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Prologue

‘Do your parents know you’re here?’ asked the lady at Social Services.

‘No,’ I said, ‘but I want to know about children’s homes.’ I had to stand on my toes to see over the reception desk.

‘How old are you?’ asked the lady.

‘Eleven.’

‘Things bad at home, are they?’

‘Yes,’ I said. ‘What do I have to do to book myself in?’

‘Let’s have some details,’ she said.

I gave her my name and address and said that I would like to move in today, if that was possible.

‘You cannot refer yourself to a children’s home, luvvie. You need to get your parents’ consent first. Why don’t you go home and think about it? You can always pop in again and see me.’

‘But I don’t want to go home.’

‘Well, I can’t book you in just because you feel like leaving home. Do you want us to contact your mother?’

‘No, thanks,’ I said. ‘I’ll handle it myself.’

If my mother found out what I was doing, I would only get a beating. I walked back up the Walworth Road towards our house in Sutherland Square, south London. It was a nice sunny day, but I felt very down. Nothing I ever did came right and now even the children’s home did not want me. Life was not worth living at all.

That night I decided that no one would miss me if I just disappeared. Before I went to bed I wrote a letter to my mother. I put the letter in my school embroidery bag and went into the bathroom. I removed the top from the bottle of bleach, diluted it with tap water, drank it and went back to bed. I chose Domestos because Domestos kills all known germs and my mother had for so long told me that I was a germ. I felt very sick, happy and sad. I was happy because tonight, if the bleach worked, I would die. No more tomorrows. Hip, hip hooray. I was also very sad because I wouldn’t see my sisters again, but maybe that was no bad thing. As for my mother, I swore to God I would come back and haunt her for the rest of her life. Slap her on the head, trip her up on the stairs and pull the covers off her as she slept. Yes!

The following morning I woke up and thought I had died. My bed-wet alarm was ringing in the far distance. The lights on the bed flashed on and off and I lay in a daze, unable to move my feet or my arms.

My mother was looking down at me. ‘Get out of bed,’ she ordered. I stayed still. I could not talk as my mouth was sore from the bleach. Blisters bubbled up around my lips like Rice Krispies. ‘Come on – out of bed.’ She pulled the blanket back. ‘I’m not going to tell you again. Out.’ She grabbed my arm and pulled me up. Then she let go and I flopped back, half on the bed. I began to vomit. That was when she realised something was wrong. ‘Eastman!’ she shouted. Eastman was her new man. He called for Pauline and she called for Patsy, my two older sisters. ‘Lord God,’ said my mother, ‘she’s going to get me into trouble.’

Eastman said my mother should phone for a doctor and get an ambulance for me, but my mother said that Pauline should fetch some fresh sheets, change the bed and put the old stained sheets in the wash. She then busied herself tidying up my room, opening the windows to get the stench out. Once all that was done, my mother said I should be moved to another bedroom. Any doctor entering this one might get the impression that I was neglected.

My sister Pauline was ordered to change my nightdress. My mother returned with a dry one, and together they struggled to get it on me. My mother must have sensed that her presence made me sick and she told Pauline to carry on. She left the room, taking with her my wet nightdress. It had been consistently wet for three days. The clean one came down to my ankles and covered an assortment of bruises, cuts and marks which might otherwise require an explanation.

‘Come on, Clare,’ said my sister. She fed me water with a spoon. ‘Come on, open your mouth and drink up.’ She kept spooning water down my throat. ‘Come on, Clare, what have you done this time?’

I must have dozed off. When I came round it was dark and my younger sister, Christine, was by my bed.

‘Mum said you’re going to get her into trouble,’ Christine told me. ‘What have you done?’

A little later, Pauline came back and gave me some oxtail soup to drink. I drank it and then vomited all over the bed and carpet. Eastman and my mother kept away from the room. I heard my mother outside the door. She was talking to Eastman.

‘She might recover,’ she said. ‘Wait and see. Keep Pauline with her and if anything happens, the doctor and ambulance will be called.’ My mother started to rant outside my door. ‘Sweet Jesus, meek and mild, what have I done to deserve this child?’

‘Come on, Clare,’ said my sister. ‘Wake up.’

I fell asleep, and the next thing I remember was waking up in the dark. My sister was sleeping at the bottom of the bed and as I tried to raise my head she jumped up, ran to the door and shouted for my mother, who came running in with Eastman behind her. He was telling her to call the doctor.

‘Carmen, call a doctor before it’s too late.’

‘No,’ said my mother. ‘Wait a little longer.’

‘Carmen, you are go to end up in jail. You think me coming with you? No, sirree, not me. Call the doctor, Carmen, you don’t know what’s wrong with the child.’

‘Eastman, if Clare is to dead, she would have dead by now. Jailhouse turn you stupid!’

When I woke up next it was daylight. My sister was still in my room and, oddly enough, I had not wet the bed. As I stirred, Pauline rushed out of the room and returned with my mother and another bowl of oxtail soup.

‘Come on, Clare, eat,’ said my sister as she fed me the soup with a spoon.

‘Oh, sweet Lord, You had a son,’ said my mother. ‘Tell me, where did I go wrong? Baby Jesus, above my head, get this child right out of bed. Oh, sweet Jesus, meek and mild, am I not Your obedient child?’

My mother stood at the bottom of the bed. ‘Do you want a doctor?’ she demanded.

‘No, I don’t.’ Go away, I thought. Do I want a doctor? Of course not. I do not wish to be saved. I want to stop being a germ.

My mother left the room. ‘Pauline,’ she called back, ‘if you need to, call me.’

My sister fed me the soup. ‘What have you done, Clare? You can tell me,’ she said.

‘Four Eyes, are you spying for Mummy?’

‘No,’ she said. ‘No. Why do you think that?’

‘Well, don’t ask questions.’

She fed me in silence and I eventually fell asleep again. I woke up with a burning sensation between my legs. Scabs had developed and had matted in my pubic hair. The urine scorched my minnie and a heat rash formed at the top of my legs and on my bottom. But I was grateful for several things. No alarm went off. No one dragged me out of bed by my minnie. No one twisted my nipples or punched me in the stomach. My sister simply reappeared with a fresh set of bedclothes and a clean nightdress.


1

My Family

I shall write my story down. So far I have always been a very private person, so this is the first time that my story is being told. It’s difficult to remember the order of things. My father, George, and sister Pauline might help with that. It would be easier if I had my diaries. I kept a diary from as soon as I could write. My mother stole them all.

I will begin with my name. Constance. This is the name that is on my birth certificate. I only discovered that when I was eighteen. Before that, I thought my name was Clare. My mother called me Clear, because she said I was transparent and she could see Clearly through me. If I was in her good books (which wasn’t often) it was Clearie. My sisters turned that to Clare. They still call me Clare. My school reports called me Clare. When I worked in hospices I was known as Nurse Clare. My driving licence says Clare. So that’s how you’ll know me in the story.

My mother, Carmen, came to England from Jamaica in the early 1950s, when she was a teenager. She was brought up a good Catholic girl. She knew my father from Portland and met him again over here. George was ten years older than her. When she was eighteen he got her pregnant. They got married. She had a boy, baptised Winston, but he died at four months. Mother kept a photograph taken of him in her arms when he was dead. I was their fourth child. I was born, brought up and educated in England. I am British Black full stop.

My family in the end consisted of:

George, my dad. He was quite short for a man. His grandmother was white, so he was mixed race. He had very smooth skin – he wasn’t even wrinkled when he was old. George was always a dapper dresser and had a neat moustache.

Carmen, my mother. George called her Carmel. She had a very slim figure and was stunningly beautiful. She looked more like a film star than a mother. Her skin was coffee-coloured.

Pauline, my eldest sister, born 6 October 1954. We called her Four Eyes because of her glasses – she was bottle rims on legs. Her squirrel features were almost covered by the large lenses. They were so large and dense you could not see through them. She was dark-skinned, thin and five feet seven tall when fully grown. Her hair was short. Sly and secretive, with her finger in every pie, Pauline always protected her own interests.

Patsy, my other elder sister, also known as Precious Puss, born 8 March 1956. Her skin colour was fair, more yellow than black. She was all of five feet, fully grown. Although of a very small frame, her bottom stuck out. She wore a size three and a half shoe. Her hair was short and thick, and she had a large bust and bulbous eyes.

Then there was me – Clear, Clearie, Clare, born 18 May 1957. About five feet three and a quarter fully grown, medium build, who never made it on the looks stakes until quite late in the day. Described as ugly, just ugly. Completely confident on the outside.

Next in line our brothers, Carlton (usually Carl) and Martin, known as ‘my sons’ when in my mother’s good books. Mummy’s boys, never introduced to cooking, cleaning or shopping. They had an easy ride until their bottoms were big enough to take a beating. They were born in 1959 and 1961.

Christine, called Button Nose, Buttons or Beauty, born 27 November 1962. She was the fairest of us all – a high yellow colour. Four feet six fully grown, always a little overweight, she was clever, but too ready to sit on the fence, even when she did not need to.

Denise – our adopted sister, born at the same time as Christine. Her nickname was Blackie because of her complexion. Her features were completely inconsistent with the Briscoe family. She was slim with short legs and a bottom that followed her everywhere. Denise was different from us Briscoes, too. She was kind and always generous.

Eastman – my stepdad, he never married my mother. A Barbadian, he was big and stupid. He had four children by my mother:

Cynthia, my half-sister. Naturally plump, was put on a diet practically from the day she was born. She was never able to sit up when she was a baby. Her grown-up height was about five feet five, and she was large-framed. Cynthia had her father’s broad flat nose.

Norma, another half-sister. The brightest of the Eastman children. Tall, with the ability to go far. Thin. I got on with her. I was friends with her.

Winston, my half-brother. Five feet eleven fully grown, and thickset. Large feet. Looked just like his father.

Georgina, my other half-sister, known as Gina. Clever girl, attractive, could have made it but success was too much effort.

Bem, our lodger. He was an old man whom my parents had known in Jamaica. He witnessed my mother’s treatment of me and her fights with George. He was a good friend to me, which in the end proved his downfall.

I had another good friend called Mary, but she was made-up. She could be found between the pages of my five year diary. It was ivory with brown edges. Mary knew what I knew and only I knew Mary. In the end Mary disappeared. I think my mother stole her.

Money was a constant source of tension between my parents. My father became wealthy when he was young, because he won the Pools twice. On the second occasion, Littlewoods Pools presented him with a large copy of the original cheque. My mother kept it over the fireplace as a reminder of how much money he had won and what she was entitled to. George invested his money wisely in property. He bought about a dozen houses in all, in Camberwell. This is in south London near the Elephant and Castle district. George’s houses were all off the Walworth Road. His nickname was George Nuff-house. During my early life we moved around in and out of these houses, so they play an important part in my story. I can remember some of the addresses:



4 Councillor Street

5 Myatt Road

7 and 16 Patmos Road

41 Offley Road

215 Camberwell New Road

6 Burnett Street

19 Sutherland Square



George let out the houses and lived off the rent. He did not work after he had won the Pools. The first thing he did when he won was to buy a flash motor. It was a brand new silver-grey Ford Capri. He spent most of the time cruising round in it and chain-smoking. After that he changed it for a new one each year, though they were always silver-grey Ford Capris.

My father left my mother after Patsy was born, but from time to time he came back. I have no recollection of him sleeping the night in our house or even having breakfast with us. My mother was always after his money. She tried to convince him to buy a house in her name. He refused, but he did let her collect the rent from some of the houses as his contribution to the upkeep of the family. It was never enough for her. In the early days after he left, my mother would persuade him to go to bed with her when he came to see us and, if he fell asleep afterwards, she would remove large wads of notes from his pockets. It must have been on one of these occasions that she fell pregnant with me.

Her treatment of my sisters was certainly very different from her treatment of me. They did not get the unkind words I got, or have their nipples pinched, and they were not beaten or punched. They were bought new dresses, but I had only hand-me-downs, third-hand from Pauline and Patsy. My mother had piles and piles of hand-me-downs, in plastic bags, ready to pass on to me. I was never the first to open the bag and try on a dress. My mother would throw a dress at me and say, ‘Here, Clear, try this on and see if it fits you.’ It never did, but I would grow into it eventually.

My mother had a lot of pretty dresses for herself – they had bright patterns on them, particularly roses. She had exquisite dresses for every occasion. I remember hiding in her wardrobe and watching her change out of the cardigan she usually wore round the house into her dusty pink dress which was her favourite. I wanted pretty dresses too, but I was too ugly to wear anything but my sisters’ cast-offs.

Over a period of time my mother’s treatment of me made me very nervous. I was bed-wetting ever since I knew myself. This infuriated my mother and was the cause of most of the beatings I had. When I was about five I was referred by our family doctor to an expert on bed-wetting. I went to lots and lots of appointments with my mother to get to the cause of the problem. I remember I had a very nice brushed-cotton nightdress which came down to my ankles. When I went to bed I would curl up in a ball and pull my legs up to my chest. At the same time I would tug my nightdress down below my ankles. I always slept on my side. One night I woke up in the pitch dark and felt as though I was drowning. I was soaked from below my neck to my ankles. My pillow and my blanket were also sopping wet. I had had a massive double accident in the middle of the night. That was the start of it all.

Because of my bed-wetting I was sometimes punished and put to sleep in a bed with just a bare mattress – no sheet, just a plastic cover – because my mother said that I would wet the bed anyway so it did not matter. She was given lots of books on bed-wetting and bladder training. At the age of five I got my first alarm system. It was, apparently, an extremely successful form of treatment. It came with a child-friendly noise box, which was placed at the side of my bed, together with a sensor mat, which went beneath the lower of two bedsheets. The noise box rang when I had an accident; it was supposed to cause me to wake up or to ‘hold on’. Gradually I was supposed to learn to wake up and/or ‘hold on’ to the sensation of a full bladder without the alarm.

The ‘child-friendly’ alarm sounded like a fire engine on its way to an emergency call out. The first time it went off, I jumped out of bed and crawled underneath it. I was terrified that there was a fire in my bed.

My mother came rushing into the room and noticed that I was missing. She thought I had run to the toilet. If only. She silenced the noise box, pulled the top sheet off the mesh undersheet and went back to her room. I crawled out from beneath the bed, hardly aware of where I was.

Even as a small child I was sure that my bed-wetting was not due to laziness. The doctor said that the cause could be because of anxieties in my life. He said that I would be cured within four to six months with my alarm.

But my bed-wetting got progressively worse and my mother took me to expert after expert. I was given a top-of-the-range bed-wetting device with an audible alarm with two tones and flashing lights, which were supposed to help me by alerting me before the bed became too wet. Most of the time I slept through it. Nothing my mother did helped. At the start I would sleep in bedclothes and a hand-me-down nightie from my sister Pauline, but as my bed-wetting became a real problem, my mother insisted on my sleeping without any clothes. So it was that most nights I slept with just my knickers on.

My bed-wetting continued, so eventually my mother adopted a new policy: she started to come into my room just before bedtime to give me a beating, to remind me of what would happen to me if I wet the bed. She would wait until I was in bed then come in, throw the blanket off and grab me by the edge of my knickers and lug me out of bed. Holding on to the neck of my nightie to prevent me from running away, she would take off a shoe and beat me with it.

‘What are you going to do?’ she would ask.

‘Not wet the bed’

‘Liar! What are you going to do?’

‘I’m going to wet the bed,’ I said.

‘Yes, I thought so. You see? You are a liar.’

She slapped me across the head with the shoe and punched me in the chest, and when I said, ‘No,’ she accused me again of being a liar and slapped me once more on the side of my head. She kept repeating the question; I repeated the answer and she slapped me on my thigh, my calves or my hand. I always tried to protect myself by putting my hand out, but it was more painful being struck on the hand than on the thigh. My legs were partly protected by my nightdress and sometimes I drew up my knees so I was in a ball.

After some of these beatings, my mother would leave with my nightdress in her hand, having physically removed it from my body. On other occasions she would leave with my blanket. If she was in a really bad mood or I had upset her, she would take both. My sisters were told that if they helped me or lent me a nightie they would get a beating too, so more often than not they made themselves scarce.

By the time I was seven, my beatings were as regular as ever. The alarm failed to wake me, yet my mother always heard it. She would dash into my room when she heard it ring and drag me out of bed. Sometimes when she came into my room, she would remove the wet bedclothes and give me a mighty slap on the bare backside, then leave me naked and shivering. My humiliation was complete. Not only was I unable to prevent myself wetting the bed, the mere presence of my mother and/or a bedtime beating made me so nervous that I sometimes emptied my bladder in front of her, which was seen as an act of defiance. Other times I would force myself to stay awake, but then as soon as I fell asleep, out of sheer exhaustion, I would miss my bed-wet alarm, and so the cycle continued.
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