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PROLOGUE

Well, I See it

like this...




It's not as if you get any training, is it? You don't have
classes in how to cope when someone you love isn't there
any more. Oh, what am I saying, 'isn't there any more'? I
mean dead, not just gone away somewhere with the prospect
of coming back some time. Dead. Irrevocable. The end.
That beloved person has gone for good.

My mum died on the 24th of March 2005, years before
her time. My baby son James died nine months later, on the
18th of December, a whole lifetime before his time. Mum
was sixty-two years old, James was just over a year. Mum fell
in front of a tube train that was coming into a station, James
had been poorly since birth.

Those are the raw facts. One of the people I loved lived
life to the full, until she was dragged down by depression.
The other just had time to show his potential, a hint of his
character, before his short life was taken away.

Both deaths were so sudden. I suppose if someone you
love has lived to a great age, death is expected, and it's
possible to feel a kind of melancholy rather than a tearing
grief. If Mum had lived to a hundred, stayed in good health,
done everything she'd wanted to and died quietly and peacefully
with her close family around her, knowing to the last
how much she was loved ... wouldn't that have been more
bearable? Of course. But she'd still have been dead, and I
still would have wanted just one more day with her ...

When a baby is born very ill, like my James, you have to
put your faith in medical science – and it does achieve
miracles. James had operation after operation, the best of
NHS care, while his dad and I experienced a kaleidoscope of
hope and despair, relief and dread. But James had turned a
corner – he'd just had his first birthday and he was stable, he
seemed to be thriving. I hadn't seen his death coming, any
more than I'd seen my mum's.

The shock waves go on and on. They get stronger and
stronger, they multiply, as the enormity of what's happened
sinks in. At first you can't think of anything else but who
you've lost – they're gone and all you feel is a huge, raw pain.
Every waking moment you feel the agony of loss. You drag
yourself through the days, going through the motions of
washing, dressing and eating. Ordinary things. When you
sleep, you might dream of your lost love, and for a moment
when you wake everything is like it used to be. Then
memory kicks in and desolation is back with a vengeance.
'Bring them back! They should be here with me!'

You've heard about grief, of course, you know somewhere
in your mind that this first intensity must lessen – how could
people go on living if it didn't? Everybody goes on about time
being a great healer. Much as you don't believe it when people
say it to you, it is true. Not that the healing means you forget,
of course, far from it. You never forget someone you've loved.
If that person dies, they stay in your heart and mind for ever.

Hark at me going on – 'This is how you handle grief ... '
Gather round, people. All I can say is that it's a long, long
process and I'm still feeling my way. Many's the time I've felt
like dropping into the void that opened up in my life and
staying there, but somehow you just keep going. Something
inside urged me to stick with it, reminded me that life was
worth living, so I could remember both sad and happy times
and look to the future.

It's not something you learn – not consciously, anyway. I
know I've always loved life, relished it, met it head on. The
way my mum and dad brought me up, with unstinting,
unconditional love and support, instilled in me a sense of my
own worth, and put me on my life's course. True, my course
has wobbled somewhat over the years, what with one thing
and another, and I've probably made more than my fair share
of mistakes. But I feel something at the heart of me that
makes me what I am – a survivor, something that helps me
find my bearings again and get me back on my feet.

*

When you're bereaved, everyone means well. Close friends
have a knack of saying just the right thing – a quiet word that
shows they empathize and that they're in tune with how you're
feeling – but without overdoing it. You just know they'll be
there if you need something, or someone to talk to. And
they're great at giving practical help, like getting the shopping
if you don't feel up to it, or cooking you some comfort food.

Other people don't really know what to say and fill the
silence with comments like, 'How awful – and so close to
Christmas.' Of course they don't mean that if James had
died in the summer it would have been easier to bear.
They're just at a loss for something to say. I'd end up feeling
sorry for them. The truth is that Christmas can be a difficult
time for anyone who is suffering a loss, because it's a time for
families and reflection.

What I found strange is other people's assumption that
there's some kind of hierarchy in grief. 'To lose a child is the
very worst thing that can happen to you,' they'd inform me,
solemnly. But no one has the right to say, 'My pain is greater
than yours – you've only lost a mother, a sister, a brother –
while I ...' If you lose someone you love, the pain is the
same. At least, it is for me. I'd loved my mum with all my
heart, for all my life – thirty-eight and a half years. I'd loved
my son with all my heart, for all of his life – a year and five
days. Two unique, wonderful, beautiful people. I was blessed
to have had them in my life.

Yes, blessed. I may be 'Tragic Elaine' to tabloid reporters,
who've followed me ever since I was in EastEnders, but what
do they know? I'm not tragic. Tragedy lies in a life cut short,
for whatever reason. My mum's life was cut short, and so was
my son's. The tragedy is theirs – the mourning is mine.

Everyone is an individual, and their circumstances are
unique. I used to talk things over with family and friends,
still finding the press interest intrusive, and I felt I wanted to
put the record straight, but in my own words.

'You should write about it,' they said.

That was an idea that had been taking shape in my mind
over recent months, as I gradually got my head together. I
knew I'd never forget my mum and my son, but I wanted to
make something tangible about them. Not exactly a memorial,
but more like a tribute – a celebration. Set them down in
words, have a written record of their lives. I have all the
photos, of course, but memories would come flooding back
– an adventure here, a poignant moment there, one thing
leading to another. I wanted to capture them.

I started to think back on my own life – after all, I'm what
my mum and my son have in common, our lives are intimately
linked. I began drawing all kinds of threads together.
I began to think that yes, perhaps even complete strangers
might be interested in stories that resonate with their own
lives. And, without being pompous, perhaps my experiences
could give some help or insight to people who face the same
kinds of problems.

This is a story of interconnected lives, an account of love
and death, comedy and tragedy. In my life these last two
have usually been not far apart from each other.

*

Now that I had decided, I told my old friend Julie, who'd
been the most insistent that I had a book in me, that I'd do
it. What do I do now?

She's resourceful, Julie. She looked up literary agents on
the web and didn't get much further than the As.

'Let's try this one,' she said.

'What made you choose her?' I asked. 'Why Sheila
Ableman?'

Had Julie been doing in-depth research into the literary
establishment, comparing and contrasting the calibre and
reputation of agents?

'She's got the same name as my mum,' said Julie.

Say no more.

Julie phoned and Sheila phoned back, a meeting was
arranged – and we had no idea what to expect.

'She'll probably expect us to be all business like, so you
take a notebook,' I said to Julie. 'And a pen,' I added.

Julie drove us there, and as we stood outside the office she
said, 'Look, I've got my official notebook.' Yeah – bright pink
and spangly, borrowed from her young daughter. Very professional.
At least the pen didn't have a feather on it and play tunes.

'Don't forget to look like you're taking notes,' I said as
we went in.

During our friendly, informative meeting, Julie made
intelligent noises and wrote in her notebook. When she
seemed to be drifting off, I gave her a nudge. The meeting
ended with mutual assurances of meeting up again, and Julie
and I left.

'You looked good in there,' I said. 'Well, mostly. Can I
see your notes?'

Julie handed over the book and I leafed through it. Whole
pages were covered in doodles and noughts and crosses. As
ever, she had me in stitches.

Well, we all persevered, all did our bit, and in the end my
book came to life.

Here it is.






CHAPTER ONE

Highbury Fields

Forever!




All my life I've lived in one part of London – Islington.
And if that makes you think of trendy media types
swanning about in posh houses, think again. It was
very different when I was a kid. There were always the rich
bits, of course, but when I was growing up, in the late Sixties
and early Seventies, things were pretty grim for a lot of
people. There was real poverty, rough estates with no-go
areas. Many of the grand period houses lining the streets were
carved into flats and packed with as many tenants as a landlord
could cram in, so they became shabby and run-down.

Not that I was ever aware of lacking anything myself.
When I was little, life for me was pretty damn perfect. And
in fact my family was better off than a lot of others. My dad
was in steady work, and my mum was a fantastic manager
who always made sure there was good food on the table and
good clothes on our backs.

If anything sums up my charmed existence, it's a certain
red-letter day – on a red double-decker bus, as it happens, the
number 19, coming back from Chapel Market. For the first
time my mum let me pay my own fare. Right, I thought,
that's it. I've bought the bus. If I handed over money in
shops and got things back, why shouldn't I now own the bus?

I did understand that I couldn't take the bus home, but
as far as I was concerned that number 19 belonged to me.
I'm not sure when disillusion set in, but for a while at least
that bus made my life even better than it already was. It took
me everywhere I wanted to go, anywhere in Islington – and
Islington was my world. After all, what does a kid need? I
had my home, with my mum, dad and sister. All my friends
lived nearby, if not in the same building, and even my
primary school was just down the road. We had Highbury
Fields, with its open-air pool, the swing park, the pitch and
putt course, the refreshment hut where we could buy sweets
and fizzy drinks, and we could ride our bikes all over the
place. The Arsenal football stadium was just five minutes
away, and I used to love going there with my dad. There
were plenty of little shops round the corner in Highbury
Barn that sold everything we needed. One of them, the
butcher's, had a great big model of a jolly old butcher
standing outside, complete with straw boater and red and
white striped apron over a big belly. He used to fascinate me
as a kid, and he's still there today. And for a change there was
Chapel Market a bus ride away, a busy, bustling street with
loads of different stalls selling all kinds of fascinating stuff.

Wherever I've been in the world, on holiday or on tour,
it was always this patch of north London that I came back to.
I've moved house only twice in all this time, and even then
just round the corner. Of course, it's not just me who feels
rooted here. Whenever I'm walking around, I always bump
into people I knew at school, who still live in the area. Whole
generations of families have grown up here and never felt any
reason to leave. There's a real village feel about Highbury,
even today – it's got character.

It's in Highbury and Islington that I've known the best
of times, the worst of times – and all times in between.

*

My first home was in one of those grand period houses. It was
Victorian, built in brick over four storeys, with big sash
windows at the front complete with original shutters, an arch
over the front door and solid pillars on either side of the front
gate. It was on Highbury Hill: number 6, on the left-hand
side as you go down the hill. And I do mean 'in one of those
grand period houses' – we had a flat on the ground floor,
with a kitchen, a bedroom for me and my sister, a front room
that was divided into two to make a bedroom for my parents,
and a shared bathroom and toilet upstairs. It had a little front
garden that nobody used much, and a big back garden with
an apple tree that was a great kids' playground. At the bottom
of the back garden was a high brick wall, and beyond that was
an even better kids' playground – Highbury Fields.

My dad had managed to get hold of the flat just in time
for my début in the world. He and Mum had been living in
a bedsit with my sister (christened Sophia, but usually called
Sophie), who's three years older than me, in Landseer Road
off the Holloway Road. With another baby on the way, obviously
the bedsit was going to be an even tighter squeeze, so
Dad was looking out for a bigger place. Mum, meanwhile,
was in the Whittington Hospital, on Highgate Hill, having
me – and that hospital is where, years later, I would plan to
have my own baby.

I was born on the 8th of August 1966, just nine days after
England won the World Cup. How did the country cope with
two such momentous events? My mum used to tell me that she
was massive – massive – when she was expecting me. Hard to
credit, given her trim figure and the fact that I've never been
what you might call large. Apparently she had just the one dress
that fitted her and kept her cool – it was a boiling summer that
year. Every night she'd rinse it out and it'd be dry for the
morning – and the next morning ... and the next ... She went
to three weeks overdue. I don't think they'd allow that now.

Mum was originally going to call me Scarlett, being a big
fan of the film Gone with the Wind and Vivien Leigh, but in
the end she changed her mind and I was christened Elaine
Bernadette (after my mum) Lordan, though I like to think
that if anyone could carry off the name Scarlett, it's me.

Dad had heard about the flat on Highbury Hill, but
hadn't been able to check it out properly. Still, taking a
gamble – he's always been a betting man – he packed up
what little furniture they had into a van and took it all to this
house. So my mum faced coming out of hospital with a
newborn baby and the possibility of having nowhere to live.
Luckily, Dad managed to swing the deal, and that was our
home for the next fourteen years.

There were four flats in the building, one on each floor.
All the neighbours were very friendly – we really did leave
our doors open. Seems like another age ... A great bonus was
that there were lots of kids around, nine at one point, I
think. It always seemed to be someone's birthday, a great
excuse for a party.

We all loved living there. The only drawback was that it
was freezing in winter. Nobody had central heating back
then. Getting up at night to run to the loo upstairs was a real
endurance test – though snuggling back under the covers
made up for it. A few years after we moved in, the tenants
upstairs moved out and we managed to get their three rooms
too – going up in the world! But, as I've said, we were never
particularly down. Compared with today, when most people
have loads of stuff, I suppose we did go short of some things
– but I was never aware of it.

My dad had a good job as a bricklayer. He was one of the
thousands of Irish people who came over to England to find
work and get away from the poor conditions and unemployment
at home. He and Mum both came from Cork, Mum
from the countryside and Dad from the town, and for Dad's
family especially times were really hard.

A lot of Irish immigrants came to Islington, and between
them they created a little slice of Ireland in north London.
Someone once said that at one time there were more Irishmen
in Islington than in Ireland – and for all I know, that's true. I
certainly grew up with a strong sense of being Catholic Irish.
Mum and Dad may have left Cork, but I don't think Cork
ever left them! They kept their Southern Irish accents too –
and that's something I would have loved to have, that natural
lilt to the voice. Even when my mum was telling me off, it
sounded musical. I can still hear her saying things like, 'Will
yer be lookin' where yer goin' now!' As it was, like all the
other norf London kids, I spoke corblimey cockney.
Sometimes my mum and dad would complain, 'Why do you
not speak more nicely?' And I'd have the hump and shoot
back, 'Well, if yer wanted me to speak posh yer should've lived
in bleedin' Kensington or Chelsea, shouldn't yer.' Which
would shut them up – though I didn't mean a word of it. I
was very happy, for all sorts of reasons, to be living where we
were. And anyway, my accent was to come in very handy some
years later for a certain TV soap set in the East End ...

I can put the Irish accent on, sounding uncannily like my
mum, I'm told – and when I'm feeling particularly in touch
with my family's roots I'll proclaim: 'Irish, but robbed of the
accent!'

Dad worked hard and was very good about money. He
always handed over the housekeeping, even if he and Mum
had had a row, and I knew even then that a lot of men
weren't like that. Mum and Dad rowed quite a lot – they
were both passionate and hot-tempered, and ructions occasionally
led to violence. That kind of thing may seem
shocking now, but in those days it was quite common for
husbands to hit their wives. Many a woman would be out
walking wearing sunglasses in the rain – not to look fashionable
or anything, just to hide their black eyes.

The biggest bone of contention between my parents was
Mum's insistence that she wanted to go out to work. She stayed
at home until I went to nursery, then worked shifts in local pubs
and the odd shop to fit round me and my sister. As I realized
later, it was very important to her to have money of her own.
Not that Dad was ever tight – he was always a generous, openhanded
man – but Mum wanted independence, the freedom to
spend money on her own bits and bobs and build up some
savings. I guess my dad was like most men in those days, taking
the traditional view that the man of the house should bring in
the money while the woman stayed at home. If a wife worked,
it was a bad reflection on the husband. Mind you, there might
have been a touch of the old green-eyed monster ...

There's no two ways about it: my mother was beautiful.
She had sparkling dark eyes, a mass of dark hair, a wide smile
and a gorgeous figure. What with her warm heart, generous
spirit and quick wit, people took to her straight away, wherever
she went and wherever she worked. Not that Dad had
any real reason to be jealous. Mum was a flirt, sure, but she
was what I'd call an innocent flirt – never anything in it, just
a laugh, a bit of banter. And Dad could talk – he was a flirt
himself, and could match Mum for film-star looks. If Mum
looked remarkably like a young Sophia Loren, Dad looked
like a young Burt Lancaster. I look at photos of them now,
especially together, and realize how well matched they were.
Bernadette and Garrett Lordan – nobody could have
predicted they'd be driven apart, and as a young child I had
no inkling of their inner sadness and regret ...

I have a feeling that when I was born, Dad was hoping for
a son – don't most men want a son, at heart? But he's been
stuck with me. He used to joke about being surrounded by
females – even our cat Suzy was a female (she was gorgeous
– a stray we adopted). If there were any echoes of the past
floating around, I didn't pick up on them. Life for me as a
little kid was peachy. When Mum and Dad erupted, me and
my sister just had to stay out of the way until the storm
clouds blew over. Then it was back to being a warm, close-knit
family again, with a lot of laughs.

We more or less kept open house. Even as a young kid I
noticed the difference between my mum and other mums.
When I knocked on a friend's door to ask her to come out
to play, and she was having her tea, her mum would usually
tell me to come back later. But if I was having my tea and a
friend knocked for me, Mum would always say, 'Come in,
come in! Would you be wantin' something to eat?'

Mum and Dad were very sociable – they had a party most
weeks, with lots of drinking, singing and dancing. They were
great dancers – I have a video of them tearing up the dance
floor in a fantastic rock'n'roll jive. And people were always
dropping in at odd times. Now, for me, that was a double-edged
sword: I've always loved getting attention, so visitors
taking an interest in me were right up my street. But when it
came to other people taking up my mum's time, that was
another kettle of fish.

I was very, very possessive of my mum – nobody loved her
more than me, I thought, and nobody had a greater right to
her. In fact I used to wish she wasn't so popular. Even when
I was very young, too young for nursery, I didn't like it when
one of her many friends came round for coffee. I used to
crawl under the table and start kicking the friend's legs to
make her go home. I was horrible, really, but I loved my
mum so much. Other people were always wanting to talk to
her – or, as I saw it, take her away from me. So when we
went to the local shops, if I saw somebody we knew coming,
I'd drag her into a doorway so she wouldn't see them. 'Look
at this, Mum!' I'd say, pretending to be interested in something
in a shop window.

My sister felt the same way about our mum – we'd do
anything for her. I remember once when Mum was ill in bed
with a bad dose of flu, and Sophie and I were in the kitchen,
squabbling over who'd be Mrs Bridges and who'd be Ruby
the scullery maid (Upstairs Downstairs was very popular at
the time). Mrs Bridges would be the one to take Mum something
to eat or drink, while Ruby had to clear up. As I was
younger and smaller than my sister, it was usually me that
got relegated to the scullery.

Mum would only have to mention that she wanted something
done and I'd dash off to do it. Or at least I'd try to –
I was so accident-prone, all arms and legs, that Mum used to
call me Norman Wisdom, and not because I wore a funny
cap back to front. Mum would start asking me, 'Would ya go
upstairs and fetch me–' and break off – 'No, I've changed me
mind.' And I'd go, 'What, Mum, please, what d'ya want? I'll
get it for you.' She'd say, 'Oh no, you'll forget there's the
door, the wall, the set of stairs – you'd just be flyin' all over
the place!'

I suppose I was a bit spoiled, being the youngest, and I
certainly knew how to twist my mum round my little finger.

When I was older, she told me how I used to play up
when I went to nursery. I would scream and cry as she left
me there, and her heart would be breaking. She'd started
part-time work by then, in a bar, and all through her shift
she'd be fretting about me, feeling terrible. She finally
confided in one of the nursery teachers, who said,
'Tomorrow morning you look through the window when
you've dropped her off – I guarantee that one minute after
you've gone she's got her arms folded and is organizing
everybody, telling them what to do and how to do it.'

Sure enough, there were tears and drama one minute,
then the next I was in the middle of the room saying, 'We're
playing this game, we're doing this, we're doing that.' I
guess I was just being a drama queen and tugging at her
heartstrings. Well, it worked for a bit ...

I myself remember another time, when I refused to get
dressed. I was always particular about all my clothes – they
had to feel just right – and one day my knickers didn't seem
to fit properly, so I took them off and refused to put them
back on. Though I did put them on my head and ran round
the house otherwise naked, making a fuss and refusing to put
any clothes on. My mum couldn't do a thing with me and
actually had to take the morning off work. How easy-going
was she! I feel guilty now, taking advantage, even if I was
only a little kid. Dad would give us a wallop on occasion, or
a crack over the head – there was no agonizing about the
rights and wrongs of smacking in those days, it was a fact of
life and most people did it. But not Mum, she was too
tender-hearted to raise a hand to her girls. She was always
the one for peace.

She had the softest, biggest heart and would do anything
for anybody. As well as looking after her own family and
giving a hand to anyone who needed it, she took care of one
of her brothers, DP (short for Dennis Patrick), who'd also
come over to London looking for work. He was in the
building trade too, and when his joints started swelling, the
doctors said it was because of working outside in the cold
and wet. In fact he went on to develop rheumatoid arthritis,
and he had it very badly. His hands and limbs were crippled,
and he was housebound. So every evening, after cooking for
us, Mum would get the bus to his flat in Holloway, taking
him his hot meal wrapped up in a cloth, inside a big basket.
She did this for years, and she did it willingly – I never heard
her complain. Years later, when my sister and I were grown
up and had learned to drive, we'd drop Mum off at our
uncle's. We'd also stand in for her at weekends – me
Saturdays and Sophie Sundays. But even then Mum would
be fretting, feeling guilty about not being there.

I can remember only one time in my entire childhood
when I felt let down by my mum, and needless to say it
wasn't her fault at all.

Just before I was due to go to primary school, Mum fell
ill. She lost a hell of a lot of weight – she'd gone down to six
and a half stone. Later I learned that the doctors had
suspected leukaemia. It took a long time to get a diagnosis,
but fortunately it wasn't a life-threatening disease but an
overactive thyroid gland, which is unusual in someone so
young. She had to have an operation, and as Dad was
working and couldn't look after my sister and me, we were
sent to Bexhill-on-Sea to stay with my mum's sister, Mary,
who had come over to England years before.

We stayed for about a month, and I had to start school
while I was there. I sort of enjoyed it, but I wasn't happy. I
didn't really understand why we'd been sent away. I'm sure
it was explained to me over and over again, but it was the
first time I'd been parted from my mum, and I felt angry and
upset, all mixed up together. When I was older, of course, I
realized that I'd felt abandoned, though I couldn't have
been more wrong.

When my mum recovered and came down by train to
collect us, I didn't want to speak to her. She had a load of
sweets to share with us, but I wouldn't touch them, I
wouldn't look at her. I totally blanked my poor mother.
Years later, my own baby would do the same to me – and I
got a taste of my own medicine.

It was while we were staying at Aunty Mary's that I began
to realize nasty people lived in my world too. That not everybody
loved me. Mary herself was lovely, but her husband was
another matter. He had a big, fierce-looking dog, which my
sister and I were terrified of – he'd hold it by its lead and
laugh at us. And he had a horrible trick. He used to get hold
of Sophie and me by the ear and twist it if we said 'ain't'. He
used to drag us around the room saying, 'What is the word
you should be saying?' With our ears going bright red and
really hurting, we couldn't think of another word – we were
cockneys and that was the way we spoke.

Cold, calculated cruelty, that's what it was. When our dad
walloped us, my sister and I both knew that it was in the heat
of the moment – over almost before it began – and in any
case we deserved it because we'd been naughty. As kids, we
understood that. Our uncle, on the other hand, enjoyed
tormenting us – pretending to correct our grammar. What a
dodge-pot. He's dead now, and I can't say I'm sorry.

Still, apart from dubious relatives-by-marriage, I do know
now just how lucky I was to have the kind of childhood I
did. Unconditional love from both my parents was the
bedrock of my existence. Whatever it is that's helped me
survive the later troubles of my life, I'm sure it was rooted in
that love, that security.

I'm sounding very serious now. Of course I'm seeing
things from an adult's perspective. As a child – and a hotheaded,
madcap one at that – having parents who loved me,
and who I loved with all my heart, was just the most natural
thing in the world.

That's not to say that other people weren't important in
that world. There was my sister Sophie, of course. We often
fought like cat and dog, as sisters do, and the three-year age
gap made quite a difference at first. But we basically loved
each other dearly and became good friends, which we
remain. Like me, Sophie still lives in Highbury, just a five-minute
walk away from my place.

Then there was the wider family. Both my mum and my
dad came from big families – they each had four brothers and
two sisters – so there were a lot of uncles, aunts and cousins,
some living in London, some back home in Cork. As well as
her sister Mary and brother DP, Mum's brother Jerry (his
full name was Jeremiah, but nobody ever called him that)
came over to the UK to work. And of course there were our
grandparents, and it was quite an event when they came to
stay.

We used to go to Ireland every summer for part of the six-week
school holiday and stay with both sets of grandparents.
My mum had grown up with her family, the O'Regans, in
Enniskeane. They had a tied cottage – my grandad was a
farmhand and they lived rent-free on an estate owned by a
rich family. It was a tiny place for such a large family, with
just two rooms downstairs, two rooms upstairs, no running
water – you had to walk to the standpipe – and no inside
toilet, just a hut in the middle of a field.

What a change for a couple of city kids used to the noise,
bustle and lights of London! But Sophie and I adapted, as
kids do. In fact I used to like the dark nights. I especially
liked it when one of the uncles picked us all up in his car, and
off we'd go in the twilight along little winding lanes to the
nearest pub. There wasn't a lot else to do in that part of the
country in those days, and I'm not sure things have changed
much since. Us kids would have lemonade and crisps while
the adults got noisy and convivial at the bar. There was
always a lot of drinking and a lot of singing. My dad had a
fantastic voice – he could easily have been a professional.

During the day we'd often go the beach at nearby
Inchydoney – with its golden sands, it was a beautiful, magic
place, and it's still unspoiled to this day.

I got on especially well with Grandad O'Regan. He was a
lovely, gentle man. I can see him now, sitting there in his
little rocking chair, a trilby perched on his head. I remember
once I'd been going through my mum's jewellery box – she
always liked nice things – and I fished out a gold clip-on
earring. This I promptly attached to Grandad's ear so he
looked like a pirate – as much as he could wearing a trilby
anyway – and the dear man put up with it, still rocking away
on his chair ...

Mum's family kept chickens and grew a lot of their own
food, so while money was short, they managed to live quite
well. It was different for Dad's family. They lived in the town
of Clonakilty, about fifteen miles away. Clonakilty's chief
claim to fame is that the great Irish patriot Michael Collins
was born nearby, and today the town is quite a tourist attraction.
But when my dad was growing up there, times were
hard. His dad, my grandad, could turn his hand to anything
that would bring in money.

I loved my grandparents and aunts and uncles, but when
they used to come over from Ireland to stay with us in
Highbury, they'd greet me with, 'Hallo, child' – which at the
time I thought was really uncool. My mate Debbie's nan
always used to say to her, 'All right, babe?' And I just wanted
to be called babe. Looking back now, though, I can see that
it was cool having Irish grandparents.

Talking about my mate Debbie brings me to another part
of my world. While your family are always with you, sometimes
it's friends you need – in good times and bad.

Debbie was my best friend for years, ever since we were
babies. She's nine months older than me, and lived in a flat
next door to ours, at number 8 Highbury Hill. Her mum
Maureen and my mum were best friends themselves, so it
was natural for Debbie and me to grow up more like sisters.
We shared the same friends and went to the same schools.
Our primary school was Drayton Park, just a short walk to
Arvon Road, near the overland railway station, with its dinky
little building that looks like a country cottage.

I was following my sister Sophie to this school, though
originally Mum and Dad applied to send her to the nearby
Catholic school, St Joan of Arc's, in Northolme Road. It was
full, though, so Sophie went to Drayton Park. By the time a
place came up at St Joan of Arc's, Sophie was happily settled,
so Mum and Dad saw no reason to move her. And how glad
was I! I loved Drayton Park – every day was an adventure,
there was always something exciting to do. Even if I was ill
and Mum said I should stay at home, I was still determined
to go.

The school seemed big to me when I was a kid. I don't
suppose it had changed much since the Fifties, or even
earlier. I remember things like the old sink in the classroom
where we rinsed our brushes and mixed our paints. It had a
wide wooden surround, and the front was screened by a bit
of curtain strung on a wire. Then there was the assembly
hall, its parquet floor scuffed by thousands of feet over the
years, and long wooden benches pushed against the walls.
There was an old piano, which used to be played by Miss
Bell, the music teacher, and, what was more wonderful, the
apparatus. For climbing on, that is – a contraption that
swung out from the window wall and was secured in a hole
in the floor. It had upright bars and rungs, and we spent
many happy hours clambering all over it.

Outside in the playground there was another structure for
climbing and playing on, a big concrete tunnel. I don't know
whose bright idea it was – perhaps we were supposed to play
trains in it? – but at least once a day some kid would slip and
crack their head on it, especially when it had been raining.
No one paid much attention to Health and Safety in those
days. Years after I left it was replaced by a big wooden boat,
and every time I go past the school now there are masses of
kids climbing all over it and having lots of fun.

Talking of cracked heads reminds me of our trips to
Highbury Pool. The floor in the cafeteria was always getting
wet, and hardly a week went by without someone slipping
and getting concussion. We used to go regularly with the
school, and as often as we could by ourselves too. It was an
old-fashioned open-air pool then, and we loved it – I
learned to swim there.

The pool was pretty skanky in those days; it was already
half a century old by the time we started using it, and it
hadn't been very well maintained. I dread to think what was
lurking in the water. The pool has been redeveloped now,
covered over and with all kinds of leisure-centre stuff like a
gym and sauna. The changing rooms are a vast improvement
on the ones we had, which were very basic wooden
cubicles around the pool. They were ill-fitting, to say the
least, and the boys were always trying to sneak a peek. One
day, Debbie and I came across a boy who seemed to be
drying himself very vigorously. We didn't know about
wanking then ...

Back at Drayton Park we were lucky to have great
teachers. They were inspiring and encouraging, even if the
odd one had a habit of throwing the blackboard rubber to
get your attention – you soon learned to duck. The school
had a really friendly atmosphere and I felt confident there.

There was one occasion when the school got it wrong,
though, and we were lumbered with a teacher who shouldn't
have been allowed anywhere near kids. This woman wasn't a
pervert or anything, she just couldn't keep order in the classroom.
Kids soon pick up on that and take advantage of it.
When kids played up, she'd grab the nearest child to her and
start shaking them violently – she had really long nails and
could inflict serious damage. When this happened all the
other kids would start singing, 'Shakey, shakey, baby, ah'm
gonna show you how it's done ...'

And get this – when this explosion was over, the teacher
would burst into tears and the girls would start to comfort
her – 'Ah, don't worry, Miss.' We'd all feel sorry for her!
What a great example she was.

One day it was my turn to be grabbed by the mad woman,
and this time it wasn't so funny. It was during the long hot
summer of 1976, and I was wearing a halter-neck top. As she
shook me, her long nails raked my back, and the sarky
singing of the other kids suddenly stopped being a joke.

I didn't want to tell my mum – I don't know why, because
she always stood up for me. Anyway, kids do suffer in silence,
don't they? When I got home I put on a polo neck to cover
myself up, and my mum naturally asked me, 'Why would you
be wearin' a polo neck on a day like this?'

I didn't answer, but then Debbie knocked on the door to
ask me out to play, and she told my mum straight off. Mum
was at the school first thing next morning, making her voice
heard. That was the end of that teacher. I don't know exactly
what happened to her, but she disappeared pretty promptly.

That teacher was very much the exception, though, which
isn't to say the other teachers were soft. The headmaster was
very strict – these were the days when corporal punishment
was still allowed. Me and Debbie were on the receiving end
one day.

It was during wet play, which now sounds a bit dubious
but just means the rain kept us indoors. Debbie and I were
mucking around, and started squabbling ... Debbie had a
very effective technique when a fight got physical: she'd kick
her leg up and down in the air so you couldn't get near her.
We were in the middle of our fight when a teacher came in
and caught us. We were taken to see the headmaster, and he
was frightening. He caned us both three times across the
hand, and then told us to sit facing the wall. We sat there,
trying not to sob, and linked our little fingers together,
saying, 'Make up, make up, never do it again, if you do you
get the cane' – but very quietly in case he heard us.

Of course we did fall out again, in school and out, but we
always made up and were inseparable.

In those days kids could roam all over Highbury – the
streets were our space as much as the fields and the park.
Except for my friend Julie, that is. She lived in a flat down
Highbury Hill, where her mum, Sheila, still lives. Sheila was
another great mate of my mum's. Julie and I got on well at
school, but her dad was really strict, and wouldn't let her go
out to play in the street after school. And at weekends the
family would go away to their caravan, so we didn't have
time together then, either. Still, our friendship survived, and
we're very close to this day.

As for the rest of us, we'd be out and about in the early
evenings and you'd hear all the mothers calling their kids in for
their tea. There wasn't so much traffic in those days, and there
wasn't the fear about paedophiles that's all over the place now.
We were told never to take sweets from strangers and had
heard about dirty old men and all that, and mostly we stuck
together. A lot of the time we'd just hang out, mooching
around the shops or sitting in the launderette. Just what was
the appeal in the launderette escapes me now. I suppose it was
somewhere to sit, out of the rain. And there was always the fun
of putting little Joey in the drier. Joey was one of the kids we
hung out with, and he really liked being tumbled around in
the drier – honest! It was usually around that point that the
woman attendant came in and chased us out.

We did use the launderette in a more orthodox fashion –
hardly anyone had their own washing machine then. It was
only a short walk away, round the corner in Highbury Barn,
very handy. One of us – Mum, Sophie or me – would take the
family laundry there, carrying it in a big black bin liner. The
bin liner was all very well going there, but on the way back,
when the washing was warm from the drier, it tended to split,
and the clean washing would fall all over the pavement. So we
had to improve things. Being a brickie, Dad could get hold of
those big green bags used for carrying bricks, so that's what
we started to use instead. Very sturdy. No washing machine,
but a thicker bag to carry the laundry in – that's progress.

Eventually, us kids tired of using the launderette as a playground
and found a Turkish café instead, where the woman
used to let us all hang out and play Space Invaders. Not
exactly the most exciting of times, but we liked it – it was
something to do.

Other times we'd play hopscotch on the pavement – or a
variation we called Soapsuds. We chalked the word SOAPSUDS
on the pavement, and you had to roll the ball and get
it to stop on the S, then hop round the other letters. Then
you rolled the ball onto the O ... and so on till you'd gone
through all the letters. Sounds really quaint now.

Then there was Ball in a Sock. Yes, you had to put a ball
in a sock – then hold it at the open end and swing it around,
chanting:

North pole

South pole

East pole

West pole

and matching actions to the words.

We also used to juggle two balls against a wall, chanting a
rhyme like:

Plainsy wore a shirt

Plainsy wore a shirt

Plainsy wore it

Plainsy tore it

Plainsy is a twerp ...

Then

Uppsy wore a shirt

Uppsy wore a shirt

Uppsy wore it

Uppsy tore it

Uppsy is a twerp ...

And so on and so on. Debbie and I often played Two Balls
against one of the pillars by her front gate – her pillars were
bigger than ours, with white caps on. When we had one of
our regular fallings-out, I was banished from her front pillar
and had to use one of ours. When I walk past my old home I
can still see Debbie and me, playing for hours, lost in our own
world. We had so much energy and spent so much time out
of doors, with no TV and computer games to keep us inside.
Well, we did have a TV when I was very young – a little black
and white one that worked like a gas meter. You had to feed
it with coins. More often than not, the money would run out
right in the middle of a crucial scene – 'The murderer is—' –
so we'd all be hunting around for coins. Things got especially
tense if the TV conked out during the racing, so my dad
didn't know whether his horse had won or not. He'd rant and
rave and the air would turn blue. We rented a colour TV later
on, and I remember poking around in the back with some
knitting needles, trying to get Mickey Mouse out of there.
Good job they were plastic! As it was, my dad caught me and
I got a crack across the head for that one.

But TV was never the be-all and end-all for us, and of
course this was long before every house had a computer. I
know I'll sound like a Grumpy Old Woman, but I can't stand
kids tap-tap-tapping away on keyboards for hours on end.
Why create a virtual world when you can go out and play in
a real one? I suppose it's their idea of fun, but it wouldn't
have done for me.

Our idea of fun, Debbie's and mine, often got us into
trouble. We got up to all sorts of things. There were the
rabbits, for a start.

Debbie used to keep a couple of rabbits in her back
garden. Us kids were always in and out of each other's
gardens and used to share all the pets. The rabbits were
lovely, sweet little bundles of black fluff. We called one
Columbo and one Kojak. Pity they weren't destined to have
such long careers as their TV namesakes.

Debbie's grandad had made a hutch for them out of one
of those massive old wooden sideboards, putting mesh in the
panels of the doors – quite a grand home for bunnies. This
particular occasion, it must have been summer, as it was
quite late evening but still light enough to see. My mum and
Debbie's mum were busy yabbering to each other in our
kitchen (at least, that was the way we saw it). Debbie and I
were kicking around, and found some paint under the stairs,
complete with brushes. It was bright pink. One of us had the
clever idea of painting the rabbit hutch – it'd look fantastic,
we agreed. Really brighten it up. So while our mums were
chatting, we slipped down to the garden and painted the
hutch pink.

Painted ourselves, too. When we'd finished we realized
we were absolutely covered in pink paint. I was wearing my
brand-new high-waisted trousers fastened with three buttons
– very trendy, I thought.

'We're really gonna get into trouble now,' we said to each
other.

What should we do? Owning up was out of the question.
Pinching the paint was bad enough to start with, but getting
covered in it was worse.

Eventually Debbie and I came up with an idea, and it's
one that I'm ashamed of to this day. Someone else would
have to take the rap, and the obvious person was a small boy
called Guy, who lived in a flat in Debbie's house. Not to put
too fine a point on it, Guy was a bit ... odd, and was always
being blamed for something. Well, we reasoned, with all the
charity and understanding of young kids, it won't make
much difference to him to take the blame for one more
thing, will it?

So off we squealed to our mums.

'We were just playing with the rabbits and didn't know
there was all wet paint over the hutch,' we said, wide-eyed.
Yeah, right.

Poor Guy was accused – 'What on earth made you paint
the rabbit hutch?' demanded two angry mums. He denied it,
of course, and Debbie and I felt guilty. Not too guilty,
though – we got away with it.

Mind you, we had our comeuppance. When Debbie and
I went to play with the rabbits the next morning, we found
them stiff as a board, lying on their backs with their little legs
in the air. The paint fumes had killed them. Columbo and
Kojak were no more.

Now we felt even more guilty and upset, but not enough
to own up.

Another of our escapades that sticks in my memory was
during the six-week summer holiday, when we were about
nine or ten – anyway, still at primary school. One of my nans
was over from Ireland, and Debbie and I asked her to lend
us some money. Which, being kind and unsuspecting, she
did.

We were going Up West. We'd heard a lot about it, and
decided we'd check it out for ourselves. We got on a bus,
along with our little pet dog – he was Debbie's really, but
like the rabbits we shared him. He was called Hutch (we
must have had a thing about American TV detectives.
Though I do remember a game we played involving a
home-grown cop – one we called 'Sweeney'. One of us
would be Regan, usually standing at the top of the stairs and
yelling, 'You slag!' The other would be that slag, yelling
back, at which point there would be a chase ... but I'm
wandering off).

The bus took us to Piccadilly, and Debbie, me and Hutch
ended up in some sort of amusement arcade. We hung
about, watching the action, such as it was, and after a while
realized that a couple of policemen were looking at us. We
tried to look unconcerned, but they soon came over and
asked, 'Who are you with?' So we pointed out a couple who
happened to be standing nearby and said, 'We're with them.'

The policemen went over to them and soon came back
when the couple, naturally enough, said they didn't know us,
so we had to own up. 'We're by ourselves,' we said. They
took us to the police station and we had to give them all our
details. Neither of us had a phone at home, but we knew the
name of the pub where both our mothers were working, in
Fenchurch Street, so the police phoned them.

They couldn't come and pick us up till after their shift, so
the police were left wondering what to do with two little
girls and a dog. Eventually they put us all in a cell, which
they no doubt regretted as we decided to amuse ourselves by
singing Lena Zavaroni songs – well, Debbie and I did,
Hutch just lay down with his paws over his eyes. We were
mad about Lena at the time. With her belter of a voice, she'd
been a smash on Opportunity Knocks, and she was only about
three years older than us. I don't know how entertaining the
policemen found our endless renditions of 'Ma, He's
Making Eyes at Me', but at least it made the time pass
happily, putting off thoughts of the inevitable retribution.

In fact, though, when our mums arrived, they seemed
more amused than anything else. We did get a bollocking, of
course, for going alone to the West End, but no big deal.
Looking back, we probably had a narrow escape, considering
what can happen to kids on their own.

Another of our escapades was entirely my fault. We eventually
got a phone in our flat, but my dad was paranoid
about how much the calls were going to cost. As a precaution,
he got one of those money boxes in the shape of a little
red telephone box, the old-fashioned type. Every time you
made a call, you had to put the money in. Well, one day the
funfair came to Highbury Fields – and rides don't come
cheap. Debbie and I soon spent what we had, but really
wanted more rides, so I went back to our house and raided
the telephone box. Debbie and I had a great time, and like a
kid I just closed my mind to the consequences.

The next day, when my dad noticed how light the box
was, the recriminations came thick and fast. Dad blamed
Mum's brother Jerry, who by now was living and working
nearby and used to visit us a lot. Jerry was drinking heavily
at the time, and was known for being a bit of a rogue – a
charming, lovable, handsome rogue, mind you – so he made
a handy scapegoat. My mum was crying, saying, 'Jerry
wouldn't do that.' She was right, of course, but with all the
screaming and shouting and aggro, I was just too frightened
to bring it all down on my head. Mum even said to me,
'Please, Elaine, if you've taken the money, could you not just
tell me?' And still I kept schtum, so poor Jerry got the
blame. I did own up eventually, but not until years later, and
the guilt has stayed with me ever since.

Meanwhile, our horizons began to expand. As well as our
regular trips to Ireland, one year we went on holiday to a
Warner's holiday camp on Canvey Island in Essex. Not the
most beautiful place in the world, I must admit, but it did
give us all an indelible memory.

There was a Tarzan competition. The men had to get up
on to a diving board, give a Tarzan call – 'Aaaah-ah-ah-ah' –
while beating their chests with their fists, dive in the pool
and swim a length. My dad, up for anything, entered, undeterred
by the fact he couldn't swim. Up he got on the top
board, cutting a fine figure. He wasn't a big bloke, but he
was well built, muscular from all the hard physical work he
did. He duly let rip with the old jungle cry – and afterwards
everybody agreed his call was the best ever. However, he
then jumped into the pool – he couldn't dive any more than
he could swim – and proceeded to drown. At which point
the lifeguard jumped in and rescued him. A bit ignominious,
but at least he gave it a go.

When I was ten, our holidays went upmarket – to Spain.
Our first trip abroad, but not before some lively discussion
about passports.

'Garrett,' said my practical mum, 'do you not think it
would be better for the girls if they had British passports?'

Thunder from my dad. Slamming his fist on to the
kitchen table to emphasize each syllable, he bellowed, 'No
feckin' child of mine will ever have a feckin' British feckin'
passport!'

My dad had had to come to England for work, but the
prejudice he'd met in those early days had left its mark. This
was the time, remember – the late Fifties – when a landlord
could put up a sign in the window that brazenly said, 'No
Blacks. No Jews. No Irish. No Dogs.'

Dad was always bitter about this – and the way his strong
accent was mocked (saying 't' instead of 'th'), and being
called Paddy. He softened later, but things still rankled at the
time. I'm sure he would have gone home if he could, but not
without my mum, and she wanted to stay put. Their separation
wouldn't come about until years later.

In the end Sophie and I got Irish passports, and very
handsome they were, too, in a nice green cover with a beautiful
Irish harp picked out in gilt. I was thrilled – I'd made a
special effort for my passport photo, plaiting my long hair
and brushing it out so it would look thicker. All the official
writing was in three languages, Irish Gaelic, English and
French. As the passport said, my eyes and hair were dark
brown, my face was oval, and – I love this bit – under
'Height', I was 'growing'. At least I didn't have any
comharthai faoi leith ('special peculiarities', if you ever need
to say this in Gaelic). To this day my sister and I travel on
Irish passports.

On that first holiday abroad, we arrived in Spain all
excited. One day we went to a bullfight – I know, I know, it's
barbaric, and I'd never go again, but in those days it was just
one of the excursions and we didn't think it was wrong. At
one point, men in the audience were invited to stage a mock
bullfight, riding horses bareback. My dad had been brought
up around horses, so he was a natural. But when the bull
came out – well, we'd been told it was only a baby, but it was
bloody enormous. Of course Dad was up for it, and
managed to survive unscathed.

Unlike my poor mum. Not that she fought a bull –
though I'm sure she would have if she'd had to – but along
with the other women in the audience she was invited to
compete in an obstacle course around the ring. 'Go on,
Bernie, go on,' said my dad. Mum wasn't keen, but Dad
kept on at her, and before she knew it Mum was volunteered
and off she went, jumping fences like a good 'un. Until one
particular fence – a high one. She got stuck on the top, and
couldn't go forwards or backwards.

'Wait there!' yelled my dad – as if she had an option – and
he bounded over to her as a one-man rescue party. 'There
you go!' he yelled, both hands on her arse and shoving her
over. Disaster. Mum landed awkwardly, hurting her arm
badly. The pain got worse, so after a hoo-ha with the holiday
rep and talk of insurance, she went to hospital. It turned out
her arm was broken and she spent the rest of the holiday in
plaster. She realized it was an accident, but she wasn't best
pleased – and Dad was uncharacteristically quiet ...

*

So there they are, my first ten years. Family life revolving
around the home and our neighbourhood, Mum and Dad
rowing and reconciling. School for me and my sister, playing
out with our friends. Breaking up and making up. Regular
trips to Ireland to see the relatives, and the odd excursion
abroad. Birthdays, Christmases – and Holy Communion.
Mustn't forget that. When Sophie and I had our first Holy
Communion, like all the other Catholic girls we looked like
miniature brides, wearing a long white dress and a veil. Mum
and Dad were so proud of us.

They'd sent Sophie and me to St Joan of Arc's Church in
Highbury Park on Saturday mornings, to prepare for our
first communion. It's not a particularly striking building
from the outside, but it's absolutely beautiful inside. I quite
enjoyed my instruction, though I can't say I've been especially
observant since. There's another reason that church
has a special place in my heart. Every time I go past it, I
remember the service held there for my mum's funeral, and
I cling to the beauty of it.

But that day was to be years in the future. Nothing at the
time really cast much of a cloud on my privileged childhood.
I racketed around, a healthy, energetic little kid, who had
everything she wanted, who lived in the best place on earth
to realize her dream. Because even then I had a dream.

I was so thankful that my mum and dad had settled in
Islington. They might have chosen other places that were
popular with Irish immigrants – Shepherd's Bush, say, or of
course Kilburn. Great places both, I'm sure, with a lot going
for them. But they didn't have the one person who was to
transform my life, the woman who would be second only to
my mum in her influence on me. She set the course of my
life and made my dream – to be an actress – come true.

Anna Scher.






End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OPS/images/Whatever_It_Takes_18.jpg





OPS/images/Whatever_It_Takes_19.jpg





OPS/images/Whatever_It_Takes_16.jpg





OPS/images/Whatever_It_Takes_17.jpg





OPS/images/Whatever_It_Takes_10.jpg





OPS/images/Whatever_It_Takes_11.jpg





OPS/images/Whatever_It_Takes_30.jpg





OPS/images/Whatever_It_Takes_31.jpg





OPS/images/Whatever_It_Takes_14.jpg





OPS/images/Whatever_It_Takes_15.jpg





OPS/images/Whatever_It_Takes_12.jpg





OPS/images/Whatever_It_Takes_13.jpg





OPS/images/Whatever_It_Takes_04.jpg





OPS/images/Whatever_It_Takes_03.jpg





OPS/images/Whatever_It_Takes_06.jpg





OPS/images/Whatever_It_Takes_05.jpg





OPS/images/Whatever_It_Takes_08.jpg





OPS/images/Whatever_It_Takes_07.jpg





OPS/images/Whatever_It_Takes_09.jpg





OPS/images/Whatever_It_Takes_29.jpg





OPS/images/Whatever_It_Takes_27.jpg





OPS/images/Whatever_It_Takes_28.jpg





OPS/images/Whatever_It_Takes_F1.jpg
RANDOM HOUSE @BOOKS

Whatever It Takes

Elaine Lordan






OPS/images/Whatever_It_Takes_21.jpg





OPS/images/Whatever_It_Takes_22.jpg





OPS/images/Whatever_It_Takes_20.jpg





OPS/images/Whatever_It_Takes_25.jpg





OPS/images/Whatever_It_Takes_26.jpg





OPS/images/Whatever_It_Takes_02.jpg





OPS/images/Whatever_It_Takes_23.jpg





OPS/images/Whatever_It_Takes_01.jpg
EBURY
PRESS





OPS/images/Whatever_It_Takes_24.jpg





