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1

Hong Kong

I AM EIGHT YEARS OLD and it is 1965.

I look around the softly lit bar. A man sits across from me on a high stool, well dressed, alone, drink in hand; I notice him straight away. The air is smoky and the distant lights glittering below us could be those of Tokyo or Cairo or San Francisco, or any of these cities that we find ourselves in. The glitzy decor, rich smells and leather dinner menus give no clues as to even what country we are in, only what level we are currently at in International Hotel Land. This week it is Hong Kong, the hotel sumptuous, and we are hopeful this may be one of our winning streaks.

‘I’ve got you under my skin …’

A pianist is playing Sinatra songs. He drifts seamlessly from one to the next –

‘… In the wee small hours of the morning …’

I know the songs; they play everywhere we go and my mother sings along to them all.

In the hotel lobby is a Chinese emperor’s throne that you can sit on to be photographed. A kindly American couple takes a picture of me sitting on it, lifting me onto the scarlet cushion, putting the Mandarin hat with tassels on my head and telling me to smile. They scribble down the address that my mother gives them, promising to mail a print of it to my ‘home’.

I keep thinking about this, and wondering if one day we will go to a place called home. Will this photograph be waiting for me, lying on a doormat in an envelope with an American stamp? I try to picture ‘home’, and to remember the gloomy tiled hallway in the big Victorian house in the damp seaside town, but it only feels like somewhere that I’ve once visited, and not much liked.

Tonight we eat dinner in the dining room off the lobby and bar, and for once my mother can find little to say. Around us is the usual hotel mix of tanned tourist families and businessmen having serious conversations, or off duty with a beer, chatting about golf. I’m not allowed to read my books at mealtimes, so I look around the room trying to find something to be interested in.

‘… do be do … the lady is a tramp …’ The pianist drawls, Audrey joins in.

‘Why is she a tramp?’ I ask.

‘She wants to be free, do her own thing,’ she says, ‘you know,’ then she croons about having the wind in our hair and being without a care. As she sings she does the thing she calls table jiving, her hands criss-crossing through the air, fists thumping each other, thumbs pointing over her shoulder as if she was hitch-hiking right out of the restaurant.

‘So why won’t she go there in erming and pearls? What is erming?’

She sighs. ‘It’s ermine, min, fur, you know like my mink coat.’

She doesn’t like these sorts of questions. Sometimes she will give me a number, like ‘OK, three, two more’, and hold three fingers up, taking each finger down as I ask her something.

She takes out one of her menthol cigarettes and smokes it slowly, then tries to be kind.

‘Have an ice cream, sweetheart? You’ve hardly eaten anything.’

But I don’t want an ice cream and I feel sick. I know she is bored, and I shouldn’t ask anything else.

‘Shall I get myself a Coke then?’ I offer. Audrey looks over at the bar again, at the man sitting there.

‘OK then.’

This is code and we both know what is going to happen next.

I get up and make my way across to the bar; I manage to wedge myself right next to the man sitting on his stool and I can feel the rough cloth of his jacket against my arm and smell that faint male smell of aftershave and car leather and five-pound notes. The waiter fills my glass with ice and I turn to the man with what I hope is a cute smile.

‘Hello.’

He looks down at me from his bar stool. ‘Hello, princess.’

I give him an innocent look. ‘I don’t suppose you can look after my Mummy when I go to bed?’

He seems taken aback, but then laughs and turns to glance behind him. ‘So which one is your mummy? And are you quite sure she wants to be taken care of?’

I nod and point across to her. Audrey gives a puzzled smile as she gets up to come over, pretending she doesn’t know what is happening. She transforms herself in those few moments, into someone happy and fascinating.

‘Oh dear, is my little girl being a pest?’ she says, and puts her arm around me.

She has a voice that sounds excited and drowsy at the same time, and an accent she has invented for herself, a trace of her parents’ Irish Liverpool mixed with something faintly American. People are intrigued and ask her, they always do … ‘Where do you come from?’

Now with the man there is that sudden shift, a change in the atmosphere, and in him. He suddenly looks younger and more alive as he takes in the strands of red hair that fall across her face, the look she has, bright-eyed and as if there was some joke going on that no one else knew about, a joke just between them. It makes a room feel like the chandeliers have just been lit and everything sparkles.

He responds as they so often do, with that look of keen, warm interest. ‘This little princess was just telling me that she was going to bed?’

I decide then that I don’t think he is very nice, not really. I think he might be what my Auntie Grace, who doesn’t like my mother, would call ‘one of her smooth smoothies’. Audrey gives me what she believes is her motherly look.

‘She certainly is off to bed. Come on, Miss Flip!’

I get up and say goodnight to my catch of the evening. She is pleased with me. She has a hundred names for me: Miss Doodlemepop is my favourite.

Then, just as we are leaving, he takes the bait as they always do. He leans in towards her.

‘Maybe we could have a little nightcap?’

His voice is full of meaning. He smiles down at me.

‘So this little lady won’t have to worry about Mummy being all alone?’

‘Oh I don’t know,’ she says modestly, thinking about it, wondering if it would be OK. Then, with a ‘what the heck’ air as if throwing a lifetime of caution to the wind, she gives in.

‘It wouldn’t hurt, I suppose, just a quick one. I’ll settle her down first.’

Back in the room ‘settling me down’ means that I pull on my nightie, guiltily ignoring the flannel and toothbrush that Auntie Grace had presented me with. She’d been horrified that I’d never had a toothbrush, let alone been told to use one. Then I get into bed to watch the delicious routine of Mummy ‘freshening up’: the grey-green eyeliner smudged along her eyes, the coral lipstick blotted with a Kleenex, and lastly the squirt of the perfume bottle and the cloud of Youth Dew which she will lightly step into. In that moment I am entranced with her. It is like a special dance, swirling into a haze of fragrance as it curls around her, settling on her hair, her skin, as if a magical dew. Hers is the smell of the fresh early evening, black taxicabs and Martinis, mink coats and diamonds. Sometimes she will let me step into that perfume cloud and I fantasize about what my own grown-up special scent will be. I imagine honeysuckle and bluebell woods, and try to remember what these things smell like. Does England smell this way after summer showers? It should, but all I can remember is the cold sea air and rain on the windows of that sad, faraway house.

She’s ready, and there’s the feeling of her cheek brushing mine and the click of the door closing behind her. I lie in the dark, listening for the reassuring sounds of other hotel guests running baths and the murmur of conversation. Tonight I feel that she won’t be back till morning, but I know she will come back. She always comes back.

I switch the light back on and reach for my book.

The random books I collected as I passed through childhood had become, at this time, my entire guide to life. Bought in haste at airports, found abandoned in hotel lounges or given to me by sympathetic strangers, this odd library system yielded up occasional gold. Some of the content was baffling, or dull, or written in impenetrable language, but I kept going just for those precious moments of illumination when something in the story gave me a key to understanding the strange situations that I found myself in. One current favourite was called Coffee, Tea or Me?, which followed air stewardesses Trudy and Rachel as they engaged in a daily battle to ward off the attentions of the airline pilots, drunk passengers and ‘love ’em and leave ’em guys’ travelling the world. We met a lot of these ladies, who seemed so kind and elegant. We would see them again after our flight, crossing the airport concourse or hotel lobby, as they walked behind the captain and co-pilot, in their trim uniforms. But I now realize that behind that poise was a struggle for survival. A hunt of their own, the same hunt we were on.

Tonight I would struggle on with a book I’d found: Of Human Bondage by Somerset Maugham. It begins with the hero Philip as a child, sleeping safe and loved in his mother’s arms, and then being told, ‘Your mamma’s gone away. You won’t ever see her any more. Your mamma’s in heaven.’ The sense of panic and abandonment that he felt is exactly how I had felt at the death of my father. I was still unable to think of his sad, kind face without a frozen sense of misery.

As a guide to how adults love each other this story couldn’t be more shocking. Philip has a deformed back, and is terribly sensitive; he falls in love with a waitress called Mildred who is cruel to him, and who he seems to find repellent with her ‘common nasal voice’, but he cannot think about anything else. Love was my chosen subject of study, and the feelings of Philip for Mildred were so different from any childish idea of love that I felt some trick was being played on the reader.

I didn’t want to ask my mother, as she didn’t like to talk about things in books. But if a man like Philip could love a horrid girl like Mildred, then why didn’t one of those men who my mother met ever love her, when she was so beautiful and could sing and dance and tell funny stories and make the room light up? It must just have been a run of terrible, terrible luck.

Sometimes on our adventures, ‘our travels’, we were in luck. We could stay in lavish hotels with gorgeous lobbies and mirrored ballrooms, with long corridors and caged lifts: wonderlands that I could explore for hours. Then we would suddenly lurch into an entirely different world of cheap rooms and panic.

Morning comes, and I wake up with hot light coming through a narrow line down the side of the curtains, cutting across the hotel room. Audrey is sitting in a chair with her wrap around her. She isn’t doing anything. Just sitting there.

THIS IS AUDREY.

She looks so small now.

Today she’s made up like a doll; I can’t get past the likeness. Then I note the empty space in her oversized coffin has been padded with sparkling pink gauze.

A doll in a presentation box.

And yet I look at her now and that strange magnetic aura is still there. The rumble of a bus on the road outside does little to erase it. Otherwise this room is so silent, she is so still, her stories already drifting away from me, some already half forgotten.

I see now that my mother and I lived in a land of these stories. It began back then with my own escape into books, and Audrey’s myriad tales told to strangers. Ours was a fairyland of myth and anecdote, sometimes in dull black and white, sometimes Technicolor; always a musical and often a romance. Only once or twice was it a tragedy, but we got over it.

As a child there was this constant swirling mist around us, made up of all these fragments of my mother’s past, her thousand and one tales. Many were extraordinary accounts of ingenuity and good fortune, most were true, but even then I believed there was another, untold story, which hovered over us, a story that we were either leaving behind or travelling towards.

I knew, even then, that my mother was many things – a chancer, a dreamer, a procurer, a delinquent, as well as a teller of tales.

Here is one of her tales: Marilyn Monroe’s favourite bungalow was Number Seven on the studio backlot, the Norma Jean, which sat behind a dapple of succulent foliage; beyond it a path wound through tropical gardens to Bungalow Four. An assistant was taking room-service sandwiches wrapped in white linen to Clark Gable and another a tray of Martinis to Frank Sinatra in Bungalow Five. Against these tangled depths, shaded by twilight, the flames of bougainvillea match Audrey’s lipstick, and a lamp glints off her auburn hair. She has found her way to Oz, and infiltrated the magic kingdom of the movies at last. There is a patter of rain, the sky is darkening and Sinatra steps outside holding a drink – he puts out his hand to catch a raindrop and smiles.

‘What do you call a wet bear?’ Audrey asks him.

‘I don’t know.’ He grins. ‘What do you call a wet bear?’

‘A drizzly bear.’

He laughs, and raises his glass to her before moving back into the shadows.

Clink.

This is Audrey.

Crimson lips, salty tears, the sad house and the windy dunes.

Bougainvillea, Sinatra, warm breeze through the Hollywood Hills.

And me here to work out how she and I fit in between.

There’s a thread running through our story, our harum-scarum life, and it is love; perhaps, more than that, a hunt for love?

The love between a man and a woman was clearly everything. I think back to myself as a child and realize that this was coded into me. All the nooks and crannies, breezes and becalmings, the highs and lows that rattled us over the world and back are somehow connected to that thread.

Love was everything to her. To us. That hunt was everything.

I now see it drove her every day.

My mission is to work out why it took us so long to find it.

It made me who I am, that adventure, and those years of being her small partner in crime. I wasn’t always able to see where we were going but, like the back of a pantomime horse, I could hear, and in time I learnt so much. So my own story must now be about what I lost and found along the way.
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Star Quality

THE SOUTHPORT SEA had receded to a faraway ribbon of silver, and a ghostly view of Blackpool Tower shimmered across the mud and water of the estuary. On autumn nights this mirage would pulsate with light and colour and I was told that it contained a circus with dancing ponies and roaring lions.

Our first house was pebble-dashed and on a dull road of bed-and-breakfast VACANCY signs. The road went down to the so-called seaside, a dark mudflat lit with pools of reflecting water as it stretched into the distance. Silt had slowly filled the bay, and the vanishing sea had already robbed Southport of its life as a genteel resort; but at the end of the 1950s it was still holding on grimly, propping up the old fairground and planting its municipal pleasure grounds with cheery geraniums.

There was a box of cine films in the sideboard at home, labelled in my father’s careful handwriting. These were eventually lost in my mother’s endless house moves, so it is now hard to be sure what is a memory of life, and what is a memory of these flickering records of my childhood. Both have the same uneven quality, the shifts in luminosity, the haze of things that are glimpsed through gauze. My earliest childhood summers still have, in my mind, that fragile vibrancy of watercolours, and in every frame my mother sparkles. She steps out of shadows and into a transparent glow as if lit from within and fluttering with life, quivering with the next thing she wants or needs.

One flickering recollection is of a hot day in midsummer. We walk down to a seafront teeming with bank-holiday crowds as Mummy holds my hand tightly. The Marine Pleasure Gardens, with their rolling acres of lawns and lakes, are a magic kingdom to me, as we cross mock-Venetian bridges snaking over lagoons thick with chugging pleasure boats. The overhead rollercoaster creaks and explodes with screams. I am lifted up to wave at the miniature railway, rattling by us under the shadow of the pier and out into sunlight and past the cages of rabbits along the route on its way to the zoo.

We approach the high circular wall of the salty Sea Bathing Lake where seawater was still pumped from the distant sea. It was here that Mummy had once been crowned as a beauty queen. Its grand, but now grubby, concrete spaces still echo each summer with the shouts of bathers. Today it is packed with wet pink bodies as we hurry up to the changing rooms ranged along the top, and here my pudgy body is pushed and prodded into my new bikini and my hair pulled into pretty hair slides. Other small girls in their frocks and swimsuits stand holding their mothers’ hands, waiting to approach a concrete pier that projects out into the huge round pool. The man in charge knows Mummy, as most people in Southport do. He gives her a big wink and we are moved up to the front of the queue.

Within moments I am being pushed out along this lonely catwalk. I stop, but Mummy tells me to go on.

‘Don’t be such a silly, just walk to the end and say hello to that nice man.’

She points to a figure at the far end of the pier. He beckons me to come and I totter bravely along, looking down at the water all around me. As I reach the end, he squats down beside me; his face is an odd colour, all puffy and tan foundation. He’s smiling, has bright white teeth, and yet it’s not like a proper smile. His face is now close to mine, and he says into a microphone that booms out from somewhere else, ‘So! What is the name of this little Rosebud?’

I realize with horror that I am part of something I don’t understand, and can’t breathe.

He tries again, but not into the microphone and as if through his teeth. ‘Just tell us your name, love?’

I finally manage to whisper: ‘I’m Sally.’

I try to find my voice. He has pushed the microphone closer to me and I take a deep breath and shout. ‘But I’m too shy!’

I hear my voice booming and bouncing back at me, mixed with a roaring laughter from all around the pool. The sound of it seems to hang in the air, and I turn and run back along the catwalk to my mother. I know that they are laughing at me because I have done it all wrong.

Mummy shakes her head, and points to the pink sashes on the table.

‘Why did you run away? Look, they just wanted to give you a pretty Little Miss Rosebud sash, and put a crown on your head.’

I look over in wonder at the sashes, and then feel sadness that I have lost the crown and the chance to be something so special.

‘You could have had the prize and the lovely sash to take home if you hadn’t been such a sausage.’

We trudge home and I somehow already know that I am as disappointing as everything else in her grey world.

OUR HOUSE, 18 Saunders Street, was divided top and bottom and my nana lived upstairs and my parents and I downstairs. My father was already unwell with the sickness that would only get worse, but he still struggled out to his office most days. We had a gloomy living room with a brown sofa, rough to the touch, and a back door to a yard and small garden beyond. There was a fish-and-chip shop across the street where we got our dinner, groceries were delivered in a van, and a man called ‘Joe the Hoover Man’ came to mend things.

There were long summer days with drawn curtains when I was put in front of BBC children’s shows that left me feeling upset and lonely. Torchy, the battery boy with his jerky movements, had strings you could see pulling on his puppet body. I remember hiding behind the sofa. I wanted something to wish for, but didn’t know what it was.

[image: Image Missing]

Mum and me, 1960.

Even after my first failure there was still a grim determination hanging over my future. Aged three, I was enrolled at the Betty Bursey Dance Academy, and given a patent-leather case with a picture of ballet shoes on the front, to carry my shoes for ballet and tap. The older girls giggled in the changing room and whispered, ‘Betty Bursey’s busty’, which she was. Afterwards Mummy and I practised song-and-dance routines at home in her bedroom, tapping to ‘Bye, Bye Blackbird’ and bending and tipping to ‘I’m a Little Teapot’.

‘Chin up and a pretty smile as you tip over, that’s it. You are my special girl, you know?’ she told me as she showed me the moves.

Once the memory of the Rosebud contest had faded a little, I was taken for a second try-out. It was another warm afternoon; we walked down to the seafront, on the promise of an ice cream, but then arrived at the large stage that was erected each season in the gardens outside the Floral Hall.

She bends and whispers, ‘Go on, just sing “Wiggly Woo” like we do at home.’

I’m given a little shove, out in front of a sea of elderly day-trippers seated in deckchairs. A man holds the microphone for me to sing and off I go.

‘There’s a worm at the bottom of the garden, and his name is Wiggly Woo.’

I glance to the side of the stage, where Mummy is mouthing the words at me, and wiggling her hips and arms, to remind me to wiggle like a worm as I sing the chorus. But without her at my side I feel lost and alone; I falter and can’t do my wiggle. As I curtsey, weak applause rises from the ranks of drowsy deckchairs.

With an air of finality my mother decided that I just could not sing, and that I had my father’s ‘two left feet’ and would never dance. My role in the double act we were fated to be was yet to emerge. For the moment I was given up on until I could display a talent for something.

For now, we both knew who was the real star. There was a big gold chocolate box with a sagging bow of ribbon glued to the top; it lived in wardrobes and I would beg for it to be lifted down and opened. Digging among the layers of photographs in different hues, I would pull them out longingly. These were small sepia windows to another life, and showed a little imp with dancing shoes and dressing up clothes grinning out at me.

[image: Image Missing]

WHO WAS SHE, this little girl? She was my mother, but in quite another incarnation, and living in this strange, dingy and unrecognizable world of the ‘olden days’. If I caught her in the right mood, she could be drawn back there to the Liverpool dockyards, some twenty miles away from us in Southport. It was now only a few stops on the train, or a drive down past the sand dunes and through dull suburbs, past Auntie Grace’s house, and past the war memorial and not so far at all; but it was also another place entirely: the past. Although it lay a little beyond my childish understanding, I would still feel the dark clouds of the Depression hanging heavily over Bootle’s terraced slums, and the notorious Scotland Road roaring and rattling with life through those hard times. It was a place that was dirty, noisy and vivid. When the working day at the dockyards finished, the stream of men would head straight to the pubs, and by mid evening their doorways let out blasts of smoky air and maudlin drunken singing, until closing time when fights began on the pavements and the wives appeared, shouting, trying to get their husbands away home.

Nearby, at Uncle Charlie’s coalyard, my mother – then Audrey Miller, aged six or seven – would be lifted onto the kitchen table, wearing her top hat, feet in shiny new tap shoes and clutching her cane. As the family crowded around she would start to sing, tapping her toes and swishing her cane from hand to hand, practising for her role in Babes in the Wood; the pantomime was to be performed at Liverpool’s most splendid theatre, the Empire, and she was to be Bootle’s very own leading light. Here she is with her shock of red hair, an irrepressible ball of impish energy, grabbing the limelight as she flutters by with the fairy chorus. ‘Give us a turn!’ someone calls. Immediately she stops dancing and pauses wide-eyed – she knows she has the room …


‘Shhh and I’ll tell you a secret,

something to open your eyes.

Are you awfully excited?

Cos it’s going to be … a surprise!’



I learnt this same poem, widening my eyes, whispering the lines, just as she had done …


‘Daddy says there aren’t any fairies,

But Mummy whispers low.

“Don’t take any notice, darling.

There are things even daddies don’t know.”’



This little girl would see things that I would never see, although I grew up with her, hearing her stories; and as I grew older I would begin to learn her secrets, and about the darker deeds she became caught up in. Something had happened in that shadowy world, something that would affect both our futures.

MOST DAYS Mummy and I strolled down to Lord Street, the graceful boulevard around which the town of Southport arranged itself. It stretched for almost a mile, wide enough to allow for expansive gardens, which ran continuously along its length. The elegant shop façades on the other side were fronted by a long cast-iron and glass canopy with fine detailing and ornate columns wrapped with plump cherubs. There were Tea Gardens, with playing fountains, and bandstands from which music was performed. Great chestnut trees made a cool canopy overhead.

In later years, when I lived in London, I would learn not to tell people that this was one of the finest thoroughfares in the world. It would make me seem ridiculous to be claiming this for a town no one knew and usually mixed up with Stockport. If I added that Prince Louis-Napoleon Bonaparte had lived here in 1846, and it had been the inspiration for Napoleon and Haussmann’s scheme in redesigning Paris, I would be certainly mocked. But it was true, and in years to come, as I travelled the world, I would see great abandoned cities once on the Silk Route, or ruling a forgotten empire, and come to understand how easily one northern seaside town could be lost or buried under the silt of only a few decades of history.

My mother still had her postcards and pictures showing the town in the 1930s, when the rich and famous of the day came pouring out of the Garrick Theatre, the women in silks and furs, the men in evening wear and monocles. Uniformed chauffeurs waited in the glow of the street lamps, and behind them a thousand fairy lights glimmered in the trees.

Leading off from Lord Street were narrow lanes with small mysterious shops selling magical things. One grubby entrance was hidden beneath driftwood and dangling conch shells and guarded by a hanging African juju witch-doctor doll, and, even more terrifying, within, by a thin stooped old man. If you were brave enough to duck down and get past the fierce witch doctor, you came to broken steps leading to a basement cave where the old man’s shell grotto sold everything it is possible to make from seashells. These barnacled wonders were some of the earliest things I can remember wanting.

Alongside him were second-hand booksellers mixed in with greasy cafés and tawdry bucket-and-spade shops with rows of bright pink sticks of rock. These lanes led from Lord Street’s elegance to the part of town now judged to be ‘common’ and the Land of the Day-trippers. A grand Victorian promenade of large hotels, once the crown of the Riviera of the North West, was now beginning to tarnish, and beyond it the miles of pleasure gardens leading to the muddy beach were showing peeling paintwork and cracks thick with weeds.

Yet Lord Street still prospered, and incredibly an orchestra still played each day in the glass-domed restaurant of the Marshall and Snelgrove department store. This was where my mother longed to be, cocooned in its gilded calm, or at the Prince of Wales Hotel where people stepped out of Rolls-Royces to vanish through great mahogany revolving doors into a world of luxurious wealth.

This world was now lost to her. All she had was me and my daddy, her terminally ill husband, and her life in a shabby flat. So she sighed and fidgeted through most of the day, played her gramophone records over and over again, smoking her menthol cigarettes.

She would sometimes leave me with Nana and disappear for hours, till my nana stood at the window with her Parkinson’s tremor getting worse with the worry.

Sometimes mail arrived with foreign stamps, or someone telephoned from London, and my mother would brighten before falling into a deeper gloom.

My poor father, Neil, had reasons to believe that he had ruined the life of the woman he adored, and that his death would mean leaving me with a reluctant mother. Because of him, for some reason I would eventually come to understand, she hadn’t been able to marry the man she really wanted to marry, or have the glittering life she had planned; and now he was going to leave her with no money.

Did he wonder how all this would play out when he was gone, and if she would begin to chase her lost dreams once again, but with me in tow, now fated to a rackety life? Did he fear what this would mean, and how it would shape my future?

He had contracted a rare disease while serving with the RAF in Africa during the war. He now struggled to carry on working, and increasingly he came home from the office to lie down or to go to his hospital visits.

None of this was the life that my mother had hoped for, and she was never a woman to simply accept her fate. One day we were going to be far away from it all. There was nothing else for it; she was so full of wanting, and still craving all the things that she believed had slipped away from her. To get these things back she was going to have to cross a line. I don’t think she realized that this was what she was doing, or that she would be taking me with her to this life on the other side of that line; she was simply helpless and this was our fate. She had skills, honed in the back streets of Liverpool and learnt from her no-good father, which she was now quite willing to use to get her out of the mess in which she found herself, and who could blame her?
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The Grand House

OUR TAXI PULLS UP at what seems to be a mansion. It is an enormous gloomy Victorian house of red brick smothered in a blanket of dense dusty ivy. Set back behind a busy main road, its gates open to a circular driveway and neat lawns with beds of black earth and rosebushes that point their spikes to the sky. Behind the front door is a vast tiled hallway, and then more corridors and doors. Just this hallway alone seems bigger than our entire previous flat. High ceilings look down onto rooms with new names: cloakroom, larder, dining room, salon … I have no memory of it having a kitchen at all and, if it did, I don’t believe we ever used it.

A van arrives, and a small plump man who smells of perfume begins telling the other men where to put all the big boxes.

‘Are you one of the Seven Dwarfs?’

Mummy says that was very rude and to say sorry. His name is David Glover, an antique dealer, and I watch as the stream of wooden crates begins to be unpacked; their contents are placed around the rooms and David Glover puts things on top of other things. A pillar called a torchère has a boy with wings and a bow and arrow placed on top of it; it means that you have to be very careful. In the dining room a great table of gleaming mahogany arrives, with an army of chairs to go around it that no one will ever sit on. The new furniture has names like Sheraton and Chippendale, and a sideboard called William the Third. I hide under this sideboard when Mummy’s friends come round, and I hear the sparkly glasses taken out of the cabinet and the chink of a sherry bottle. I hear her friend, Auntie Ava, ask her ‘How on earth have you afforded all this?’ and my mother touches her nose and laughs, saying, ‘That would be telling!’

[image: Image Missing]

 Mum and Dad, (housekeeper in background) 14 Lulworth Road, 1962.

It is a house with a mystery: I find another den at the foot of the stairs from where I overhear my Auntie Grace whisper to Uncle Phil, ‘How do you explain it, where’s she finding all this money?’

It was clearly baffling to everyone that, just as we should have been sliding into poverty, we instead moved up in the world so spectacularly. My mother had no job, and her own mother, Nana, was mainly bedridden; my daddy was now very unwell, and there was me. Yet here we all were, and she had moved us from a shabby flat on the wrong side of town into a large and impressive house with live-in staff that she had apparently paid for herself. Even at a young age I was becoming aware of these secrets that seemed to hang in the air of those endless rooms.

FROM THE HALLWAY a sweeping staircase wound up to a landing and corridor, off which there were numerous bedrooms. At night the stairwell felt even bigger, leading to a pool of darkness below. It was a house that changed shape under cover of night. Corridors stretched out forever, the stairs doubled their length and there were strange noises, whisperings and banged doors.

At the top of the staircase there was a door. This door was quite unlike all the others in the house. The others were of dark wood with brass, but this was painted white and had a plastic handle. This door led to another world, one so different it was hard to believe the two regions shared a roof. Through this door was the domain of ‘the Back Flat’. Here a succession of housekeepers lived a completely self-contained existence: in a warm, cheery fug, with a smell of sausages, and windows that streamed with condensation from the gas fire.

The Back Flat had colourful lino and carpets, and a display of decorative objects that changed with each housekeeper but somehow shared a cheeky style, and seemed of a quite different order than the objects that had been carefully positioned around the main house.

Some of these ladies came with husbands and some without. First was Alice, Irish, with pale powdery skin she liked me to kiss; then Mrs Liddel with her colostomy bag that smelt bad; then Mr and Mrs Braithwaite with their son Colin who wasn’t quite right; and there were others long since forgotten. They all lived similar domestic lives, in the glare of bright overhead fluorescent lighting, with TVs on loudly in the kitchen showing Opportunity Knocks or Coronation Street.

The housekeepers had stacks of family photographs of smiling grandchildren and mementoes from holidays, things that made me long to go on a holiday: straw donkeys in hats, a mermaid made of seashells, tea towels emblazoned with lines like ‘Glorious Devon’. From her beloved Ireland Alice brought hundreds of knick-knacks in vivid green, with winking leprechauns and shamrocks that brought you good luck.

Mrs Liddel’s ‘piggywigs’ peeped out from the window ledges, alongside decorated mugs and tea cosies; Mrs Braithwaite had her ‘plaques’, plaster sculptures which crowded the walls from their hooks – pirate ships, glades with Gypsy caravans, lagoons with Venetian gondolas and the heads of flamenco dancers. She gave me one for my room, of a pirate buccaneer with a beard who leered down at me, and I loved it passionately.

They all were happy to feed me my preferred dinner of a chip butty and a cup of sweet tea before sending me back through the door to the gloomy spaces of the landing. I hated going back across that threshold.

The Back Flat was slightly awkward and not where I belonged, but it was cosy. The Other Side, our house and my bedroom, felt dark and cold after my mother had gone out, and I was ashamed that I had to have a potty under the bed as I was too frightened to put my head outside the covers, let alone cross the landing and go down the long creaking corridor to the toilet.

As an only child adrift in this great pile of a house, I loved to hear stories of my mother’s Bootle sardine-can childhood. If on a rainy day I could coax her to bring down that box, I would rummage through the treasure trove of photographs, pulling out this one or that, pleading with her to fill in the soundtrack, to conjure the atmosphere to go with these fading images. Life at Uncle Charlie’s sounded so safe, cocooned against the poverty and violence outside.

There everyone was bundled in together around the warm fire, with the sound and smell of the horses steaming and stamping in the yard outside. Charlie Clarke’s own large family ruled the roost. ‘Nana and I just mucked in, sleeping together in a small bed and sharing a room with the cousins.’

‘Was it really, really cosy?’ I’d ask hopefully.

‘Yes I suppose it was, but very cramped and noisy. From dawn to dusk you could hear wagons clattering about in the coalyard and horses clopping in and out, and people shouting and joshing. There was always a great pot of Scouse on the stove, and it seemed to go with the endless chatter around the table: the craic.’

My mother soaked it up, as I would soak up her tales in turn: the gossip, banter and stories of her Irish family roots, friends and neighbours, in which everyone was either a saint or a sinner. Words and thoughts came tumbling out of her, her cousins would later tell me, as she was lifted onto that table to entertain, to relate the story of some small triumph or disaster to make everyone laugh or cry. She made the stories crackle with life; she could just get people, their voices and little tics. It was a gift and she was going to make it work for her. She was going to be somebody; her mother Rebecca knew it, and was quietly determined. Audrey had absorbed this into her being, understanding that she was special, and one day her life would be somewhere else far from those dirty streets.

This was where our history started; I never heard any of the Irish past from further back, except that I was told that my grandparents – Rebecca, my nana, and Len, my grandfather – had arrived here from Ireland just before Audrey, my mother, was born. She would describe the dockyard slums, built around courts, dirt-floored yards where there was a toilet and a tap shared by several families.

‘Nana was a real lady, and an angel,’ my mother always said, but I knew she had married a bad man, my grandfather, Len Miller. The family story was that he was a man with some plausible charm, which soon wore thin, revealing him as a charlatan and an operator. Nana quietly managed to get by, keeping house and her pride and doting on her small daughter.
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Mum, Bootle, 1932.

Then Len disappeared, leaving them destitute. Without his income they were homeless and had to move in down the road with Uncle Charlie. Nana took on a coster barrow to sell fruit and vegetables. We had driven past that bleak stretch of road down by the docks, and my mother had pointed out to me where Nana had stood with her barrow all day and in all weathers.

‘But every night Nana twisted the rags round my hair with her poor sore fingers that were chapped from the cold, and in the morning, when they were unwound, my ringlets would tumble down past my shoulders. People would stop me in the street to exclaim at my hair.’

‘What did they say?’ I asked, wishing my own brown mop was long glossy red-gold ringlets.

‘They’d say, “Look at that colour, true auburn, and the shine to it. The glory of it,” they’d say.’

‘Tell me again about the parades?’ These were the kinds of questions she liked me to ask her: invitations to tell a story from those years when they were still happy and full of hope.

‘In the spring I’d be put in a dress made from lace tablecloths with a crown of flowers, and I’d ride just like a princess on top of Uncle Charlie’s coal wagon at the head of the May Day Parade.’

‘And where would you go?’ I’d ask, staring at the little black and white picture of the small Queen who stared back at me. She was my age, grinning at me, but from this other sooty and shadowy world.

‘We’d trundle down through the park, where I’d sit grandly on a special throne, with crowds all around watching me being crowned as Queen of May.’

‘Did they all cheer?’

‘I expect they did. Then in the summer it was the Orange Day Parade and I would be the Good King Billy, wearing a big floppy hat with an enormous feather. Uncle Charlie’s horse carried me all round the streets of Bootle.’

I loved this bit, and would ask: ‘And what was it that they shouted at you?’

‘The Protestants all cheered us, but the Catholics yelled at us, like they did in the playground, “Proddy dogs!” And me and my friends shouted back, “Cat licks!”’

I’d peer at the photos of Mummy in her finery and imagine being there, and yelling ‘Cat licks!’ too.

Her happiest moments of all were on stage, in her fairy wings and ballet dress made by Auntie Sadie, her godmother and her mother’s younger best friend. The two women were very different. Rebecca, my nana, was quiet and modest, whereas Sadie had the same high spirits as Audrey.

‘People would think I was Sadie’s little girl, as the two of us would be laughing and skipping along the road while my mother walked
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