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To Mum and Aunty, the towering forces in my life, who both in their own way shaped me into the person I am today.
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Prologue

I remember wishing it wasn’t so cold, but at least the sun shone through the breaks in the clouds.

‘The sun shines on the righteous,’ Aunty used to say.

It was four weeks since Mum had died. Standing still and straight next to my siblings, I thought of those who were missing: Marge, Marion’s identical twin, and Mary, a year older, both in Australia with their families; my secret sister Sheila in the Isle of Man . . .

The priest stood next to the grave and said the prayers of internment in a soft clear voice. Mum was cremated soon after she died and now we were burying her ashes on the small family plot, next to her mother and father and older sister ‘Aunty’. The only marker was a small plain wooden cross and the plot was overgrown with rough grass. I wished we had decided to scatter her ashes somewhere beautiful and not in that barren East London graveyard with its dilapidated statues and neglected monuments.

No one was crying except for me, and I wasn’t crying for Mum, I was crying for myself.



I had begun to notice the changes in Mum during my weekly visits. She had lost weight, and was shrunken and grey. She had never had many wrinkles, but now her eyes were old and tired, and although she was only seventy-three, she looked frail and ill.

‘Kath,’ she said softly as I took her up a cup of tea, ‘I need to clear out the cupboard in here.’

I looked at her lying in that bed and, to my shame, felt angry. In a few weeks I was having an operation – a serious one. It was my turn to be ill now; I needed her to look after me. Why was she talking about tidying the cupboard? It was blocked in by the wardrobe and no one had opened it in years.

‘Mum, can you drink this?’ I offered her the cup, but she turned her head away. Mum’s bed was in the box room. I had slept most of my childhood nights in that room. First my sister Mary and I had slept together in a big double bed that took up most of the room. Once Mary had left home I shared the same bed with Mum. I used to dread the rare occasions when I was told to change the sheets because I didn’t like to see the black speckles of mould that bloomed where the sheets touched the damp walls. There was a large air vent in the external wall but Mum covered it in plastic bags to stop the draughts and I guess that was why the walls were always running with moisture. The bedroom window looked out over our street, Valence Avenue. It was one of the main through routes in Dagenham. It was lined with tall horse chestnut trees, which we would scramble under every autumn searching for conkers.

Inside, the paintwork was peeling, and there was never any carpet on the floor, so when I got out of bed in the mornings my toes would freeze. As well as a double bed there was an old 1930s-style wardrobe and dressing table that had been donated by a well-meaning relative, and squeezed into the remaining space. These held a strange mixture of my things and Mum’s and smelt of mothballs and damp. I still dream about that smell, and that room.

After Mary had left home she would sometimes send little presents home for Margaret and me. A pair of socks, a bar of soap, a flannel – small things, but I treasured them. We didn’t really have things of our own, so I would squirrel these treasures away in my drawer of the dressing table. I never used any of them – they were far too special to use – I just got them out to touch and look at from time to time. There was no light bulb attached to the fitting that dangled from the centre of the ceiling because Mum couldn’t afford to replace it. Consequently homework had to be done sitting at the top of the stairs under the landing light. Downstairs was always much too noisy and busy and there was never any room for books.

As I stood in that room as an adult, it seemed to me that for all the happy memories, the walls were permeated with secret sorrows.



I hadn’t got round to sorting out the cupboard while Mum was alive, but several months after the funeral I agreed to help my older sister Josie clear Mum’s room. She and our sister Pat had never married and still lived in our old childhood home.

We began to sort through all the assorted junk and paraphernalia. Josie was looking hot and flushed, and I was worried about her.

‘Are you sure you’re okay, Josie?’ I asked. ‘We can stop for a rest if you like.’

She shook her head.’ No, I’m fine.’

Her hair was fine like Mum’s had been, but she dyed the grey. Josie had always been a very neat person, and was usually well groomed and conscious of her appearance. Her fingernails were always manicured and her hair perfectly styled. The one thing she had never been able to control was her weight, and it was this that was now making her breathless.

Cobwebs dangled from the top and sides of the cupboard, and my mind spun back fourteen years to when I had not long been at college, and my jewellery box mysteriously disappeared from the dressing table. Patrick, my then boyfriend, had bought me some large gold hoop earrings for my twenty-first birthday, a gold ingot pendant and some pretty gold and silver bangles. When I had questioned Mum about it she told me she had put the box in the cupboard to keep them safe. At the time I’d believed her totally, and it was only later that I realised that she must have sold them. Still, I watched closely as Josie groped about in the cupboard.

‘What’s this?’

She reached to the back of the shelf and pulled out a dusty old bag full of yellowing envelopes. They were all written in the same unfamiliar sloping hand, all with different postmarks, some dated from before I was born, but all addressed to me, Kathleen Stevens. I swallowed as I realised that she’d found something far more precious than that old jewellery box. Something that would have the potential to change my life; to help unravel the mysteries that had dogged it.
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The Mummy Lady

Thinking back now, my memories of Dagenham began towards the end of the 1950s. I remember a patch of blue sky and someone singing ‘Lulla Lulla Lullaby’ in a soft, sweet, sad voice. I don’t know how old I was, or who was singing, but the melody, though simple, was haunting. Rationing had ended several years before, and food was plentiful for those who could afford to buy it. However we were poor. Crushingly poor. We lived in the same house that our grandparents had moved to in the 1920s, but Dagenham had already begun a downward slide. The once well-kept red brick houses were starting to deteriorate, and many of the original tenants had moved on.

I don’t suppose growing up as the second youngest in a single-parent family of ten is ever a bowl of cherries. Trying to do that as a Catholic in 1950s Dagenham was even harder. Pat was the oldest sister I knew, and I loved her to bits. She had shiny black hair and twinkling brown eyes that I could see through her glasses. To me she was all powerful; her strong arms kept me safe and she knew the answers to all my questions. Well, nearly all. I remember her taking me on a special visit one day. I suppose I must have been about three and my only younger sibling, Margaret, would have been about eighteen months old.

As Pat carried me, I wriggled in her arms. I could walk perfectly well; I wasn’t a baby! The building we approached was tall, grey and forbidding. I decided to hang on to Pat after all. As we entered through the big doors there was a man who talked to us and then sent us towards the stone stairs. Pat carried me up them and I wondered where we were going. We had to wait with a lot of other people for the bell to ring so Pat took me over to the window to look out. I saw Margaret waiting outside with my other sister Josie; suddenly she looked up from my sister’s arms with such a sad look on her face. I felt very important to be the one who was allowed inside.

The bell rang and we moved through the big swing doors. There were chairs and little tables, all empty and waiting. The doors at the other end of the big room opened and the ladies came in.

‘There’s Mummy,’ whispered Pat, and walked over to the lady.

She kissed me on the cheek and gave me a sweetie. ‘Hello darling,’ she cooed, as Pat handed her an envelope. A tall man came over. He had a funny hat and he took the envelope from the Mummy lady, opened it, looked at it and then gave it back. She and Pat talked while I looked around at the other ladies and their visitors. Then the Mummy lady stroked my face and suggested, ‘Why don’t you run and say hello? They might have something nice for you,’ and being a compliant child I slipped off Pat’s lap and did as I was told.

‘’Ello sweetheart,’ one lady said. She looked quite scary and big, with red raw hands and face, but she gave me a sweet so I took it and hurried on. Most of them were sitting at their own little tables, but others were dressed all the same in jackets with shiny buttons on them, and stood around the walls of the room watching everyone like nosey birds. Some of the ladies gave me a sweet, others just patted my head and some spoke to me, but I didn’t go near the standing-up ones. I carried on without uttering a sound, just walked solemnly round to each in turn, round the big room with its shiny floor and cream painted walls and its unfamiliar smell.



Years later, Aunty used to stir her tea, look at the bubbles and say, ‘Secrets and lies go to the sides and money stays in the middle,’ and she would look slyly over at my mum, who would pretend she hadn’t heard.

Our council house had been new when my grandparents had moved there in 1926. Granddad died before I was born and Granny died when I was three, so I don’t really remember either of them. I grew up in that house with my mum, two brothers and six sisters and Mum’s older sister Edie, or ‘Aunty’ as we always called her. Strictly we were a family of ten children, but we never counted Sheila. Sheila was the oldest and had gone with her dad when he and Mum had split up during the war. I had never met her, and the only reason I knew she existed was because Aunty would sometimes say to my sister Pat, ‘You’re just like your sister Sheila.’ Pat never answered and would just look away.

Aunty and Mum didn’t talk to each other except through us.

Even though they were sitting in the same room as each other it’d be ‘Tell your mother I’m going out!’ or ‘Ask Aunty if she wants a cup of tea.’ The only direct communication they had was during ferocious arguments – the kind that makes your insides feel like they’re falling out. Sometimes Aunty would throw things. She was smaller than Mum, with a thick head of tight curly hair that had been black, but was increasingly grey as the years passed. She would periodically have it permed at the hairdressers round the corner, and would come home looking like a poodle. She rarely washed her hair between times, preferring to rub olive oil into her head. She said it helped with her ‘screws’ which is what she called her arthritis. Her eyes were a deeper blue than Mum’s but they still sparkled. Sometimes they sparked with mischief, as she loved to irritate people, especially Mum. We were never allowed to use bad language, even ‘bum’ was considered a swear word, but Aunty took great joy in flaunting that rule. If she was just in a playful mood she would talk about burps and farts, but when she was in a temper about something the language would get a lot more colourful!

One day we were sitting at the table and Aunty was shouting from the scullery. She came in like a whirlwind and turning towards Mum screeched, ‘I don’t care what yer bloody well say, I know what’s been going on,’ and she slung the teapot full of scalding tea on to the table where it landed, spewing out the hot liquid all over poor Mary.

‘There was money in me drawer, and now it’s gone!’ she continued, spitting the words out, while we children looked on, open-mouthed.



I wasn’t very old before I began to understand that lots of things about me were different from other girls and boys I knew.

Our mum was different from other children’s mums. She was a lot older and spoke differently. Her voice always sounded posh. She had grey hair and was overweight, and her clothes were old and poor quality. She also smoked a lot, although this was the one thing she had in common with many women at that time. She would send us across the road to the shop to get ten Olivia when she had a bit of money or five Player’s Weights when she was hard up.

Mum often had a bottle of PLJ by her bed: Pure Lemon Juice, guaranteed to make you slim. I realise now how desperate she was to recapture her youthful good looks. Though we sometimes only had boiled potatoes for dinner, or a big suet pudding with golden syrup if we were lucky, she would have her PLJ and her cigarettes.

She inhabited a fantasy world for much of the time – one where she was as young and beautiful and glamorous as any film star. The secrets and lies that dominated my childhood were the smokescreen that made her life bearable.
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School

As we got older we all knew that there were things we were never allowed to talk about, and questions we weren’t allowed to ask. There were so many things we didn’t understand.

My younger sister Margaret was always the shy one. She was tiny with huge brown eyes like chocolate drops fringed with thick black lashes. We both had our hair cut in a pudding-basin style, although hers was black and mine was brown, and we shared the same bumpy nose. We used to whisper to each other about secret things. She would ask me, ‘Where is our dad?’

I told her he died in the war because I didn’t really know. I was the big sister and it was my job to boss her around, know all the answers and to always look after her, so I made things up.

Mum wasn’t well when I was due to start school so I had started at the nearby state primary school instead of the catholic school all my siblings had attended. At the time I didn’t question the decision, but many years later I was to discover the shocking reasons why it had been made.



From the age of six I had to move to St Vincent Roman Catholic primary school so that I could prepare for my First Holy Communion. There were two infant classes and four junior classes in our school, which was built as a long corridor with classrooms leading off. Everything seemed to be painted the same sickly green colour. There was also a hall, which was used for PE and school dinners, and an office where the headmaster sat. The playground was concrete and seemed very big and frightening. At break times there would be hundreds of children racing round, kicking footballs, playing two balls against the walls, skipping, doing handstands and headstands, shouting and running and roaring. My favourite game was Two Balls. We had special rhymes that we sang as we played: ‘One two three and a downsey, four five six and a downsey, seven eight nine and a downsey, ten and a downsey, drop the ball.’ And then the next girl would take over. And the rhyme would begin again. We would repeat this over and over replacing ‘downsey’ with ‘over’ or ‘under’ and changing the way we threw the balls to match the words. Skipping was another game I enjoyed. Two girls would hold one end each of a long rope and they would turn it, each of the other children taking turns to run in and skip. There was also French skipping which was quite complicated and involved double ropes and jumping in and out skilfully; this was far trickier and took lots of practice to become proficient.

Margaret and I didn’t usually stay for school dinners, preferring to walk the fifteen minutes home. We always hoped that Mum would let us stay off for the afternoon, and she often did. We liked to have soup for lunch – always Heinz from a tin.

Once a fortnight it would be family allowance day. Mum would call out to us, ‘Come on you two; we’ve got to go to the Post Office.’

We would run to join her, and holding a hand each she would whisk us over the road to the shops.

‘If you stand and wait nicely,’ she would say, ‘we’ll go and get same bananas and some rolls from the bakers and have banana rolls for lunch.’ We would squirm with anticipation, and once the 8 shillings was collected, make our way to collect the promised feast. We didn’t usually go back to school on family allowance day. If it was hot then we would sometimes be allowed a frozen Jubbly, an icy prism of orange heaven, and very occasionally Mum would also buy us a tiny box of Cadbury’s Milk Tray chocolates, with a few nestled inside.

Some of the other children took packed lunches and others had free dinners. My older sisters had had free dinners, but when Margaret and I started at St Vincent’s, Marge had pleaded on our behalf. ‘Don’t make them have free dinners. They’re disgusting, and everyone knows you get free dinners because the teacher calls it out.’

Mum had given in; she was always softer with Margaret and I than with the others.

I thought the children that took packed lunches were the luckiest. They had a little box or bag and inside their mum would have packed the things that they liked: a little sandwich, a sausage roll, an apple and sometimes a slice of cake. But there were some children who just brought a plastic bread bag with the toast crusts left over from their breakfast. I didn’t envy them.

We grew to hate school. It was an unfriendly place and most of the teachers were very strict and shouted a lot. We didn’t go to school that often. Although Mum did her best to persuade us to go, we also did our best to persuade her to let us stay at home. Usually we won.



When I moved into the juniors we had a young Irish teacher who had some modern ideas. One day he brought in a tape recorder. He told us that we were going to come out to the front of the class to read our writing and he was going to record us on to the tape so that we could listen to ourselves. I felt quietly confident. I was one of the best readers in the class and even though my work was untidy I usually got at least 8/10 for my writing. I had been really careful with my writing today as I had something especially exciting to write about. I listened patiently as each child’s turn came and went. When it was my turn I carried my workbook up to the front and stood next to the teacher nervously. He pushed the button on the tape recorder and nodded at me to begin. I began to read, but unfortunately had a bad cold. I didn’t have a hanky and so tried to control the snot running down my nose by sniffing it back up every minute or so. Some of the children began to giggle but I didn’t take any notice I was concentrating so hard on reading my writing carefully. When we had all finished our recordings were played back for us to listen to. Mine sounded awful . . .

‘My cat Tiddy’ sniff, ‘has got 4’ sniff ‘kittens’, sniff. ‘Me and my’ sniff ‘sister look’ sniff ‘after them’ sniff. ‘We’ sniff ‘are going’ sniff ‘to keep one’ sniff ‘when it is grown’ sniff ‘up but’ sniff ‘the other one’ sniff ‘will’ sniff ‘go to a new’ sniff ‘home’ sniff. The result of my runny nose had been exaggerated by the tape resulting in an explosion of laughter from the whole class including my teacher. I wanted to disappear! It would be a very long time before I could read out loud again.

Mum thought that children who played out in the street were ‘guttersnipes’, but she did let us walk to and from school on our own. My friends Hannah and Jane would sometimes knock for me on the way.

There were still some old bombsites near us, and a favourite game would be clambering through them to see what we could find. Today Hannah had another idea.

‘Let’s play “Knock Down Ginger”.’ She turned to Jane. ‘You go and knock on the door and we’ll hide here.’

Jane did as she was told, while Hannah and I ducked down behind the fence. As soon as she had knocked, Jane flew back down the path and joined us to watch and wait. After a minute or two, a lady with a baby in her arms opened the door and peered out while we crouched down laughing our heads off. This was a game that we played often, but sometimes the person who opened the door would catch sight of us and shout out and occasionally even chase us along the road.

More scary than that was the Milk Float Game.

The horse-drawn milk floats of my sisters’ childhood had now disappeared and been replaced with electric versions. These could pick up a fair bit of speed on a straight road. We would wait for the milkman to get on board and then run behind.

‘Jump!’ we would encourage each other, and we would leap onto the back of the float and hang there for a free ride.



When I return to Dagenham now to visit my sister, who still lives in our house, I sometimes walk around the familiar streets remembering the games and the children that I played them with. I also remember the stark mixture of tension, fear, excitement and fun that was part of my childhood, and it helps me to understand and make sense of my life now – despite all the unanswered questions.
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A New Friend

The most popular girl in my class was called Christine. She had short brown bobbed hair with a ribbon tied round it, and was always dressed in clean clothes. I was desperate for her to be my best friend.

‘Christine is coming round to play!’ I announced proudly. Mum just lifted her eyes to heaven. I looked around me. I wanted Christine to play in our back garden with me but was acutely aware that it was completely overgrown. It didn’t seem to matter when Margaret and I played out there. In fact it made it more exciting, as we had very fertile imaginations. One of our favourite games was being explorers. We would play until the summer sun set red and gold over Mr Stan’s corrugated garden shed, and I’d nudge Margaret and say, ‘Look! Aurora borealis!’ I must have heard about the northern lights from the television or from my sisters. Either way, I knew they were something exciting!

The only flowers that were visible in the garden were a few white flag irises and a big bushy pink dog rose, remnants of our grandfather’s days. Most of the space was now covered in a dense layer of weeds and grass, almost as tall as we were. The thick scratchy heads of couch grass were difficult to cut with a pair of old blunt scissors, but that was all I had. I needed to ‘tidy up’ the garden before Christine came to play and so knelt down and slowly began to cut. My sister Marge came out into the garden.

‘What are you up to?’ she asked, watching me with a curious expression.

‘Gardening.’

‘Why?’

‘Because my friend is coming to play.’

Marge smirked, ‘You’ll be lucky!’ and she went back inside laughing. The sun was hot on my back but I didn’t mind. I must have stayed there for a long time, because I remember how the grass and stones began to cut into my knees, and how my fingers ached from working the scissors.

Marge was right – Christine never did come to play. She told me her dad had forbidden her to come.

‘He says I’m not allowed round your house cos he knows your dad. He works with him at Ford’s.’

This was a bolt out of the blue for me. My dad?

I met her words with silence. I was used to not knowing things, used to things not making sense, and I was also used to keeping quiet. I just stared back, swallowing the disappointment and trying not to care.

Margaret and I continued to enjoy our garden throughout the summer, and played lots of pretend games, building homes with the sheets on the line, draping chairs with old bits of cloth, and using them as ‘Indian tepees’. Other favourite games involved steeping flower petals in water to make perfume, and collecting stones and grass to make a ‘dinner’ from anything else we could find. There was one time when we took this a little too far. Mum had said we couldn’t have a bath because she couldn’t afford the gas. Bath time was usually only once a week on a Sunday and we would use each other’s water. By the time it got to our turn it was an interesting grey colour. On this day we had decided we wanted our own bath. We whispered to each other in the garden, and then proceeded to plaster our faces, arms and legs with as much mud as we could find.

‘Have I got much on my face?’ I asked Margaret.

‘No, I can’t see much,’ she lied, so I layered even more of the brown-grey mixture across my cheeks.

Mum came out to call us in for bed and let out a screech.

‘You naughty girls!’ she shouted, and bent down to take the slipper off her foot. Our mum never smacked us, but in that second we saw such frustration and anger that our instincts told us to run. How well I remember diving up the stairs with Margaret a step behind me, followed closely by Mum, slipper in hand. We ran into the bathroom and slid the lock across and stood inside breathing heavily, our hearts racing.

‘Come out of there now, you naughty girls!’ Mum said angrily. But we stayed where we were. It seemed like an eternity until we heard her going back downstairs but in reality it probably took no more than a minute or two for her anger to subside and for her to see the funny side. We got our bath that night. Mum sometimes bought us Matey bubble bath when she had some money. We loved it and would sit in the bath for an age, playing with the suds until our fingers and toes were as wrinkled as prunes. That would only be in the summer time, because the bathroom in our house was painfully cold in the winter. Margaret and I usually had our bath together, and I can remember our sister Mary trying to persuade us to get out of the barely warm water onto the freezing floor.

‘If you don’t get out soon the witch will get you,’ she warned.

‘I don’t believe you,’ I retorted, ‘there’s no such thing as witches.’

‘There is!’ Mary continued, lowering her voice. ‘She lives under the bath, look you can see her peeping out now.’

Margaret and I jumped out of the water like flying fish, to be grabbed roughly and rubbed dry by our impatient, shivering sister. For a very long time that witch haunted my bathroom visits, and having to go to the toilet with the ‘witch’ waiting to pop her head out from under the bath was terrifying.

During the harshest winters Aunty would go the oil shop round the corner to our house and buy paraffin for the tiny stove that she would put in the bathroom to stop the pipes from freezing. The smell was acrid and permeated the whole house but it did take the chill off the air upstairs. The only room that was heated in the winter was what we called the kitchen but which in effect was our living room.

I mentioned being different; the rooms in our house were certainly called different names from those in my friends’ houses. They had a kitchen instead of a scullery, and their living room was what we called the kitchen. When Granny and Granddad had moved to our house when it was newly built, that was indeed what the rooms were used for. The scullery had been where the laundry was done. There had been a huge copper for heating the water, a Butler sink perched on two enormous stone pillars and a mangle for squeezing the water out of the clothes before they were hung on the line to dry. The cooking was done in the kitchen on a black lead range. Although this changed over the years, the rooms retained their past names like ghosts.

Most of the families around us were relatively poor but the homes of my friends were usually clean and tidy and most important of all they were warm. One particularly icy winter morning I went to knock for my friend Hannah who lived across the road so that we could walk to school together. Margaret was staying at home but I wanted to go to school because our class were putting on a play called Alice in Wonderland. Our new young teacher had cleverly said that I could play the part of the Red Queen and say, ‘Off with her head!’

‘But,’ she said, ‘you will have to be sure to come to school every day so that you can practise . . .’

Hannah’s mum glanced at her watch when she opened the door to me, but welcomed me warmly. ‘Come on in and wait, Hannah is just having her toast.’ She led me into their little kitchen and as I entered I was hit by the smell of the bread toasting under the grill. Hannah sat at the little table with her clean clothes on waiting for her toast and tea.

‘Would you like some toast, dear?’ asked her mum.

I took in the scene before me: the simply furnished but cosy room, the clean table, the fresh toast being placed on Hannah’s plate, its delicious smell wafting across to where I stood watching. We never had breakfast. Mum wasn’t usually up before school time, so I had just got myself dressed and come out as usual.

I looked solemnly at Hannah’s mum and shook my head. ‘No, thank you.’ We had been taught to be polite, but I really don’t know why I refused her kind offer, when what I wanted most in the world at that moment was to be Hannah with her fresh buttered toast, her hot cup of tea, her school socks warming above the oven and her mum, smiling.

Our primary school wasn’t very far but it took us about fifteen minutes to walk there. The route took us up past the local corner shops at the junction of Becontree Avenue across into Haydon Road and we would then come out at the top where the C of E church was opposite the Catholic church that neighboured our school. There was a good selection of local shops then. We had two greengrocers, butchers, post office, bakery, two sweet shops and a newsagents. There was also a fish and chip shop, an oil shop and a grocers on the corner and next to that our favourite shop of all: the toy shop. Margaret and I were often sent on errands to the shops as soon as we were deemed old enough, which was when I was about seven.

We passed the greengrocers just opposite our house on our way to school. They ran a raffle every month, so when a customer shopped with them they would give them a raffle ticket. The monthly prize was always a lovely big basket of fruit and vegetables. I don’t know whether my mum was extremely lucky, or the lady who owned the shop was very kind, all I do know is that we seemed to regularly win that basket of fruit and vegetables and it made a big contribution to our larder!

That wasn’t the only contribution the greengrocers made to our family, but unfortunately the other was less welcome. Although we rarely had breakfast, we would occasionally get a penny for an apple to eat on the way to school. On one particular day when we went into the shop the lady said very kindly to me, ‘Just wait there a minute.’ She went out to the back of the shop and returned with a warm, damp flannel and then proceeded to wash my face and neck. I was outraged! I attempted to pull away but she held me fast as I wriggled.

‘Just hold on – there that’s better,’ she said.

I was so angry and embarrassed! The poor woman undoubtedly meant well and I was probably filthy, but it was a while before I ventured into that shop again.



The one shop I really didn’t like going in was the corner shop The lady and man who ran it were always very unfriendly to us, and would follow us round, watching us carefully. It was the beginning of the supermarket era and although there were still certain things which you had to ask for, like cheese, butter, bacon and eggs, many things were displayed on the shelves for you to choose from.

It was only years later that I learned why those shopkeepers were so suspicious of us and the reasons were to shock me to the core.
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Outings and Weddings

Although my primary school was pretty old and dilapidated, I do remember some things with great happiness and nostalgia.

One morning after Miss Jones had taken the register she said she had something to tell us. We looked at each other in anticipation.

‘Children, next Monday we are going to High Beech for the day.’ Some of the boys made silly noises, while we girls just smiled at each other happily.

I smiled along with the others but wasn’t really sure what or where ‘High Beech’ was, but it must be something good.

‘You will all need a packed lunch, and there will be orange squash available for you to drink,’ carried on our teacher, ‘but we will also have to learn some special rules to make sure we have a good time.’

I couldn’t wait to get home that afternoon, so that I could tell Margaret and Mum about going on an outing.

‘Can I come?’ asked Margaret hopefully. She was off school again and had been helping Mum put the washing on the line. We both liked helping Mum with the washing, even though it was hard work. We didn’t have a washing machine, so Mum would fill the big Butler sink full of hot water from the ascot that hung on the scullery wall. It was a gas water heater and I hated it because when you turned the tap on it made a really loud booming sound as the pilot light ignited the gas. This had taken the place of the old copper that had heated the water when my sisters and brothers had been young. Then Mum would pour in the Omo powder. It had a very strong odour and was a bright blue colour, but it made lots of bubbles, and had a nicer smell than the bar of soap Mum used to have to grate into the water. Sometimes I was allowed to stand on a chair and rub the clothes up and down the glass and wood washing board, which had thick ridges in it to help get the clothes clean. Once the clothes were washed and rinsed, the task of trying to remove as much water as possible from them began, so they would dry quicker. There was a big old mangle which Mum would pull out from the corner, and Margaret and I would feed the clothes through while Mum turned the handle. This then pushed the rollers round and squeezed the water out from the clothes. The only problem was that if you were not extremely careful your fingers could get ‘mangled’ along with the clothes, which we learnt to our cost was very painful!

Pegging the clothes on the line was the best bit of all, particularly if it was a windy day. We would take the basket into the garden and Mum would let the line down so we could reach. We would then be allowed to peg the smaller things out ourselves, but needed Mum’s help with things like sheets.

Today though, I had been too late to help. The washing had been done and Mum and Margaret were just finishing putting it on the line.

‘You can’t come, because it’s only for juniors,’ I said to Margaret. I felt guilty when I saw her face fall. ‘Don’t worry. Your class will go on an outing too.’

Margaret and I sat in the kitchen in front of the television and Mum switched it on so that we could see Watch with Mother (although ‘Mother’ rarely sat with us). Every day of the week had a different show and we each had our favourite. Mine was Picture Book on a Monday and Margaret’s was The Woodentops which was on Friday; we quite liked Andy Pandy though, and of course there was The Flower Pot Men and Rag, Tag and Bobtail.

Although Mum occasionally walked us to the park in Goodmayes, we didn’t go out very often. So when I thought about our school trip, back came all my usual anxiety about having the right kind of lunch, the right kind of clothes and whether I would need the toilet. I would guess that over the next few days Miss Jones told the class about where we were going and what we might see, but I stayed at home for the rest of the week planning for the outing. I had to make sure that everything was ready.

On Saturday Mum took us to the shops in Green Lane.

‘Do you want cheese spread or Spam for your sandwiches?’ she asked. I wanted cheese spread, I never did like the sweaty, bland flavour of Spam. I was also allowed to choose a special cake from the baker’s and on Sunday evening helped Pat to pack my lunch up in some greaseproof paper ready for the morning.

Bright and early on Monday I was beside myself with a mixture of happy anticipation and growing dread, especially when I arrived at school to see a big coach parked outside. As I went in to class, Christine turned to me. ‘Where’s your coat?’ she asked. ‘Miss Jones said we have to bring a coat in case it rains, so you probably won’t be allowed to come.’ I looked anxiously around to see if anyone else had forgotten their coat, but no, even though it was May I was the only one in just a cardigan.

To my utter relief a boy called Stephen burst into class. He went straight to the teacher and said, ‘My mum says to tell you I ain’t got a coat.’

Miss Jones turned to him, ‘Don’t worry, Stephen. The sun is shining; I don’t think it is going to rain today so hopefully we won’t need our coats.’

With that, I let out an inward sigh of relief and let myself enjoy the day – a day of dappled sunlight, warm orange squash and the sort of wild freedom that would never pass a health and safety checklist!

Later that year my Godmother Julie had announced that she was getting married and I was to be a bridesmaid. Julie was the same age as my sister Pat and they were very close friends. She was an only child and her Mum was my Aunty Maggie, one of my mum’s older sisters.

One Saturday as the time of the wedding drew nearer, Julie came over to pick me up. ‘We are going to get you fitted for your dress today’. I was a quiet, shy and subdued child, so I didn’t dare to ask the questions that were buzzing round in my head. Would my dress trail along the floor like a princess’s? What colour would it be and would I wear a tiara?

Julie’s friend was making my dress and my tummy did somersaults as we approached her front door. I hadn’t had any breakfast and it was well past lunchtime. Julie didn’t realise that I hadn’t eaten, and as we went inside the house I began to feel headachy and nauseous.

‘Come on then’ said Julie kindly. ‘Jump up on the chair so we can get you measured.’ I tried to do as I was told but I wobbled and nearly fell.

‘What’s the matter with you then’ said Julie’s friend catching me with one hand.

‘Oh she’s probably over excited’ said Julie oblivious to the fact that I was dizzy with hunger.

My dress was made from shiny pale green satin and had little puffed sleeves. It sat just above my knees, and had a flouncy petticoat, which wasn’t particularly flattering as my legs were rather short and quite plump!

A few weeks later Julie arrived to take me shoe shopping.

‘We’re taking you to meet Carol the other bridesmaid and you can get your shoes together,’ Julie told me as she picked me up.

Carol? I thought, who is Carol? No one had mentioned another bridesmaid.

‘You can get to know each other and have a little play.’

We drove for what seemed like an age and finally arrived in Hayes where Carol lived. Her Mum welcomed us in and said kindly ‘Carol, why don’t you take Kathleen up to your room to play while Mummy and Julie have a chat, we’ll call you down for lunch when it’s ready.’

Carol had a room all of her own and didn’t have to share it with anyone. I looked around me in wonder. It was the most beautiful room I had ever seen. It had pink flowery wallpaper and clean crisp white paintwork. At the window hung curtains full of white daisies like the ones I had seen growing in the park, but best of all, there on the floor, was the fluffiest, pinkest, softest rug I had ever seen! It was glorious, and I wanted to sit on it forever and run my fingers and toes through it.

‘Do you want to play babies? Or we can play with my dolls house? She pointed to the shelf at one side of the room. I looked at the toys on the shelves, the assortment of teddy bears on her bed and at the rows of books neatly stacked on a tiny bookcase, and thought that she must be the luckiest little girl in the whole world.

After lunch we walked to the shoe shop. My eyes fell on a pair of shoes that sparkled. They were covered in glitter and sequins. I crunched up my eyes and wished with all my might, but at the same time was too timid to make my preferences known to the grown ups.

‘I think these ones will look best next to the green’ said Carol’s Mum picking up a pair of dull cream satin shoes that had a small bow on the front, but Carol said ‘Oh no please Mummy, the sparkly ones are the nicest, please, please, please.’ The adults exchanged looks and smiled. Julie picked up the sparkling shoes and said ‘Do you know Carol I think you’re right, the sparkly ones are definitely the best, do you like them Kathleen?’ I nodded so vigorously that my head almost left my shoulders and I couldn’t stop myself from smiling broadly.

I knew then that wishes could come true. With my new green satin dress, sparkling starlight shoes, shiny flicked up hair and green feather headband, I would look like a princess and this time when people looked at me, they would be thinking I looked beautiful.
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Michael

From the end of the Second World War to the early 60s, all young men were conscripted into the armed forces, as long as they passed a medical examination. My oldest brother Michael was no exception. He was called up for National Service when I was about three so I don’t really remember him much before he was in the army. It would not be the first time he had been away from home. In fact, as I later discovered, he was already a veteran at living apart from our family.

As the second oldest in the family, he had been born just before the outbreak of war. He was a very beautiful baby with golden curls and a chubby face, but did not have a particularly happy childhood. Mum had already given birth to Sheila a year before, so they were very close in age. Mum and Ron Coates, their dad, had a house around the corner from Granny and Granddad. It was still on the Becontree Estate but was a bit smaller than mum’s childhood home. Things started to go badly wrong. They were both quite young, still in their twenties when Mum became pregnant for the third time. War broke out and Ron was working long hours at Ford, and Mum was lonely.

Aunty told us many years later that Ron Coates was a ‘womaniser’, but we never knew if that was true. It was while Mum was pregnant with their fourth child, Josie, that they finally separated. Michael was five at the time. Today the idea of a single parent bringing up children alone doesn’t surprise, shock or horrify anyone, but in 1942 in a Catholic community Mum was stigmatised.


After Michael’s ten weeks basic training for National Service, he was shipped over to Gibraltar – ‘the Rock’, as it was known then. He was just over nineteen years old and had already been bringing a wage home. He was trying to help to keep the ever-growing family’s head above water. Now all that had changed and he wasn’t sure what chaos and calamity he would come back to. Despite his worries about Mum and us, he loved army life and soon metamorphosed from a chubby, shy, anxious teenager into a tall, slim, confident young man. After he had been in Gibraltar for about two years his letters home started mentioning a Spanish girl named Isobel. He sent us photos of her. She was so beautiful; with her dark hair and smouldering eyes, she was the most exotic looking person we had ever seen. Then another letter from him arrived.

‘Your brother’s getting married,’ I overheard Mum telling Pat and Josie. They were in their late teens and had been working since they left school at fifteen.

I was so excited but wasn’t sure exactly what it meant.

‘Is our brother really getting married?’ I asked Pat.

She nodded.

I knew all about weddings since I had been a bridesmaid.

‘And will he be coming home now?’ I added. The only memories I had of Michael at that time were as a brief visitor when he had occasionally come home on leave.

Pat gave me a look. ‘I don’t think so; not yet,’ she said and changed the subject quickly.

They were married in Isobel’s home village near to Malaga but none of our family were able to attend. The fare to Spain would have been as out of reach to us then as a flight to the moon would be now! They did send photos though, and when I looked at them I thought they were like characters from the pictures.


In the same year that Michael and Isobel got married, our class began to be ‘prepared’ for our First Holy Communion. This meant learning lots of things by heart, which I was quite good at. It also meant making our first confession. We had to confess our sins first so that we would be free from sin when we went to receive Jesus in the communion bread and wine. The problem was we were only six or seven. We didn’t have any sins to confess so we made them up. We knew that telling lies, being unkind to our sisters and brothers, swearing and murder were all very bad sins so we confessed them. Apart from murder that is; I don’t think any of us confessed to that one!

When the big day
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