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‘I couldn’t put it down – read it in two sittings. It is an incredible story and is so touchingly told’

Jan Leeming

‘This is a story that will shock and haunt you – Claire Lorrimer’s searing book tells of Jeanette Roberts, a young London girl who survived appalling abuse in her own childhood, and so determined to give other children in the same position the love and care she had been denied. A chance meeting with a small boy she caught stealing led to a life-long commitment to a steady stream of disturbed, abused and handicapped children whom everyone else had turned away. And out of this moving story comes The Family – one of the most extraordinary households in the world. Here is Jeanette’s story and just a few of the children she has loved’

Woman

‘Claire Lorrimer tells Jeanette’s story in a vivid and passionate way. I recommend ‘House of Tomorrow’; it has an enormous amount to say about the importance of listening to children, allowing them to express the anger and pain which they feel’

Marion Lowe

Director, National Foster Care Association


About the Author
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Author’s note

In order to avoid distress, I have given fictitious names to the children, their relatives and some of the other characters, localities and institutions which appear in this book. In every other respect, the story is true and the details given are factual. I would add that any deviation I may have made from the truth is one of understating the degree of abuse.

Throughout the book the words ‘Care’ and ‘Children’s Home’ have been spelt with capital initials when they are being used as the terminology or as the names of institutions of the State Welfare system.

Since this book was first published in 1987, much has happened to Jeanette and her family, and the appendices at the end of House of Tomorrow have been updated. Where more recent statistics are available for chapter headings these too have been updated.

The charity Family In Trust has raised sufficient funds to purchase the freehold of the family home which is being renovated and refurbished. The Trust is now seeking to provide funding for the long-term capital needs of the Family, thus allowing Jeanette the security and greater freedom to continue to give a loving family environment for these disturbed and disadvantaged children.

House of Tomorrow is now used extensively by students studying aspects of Community Care and by those already in the profession. It has given many people, both child and adult, the courage to talk about their own experiences. It has also helped couples to deal with marital problems resulting from childhood sexual abuse.

Thankfully, in the past nine years, progress has been made regarding the laws relating to abused children: children’s evidence can now be given by way of video, thus avoiding the necessity for them to face their abusers in court; adults who were incestuously abused as children may now take legal action against their parents or against a local authority who returned a child ‘in care’ to parents who subsequently abused them; Children’s Homes are to be far more carefully monitored, and the existence of Esther Rantzen’s CHILDLINE, now a household word, has encouraged many thousands of abused children to seek the help they so desperately need. Thanks to people like Jeanette who had the courage to tell their story, the truths about child abuse are no longer concealed and the media now give them maximum publicity. Jeanette is no longer alone in her fight to reclaim children whom the system has failed. Caring as she has done for children deemed beyond hope, she has proved again and again that given the right opportunities, there IS hope.

Jeanette’s is an enormous undertaking. Apart from her work as a ‘Mum’ and counsellor, she is responsible for the Family’s living expenses which are daunting. In one year there are 50,000 meals to be provided; 5,500 loads of washing and 36,400 miles of car ferrying to be financed; and on top of this, no child goes without a birthday or Christmas present, clothing and outings.

If this story moves you, the reader, as it moved me, to do something to help Jeanette and her family, or to help the children in your community, you will find in Appendix 2 at the end of the book a list of ways in which you can do so.

Jeanette devotes her life to helping a few of the vast numbers in mental or physical pain. Surely as members of society, we too should feel responsible for what happens to the children who cannot help themselves. For those interested in helping Jeanette’s Family, or who wish to make a donation, write to Family In Trust, Millhouse, 32–38 East Street, Rochford, Essex, SS4 1DB, who will be pleased to send you more information.

C.L. 1997


Foreword

I used to believe that the occasional terrible crime against children reported in the newspapers was a rare catastrophe. I took it for granted that nearly all children live as I did, at the centre of a loving family, feeling prized and protected. Only when, ten years ago, I read the testimony of thousands of adults who responded to the BBC programme ‘Childwatch’, did I realise that many children are not safe, are not supported by love, may indeed be suffering cruelty which leaves lasting scars upon them. Why do they not reach out for help? Often because we imprison them with our disbelief, because we would rather not know. That is why, in 1986, we set up ChildLine, the helpline for children in trouble or danger, to reach these children and convince them that we want to know, we want to protect them.

Jeanette Roberts understands their pain, firstly from her own childhood, and then from her professional work. For twenty-seven years she has dedicated her life to providing a home and a real family for children who have only known suffering and hatred. I know how they flourish in the sunlight of her love. I have seen first hand that children who have been terribly injured, physically and mentally, learn to live again in the family she has created. It has become a huge, sprawling family because she will never turn away a needy child. And yet it is a close and warm one because of the links of love she creates. She breaks many classic professional rules that dictate detachment, distance, objectivity. On the contrary, she makes it absolutely clear to her children that she is totally committed to them. But then she is not a classic professional – she is a unique human being who has discovered her own way to heal and survive. It has only one reason to recommend it. It works. She is their Mum.

ESTHER RANTZEN


‘… Your children are not your children.

They are the sons and daughters of Life’s longing for itself

‘… You may give them your love but not your thoughts,

For they have their own thoughts.

You may house their bodies but not their souls,

For their souls dwell in the house of tomorrow …’

 

‘The Prophet’ by Kahlil Gibran
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Chapter 1

‘Of the (abused) children studied over the years in improved environments, the majority rarely achieved normal intellectual levels … only a few give promise of becoming self-sufficient adults.’

(Dr Elizabeth Elmer, 1967, quoted by Ruth Inglis, Sins of the Fathers, Peter Owen, 1978)

Six months before the outbreak of World War II, Jeanette was born in Balham. There was already one child of three, a pale, thin little boy, and the arrival of another baby was far from a matter for rejoicing. The wage brought in by Jeanette’s father, a cobbler, barely catered for the family’s needs and her mother took in sewing to augment the meagre income.

Jeanette’s earliest memories were of sounds: the noise of her mother’s sewing machine whirring intermittently, hour upon hour, in the evenings and into the night; the sound of her brother Alan’s coughing – a harsh, rasping cough; and the sound of bombs and anti-aircraft fire as Hitler’s assault upon London slowly and methodically crippled the suburbs where they lived.

Like hundreds of other children who had not been evacuated to the safety of the country or to Canada, Jeanette stood with her mother in queues for food and slept in air-raid shelters, accepting their constant hunger and danger as a part of normal life. Her father, whom she barely knew, had been called up and was somewhere abroad with the army. His brief appearances at home on leave brought a tension into the house that she did not understand. She knew only that her mother was unhappy and that her father had no interest in her. Frightened of his unfamiliar, brusque manner and his raised voice, the little girl kept – as far as was possible in the small house – well out of his way.

She retained a sickening memory of an occasion when her father arrived home unexpectedly, absent without leave, and had to be hidden in a cupboard when some soldiers came looking for him. His fear and her mother’s were tangible. When the soldiers finally found him and took him away, Jeanette hoped he would not come back. But he did. Most of the population of the country rejoiced when their menfolk were demobbed at the end of the war, but for Jeanette it heralded the start of the terrible rows between her parents. They would go on half the night as her mother shouted her protests at the sexual perversions inflicted on her.

Too young to comprehend the nature of these assaults, Jeanette was nevertheless aware that her father was the perpetrator of pain, and in the morning she would look with horror at her mother’s pale face and trembling hands. Her hatred for her father was even greater than her love for Alan and for her younger sister, Betsy.

By the time she was eleven, Jeanette had ceased to ponder why neither of her parents loved her. Since she was a frequent truant from school, she could barely read or write and accepted that she had been born stupid. She was tall for her age, big-boned and ungainly – unlike the pretty, laughing little sister three years her junior, whom she adored. She tried always to protect Betsy from her father’s violent moods.

Much of the time Jeanette was hungry and she often stole food when she saw the chance. Such money as her father earned was dissipated on fishing gear and clothes for himself, and only her mother’s earnings kept them from starvation. Now that Jeanette had grown so much, her mother would use her as a dressmaker’s dummy. Evening after evening she had to stand for hours, keeping still whilst her mother tucked and pinned and measured hemlines. Although Jeanette recognised the necessity for this, she hated these tedious sessions, but not so much as she hated the sorties to the dustbins at the end of the road. Her father insisted that she should accompany him on these forays for food for the few chickens they kept in the yard. He would hold the torch whilst he forced her to scrummage amongst the stinking refuse for scraps of food thrown out by their neighbours. Once she was bitten by a rat but he told her to shut up and stop fussing – he’d got used to rats in the war.

But even this ordeal was a mere pinprick of distress compared with the terror evoked each night by her parents’ rows. It was not just the bitter chill of the night which caused her to tremble and pull the blanket up to her chin, but the sound of her father’s voice which she could hear all too clearly through the thin wall dividing his bedroom from the one in which she lay sleepless. Often it was late at night when the fighting began. The sound of footsteps in the street below would long since have ceased, as would the noise of a back door banging or the screech of a cat as it was turned out for the night. Jeanette’s body would be rigid, tense as she waited – and although she longed not to do so – listened for the all too familiar noises.

Now would come her mother’s shouted, angry, despairing protests. Jeanette did not know what the words meant, but she could feel the fear in her mother’s voice. She would grit her teeth as the first unrecognisable object crashed against the bedroom wall. Now, she told herself, the fight was really beginning.

She would squeeze her eyes tight together, knowing only too well the uselessness of trying to block her ears. Moreover, she was straining to hear if Alan and Betsy had been woken. Alan’s coughing told its own tale.

‘It’ll be over soon,’ Jeanette would attempt to comfort herself. But familiarity with the scenario confounded such vain hopes. It would not be over until her mother stopped crying and the bedsprings stopped creaking.

Jeanette did not really understand why these battles took place, any more than she had understood about the war, now over this past four years. She knew that people were glad it was over. She wished it wasn’t, for it had brought her father home for good. Once, when she had plucked up courage and asked her mother why her father behaved as he did, she had shrugged her shoulders and said:

‘It’s on account of the war – the war changed him … he’s never been the same since he was in Brussels …’

Jeanette never knew what had happened in this remote foreign place called Brussels. Sometimes she wondered if the war had changed other children’s fathers in the same way. She did not think so. Her parents were different. She had seen some of the mothers collecting their children from school, smiling, hugging them. Jeanette could not remember ever being embraced or kissed although her mother often hugged Alan and Betsy. Jeanette knew her mother loved them, as deeply as she herself loved Betsy, who was pretty and popular with everyone. Betsy could talk to people but somehow Jeanette was always tongue-tied when people started asking her questions.

She hated it when one of the teachers at school asked her why she hadn’t done her homework, why she was often dozing in class, why she so often played truant. How could she tell them about the tensions at home; how confused and unhappy she was; that last night there’d been a row keeping her awake, or that she’d had to go with her Dad to the dustbins?

It was she who had to rummage in the bins. He didn’t care about her and sometimes she hated him as much as she felt he hated her. There were times when she couldn’t bear her parents’ shouting and she would try to intervene. Then he’d get really angry and shout at her instead.

For weeks on end she would go to school only to register. Not going to school didn’t worry her, but missing school dinners did. Often there was no dinner money anyway, but now she’d discovered a way to hang about on the street corner until the dinner queue formed and tag on the end. She’d found ways, too, of stealing the dinner money – from the children’s coats in the cloakroom; pinching things from shops and taking them down to the pawn shop saying her Mum had asked her to hock them; pinching some woman’s purse out of her shopping bag when she wasn’t looking. Jeanette had been warned she’d get put in prison if the police caught her, but hunger was a more immediate concern.

Alan said she was stupid because she was so behind with her reading, but now he was trying to teach her. Jeanette was convinced her teachers thought her too dim-witted to learn anything, and she thought they were probably right – she felt stupid, helpless. But Alan insisted he was not prepared to accept a sister who was a moron. He redoubled his efforts, as a result of which Jeanette was soon reading fluently. She now spent a great deal of her time in the public library, mostly because it was warm, but also because books were proving an escape from her real life. She went, too, to the art galleries and, without knowing she was doing so, began to acquire a cultural education.

When the rowing between her parents at night had ceased, she would lie alert and anxious in her bed fighting against sleep. Not only was she prone to nightmares, but all too often she would sleepwalk. There were times when she had been found wandering in the street outside, and she feared this loss of control over her actions. She was obliged to live with the awareness of her inability to stop life being what it was.

There were brief spells when she came close to happiness – when they all seemed united by some family activity or when she was at guides, among her friends, but for the most part such moments were overshadowed by her inborn feeling that she was the unloved family scapegoat. She lived in a state of constant tension.

Once she had come close to asking her Nan to explain her parents’ rows. Nan lived a few streets away and if Jeanette dropped in, she would always welcome her and give her bread and dripping, her favourite food.

Occasionally, Jeanette would meet one of her aunts at her grandmother’s house. They, too, were kind and one of them often bought the children ice-cream and sweets, but none of them noticed her swollen knee joints or were aware of the ache in all her limbs when she walked to school or to her Nan’s. She wished she’d had pneumonia and a bad cough like Alan’s, which people noticed and sympathised with; but because she was withdrawn and uncommunicative and so seldom happy, those around her were accustomed to her downcast face and put her occasional complaints about the pain in her legs down to an attempt to gain attention. She was told not to make up such silly stories and to stop fussing. Not until four or five years later, when she was admitted to hospital with anaemia, was the reason for her swollen joints discovered. She also had myocarditis – a complication of rheumatic fever – which explained her childhood years of pain.

But for the present, her mother saw no need to take Jeanette to doctors, nor even to go herself when she suspected Jeanette’s father might have broken one of her ribs. He’d be in serious trouble if the authorities found out, get put in prison, her mother had said, and then where would they be without his pay packet and only her meagre earnings to support them all?

‘Like as not, you kids would be put in Homes,’ her mother warned repeatedly, ‘and we’d all be split up!’

So Jeanette said nothing more about her legs, for who would take care of Betsy if she were not there to protect her?

The frequencies of the rows at night did not diminish with time. More often than not, Jeanette went to bed hungry and fearful, sleep eluding her. Somewhere out in the darkness, a tomcat might yowl or a dog bark. In a way, it was scary and yet comforting to know she wasn’t the only living thing in the world lying awake. Her thoughts would wander to the next day’s problems. If she went to school in the morning, she would be certain to doze off and get told off by the teacher. Maybe she’d skip school and go down to the shops. However cold the day, it was always warm in Woolies – and maybe she’d be able to pinch a packet of biscuits or a bar of chocolate; maybe someone would leave their purse on a counter with hundreds and hundreds of pounds in it. Then she could buy everything Alan, Betsy and her mother would ever need; the big doll with the yellow hair for Betsy; a new set of darts for Alan. Maybe there’d be enough so her Mum never again had to make another dress for anyone and she could take the sewing machine with its relentless treadle down to the pawn shop and get even more money for it. Maybe there’d be enough money so they didn’t need what her father earned and he’d go away, far, far, far away to that place called Brussels where he’d been in the war one time, and never, ever, ever come back.

When Jeanette was eleven they moved to a different house in Morden. She went to a different school, too, but nothing else changed. Mostly she did not go to school, and was hopelessly behind with her work. When asked why she often played truant, she muttered whatever reply came into her head. It didn’t seem to matter much what she said since she couldn’t talk about the things that were really bad in her life, such as the violent rowing between her parents. After one particularly violent scene, her father had stormed out of the house. Jeanette had stood at the window of the bedroom she now shared with Betsy, hoping, as always, that he would never come back, but knowing that he would. He always did. In the next bedroom, Alan was systematically throwing darts into his door, as powerless as she to do anything to stop the fights. Downstairs, her mother was sweeping up the glass from a broken window and the neighbours standing outside their houses were beginning to disperse. One of them had been laughing as she called out: ‘Well, I’m off, the excitement’s over …’ The scene was as familiar to them as to Jeanette and no one bothered about the shouting unless it reached the point where missiles were hurled and real violence was evident. Mostly, the neighbours were only mildly curious and didn’t interfere – it was a domestic row which didn’t concern them.

Alan was very clever and in Jeanette’s opinion, knew most things. But he never explained the mystery of what their father did to their mother that made her cry out. When she’d been younger, Jeanette had longed to be grown up so she could leave home, run away and get a job and take Betsy with her. Now she never wanted to grow up and marry and have to go through what her mother went through year after year. There were small mounds where Jeanette’s breasts were beginning to grow and hair where there’d been none before. She watched her body with dread, knowing that there was nothing she could do to halt the processes of nature.

‘It won’t be long before you start your monthlies,’ her mother told her. ‘Then you’ll have to watch out what you do with boys or next thing you’ll be pregnant!’

Jeanette didn’t much care what happened to her. She wished fervently that she could die. She wanted to escape the turmoil of her existence; it would be lovely just to go to sleep and never wake up again.

Her only consolation for living was that she was there to take care of Betsy. If she were not around to take the brunt of her father’s temper, he might start on her sister. The war had been over for six years and her father hadn’t changed – at least not towards her mother. Just lately, however, he’d taken to staring at Jeanette in an odd way. She hated his eyes – cold, blue, empty – and her body would break out in a sweat if she looked up and found him staring. It was to mark the beginning of a fear that far outweighed her former spells of unhappiness. Her father now found in her a new outlet for his enjoyment.

At first, she could not understand why one afternoon he told her to go upstairs; but when he followed her into her bedroom, she realised his intention. She was eleven years old when he first sexually assaulted her. The searing physical pain was as nothing compared to the emotional conflict raging within her. She felt as if her very spirit was being crushed out of existence.

Her father seemed unaware of her feeling of total degradation; was deaf to her protests, blind to her tears. In a last despairing hope that she could plead with him to stop, she opened her eyes. His cold, blue ones stared down at her without pity.

When her ordeal finally ended, he threatened her with the consequences were she to reveal the facts.

‘If you tell your mother, it’ll be your fault if we’re all split up. You kids will be taken away … put in Homes. From now on it’s a secret between us, see? Don’t you dare tell no one! Not if you know what’s good for you!’

He showed no sign of guilt or remorse. After he had gone, she lay for a minute or two, sobbing quietly. She was old enough to know that there was no escape from the horror of her situation: her father had the power to do exactly as he pleased and she knew that it would happen again and again. Her hatred of him exceeded pity for herself.

Jeanette faced reality as the tears dried and she tried to wash away the shame. There was no one in the world who could protect her – least of all her mother who couldn’t even protect herself …

Jeanette’s emotional conflict was unbearable. She now found a means of escape from reality. She discovered a stream in a park a few miles away and for the next three years it was there she spent most of her time – time which should have been spent in school. There, alone, she lost herself in a world of fantasy, imagining that she was the child of parents who were happy to have a daughter like herself, who loved her, who loved each other.

The dream was very vivid, but could offer only a temporary refuge from the torment of the real world in which she lived.
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