understanding of a mutually shared disease. I put the details in my sat nav and head off to my sanctuary.




  Oh no, I need petrol. It’s okay, plenty of time.




  The petrol pumping into my car is rhythmic, and I drift off again for a moment.




  Scotland is wicked, the people are amazing, and so forward-thinking in their care approach to Looked-after Children. Maybe we can move here one day, buy a house, get out of the council

  house. All that mortgage debt, ha ha.




  ‘Hope? Hope Daniels? Is that you?’




  What? Who? No one knows me here.




  The voice carries on. ‘Hope Daniels, it is you; I am sure it is. We were in care at the same time. Do you remember? The laundry, we used to play with the laundry . . .’




  ‘Jackie!’




  Hope. 1984.




  ‘Hope. Jackie. Come on, now, everything is dry.’




  That call from Craig, one of the residential social workers at Chesterfields Children’s Home, was enough to get us shifted from our rooms. Jackie, who is eight years old and I, almost two

  years older, meet each other at the top of the stairs, both with equal-sized Cheshire cat grins. This is our thing. Our special moment in the week.




  Only she and I fully understand the meaning and get to share this together. Laughing. We reach out for each other’s hands, leaning on each other as we run down the stairs.




  ‘Careful, you two. Don’t run.’




  We don’t listen to Craig. Our excitement takes over our legs and we zoom downstairs. A voice calls out from behind the kitchen door.




  ‘I can hear you running – walk, please.’




  In response to this call, we both slow down. Jackie’s hand grasps mine a little tighter; she, too, is worried that we didn’t stop running soon enough and that this treat shall be

  taken away.




  Tentatively I push open the door of the kitchen, Jackie pushing in behind me.




  ‘Don’t rush, Jackie.’




  I want to, but I like to savour the moment before it comes. Craig and Angela, the housekeeper, are sitting at the table finishing a mug of something, their grins matching ours. The smell of

  potatoes and slow-cooked stew on the stove distracts us only for a second. Right now, food isn’t the priority. We know what’s coming and Jackie is dancing foot to foot with

  excitement.




  ‘Come on, then,’ Angela says, the deepness of her friendly voice matching her big, motherly body. She pushes back her chair, stands and moves from her mug. I smell coffee.




  ‘I don’t know why you like this so much, you two. But wait there a second; I just need to check the dinner.’




  While she goes over to the cooker, Jackie and I look at each other. I don’t know exactly what she’s remembering but I know from her expression that it’s not so good. My memory

  takes me away from the kitchen, too. I know I’m standing in the kitchen of the children’s home, but my body suddenly feels damp.




  A smell of piss and damp and mould fills my nostrils. I’m in bed, about the age Jackie is now. I pull the sheets over me and a damp patch hits my arm. I move my body so

  it curls round a wet spot on the mattress, but as I curl my feet up, they hit another one. That one’s from last night, when, to avoid the damp patches, I tried to sleep the other way round,

  with my head at the bottom and my feet at the top. But that didn’t work, so I slept in wet and had an accident with my waterworks. Everything in my room’s a bit grey. I don’t know

  when the sheets, or my pyjamas, were last washed. They stink, they’re wet and my brothers’ beds are the same.




  I can’t sleep. It’s too cold. Think of summer. Think of summer. Rub your feet together. Wrap your arms around yourself. Where’s Mum tonight?




  I roll over. I close my eyes and hold my nose to see if that stems the smell, but the mustiness of my bedclothes reaches through my fingers. I’m still cold in my wet and damp bed.




  ‘Hope, don’t get distracted.’




  I come back from where I’ve been. I feel tired because, while I’m excited by what’s to come, a little bit of the dampness seems to be hanging around and clinging to my

  skin.




  ‘In you pop, girls.’




  We both barge into the laundry room; it’s hot, dry. Fresh smells welcome us.




  ‘It smells of spring, even though it’s just coming into autumn,’ I announce.




  Angela smiles. ‘Are you both ready?’




  ‘Yes!’ we shout in unison, both of us now dancing from foot to foot.




  Are we ever!




  We stand in front of the industrial-sized dryer and she opens the door.




  Immediately the tumble dryer smell hits the back of my throat and with it my spirits are lifted even further. All memories of my past life gone.




  This feels safe. Secure.




  Craig has now come into the room to help – we know we shall both get the same treatment at the same time as each other. I help Angela pull a warm sheet out of one side of the dryer. Jackie

  and Craig do the same on the other side. Even though the door is big, the sheets get stuck, so anxious are we to get them out.




  ‘Hold on, girls,’ Craig is laughing as he speaks. ‘Take it slow.’




  But I can’t wait. I want to scream. This is the best thing ever.




  Please, now. Please.




  The sheets release themselves with a helping hand from the adults. Quickly they each turn and Angela wraps me from head to toe in the warm sheet. Craig does the same for Jackie. We bounce

  around, restricted in movement by the sheets but energised by their warmth.




  ‘I love it,’ shouts Jackie.




  ‘Me, too,’ I echo.




  We all four are laughing, shrieking, playing with the warm sheets.




  I want to eat the smell of the hot, freshly laundered sheets; carry it with me on bad days.




  Craig and Angela are standing to the side of the laundry together. Laughing, smiling, occasionally stepping in to spin us around again in the sheets; watching our happy faces as we wrap

  ourselves up in sheet after sheet, as we laugh and they teach us what a childhood should be.




  







  PART ONE




  HOME




  Hope. 1999.




  The carpet of my living room is hidden by piles of paper. Big piles, little piles, any which way piles. It’s been the same every night recently. Each night, when

  I’m sure my two kids are washed, their teeth brushed and they’re safely asleep, I start sorting the paper from my files.




  Files, my files. All mine.




  With just my curiosity about my life in these, my social work files, my broken heart, and a glass of wine, each night I work, and work hard. It’s like a military operation. I sit

  organising and reading this record of my family history, documented before and during my time as a ward of court, in care.




  The files beckon me; they have been calling me since I first knew of their existence, more than fifteen years ago.




  What’s wrong with me? I know this is gonna hurt, but I can’t stop.




  I touch the top of the first file and feel the weight of my history haunting me, pushing upwards through the paper, calling me to revisit my past. In doing so, I’m searching for answers as

  to why my parents couldn’t cope bringing us up, and answers about how to handle my own present, and my kids’ future. How to make sure my kids know I love them and how to stop them going

  into care, too.




  How do I make that happen? How do you love? The staff at the children’s homes loved me and they were taken away from me. My social worker loved me, I think, and still she

  left.




  The tears come before I even start.




  I can’t. I can. I am.




  Walls of self-doubt try to block my concentration, my questions, but fail to distract me from my task.




  Which file first? No, that’s not right, that should be in that pile over there. Come on, Hope, you are never happy with the lay-out, stop avoiding this and start reading. What does

  this one say? What? How did they know that? I didn’t even know that . . .




  The papers are dog-eared with years of reading, marks where different fingers have searched, pulling the pages over from the top right-hand corner, so they, too, can learn about my family from

  other people’s perceptions, judgments and prejudices.




  What do you mean my dad is illiterate? He’s not. Are you saying he’s stupid? He isn’t, he’s my dad, leave him alone.




  Even though the files have been in my house for months, they still smell of social work offices. A particular dusty dullness seeps through the paper from both the stress felt by social workers

  about doing the right thing and the stress of those they interview, people who hope they’ve done enough of the right things. The things that were asked of them at the last meeting.




  Over a number of years, the happenings of these meetings are set out on paper by the social workers. The words are translated into a report, each completed and filed, in my case, under the

  heading ‘Hackney Child’. Ready and waiting to hand over to the next responsible person who is placed in charge of my care, as I travel from my parents’ home and then through

  various children’s homes, from Hackney, to Essex, Croydon, Surrey and Kent.




  I know I’m not meant to read these papers, because this time round I had to go to a solicitor to get them. They were never meant to be rescued from the deep, dark archives of a secret

  London location and presented to me. But here they are, all over my living room floor, where they shall remain until late into the evening, as I take notes in the notebook that never leaves my

  side. I take the notebook to work at the Citizens’ Advice Bureau; I have it in my handbag to check at lunchtime.




  Gives me something to do when I skip lunch to make sure the kids eat properly at night. One meal a day is enough for me; they need three. Free school meals for the kids stopped when I

  started work. God, am I happy about that!




  I write the milestones passed at the back of my notebook:




  Babies not removed at birth – check.




  Babies free from sexualised behaviour – check.




  Babies settled in school – check.




  Babies pass ages we went into care – check.




  When I think of normal parental milestones, I feel nothing. These are my milestones and no one’s taking them away from me.




  It broke my heart, having to take free school meals. Took me back to my own need for free food when I was a kid. My kids are not me. Remember that, Hope, remember that.




  Why couldn’t Mum and Dad cope? Am I gonna lose my kids to Care, too? Am I being a good mum? What is a good mum? They must think I’m a rubbish mum. How can I stop this thinking? I

  try my best. God, I’d do anything for my kids. How can I make Social Services see that? Shut up, Hope; Social Services are not in your kids’ lives. And they ain’t coming in

  neither. Over my dead body will my babies have files to read like this one day. Piles of Social Services files equals pain.




  I feel a little sick inside as the names of the streets we lived in and selected shops that we stole from are mentioned in the files: Hamilton Road, where we lived; Church Street; Stoke

  Newington High Street; Manor Road – all roads that we played in, ran through, spent our Monday money in, and where later in the week we grabbed sandwiches kinder neighbours gave to us.

  Hackney in the 1970s and early 1980s was our backyard. We ran wild and free.




  Because my parents were out of control.




  Here’s a piece of paper from Stoke Newington police station. I pick it up and feel it in my hands. Remember it being written. Now I smile.




  Safe. Secure. This was the day I told them to take us into care. They listened; they saved us. This was the hour that I married off the policeman and the policewoman in my head. How many

  people have I married off over the years? Making happy families.




  Mum and Dad must’ve caused some chaos. Social workers must’ve read these files again and again – each time we moved, every day we were living with Mum and Dad, the file got

  bigger. God, the social workers must’ve had a hard time with us. Did they hate us? Think we were scum? Detest us? We were known as a trouble family. Six kids removed. Reads like a horror

  story.




  Shame rushes through me. I shiver. I frown when, however comprehensive the papers are, they miss a bit, and another, and another. I search and search through the papers but, somehow, I know even

  before reading them all, that they don’t record the whole picture.




  My dad loved me.




  My dad loved me. As I roll these words round in my head, my mind goes back to when I was in care. There was an older boy there with me, Robert, told me I was lucky, ’cos he didn’t

  know what it was like to have a Dad who loved him.




  Robert. Aged four.




  I wake up on the sofa in our front room. Me dad is cuddling me. Me head is resting sideways on the middle of his chest.




  Nice.




  Dad is watching Basil Fawlty on the telly. I can’t quite see what’s going on, his arm is covering my right eye as he strokes the top of my head, soothing where it hurts.




  That’s nice, Dad.




  I snuggle further into his chest, my arm stretching round his tummy to give him a proper cuddle.




  Ouch, my shoulder, that hurts. Don’t cry, he won’t like that. Don’t swear, Mam won’t like it.




  A mixture of sweat, beer, cigarette smoke and ladies perfume fills my nose from his patterned shirt. Me dad is wearing the same shirt that he went out in yesterday afternoon, the one he

  bought with his benefits money yesterday morning; the money me mam calls ‘the chat’. He spent it on the shirt instead of giving his money to us. I heard me dad speaking gently to me mam

  when he got home yesterday afternoon. I couldn’t hear what he said, but from the stairs I could see him parading round the living room, all pleased with himself, while she looked on, her

  shoulders bent, pleading with him to stay in for once. As he shut the front door he called back, telling her not to worry. Mam sat at the table in the kitchen all night and I knew she was worrying,

  so I gave her a big cuddle before I went off to bed.




  The next morning, she’d done her hair and she looked very pretty. It’s not me mam’s perfume on his shirt, but it never is when he’s been out all night. Right now I

  don’t care. Before he came home me mam and I were, as she said, relaxed, and now my dad is home I am relaxing with him, too.




  This is the best bit, after he’s done and I wake up. Me and him and the telly. Waking up to me and Dad, it’s okay, it is. I like when he gives me his cuddles.




  I feel my frown turn from upside down, into a small smile, like me mam says we have to when he’s around. But this time I want to smile. I smile ’cos he’s giving me a cuddle

  back.




  This kind of time feels good, not quite as good as Leeds scoring a goal, but good. Me and me dad, just us two, curled up on the brown sofa in the front room with great big yellow flowers on the

  walls, his socks that match the sofa are settled on the purple carpet, which is the same colour as the curtains. I like those curtains when I’m warm in me dad’s arms, ’cos they

  shut out the outside, where, today, it’s raining.




  My other eye can’t see past the arm of the sofa, which is tattered at the end, as there’s a can of Dad’s beer sitting on it. I can hear Manuel protesting from inside ‘the

  box’ and me dad’s other hand reaches out for his beer. As he lifts it up to his lips, I can see Basil chasing Manuel round the hall with a big fish. Dad is laughing. He puts the beer

  can back down and blocks my view again.




  The wallpaper in this room, and all the rooms, is coming away from the top of the walls in the corners. As I can’t see the telly, even though I feel tired and have a thump noise in my

  head, I lie on the sofa and try to work out if I can see more or less mould than the last time I checked.




  Mam says our house just wasn’t decorated properly by the council, but I heard Dad say it’s ’cos the damp is coming in and, ever since I was very little, I have learnt

  he’s always right.




  I close my eyes. My head feels warm and safe against his chest; it feels nice that he’s stroking my head. His chest rises up and down and he’s giggling with laughter at what’s

  on the telly. He reaches out for the can again, throws his head back, his chest pushing out and up as he moves the can, so it points straight up to the roof, then he drops it on the floor. As it

  lands I hear a clatter, so I know it’s not the first beer he’s had since he came home.




  I must’ve been asleep for a while.




  The rest of the house is quiet; I can feel it. I tense.




  Where’s me mam?




  Dad feels I’m awake. ‘Ah, there you are. Okay, lad, are ya? This is a great episode, shame you slept through it. Go get me another beer, pet, and get yoursel’ some chocolate .

  . . Look out for your mam, she’s in the kitchen.’




  Me mam is on the floor. She’s face up and still asleep. Her left leg is crooked and twisted over the right. Her arms are outstretched across the floor, above her head. Reaching for nothing

  in particular. To the right, our dinner is also on the floor. It’s mixed in with one of the plates that has broken into three big pieces, and a clump of her hair. I remember the plate as it

  fell on the floor; she’d tried to use the table as a barrier, trying to delay, pleading with him not to do this again, same as she pleaded last time.




  Why doesn’t he listen?




  The other two plates are okay, so I pick them up and put them on the side.




  ‘Get out, Robert, get out.’ I turn quickly, to where the words have come from.




  ‘Shhh, Rooster, he’ll hear you.’




  But our budgie doesn’t stop – Mam’s words repeated in her accent, as he flaps about in his cage. Next to the cage, on the side of a cupboard door, a dark blob. Even from down

  here, I can see it’s blood. Her blood. There’s some more of her hair stuck to the underneath corner of the cupboard.




  Her pretty, shiny hair is all over the place and I can see where the piece that’s now on the floor mixed up with the squashed peas came from.




  Oh, Mam! Your hair . . . Don’t fret. Mam will know how to get a new hairstyle to hide the missing bit.




  Her face is swollen, make-up unable to hide his late afternoon’s work. I can’t look at her properly, yet.




  Focus. Dad needs a beer.




  I try and pull her dress back down to nearer her knees; she’s a dead weight and doesn’t move, so the dress doesn’t either. I clamber over her to open the fridge and she does

  move, just a bit.




  I’m sad; not that she’s alive, but that she’s lying there at all.




  I couldn’t save her. I tried, but I couldn’t stop him.




  I felt guilty at being held off by him, not being the man he called on me to be.




  ‘Come on, then, be a man and stop me,’ he goaded, as he kicked her again and again. I moved forward, trying to get in between them.




  I’ll stop you. You have to get past me first. Don’t hurt her. I can stop you.




  My bravado egged me on, only to be met with the back of his left hand, full swing and force. At the same time his right boot expertly landed on target, in the middle of her stomach.




  I woke up on the sofa, having a cuddle. I guess that’s what she calls ‘a mixed emotion’. Just like she explained when this happened four times ago and I asked, ‘Mam, why

  can’t we live somewhere else?’




  ‘No, love, your dad and I aren’t married, so no one would have us. It will be okay ’cos we’ve a roof over our heads here.’




  Luckily, today she’s fallen in such a way that I don’t have to move her to get to the fridge door and his beer, like I had to the last time.




  Don’t look at her face. Get him his beer; that will keep him quiet while I help me mam and clean up this mess.




  As I haul myself up to reach for the beers, she stirs. She opens her eyes, moves a hand to her face, feeling the damage. Her hand moves down towards her ribs. She starts to wriggle on the floor,

  in silence. I stare down at her, fixated as she moves herself slowly, painfully, from a twisted mess, back to looking a bit more normal. Lying on the kitchen floor, dried blood around her mouth,

  bruising on her legs, she stares blankly at the orange, bulb-shaped lampshade that hangs from the ceiling. She moves her neck back to look up at me. I turn away towards the fridge and grab a pack

  of four beers for me dad, turn back and step over her. I can’t touch her, I just can’t . . .




  ‘It’s okay, son. It’s okay.’




  ‘Shhh, shhh, Mam. I’ll be back in a minute.’




  Hope. 1999.




  My notes from this evening’s reading so far:




  1978 – problems with neighbours – complaints of intimidation against my parents.




  1979 – evicted.




  How we hung onto that Silver Cross pram as Dad moved us. Mum wasn’t there.




  1979 – Princess Lodge, moved as was burnt down.




  Mum did that.




  1982 – Hamilton Road – getting worse at home.




  Here we go, I’m back there – my brothers and I are running with the wind in our hair down Hamilton Road, Hackney. We turn sharp left through the school gates, spinning on the metal

  post. It’s Jack’s first week at school. We’re all excited and my head is a little less worried than it was last week.




  The worry I have for my two brothers still hangs around during term time, even though, with Jack starting school, all three of us will eat at least once a day until the next holiday. On Mondays,

  Mum and Dad leave us a fiver on the mantelpiece for the week’s food and, as much as we try, it runs out way before the next Monday, leaving us to search or steal food, like my dad taught us,

  for the rest of the week.




  At first, no one really takes any notice of us three in the school playground before the bell. We run around, the three of us together, following each other, making sure we all have sight of

  each other. I stop next to a group of girls who were in my class last year. I am out of breath from having run all the way from home to here and then round the playground twice without stopping. I

  smile half at the girls and half because my parents have managed a whole summer without being evicted or us moving and I’m at the same school I was before.




  Harold and Jack carry on running past me, between the other kids, playing tag with me. I feel warm ’cos they’re happy today. Then I hear a voice, a child’s voice, and see a

  pointing finger.




  She’s pointing at me.




  ‘UUUUHHHH Hope Daniels has nits! Look, look at her hair, it’s crawling. You have nits, you have nits . . . And you smell of wee.’




  I feel a lump in my throat. Water fills my eyes. I look at the ground; I want it to swallow me up. Why did I have to be here right now?




  I look at her taunting face. Her words, her words. I run inside, leaving my brothers alone. The school bell rings as I am running. Instead of going to class, I run into the downstairs toilet,

  looking at my blonde hair, the knots, the matting. Checking to see if she’s right.




  Are there nits, are there? Oh no – there. There they are, right there.




  Suddenly my head is itchy. My fingers go on to my scalp, scratch, scratching my head. I can’t stop.




  Got to get rid of them. Got to get rid of them.




  I grab a bar of soap from the sink and run, run, run, panting, crying, away from school. I only stop when I reach our front door, breathless, the energy drained from me. I haul myself up the

  front steps.




  Home.




  Our front door, always on the latch, opens easily, but I am careful.




  Don’t want to be caught bunking off school.




  When it’s halfway open, I stick my head through the door to check if Mum and Dad are still up, or have gone to sleep. Elvis Presley greets me from the living room, which is on my right. He

  was playing when we got up this morning and is still going round on repeat on our record player. Music like this at this time of the morning means one thing, that Mum and Dad have been up all night

  drinking. Male friends will have visited then left, leaving my mum depressed and in need of more drink, which my dad supplies using money from her night-time earnings.




  As I creep though the front door and up the stairs, carefully carrying my bar of school soap, the sounds of shouting and smashing plates join Elvis Presley in his morning chorus. Mum adds her

  voice, screaming at my poor dad, telling him he’s useless and needs to pull his weight. Dad screams back, telling her he loves her and is doing the best he can.




  Oh, Daddy, you are, Daddy. Mum, don’t scream at him like that. Hope, ignore it, go and do your hair. They mustn’t know you are home.




  I take each stair as it comes, slowly sneaking upstairs, then right into the bedroom that I share with my parents. I grab Mum’s hair comb to detangle and de-louse my hair, then I creep

  along the hall into the bathroom. There’s no lock on the door, so I’ll need to take my chances, but now I’m standing here, I realise I don’t really know how to wash my hair

  properly.




  Can’t remember, I can’t remember. Oh no, I’ll never get the nits out if I can’t remember. I should ask Mum. I can’t ask Mum. It’s not bath night, so even

  if she knew she wouldn’t let me anyway. We’ve ten more sleeps before we can have a bath.




  I stand in front of the bathroom sink, looking at myself in the mirror, rubbing soap on my dry hair, scratching my scalp at the same time. One hand trying to separate the knots in my hair while

  the other coats it with soap.




  There’s no lather. Shouldn’t there be lather? Why can’t I get any lather?




  A voice calls me; it’s my mum.




  ‘Hope, is that you?’




  Ignore her, she’ll go away.




  She doesn’t. There are stockinged feet on the stairs. My mum is gentle, quiet, when in her stockinged feet. She calls out again; her voice is nearer, in the upstairs hallway.




  ‘Hope?’




  The bathroom door opens. Her blond head appears round the door. Her mascara’s halfway down her face from a night of drinking and morning tears. Perfect, manicured red fingernails hold the

  door ajar. I am standing with soap in my hair, like wax, no lather and still full of nits.




  ‘Hope! What are you doing? What’s in your hair? Is that soap?’




  ‘Someone at school said I had nits.’




  My mum smells of Charlie perfume and booze. She’s still drunk, her words are slightly slurred.




  ‘Don’t be stupid, Hope. Come down to the kitchen, we’ll pour a pan of water over your head to get rid of that soap. Then you have to go back to school. We’ve got the

  social worker coming round in an hour and I want a kip before she comes. I don’t want you to be here neither.’




  The files those social workers made call me back to the present.




  August 1983 – Mother prison, father disappeared, eldest brother out. Glass broken at house, vendetta the previous evening. Hope, aged nine, took herself and two younger brothers to the

  police station. Asked for her social worker and to be taken into care.




  I shudder. Tears are rolling down my face and I don’t care. The white wine is fresh and cold on my tongue. Another flashback.




  We were just watching telly, me and my two little brothers. What right did they have? We were kids, all under nine years old. Jack’s little face; he was so scared. Harold, frozen in

  shock. Me, scared. Running up and down the stairs. What to do? What to do? Open the door and say we’re alone. Vigilantes. Hate them. How dare they? We were kids. The first brick through the

  window, followed by so many other missiles. On and on. ‘SLAG’ spray-painted on the front door.




  There’s a bang outside my window. I jump.




  Another sip.




  That’s enough. Check the kids are asleep. Put the files away, then go to bed, Hope.




  I’ve had enough for this evening, emotionally beating myself up with family history and my own self-doubt. I tidy the files up again, away from inquisitive children; there are so many they

  fill two cupboards. My mask of ‘don’t care’ returns.




  They all knew. Why didn’t they tell me they knew? God, I feel like shit – my chest hurts – fuck all this. Another glass of wine, another bottle of wine. Work in the

  morning. Huh, work, who do they think I am? I’m a fraud.




  Have applied for a promotion. A big one. Imagine. ‘Hi, I feel I’m suitable for the above role, supporting prisoners and their families. Oh, by the way, I come from an alcoholic,

  neglected, flea-infested shithole of a childhood, and please don’t give me a man to interview me, cause they’re all filth.’




  The next day I walk into the interview. The lady who comes to collect me is a familiar face. Voices cry out at the same time.




  ‘Hope! I thought it was you.’




  ‘Debbie! Great to see you. What are you doing here?’




  ‘I volunteer here one day a week – I teach the prisoners.’




  Someone who knows, someone who understands about family history and bad men.




  Debbie. Aged nine.




  ‘Stay there until I come and get ya. Don’t you two dare fuckin’ move unless you want to confess. Little thievin’ bastards.’




  The bedroom door slams behind her and we’re left alone, my older sister and I. We stand side by side, she aged eleven and me aged nine, all four hands pointing to the floor, both of us

  girls naked. I try to share a glance with her, asking with my eyes, ‘Was it you?’ But, as neither of us can see the other’s face, and don’t dare move a muscle, I don’t

  know if it’s my sister who is guilty, or if we’ve been set up by our step-dad, again.




  I know Mum and the Dairylea tub that’s missing one triangle of cheese are there outside the door, waiting for a confession. The smell of her lit cigarette creeps round the sides and

  underneath the door into our bedroom. It reaches inside my nostrils, making me sway a little.




  Hate that smell. I feel sick. Stand straight. Stand still. Why does she do this? I’m so hungry.




  We stand, we wait. She’s waiting for us to disobey her orders, she’s ready to pounce back into our room the second she thinks she hears a tiny movement from either of us. She’s

  looking for an excuse to ‘put the fear of God into us’. Since she first started using this method of extracting a confession, Mum has made it her own.




  Whether she hears something or not, her speed at being back in here has been perfected over the years. She’s so quick to open the bedroom door, be back in the middle of the room in a

  flash, hand already raised, ready to hit one of us if we’ve dared to move from the spot that she left us. She thinks we reflect about what she says one of us has done, when all we can really

  wonder about is how long it will last and how it is that hunger drives one child, then the other, to steal food from the person who is meant to care for us, our mum.




  I hear the toilet door lock. She’s moved away from the door.




  ‘Was it you?’ I hiss.




  ‘Shhh, she’ll hear ya.’




  ‘It’s OK, she’s in the bathroom. Was it you?’




  ‘No, it fuckin’ wasn’t. Was it you?’




  ‘No. Your lips are going blue. Rub your hands together.’




  ‘Shit. It’s freezing in here.’ My sister looks round to the open window. ‘It’s snowing. Shit.’




  The toilet flushes.




  ‘Shhh.’




  We stand. We wait. Now it’s been mentioned, the cold from the open window touches my skin. I start to shake.




  Still. Be still. It’s so cold. I’m hurting all over. My feet are numb. How long, how long? Can’t do this much longer. Neither of us stole it. Fuckin’ Step-dad, I bet

  ya it was him. Is it my turn to confess? Or hers? Shit, think it’s mine. Mum’s in a shit mood. Punishment gonna be bad. Just a bit longer before I confess, then.




  It’s easier to stand a little longer today than it was the first time Mum used this method to punish us, on my seventh birthday. I remember it ’cos it was when Children in

  Need came on the telly. Though I credit the ‘nonce’ babysitter with the idea, my sister tells me, while it’s the first time for me, it isn’t the first time she’s

  been punished like this, by either the babysitter or Mum. The babysitter gets involved with punishing me because I steal his chocolate. He doesn’t know it’s me but when he goes to get

  the chocolate left out for him in the kitchen by my mum, it isn’t there and there are only three of us in the house. He didn’t eat it, so it must be me or my sister.




  I remember this day as the day I get a card with a big number seven on it, a slap round the ear, and a telling that I need to be grateful that I’ve a roof over my head. It’s my

  birthday, so I’m upset when Mum leaves us to go out with her new boyfriend on a first date. I steal the chocolate, eat it, enjoy it, and never intend to admit to it.




  The babysitter uses this lack of telling him the truth as an excuse, as he has before, to make me and my sister stand naked in front of him, and we shall bloody well stay there until we give our

  confession. When we stand defiantly, he changes his mind. Instead of chucking me out of the room as he normally does at this point, today he keeps us both in the room, because he wants to take a

  present from us both in return for one of us stealing his chocolate. First me, then my sister. She doesn’t seem surprised. Her reaction tells me this is kinda normal for her and so, too, will

  it become for me. She tells me to just do what he wants.




  He tells her to watch as he holds me down and says he will take what he wants from us both. I feel numb. I try to think of nothing and just do as I’m told and follow my sister’s

  advice.




  When he finishes with me, he then starts and finishes with my sister. I think it’s over, but he hasn’t done. He makes us stand within arm’s reach of him for a bit, then, once

  again, he makes my sister watch as he grabs out and moves back to where he started, with me.




  Threats of things no worse than what’s happening to us are being thrown around by him. We freeze, comply, stand naked, but neither of us moves away. We just do as we’re told. When he

  grabs us round the neck and tells us he needs us to come here, for another go, we do without question, because this is what happens, has always happened, in this house, to my sister at least.




  The living room door is locked, the key is on the top of the doorframe. I’m too frightened to do anything but watch when he’s got my sister and move to where he tells me to, onto the

  sofa with him. I’m too sore, too scared, to cry.




  Mum comes home within minutes of the living room door being unlocked to find us standing naked in front of the babysitter. He, now sitting watching the screen, has placed us to the left of the

  telly, facing him and the door when she comes in. She stands stock still for a minute, staring back at us. We dare not move as he’s staring at us, too. The only thing that moves are his lips:

  ‘One of them stole me chocolate, so I’m waiting for them to confess.’




  She turns, leaves the room, and we hear her in the kitchen, rummaging in the drawer. He’s looking at us with danger in his eyes, threatening us with silence. My instinct kicks in and, now

  she’s here, I’ve a glimpse of a feeling.




  Mum, this isn’t normal. Go on, Mum, get the rolling pin and smash him over the head.




  She returns, hands him some money, paying him his babysitting dues.




  ‘Off you go, then. See ya. Same time next week.’




  No, oh no, Mum, please no. Don’t you know what he did? Please, Mum, no. No, not again.




  Maybe it’s normal?




  ‘Sure thing, Mrs Peterson. Thanks.’




  His head turns back towards us, ‘Bye, girls, see you later.’




  We both shudder as Mum follows him out to the front door. We hear it close. We relax. Heads fall back with exhaustion. My sister puts a hand on my shoulder, mumbles, ‘Sorry kid, thought

  you might’ve been okay for a bit longer. Welcome to the world.’




  We start to move towards our clothes to get dressed when Mum comes back in.




  ‘What the fuck are you two thevin’ little shites thinking about? Stand where the fuck you are. Don’t you dare fuckin’ move ’til I tell ya.’




  ‘But, Mum . . .’




  My sister’s bravery is met with a slap so hard that she stumbles to the right, then rights herself, and stands.




  ‘That’s it. Do as you’re fuckin’ told if you know what’s good for ya.’




  For hours we stand naked in front of Mum as she falls asleep with Terry Wogan, Sue Lawley and Esther Rantzen on BBC’s Children in Need. We stand until Mum is woken up by the end

  credits and some charity seems to have rubbed off on my sister, who confesses that she did my crime.




  Hope. 1999.




  The living room is tidy and the kids’ cereal and bowls are all laid out and ready to grab in the morning.




  Learnt that in my first children’s home.


  

  I sit down on the sofa to read my notes.




  I must go to bed. Just one more glass. That’s empty. More in the fridge. What did the files say about Mum?




  Age sixteen – psychiatric hospital for a year. Never told why she was there. Got a job as a cinema usherette – met an older man. Got pregnant. Put baby girl up for adoption.




  She must’ve been so scared.




  Met Dad – fifteen years older than her. Got pregnant. Had Phillip. Kept him. Had another girl two years later – she went for adoption. Two years later had Hope, then Harold, then

  baby Jack.




  They kept me; things must’ve been getting a bit better. She would be in her thirties, my middle sister. Who is she? Who are they? Two kids, both girls, my sisters, given up . . . Why

  did they keep me? Does this explain why my mum couldn’t bear me?




  Mrs D – earned money from soliciting. Mr D served multiple prison sentences – living off immoral earnings. Evicted due to soliciting.




  I pour myself some more wine. My obsession with my past is in full throttle; notes are scribbled down, fast and furious, barely legible.




  I must learn, I must not turn into my mum. My poor mum. Why did my mum have to have such a sad life?




  Why were we not supported to recover emotionally from our childhood? The trauma is with me today – it paralyses me and saddens me, deeply.




  The man pops into my head. I’m eight years old, pouring him a drink.




  The first time I ever opened the door of our house to him, his suit was one of the smartest I’d ever seen. Every time he visited after that, he made the same three sharp knocks on the

  door, ’cos the doorbell was always broken. He wore the same dark suit. I always noticed how clean he kept it. He’d first of all be welcomed by my dad on behalf of my mum. The man, like

  most of the men who visited her and were entertained in our house, would place a briefcase on the floor next to the bottom of the stairs. He, like many of the others, always brought a bottle of

  whisky with him, presenting it to Mum and Dad with a flourish, his wedding ring wrapped around his fat finger, his hand around the bottle. The bottle passed to my dad just before the man took off

  his coat, shaking it free of rain before he also placed these in my dad’s care. Dad, in turn, placed the coat carefully on the end of the banister, admiring the material with words and touch

  before moving himself, the whisky and the man through to my mother. He’d try to get the man to forget his coat later – he could get a fiver for it down Ridley Road Market.
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