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About the Book

Rosie Childs was born Clare Malone, a black child in an all-white family, living in an all-white area of Liverpool in the 1950s. She was immediately different, and living proof of her mother’s infidelity.

Neglected, ignored and beaten by her alcoholic stepfather, Clare struggled to live a normal childhood. When she and her brothers and sisters were finally taken into foster care, she was treated as a trouble maker and shunned for the colour of her skin.

As she grew up, Clare tried to leave her past behind her. But a breakdown followed by spells in a series of dehumanising psychiatric institutions left her plumbing the depths of despair. Finally, with support, Clare was able to unlock the deeply buried and shocking childhood secrets which would allow her to begin living again.

Over the course of her life, Clare often reinvented herself, each time changing her name for a new beginning. Now, as Rosie Childs, she is a confident and positive survivor who has defied the odds to create her own destiny.

Catch Me Before I Fall is the heartbreaking, courageous and inspirational story of one woman’s determination to survive.


Catch Me Before I Fall

Rosie Childs with Diane Taylor
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PROLOGUE

I AM FIFTY-TWO years old and have changed my name seven times so far. I have never been able to understand why most people keep the same name from birth until death. My names change when my life changes. Perhaps those whose names don’t change have lives that don’t change either.

For a while I tried to keep my names separate – independent life spans with beginnings, middles and ends – but that doesn’t work any more. They used to chase each other around in a blur, a perpetual process of fast forward, rewind and a few pauses in the present, but now they’re still. All my names have caught up with each other.

I was born Clare Malone, the name my mother gave me. I was ten years old and living at Park Hall, a children’s home in Liverpool run by an order of nuns, when I found out my mother had given me a dishonest name.

I was at Mass with my five brothers and sisters and was standing at the back of the chapel where the fumes of religion seemed more diluted. Sister Maria tapped me sharply on the shoulder. She bent down, her habit bristling, and whispered disapprovingly in my ear that my mother had arrived unexpectedly (as she always did). Sister Maria gave me a grudging nod to leave the service and I ran into the high, dark hallway. My heart always lifted when my mother turned up, although I knew hers remained steady in her chest.

She was slender and pale with elegant bones; her genes seemed to have avoided me entirely.

‘Mum,’ I whispered, hoping that the other nuns wouldn’t catch me dodging God. ‘Should we go and sit in the visitors’ room?’

It was always impossible to gauge what my mother’s reaction to anything would be but she didn’t seem interested in sending me back to Mass. She was never a hugger and I knew that if I tried to fling my short, brown body against her in pursuit of a cuddle she would recoil. She took a step back and moved her eyes up and down me.

‘Hello, Clare. How are you keeping? You seem well enough here. A bit less skinny by the looks of things.’ My mother was born in Chorley and had been brought up in Preston. She moved to Liverpool before I was born and she spoke in flat Lancashire vowels rather than the accentuated ‘ews’ and ‘euws’ of Liverpool.

We went to the room with the maroon sofas and faded stripy curtains, which the children were never allowed into without the protective shield of a visiting adult. She turned her head away from me to stare out of the window. ‘Yer sisters and brothers keepin’ all right, Clare?’

‘We’re all fine, Mum,’ I replied.

She draped herself over the radiator and drummed her roughened fingers against the windowsill. Her perfect limbs made her look expensive, although she rarely had any money at all. She wore a violently red blouse and black skirt, and her white-blonde hair was coiled elaborately into the nape of her neck. My mother never noticed housework. I doubted she had ever scrubbed a floor or scoured a sink the way we had to at Park Hall. Yet her hands belonged to someone who had led a harsh life and her bitten nails were as downtrodden as a scullery maid’s.

The sky was a hopeless shade of grey. It looked as if it would retch sheets of metallic water forever. My mother had been on her way to the Queen’s Head pub a few roads away when the downpour started. She didn’t own an umbrella and impulsively decided to shelter at Park Hall.

‘I’ll turn up with rain tipping out of me hair and me lipstick smudged to bits,’ she said, grumpily. ‘And then what will Mick think? He likes to see me turned out like a proper lady.’

Her life was populated by men called Peter or Mick or Sam, who soaked up her time and her soul. I was never able to claim her the way I saw my friends at school lay claim to their mothers.

She lit a cigarette and inhaled with relief.

I knew that I had my mother to myself for as long as the rain fell and Mass lasted. It was probably the first time it had ever happened. As the two of us sat quietly I sensed I might never get another opportunity to ask the question I had always wanted to ask. My oldest brother, Damian, often sneered to me, ‘You don’t belong in our family, you’re not like the rest of us. Look at that dark skin of yours. It doesn’t look normal like ours.’

My five brothers and sisters all had creamy pink skin like my mother’s and our father Sam’s, while mine was a tough, dark brown. The difference was indisputable. Damian was usually right about things and I wondered often why I looked so different from the rest of the family. My mother had never said anything directly to me but I sensed she felt ashamed of me – the dark blot on the white landscape of her children. The imprint of that shame remains carved into me.

I trembled, then blurted, ‘Mum, Damian told me I’m not from our family. I know I don’t look like the rest of you. Am I from somewhere else? Are you really my mum and is Sam really my dad?’

Sam had been her husband before and after I was born, but had disappeared without trace one day when I was four years old. Malone was his surname.

At first I thought my mother was going to slap me. An angry vertical furrow appeared between her eyebrows and her mouth twitched downwards. Then the anger cleared. She turned towards me and her pale blue eyes filled with tears. At that moment she acknowledged what the alcohol usually pushed away – that everything worthwhile in her life had been lost to her. It made her generous with me.

‘Of course I’m your mother, Clare. How else would you have got into our family?’ She tried to sound cross but was becoming dreamy. ‘Sam isn’t your father, though. Your father was a proper gentleman, second in command to the captain of a Chilean ship. I met him when his ship docked in Liverpool. Jorges Sherriema his name was. He was such a handsome man.’

I was reeling. Although I knew there was a difference between me and the others, I had no idea it involved an unknown, unimagined father. Was he still alive? Was he a kind man? Did he have a family, a proper, cosy family, not a fragmented, tumbledown one like ours? Did he know about me? Would he want me to go and live with him? But I couldn’t ask any of the questions that swarmed through my mind. Mass was over. The door opened and my sisters and brothers filed in. My mother smiled weakly to all of them but cuddled none and her revelation ended abruptly.

Ours was by far the biggest family at Park Hall. The other children placed here arrived alone or with one other sibling, and if they didn’t behave too badly managed to shrink into the wallpaper. But, because of the sheer volume of Malones, none of us was able to do that. All six of us had a different father; Damian, twelve, followed by Mary, eleven, then me, ten, Lucy, eight, Tom, six and John, four, were not only more in number, but scraggier and scruffier than the others too, at least when we first arrived. When it came to anonymity we didn’t stand a chance.

We had only been at Park Hall for a few months that day my mother arrived to shelter from the rain. Soon afterwards John, Tom, Damian and Lucy were dispatched to various parts of the country to live with foster parents. Nobody ever chose Mary or me so we remained at Park Hall until we left school.

My mother’s eyes kept swivelling away from us towards the sky, beseeching whoever made the rain fall to make it stop. She seemed desperate for a drink to stopper her memory. Talking to us only made her feel worse. Like Jorges we were another loss, another failure, looking her innocently in the eye. She wanted to skip away to the Queen’s Head, sink into the corner booth, have three double whiskies quickly, smoke hard and let Mick rub her neck and drape his hand across her shoulder, grazing her breast, and whisper obscenities in her ear, to obliterate all thought.

She stood up, her face brightening as the sky cleared.

‘Clare, make sure you braid your hair up nice and tidy. Lucy, you need to sponge that stain off your uniform or you’ll have the sisters after you. Mary, make sure you’re a good girl and watch over the others.’

She had once told me that she only wanted sons, and when she had another baby girl after the six of us, she looked away and handed her over for adoption as soon as the umbilical cord had been snipped. She told me, without a trace of emotion, about this seventh child much later, when I was fifteen. Perhaps because of my mother’s deadpan delivery of the news, the discovery of another sister meant nothing to me. I promptly forgot about her. My mother also muttered something about four more babies that she had miscarried or who had been stillborn after the seventh. These siblings who had never taken a breath outside the womb meant even less to me, and I didn’t bother asking her for more details.

‘Well, rain’s stopped. I’d best be on me way. Behave all of you.’ She gathered up a couple of carrier bags and, with a brief wave, eased herself out of the door. She was such a slight, unearthly presence in our lives that I began to doubt whether she had actually been in the room with us at all.

However, her words felt chunky and real. I didn’t dare tell the others, as Damian would certainly gloat. I kept looking down at my brown arms and wondered about the face, the skin, the limbs of my Chilean father. All my life I had yearned for my skin to fade to the desirable pinkness of my siblings but, now I understood that my colour came from a proper gentleman, handsome too and from an exotic country I had never heard of, it was becoming, momentarily at least, a little less revolting to me. I was too young to erase the name Malone from my life but I vowed that, when I was free of the children’s home, I would become Clare Sherriema. That was my first name change.


CLARE MALONE 1954–1970

Clare: a variant of my mother’s name

Malone: the surname of my mother’s husband, Sam


CHAPTER ONE

I WAS BORN on a dark-red couch in my mother’s dirty, bare front room on 20 February 1954. She lived in a council house in Morgans Road, Page Moss, a poor area of Liverpool. Betty, the elderly lady who lived on our street and who acted as unofficial midwife to everyone in the neighbourhood, arrived just in time to witness my entry into the world.

I shot out of my mother powerfully and Betty caught me as I was about to tumble off the sofa on to the dusty floorboards. She screamed in horror: ‘She’s black! She’s black!’

My mother’s relief at expelling me from her womb was quickly replaced by panic. She tried to shush Betty in case other neighbours heard and came running to view the spectacle. My older sister, Mary, was eighteen months old at the time and says that Betty’s screams that day are her earliest memory.

My mother gazed, revolted, at my coffee-coloured skin and placenta-splattered clumps of jet-black hair. I think she thought that, if she stared long and hard enough at me, I’d change into the colour of baby that she wanted me to be. She didn’t seem to notice whether she’d given birth to a girl or a boy. My skin colour pushed everything else into the background.

‘What on earth . . .?’ Betty was stunned. I don’t think she would have been any less surprised if my mother had given birth to a Martian. She placed a work-wrinkled hand over her thin mouth while thick strands of grey hair escaped from the usually immaculate bun she wore in the nape of her neck. It looked as if the shock of my arrival had sent an electric current through her head, splaying her hair in all directions. After a minute or two, she regained her equilibrium, wrapped her hair back into its place, and started to think through the consequences of this shocking birth.

‘How did you produce a baby that colour, Clara? It’s a first for this neighbourhood. You certainly know how to get the tongues wagging. I can’t see your Sam being too pleased at being humiliated like that!’

Both my mother and her husband, Sam, had the palest pink skin and blond hair. Although my mother was a peroxide blonde, following the fashion at the time to look like Marilyn Monroe, she was naturally fair-haired. Betty wasn’t one for gossip and hadn’t heard the neighbours whispering about the affair my mother had been conducting with ‘that tall, dark, handsome Chilean seaman’. Of course, Sam hadn’t heard the whispers either, mainly because he spent most of his time away at sea. These days the neighbourhood is home to people from a variety of races, but then non-white faces were virtually unknown in Page Moss.

My mother lay back weakly on the sofa but her brain whirred and she fixed Betty with a feverish, glassy stare. The smell of dirt, dust and my mother’s fresh sweat hung unpleasantly together in the air.

‘Please hang on to her for me. Just till the fuss dies down, Betty. You know what it’s like round here. Once the neighbours get wind of it, Sam’ll also get wind of it as soon as his ship docks next week.’ She squeezed her hands together as though she were praying, and beseeched Betty for all she was worth.

‘Don’t be silly, Clara. Everyone round here knows you’ve been pregnant. They’ll all want to have a peek at the baby. You can’t hide the poor little mite away. It’s your baby and you should be close to her, cuddling her and nursing her. What are you going to call her?’

Although my mother kept her children in a filthy, almost entirely unfurnished house, which stank of urine because we all perpetually wet the bed, she didn’t like to parade this squalor to the neighbours. The entire inventory of household furniture was: two beds, one belonging to my mother and one for the three girls and Tom; one kitchen table covered with a sticky, plastic cloth; one twin-tub washing machine, which my mother sometimes hid stolen cigarettes inside; and a set of bunk beds in the box room for the other two boys. A single bar of carbolic soap adorned our bathroom, and the biggest attraction in our kitchen was the lighter for the gas stove. We used to hold the lighter to spoonfuls of sugar and pretend we were making toffee with it when my mother wasn’t around. It always tasted wonderful and we took turns to dip our tongues into the brown syrup we had created. Although my mother owned a mop bucket, I never saw her use it, and all the surfaces in the house were either dusty or sticky or both.

Just as my mother wanted to keep our living conditions private, she didn’t want her sex life to become a conversation point among the neighbours. She had been anxious about giving birth to me from the moment she discovered she was pregnant because she was unsure whether my father was Sam or Jorges, whom she had met and begun an affair with when his boat docked in Liverpool in the middle of 1953. Giving birth to a black baby meant that she could not conceal her affair from them and, for her, this was the most public humiliation imaginable. Although Page Moss at the time was a working-class area with many newly built, terraced council homes just like ours, it was considered to be a respectable part of Liverpool. I don’t remember seeing any black families in the neighbourhood, although it’s possible there were a few.

My mother had a friend called Pat who she went off with whenever she disappeared for days on end. One of the neighbours told me, years later, that the two of them went on to the ships when they docked in Liverpool to ‘do all sorts’ with the sailors. But most of the people in Page Moss weren’t like my mother and Pat. The women worked hard to keep their front steps scrubbed to a shine, the cushions on their sofas plumped up invitingly and their rugs and carpets dust-free.

Our house had no carpets, only floorboards, which always felt gritty and dusty under my bare feet; a sofa without cushions, which was the sole item of furniture in the living room; and a bed without sheets. Sometimes a few of us would wake in the middle of the night and creep into my mother’s bedroom. If she hadn’t returned, we would climb into her bed to sleep because she had the luxury of sheets on her bed. But, if she was there, either alone or with one of the many men who she brought back for the night and who we would never see a second time, we scurried back to our prickly blankets and long, striped, tubular pillows without pillow cases. We had a scuffed, white bath in our bathroom. I don’t remember ever having a bath in it. At night my mother told us to urinate into the mop bucket, which she left outside our bedroom door, instead of having to go to the outside toilet. As I lay whimpering on my mother’s chest that February day, however, I was blissfully innocent of what lay ahead for me in Morgans Road.

‘This goes against my better judgement, Clara,’ Betty scolded. ‘It’s just not right for a mother to reject her little’un like this just because she’s got the wrong skin colour. Sam’s going to find out sooner or later.’

But my mother seemed to be getting more and more agitated about me and tried to hand me over to Betty, even though I was still connected to her by the umbilical cord. She shivered and sobbed and begged, and Betty finally relented.

‘Once you start pleading with me, you know I always give in to you, Clara. But, mark my words, Sam will find out soon enough. Hush now and hold on to your little black baby while you can.’ Betty snipped the cord and my mother shook her head when Betty tried to get her to continue to hold me.

‘No, you take her for now, Betty love, I’m so bloody worn out.’

Distractedly she was finalising the details of her fib. What I represented was occupying all her brain space and she hadn’t once glanced into my face to see who I was. ‘I’ll tell Sam I had a stillbirth,’ she said, brightening at the prospect of getting herself out of trouble. She was so pleased with herself that she barely noticed the contractions as she expelled the placenta.

When, years later, I learned at school what purpose an umbilical cord served, I found it strange that my mother had ever grown one; she was an unlikely custodian of such a life-giving device. My mother adored alcohol and men. Poverty and marriage were no bars to her indulging in lots of both. When I was three or four years old, I watched her wistfully as she got ready to go out. As she rolled red lipstick around her mouth, she had a jittery, glittering excitement about her that she never had with us. She felt no personal shame about her excessive drinking, or about the men she had sex with when Sam’s back was turned, at least some of them in exchange for money. But she felt deep shame about producing a black, bastard child and I felt she blamed me for opting for Jorges’s skin in the womb rather than hers. When she shouted at me for what she considered to be an endless stream of misdeeds, I told myself that, if I’d looked like her, she would have loved me more.

Of course, Sam did eventually find out about me. The residents of Morgans Road couldn’t keep a scandal like that to themselves for long. Scenting something amiss, a trickle of neighbours knocked on our door ‘to peek at’ the new arrival. At first my mother tried to fob them off, but, in the end, she wearily lifted me out of the pram that doubled as my cot and let everyone gasp.

‘Ooh, I say,’ said Mrs Jones from Number Five. ‘You don’t half make life difficult for yourself, Clara Malone. What’s your Sam going to say when he gets back from sea?’

My mother shrugged. ‘Well, what’s he going to do? Put a gun to my head? He’ll come round.’ She tried to sound flippant, but shuddered under her smile. Sam’s wrath filled my mother with infinitely more fear than the gossiping neighbours.

When Sam arrived home from sea the house was quiet. He was a tall man and his blond, shiny hair gave him an angelic appearance that was belied by his violent streak.

‘Where’s the baby, Clara? I can see you’ve had it. Have you given me a son and heir?’

‘Oh, Sam,’ she said, weeping real tears and nuzzling her cheek and lips so deep into his neck that they disappeared in the folds of his skin. ‘The baby died. It was a girl but she never took a breath. We buried her quick.’

Sam looked her hard in the eye, not sure whether to believe her or not. Then he decided to give her the benefit of the doubt. ‘Ah, poor little thing, you should take it easy, Clara. I’m off out but I’ll be back later on and I’ll bring you a nice pie and chips and a nip of whisky.’

She smiled and kissed him softly on the lips. ‘Thanks, darlin’. You go and enjoy yerself now with yer mates. You’re bound to be tired what with all that travellin’.’

She knew he would go straight to the pub and that someone there would take great pleasure in telling him the truth about me, but at least she’d bought herself some time. She sat on the couch knotting and unknotting a dirt-streaked handkerchief and rehearsing the pain of the punches. Everything was perfectly still.

Sam beat my mother regularly, and he had beaten her even harder while I was in her womb. I wonder if he suspected all along that she was carrying another man’s child. As far as I could tell, nobody else in the neighbourhood got beaten the way my mother did. Sam beat her whenever he was drunk and, when he was home from sea, he was drunk most days. My mother’s screams and pleas for him to stop raining blows anywhere he could punctured many of my nights huddled under the scratchy blankets.

‘For pity’s sake, Sam, let me be, let me be’, my mother would cry. The broken fear in her voice chilled me more than the sound of the blows.

Sam arrived home after midnight, throwing open the front door back against the wall. It was the equivalent of a drum roll before the finale of a play. Years of slamming had hewn a handle-shaped depression in the wall; it softened the bang.

He dragged my mother up from the couch where she was still shredding the handkerchief. Her blonde hair was woven into two plaits, which she’d wrapped around her head; he ripped them free. She crumpled into a limp, paper woman in his presence, submitting to her fate. There was no trace of the stern, distant mother we knew. Cowering from Sam’s rage she looked like a little girl.

‘You fucking bitch, making a fool out of me like that. You’ll pay for that you little whore.’

He screwed up his fists and started beating her systematically in her face and chest. She clamped her eyes and lips shut, glued her fingers across her face and lay on her back on the floor, legs pulled up in the foetal position, enduring the blows until Sam’s anger was spent. Her plaits had unravelled and her long blonde hair flowed like glinting water across the floorboards, which were darkened with streaks of blood that had dripped from her punched nose.

‘Get rid of that black bastard or I go,’ he hissed.

I had been sleeping tranquilly in an old Moses basket in Betty’s bedroom, unaware of the explosion my existence had caused.

I came home the next morning. Sam stayed and glowered.


CHAPTER TWO

I HAVE NO memories of the first three years of my life and no knowledge of whether my mother looked after me adequately or abandoned me for hours on end in the old, scratched Silver Cross pram that served as my bed and transport system. All my retrospective knowledge of those early years comes from Mary and from my friend Marie, Betty’s grandchild. I also salvaged a few grudging titbits from my mother, which she divulged when she was in a mellow mood.

I do remember Betty saying to me often, ‘You’re a hardy one, Clare’, so perhaps it was she who ensured I survived during my mother’s absences. Betty always seemed to be watching over me, as if that initial shock when she had caught me in the first minute of my life had welded her to me. If I looked particularly hungry she used to cup a piece of white bread smeared with raspberry jam into the palm of her hand for me. Occasionally she mended the few clothes I had when they developed holes. Her wrinkled smile and pragmatism protected me a little during those early years.

Sam and my mother stayed unhappily together until I was four years old. Before getting the house in Morgans Road their relationship had been similarly turbulent. My mother had lived with Sam and his mother in her home nearby. She argued even more with Sam’s mother than with Sam and, when her mother-in-law became sick and confined to her bed, she ignored her pointedly. Sam’s mother died while he was away at sea and she lay undiscovered for three days because, although she lived under the same roof and no doubt noticed a bad smell, my mother refused to step over the threshold of her bedroom.

We were all sent to foster parents for periods, often when things were particularly hateful between my mother and Sam, returning home when things were calmer. We were moved in and out of Morgans Road a total of twelve times before we left for ever when I was nine. My mother and Sam seemed to sustain each other in a peculiar way: the fights were always followed by passionate reconciliations and the alcohol bound them yet more closely together. As husband and wife they took their obligation seriously to share whatever alcohol one or the other could afford equitably.

From the beginning of my memory I was conscious of the violence: it was the colour of yellow-grey fog with a bright orange fire burning through it. There was nowhere white and soothing to shelter. One night, when I was three years old, my mother’s high-pitched screams and Sam’s deeper shouts woke me. I peered through a hole in the bedroom floorboards and watched, screwing up one eye to get a better view. Sam had a knife in his hand and, despite the fact that I knew that knives were dangerous, it didn’t occur to me that he might be trying to kill my mother with it.

Sam screamed, ‘You fucking bitch, I’ll get you for this.’ I never found out what he was so angry about.

My mother ignored the knife he wafted under her nose and yelled back, ‘Keep your hands away from me, you fucking bastard. Get out, get out, get out!’

The sounds eventually dulled and this was such a usual occurrence that I climbed back into bed and went to sleep.

A few months later Sam attacked my mother on the stairs. I was playing with a rusty toy car in the hallway. I instinctively ran to her side and handed her a child’s umbrella to defend herself with.

‘Hit him with this, Mum, hit him with this.’ I thought that, if I tried to protect her, she would repay me with love.

She took the umbrella and made a feeble attempt to hit him with it. The umbrella snapped in half but Sam appeared unharmed. He spat on to the bare floorboards and strode out of the house.

I knew nothing of Sam’s threats about me to my mother, which always took the same form: ‘Get rid of that black bastard or I’m going.’

My mother told me that eventually she agreed to Sam’s demand and contacted social services about having me adopted at the age of two. Though I remember nothing of this, my mother told me when I was sixteen, probably the time in my life that I saw her most.

‘A childless couple from Whiston, near Liverpool, wanted to adopt you,’ she said. ‘They were a lovely couple in their thirties. The wife crocheted you a pretty little pink bonnet with lots of loops on it, which you used to poke your fingers through. You stayed with them for a few weekends so that you could all get to know each other.’

However, at the last moment my mother lost her nerve and refused to sign the adoption papers. Rather than feeling grateful to her for this demonstration of her affection towards me, when I found out I was very angry with her and pictured the stable life I might have had away from the harshness and deprivation of life in Morgans Road. Wisely, though, I said nothing about my near miss with what I was certain would have been a blissfully happy childhood.

I was aware that I was different from the other children in my family and in the neighbourhood, but I never knew exactly what it was about me that made so many children withdraw from me. I knew that we were usually hungry and that my mother often wasn’t at home but I assumed that that was a general feature of childhood rather than something that was specific to our family. I wasn’t really self-conscious about my colour when I was younger. It was only when I got to primary school and children started shouting ‘Paki’ at me that I started to look at my arms and legs and wonder why I had come out of my mother’s belly a different colour from all her other children. We rarely received a bath or a wash and, before I started school, I presumed that the fact that my skin was several shades darker than the other children in my street was all down to accumulated grime rather than because of my different ethnic origin.

The pupils at school generally excluded me from their games and the only way I knew how to respond to being pushed away was to try and fight my way in, a tactic that didn’t go down very well. I was a tiny little thing, weighing barely five pounds at birth, but, although I never grew very tall, I could punch and fight like a tough boy. As Betty said, I really was hardy. Perhaps I had unwittingly learned how to fight after witnessing so many violent exchanges between my mother and Sam.

By the time I was seven years old I understood in basic terms that my sisters and brothers and I were neglected by my mother, who was absent from the house for almost as many days and nights as she was present. I saw other children’s mothers wait at the school gate with bars of chocolate and friendly waves at 3.30 p.m. We were always expected to take ourselves home and our mother never handed out chocolate bars to us. I became aware of the clothes the other children wore too. They looked neat and clean, while our clothes had holes in them and hems that hung down. Sometimes other children called us names like ‘stinky’ or ‘smelly’, which no non-Malone child ever seemed to get called.

I had always been small for my age and even when I started primary school looked little older than a toddler. I had thick, black, straight hair, cut just below my ears. Everyone in the neighbourhood remarked on how shiny my hair was – the kind you don’t see on white, English people. I had huge brown eyes, a small button nose and one front tooth that overlapped the tooth next to it. Usually I wore a dress which had been given to me by one or other of my foster mothers. Invariably it was grubby, and my skinny arms and legs dangled out of it looking as snappable as matchsticks. Like my brothers and sisters I didn’t have proper shoes; we all ran around in cheap black pumps whatever the weather.

But I still had no real understanding of having a different skin colour from everyone else, and certainly no grasp at all of the fact that my skin colour was down to my father.

One day when I was seven I got a shock. Marie, Betty’s granddaughter, was the same age as me, a doll-like child with beautiful blue eyes and blonde hair. She decided to put me in her bath to try and excavate my white skin from beneath the layers of grime. She used Ajax and a scrubbing brush.

Marie’s bathroom was a palace compared with ours. It had linoleum and a neat row of shampoos and bath cubes, and I lay back enjoying the luxuriously hot water and all the attention from Marie. I didn’t even mind that she was rubbing my skin raw. I wanted to lie in her bath with the forest fern bath cube fizzing away for ever.

Betty came in while Marie was unwittingly attempting ethnic cleansing. Laughing, she asked, ‘What on earth are you doing to Clare, Marie?’

‘I’m trying to get all the brown dirt off, Gran,’ she replied, slightly breathless with exertion. As with me, there was no reason for her to be aware that people had skin of all different colours. I was the only child in my neighbourhood and in my school who was non-white.

‘Leave her be, Marie. She was born like that,’ Betty said in a pitying tone, as if one of my limbs were missing.

I adored Marie and I envied everything about her, from her skin colour to her home. ‘Sorry, Marie,’ I said, feeling responsible for her failed mission to reveal the true whiteness of my skin.

‘Don’t worry, Clare. Fancy you having skin that colour. Does it feel funny?’

‘No, it just feels normal,’ I said, amazed that I could be covered in such a skin. ‘I always thought my skin was just like yours underneath, Marie.’

‘Come on, Clare, let’s go and play dolls,’ said Marie, grabbing my Ajax-roughened hand. The revelation appeared not to have perturbed her at all.

‘No, I’m going to go home now,’ I said to Marie.

The fact that I couldn’t peel off the layer of dirt to reveal soft, pink skin like Marie’s was devastating. Perhaps that was why my mother and Sam didn’t seem to love me. Sam had always raised his hand as if he was about to strike me when I walked past, so that ducking became a reflex action even when he didn’t threaten me. I was very subdued for the rest of the day, trying to adjust to my brown-forever identity. I kept examining my arms and hands to see if I could detect even the vaguest hint of pink. But there was no sign. I was stuck with misfit brown. I sat on the floor in our bedroom comparing my life with Marie’s. Tears plopped into the dust.

Marie’s house had carpets throughout, pictures on the wall, a TV and a kitchen table covered with a pretty tablecloth. Although our house was only a few doors away, it might just as well have been on another continent. While everything in Marie’s house was designed to maximise comfort and warmth and cosiness, everything in our house was cold and bare and shabby. Our house was described by the NSPCC, when they eventually intervened to remove us, as ‘barely furnished’.

I frequently went around either without knickers or dirty ones dug out of the pile of clothes waiting to be washed. None of us owned pyjamas and we all slept in our clothes. Most of us wet the bed, probably because we were so anxious all the time. Would we get fed that day? Would Sam be around to swipe us over the head? And, if my mother was home, would she be shouting?

Occasionally my mother had enough money to buy coal and then she made a lovely, roaring fire. When we were warm her mood was more conciliatory. She took a long fork and made toast for us, bringing a bit of margarine from the kitchen. It was never butter, which my mother said was only for rich people. I had never seen butter in the house so had no idea why it was apparently a superior thing to spread on bread, but we were more than happy with the margarine. We all felt like we were at the Ritz.

But one time the fire became my downfall. I was nine years old and my mother had carefully counted out exactly the right number of shillings to pay the coal man for a bag of coal. She left the shillings on the mantelpiece. I kept looking and looking at the shiny pile of shillings lying tantalisingly unguarded and, in the end, managed to convince myself that neither my mother nor the coal man would notice if I just took a single shilling. As soon as I felt the hard, shiny coin in my hand I bolted down the road to the mobile shop – a little corner of paradise for me – and bought some sweets to share with my friends. Although sweets were very precious commodities, it never occurred to me not to share them, particularly with my younger siblings. Lucy, John and Tom were born in quick succession after me; as the oldest children, Damian and Mary were in charge of the rest of us. They usually organised their own sweets but I couldn’t bear to think of the little ones going without Mars bars or sherbet lemons if I had them.

Later that day the coal man called and Mary handed over the pile of shillings. I held my breath as he counted them up. My heart started to race at the prospect of being found out and a guilty flush spread across my face. When I had seen the shiny silver pile of coins winking at me I couldn’t envisage the consequences of my action, only instant gratification. The man, who had a decent, straightforward face, shook his head.

‘There’s a shilling missing from here, lass,’ he said, after counting the money up twice.

Mary looked devastated, and he handed over the coal anyway. ‘Just make sure it’s right next time,’ he said gently, and hopped back in his van, whistling.

Mary knew it was me who had taken the money. ‘How dare you take that money? Is it more important to you to have sweets than for our family to be warm?’

She told my mother, who was even more furious. I was more distraught about Mary’s betrayal than about the beating I knew would come from my mother. She raised her hand and delivered a few forceful punches to my head. The corners of her mouth were turned down sourly and she didn’t flinch when she saw me trying to curve my head and body away from her blows. The pain was extreme and numbing. She was doing to me exactly what Sam had done to her. How could she inflict such pain when she knew how it felt to be paralysed with fear as blows rained down? Now I remembered what the sight of the coins had obliterated: that the consequence of doing wrong was pain. I didn’t cry and waited for her to finish.

Shouting rather than physical violence was my mother’s preferred way of communicating with us; she confined her blows to punishments for specific misdemeanours, unlike Sam who preferred using his hands to using his mouth. One day, when I was three years old, I wandered into the larder cupboard looking for something to eat. I noticed some small, red, shiny things on a plate which I had never seen before and tasted one. Although I didn’t know what I was eating, they were sweet, juicy tomatoes. I ate them all and let the juice and seeds drizzle down my chin and dress. As I swallowed the last mouthful, Sam walked into the larder. His breath smelled stale and sour, a smell I hadn’t yet learned came from whisky.

‘And what do you think you’re doing?’ he growled. He looked at the empty plate of tomatoes, and then at the red stains around my mouth, and started to roar, ‘You’re a wicked, greedy girl.’ He repeatedly smashed his hand into my head. I tried to shield my head with my tiny hands but they stood no chance against his big calloused ones. I screamed but no one came running to help. Then Sam deftly took his belt out of his trouser loops, flung me belly button down on to his knees and started beating me on the bottom with his belt. The pain was too strong for tears. When he had finished, he threw me on to the larder floor and strode off. I stayed very still for a long time until the pain had subsided enough to move and until I was sure Sam was no longer in the house.

Compared with that, my mother’s slaps and tellings-off seemed mild. Although she often yelled ‘get out of my sight’ to all of us, now and again a softer, more loving side manifested itself. It was a glimpse from a 1950s American movie of perfect family life, which contrasted with the grainy war footage of daily existence. Life for my mother was hard. The babies just kept on coming and the fog of alcohol loosened her grip on an already chaotic situation at home. I don’t think she was a bad woman, but she was one who coped badly with the circumstances she found herself in. She would probably have been happier not to have had any children but, in the pre-contraception world, it wasn’t something she had any say in.

One time I had a high fever and my mother allowed me to lie on the sofa while she lit a roaring fire. Instead of going out she sat by me at the end of the sofa all night. She seemed anxious too – all in all a perfect scenario for me. I felt unconcerned about whatever was wrong with me and hardly noticed my shivery burning and pounding head. I basked in her love. Another time, when I had some kind of sore on my body, she was similarly gentle. She wound a grey poultice round and round me while I stood patiently in front of the fire enjoying the double warmth.

My mother’s attitude to my illnesses and injuries was, however, as inconsistent as her attitude to everything else concerning her children. One day I was bitten on my leg by an Alsatian dog while I was playing out in the street. The pain was fierce but the sight of the dog’s sharp, wet teeth piercing my flesh made it feel even worse. I screamed and screamed. My mother was out and a neighbour took me down to the local hospital’s casualty department. A nurse with too much pillowy flesh and sharp, black-framed glasses beckoned me into a cubicle. She was unimpressed by my tears and the chewed gash. Coldly, she drew a circle in biro around the top of my thigh where I had been bitten.

‘This is where I’m going to give you an injection,’ she said bluntly.

I started to cry louder at the prospect of a needle piercing my skin so soon after the dog’s teeth had done so. The nurse offered no words of comfort and summoned another nurse to hold my hands behind my back while she jabbed me. I screamed again and, at that moment, my mother appeared, looking irritated.

The nurse explained what had happened. ‘You can take her home now, Mrs Malone, we’re all done with her,’ she said, in that fake polite voice adults use with each other.

My mother was furious and marched me out of the hospital without a word. As soon as we arrived home, she said, ‘What the hell do you think you’re doing getting yourself bitten by a dog like that?’

Although she was dangerously careless with us, she never liked other people to witness her poor parenting and seemed to think that, as long as
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