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			Epigraph

			‘The money was good, the hours were short, but the holidays were very long.’
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			Foreword

			Twenty-something years ago I was invited by some friends one hot summer’s evening to meet them for a drink in Tone’s Bar in Cheam. Although the place was local to me, I wasn’t a regular. When I got there, one of my pals directed me to a stool in the corner of the bar and invited me to take a seat. I hopped on and tucked into my first early-evening Guinness. Soon a man entered, and the throng around the bar area parted as he headed my way. He was a handsome, striking man who looked to be in his late fifties to early sixties, had silver swept-back hair, a flowery summer shirt, sun-browned leathery skin, with a chunky identity bracelet on his wrist and a medallion around his neck. To me he resembled an American Italian Mafia figure straight from a De Niro movie. I wasn’t far wrong. This was Joey Pyle, but I didn’t know it yet. Following in his wake was a black guy who it would require a step ladder for the average man to achieve eye-level communication with.

			Joe stopped in front of me. The bar and my friends fell worryingly silent. They had that look that said, ‘You’ve done it now.’

			‘You’re in my chair,’ Joe said calmly, his hands on his hips, looking at me.

			I practically jumped off and quickly apologised, brushing the seat down after me. Joe broke into a big grin, extended his hand and everyone had a good laugh at my expense. It was a set-up.

			I met Joe several times after. He had a book out and wondered if I’d like to do another with him. He wasn’t happy with the first, he said. I explained it would be unusual and difficult to publish two autobiographies in as many years. He spoke mostly about boxing and especially American heavyweight champions, some of whom he knew. I found him warm, funny and interesting. Never in front of me did he discuss any gangsterism.

			One day he called me and asked me to meet him in the Beverley Brook, a pub closer to where he lived. He said he had something to show me. I was curious and a little trepidatious at the same time. When I got there he was alone, which was unusual. He called over a member of the pub staff. Joe didn’t go to the bar; the bar went to him. When I settled down next to him the thought went through my mind, what if one of his mortal enemies – all crime bosses have mortal enemies, don’t they? – came to assassinate him? Would they shoot me as well?

			Joe proceeded to show me some poems he had written. He wanted to know what I thought of them.

			‘Give me your honest opinion. If they’re shit, I want you to tell me.’

			I sat there and read them in front of him.

			‘Well?’

			‘They’re good, Joe. Really good. But … I don’t know much about poetry.’

			‘That’s good enough for me.’

			Through Joe I met a close pal of his called Del, who was an admirer of my book Battersea Girl, having been brought up in the area. Del wanted to introduce me to a man called Ronnie Field. ‘He’s got a great life story and I think you could do a pukka book together,’ assured Del. I knew Ronnie’s name; he was one of those almost mythical people talked about in pubs who you never actually saw. At least I didn’t. I vaguely knew he was close to Joey Pyle and had a big reputation.

			Del took me to meet Ronnie in a social club hidden behind some residential houses over St Helier way. He was a solid chap in his mid-fifties with a firm handshake who laughed and joked a lot. I found him very funny. However, he hadn’t long been released from prison and I sensed he was focused on living his life, not writing about it. Besides which, I’d just finished writing George Best’s book and had launched straight into Dave Mackay’s. It wasn’t the time.

			Twenty years later it was. I joined my pals Jimmy and Wally Stockins and Gypsy Joe Smith on a trip over to Raynes Park to have a drink with Del and Ronnie. Ronnie was older, quieter and more reflective than at our previous meeting, which, of course, he didn’t remember. Ronnie and I chatted on the edge of the group, which got louder and louder as the John Smith’s flowed. Some of the memories he shared that evening fascinated me. Joe Smith, who doesn’t miss a trick, shouted over.

			‘Why don’t you do Ronnie’s book, Martin?’

			‘If he wants to,’ I replied. What else could I say?

			We shook hands there and then.

			I’ve always wanted to write a true-crime book, and this was my opportunity. I co-wrote a book called Grass with Martin King and Phil Sparrowhawk – telling of the exploits of Phil and Howard Marks, his partner in drug smuggling – which I loved doing, but it was that 1960s and 1970s London underworld I’d always wanted to delve into since I started writing, as my childhood had coincided with the Great Train Robbery, Harry Roberts, and the trials of the Richardsons and the Krays.

			At my comprehensive school in the 1970s, reading books for most schoolboys was only undertaken under duress, as part of the educational curriculum. There were far more exciting things to do as a teenager. Two books did get widely read, however: Skinhead by Richard Allen and The Profession of Violence by John Pearson. One was the fictional adventures of a violent skinhead thug called Joe Hawkins, the other the story of the Kray twins, real-life gangsters from London’s East End. Both books, crumpled and dog-eared, were passed from boy to boy and read surreptitiously in lessons, the risk of confiscation and a smack around the head always present. When the skinhead phenomenon passed, the Allen book slid into obscurity, but Pearson’s study elevated the Kray twins into mainstream folklore and propelled a previously marginal literary genre into the big time. Half a century later Ronnie and Reggie are still a British obsession, and new books about them appear every year.

			This isn’t one of them. This is the story of Ronnie Field, a south London armed robber. His criminal trajectory did overlap with the twins, and they became good friends, and the denouement of Ronnie’s criminal career was being Charlie Kray’s co-defendant following an undercover police operation. So, Kray brothers do figure in Ronnie’s story, Charlie especially. But I believe Nefarious provides an insight into the criminal world in a less obvious part of the capital, where south London meets the suburbs. Ronnie Field reveals how an innocent little boy in Cheam in leafy Surrey ended up robbing banks, being affiliated with Joey Pyle and spending too many of his first fifty-plus years on the planet in prison. Ronnie doesn’t attempt to justify or glorify anything. It’s what happened to him, and he hopes that his life may be of interest to others, be they true-crime enthusiasts or those who simply enjoy working-class social history. Ronnie’s one of the last men standing who lived in that now fast-disappearing criminal world. Armed robbers of banks, post offices and industrial premises seem almost as dated as highwaymen. The world has changed and so has crime. As to whether the change has been for the better – the jury’s out.

			Martin Knight

			August 2023

		

		
			1

			We Are Family

			My childhood was shit. I was one of the last workhouse babies, for starters. At least, I hope I was. The workhouse was the ever-present looming threat hovering above the working classes that dominated their fears and stalked their sleep. For many it was considered a result to live a life that didn’t involve entering the workhouse at one time or another. It was the last resort for food and shelter for the poverty-stricken, the destitute and the fragile. They called people like us paupers. Not very nice.

			Inmates of the workhouse were expected to carry out menial labour in exchange for their basic shelter and grub. Hence the name – work and house. It was gruelling, humiliating and soul-destroying. The shame of turning to the workhouse in times of trouble passed down the generations like a guilty secret. Thankfully, it’s no longer a grim feature of our social landscape. Although mainly associated in the public mind with the Victorian era, workhouses nevertheless endured well into the twentieth century and only finally completely disappeared from our lives with the coming of the National Health Service in the late 1940s. Good job I don’t remember it.

			My mother Vera gave birth to me in the workhouse in Epsom in Surrey. Workhouses co-existing with the large, plush houses of the stockbroker belt is a strange fact. I was her final child of seven, not including others that sadly died in pregnancy and childbirth. In order of arrival, Pat came first in 1933, then Billy, Ted, Cissy, Dalla and Peter, and finally me on 9 August 1946. Jimmy, our cousin, also lived with us. I was never sure why. He was my father’s sister’s boy and a smashing kid. When he grew up, he joined the navy and served on the Ark Royal. Dalla was adopted out early on. She was brought back to see us occasionally by her new parents but didn’t live at home. This sounds like quite a harsh arrangement, but it may be that Dalla was the lucky one.

			On my birth certificate under ‘When and where born’ it states 49 Dorking Road, Epsom, which was the address of the Epsom Union Workhouse. By this time, the authorities had decided to disguise reality by no longer stating ‘workhouse’ on birth, marriage and death certificates in a rare empathetic effort not to stigmatise people for life. I understand that I was only in there for my birth and my mum’s immediate recovery, but she was a regular visitor and my eldest sibling, my dear Pat, who was thirteen years older than me, can remember being in there for longer periods with her and other brothers and sisters at various times. Today the bustling Epsom General Hospital, which the old workhouse morphed into, sprawls across the site and very few people remain that are witness to its miserable and sad past.

			When I was born in 1946, large-scale social events were being resumed for the first time since the Second World War. A horse called Airborne won the Derby on the other side of Banstead from us up on Epsom Downs, and in football Derby County beat Charlton in the first FA Cup final for six years. To really underline the fact that the war was over, the Nuremberg Trials had kicked off. Nazi war criminals were being judged and hanged or, in the case of Himmler and Goering, biting into a cyanide capsule in a final and dramatic act of defiance. Those that could afford to go to the Century cinema, just up from our house in Cheam village, or the bigger Granada in North Cheam, would be getting steamed up watching Hollywood’s The Postman Always Ring Twice, starring the sultry and voluptuous Lana Turner, or our home-grown George in Civvy Street, featuring gormless George Formby. Tommy Handley put smiles on war-weary faces over the airwaves with his hugely popular radio show ITMA (It’s That Man Again). Jack Straw, Bill Clinton and Keith Moon were all born within a few days of me. I guess Straw, a future Home Secretary, was the only one who influenced my life in any way.

			Researching my family tree for this book has thrown up some interesting facts. I knew that one of my grandfathers was an agricultural labourer on the farmland that would become the site of the St Helier hospital and estate. I didn’t know, though, that a great-grandfather on my paternal side, Elijah Chatt, was probably an English Romany gypsy. The census reveals that as a boy he had an address as Ash Common. No house number, no street name, just plain Ash Common. And there are pages and pages of others sharing this same frugal address. The surnames reveal that this was a gypsy encampment and research confirms that one did exist for many years on Ash Common, with their descendants still living in and around that corner of Surrey today. Most of the inhabitants would have lived in a vardo – the ancestor of the modern caravan – or more likely bender tents, which were simple structures made from the branches of willow and hazel trees bent into a dome shape and covered with tarpaulins. It would have been a hard life.

			I’d never have risked asking my grandmother, Minnie Chatt, about her swarthy, darker complexion and her possible Romany origins. Some sources on genealogical websites have Elijah as her stepfather, so she may not have been. I always assumed she had been permanently browned toiling in the sun-kissed hop fields of Kent as a child and a young woman. But now as I rifle my distant memory, I have this snippet of recall of one of my siblings whispering once that Gran’s family were gypsies, with all the mystery and intrigue that entailed.

			My mother – Vera Elizabeth Smith – came from a family that had some money. Once. Her father Charles, my grandfather, was a salesman and electrician in the 1901 census, and a hydraulic engineer by 1911. At the time he died in 1929 he was listed as living at the Glyn Arms public house in Ewell on the road to Cheam, and I can remember family talk of him having owned a pub. The building is still there, although now it is a Toby Carvery where you can happily queue on a Sunday for half an hour for your roast beef, spuds and carrots. I often do.

			Charles died of a heart attack after playing a game of tennis when he was in his early fifties. Significant to me, as a man who once had a keen interest in acquiring money, is that at the time of his death his assets were declared at £3,000. Doesn’t sound a huge amount, but that three grand would be worth over £1 million at today’s values. He left it mainly to his wife, my nan, but none of it filtered down to us. What happened to it? Where did it go? I’d love to know. Perhaps, if that dosh had still been sloshing around in the family, I’d never have chosen the career path that I did. Probably not, though.

			My great-great-grandmother on my mother’s side was a Susannah Gibbs, who married a geezer called William Balkwill, my great-great-grandfather. They lived in the small village of Huish in Devon. Susannah must have had something about her because in the 1880s she divorced William, not an easy or common thing for a woman to undertake in those days. Susannah alleged, and the divorce court agreed with her, that William was committing adultery on a regular basis with not one but two of the household servants. I don’t know what shocks me more – the fact that my great-great-grandfather was a serial adulterer or the fact that we had two servants in the family.

			My parents met in the Glyn Arms pub, coincidentally. William Field was returning from the Epsom Derby that had been run a couple of hours earlier just a few miles up the road. April the Fifth had won it that day in June 1932, ridden by jockey Fred Lane, uncle to Lester Piggott. Father may have had a few quid at 100/6 and was flush with the readies. Perhaps he turned Vera’s head by buying her a drink and flashing the cash. Alternatively, she may have been in the pub and mentioned the family connection, and that turned his head. Who knows? However it happened, Vera and Bill were married the following year and had Pat soon after. I don’t know at what point my mum discovered that my father was a habitual criminal.

			Bill Field’s villainous life was kept from me as a young child. I remember him in army uniform – I’m unsure if he was still wearing it after the war or I’ve just formed memories of him at that time from long-lost family photographs. He was a tall, good-looking man, and I was proud that he’d won a medal for his bravery in the bomb-disposal unit where he was taught how to deactivate enemy bombs. Regrettably, he transferred those skills into civilian life, where he used his explosives know-how for criminal ends. Bill became a good and sought-after safe blower. I remember being a bit crestfallen when it first dawned on me that my war-hero old man had become a cracksman.

			Safe blowing as a line of work peaked in the 1950s and 60s. I guess there were plenty more wayward former soldiers who followed a similar career path to my father. Possibly the most famous peterman (another slang term for this ‘profession’) was E. W. Hornung’s fictional Arthur J. Raffles, a gentleman thief who thought nothing of slipping out of the drawing room at an aristocratic cocktail party to blow the stately home safe with gelignite. In real life there was Scotsman Johnny Ramensky. He went in the opposite direction to my old man. He was a well-established peterman when the Second World War broke out, but he put his life of crime on hold and volunteered for the British Commandos, deploying and imparting his explosives savvy on several dangerous missions. Johnny resumed his illegal safe-blowing habit after the war and ended up being Scotland’s most celebrated prison escapee, having broken out of Peterhead jail five times.

			The most famous safecracker and big-time cat burglar – and a name I remember hearing about as a young man – was George ‘Taters’ Chatham. All sorts of unsubstantiated claims have been made about the millions he stole and the famous blags that he was on, but he certainly was prolific. His biggest claim to notoriety was managing to hoist the Duke of Wellington’s ceremonial swords from the Victoria and Albert Museum. He served over thirty years in prison and died penniless, they say, in 1997. Some of you may also remember the 1963 British comedy film The Cracksman, where a hapless locksmith played by comedian Charlie Drake ends up getting tricked into blowing safes for a criminal gang. My old man was probably somewhere between old Taters and little Charlie Drake.

			My father’s most famous escapade that I know about was when he was part of a gang that robbed the famous Hawker aircraft factory in Kingston upon Thames, Surrey. He blew the safe open, the contents were hurriedly scooped out into holdalls and the team scarpered. When they reached the safe house and examined the proceeds of the robbery, they were alarmed to see that besides cash they’d taken some plans for the Hawker Harrier jump jet, which was then in development. The documents were stamped TOP SECRET. The old man realised that now not only would the Robbery Squad be on his tail, but mostly likely MI5 and Special Branch too. He didn’t fancy getting hanged for treason or being permanently disappeared by the men in suits, so he somehow got the plans deposited discreetly at a local police station. If nothing else, my father was a patriot. Everyone was at the time.

			The physical landscape when I was born was one scarred by the six-year-long Second World War that finally ended just a year before I arrived. Families bombed out of London tried to pick up the pieces, literally, on the new council estates that had been built to accommodate the migration away from the old London slum areas. Kids played among the debris of bombed-out buildings, their parents worked where they could find some, and tried to feed their families as best they could within the limitations of national food rationing and affordability. The war was the defining event for the generation above me. Most of those people talked in terms of ‘before the war’ and ‘after the war’ until the day they died. Now we say ‘before Covid’ and ‘after Covid’.

			The rumble of hunger in our tummies was an ever-present sensation in the 1940s, 50s and early 60s, but it wasn’t until we began to eat properly as youths and adults that we realised it wasn’t a natural one. Rationing finally ended in 1954, but not in our house. Us Fields were poor, even by the austere standards of the period. When asked about those days I tend to shrug and say, ‘We knew no different.’ By that I mean we experienced no different, so we couldn’t feel what we were deprived of, but we could see different. We lived in Cheam in Surrey, for fuck’s sake! Cheam, with its preserved, listed, timber-constructed medieval buildings, posh housing estates, manicured flower beds and charming little shops. Just down the road from us and stretching all the way down to Ewell was Nonsuch Park, where Henry VIII had once lived in the now-disappeared palace, and trotted around his grounds on a very strong horse, guzzling port and skewering deer. Next door was the esteemed Nonsuch Girls’ School, a state school that thought it was private and punched above its weight.

			Ironically, though, for the older generation, at least, Cheam was most famous for being the imaginary rented home of the deadpan radio and television comedian Tony Hancock, who resided at 23 Railway Cuttings, East Cheam, along with wide-boy cockney spiv Sid James. Us Fields also lived in rented accommodation, on Malden Road, Cheam, but there was precious little comedy or laughs to be had inside our house.

			It wasn’t a house of fun or a house of love, it was a house of horror underpinned by brutality, hopelessness and cruelty. We shared the rooms with rats, mice and cockroaches. Why they came I do not know, as there were slim pickings to be had. My father left home when I was five, although due to the war he hadn’t been around much before. He tended to come home on leave or between prison sentences, make Mum pregnant, then piss off again. That was the pattern by all accounts. When he finally disappeared for what we thought was for good, he left my mum with us kids at Malden Road with his parents – my grandmother Minnie Chatt and grandfather John Richard Field. John had fought in the Royal Artillery in the First World War and was a decent man. How he ended up with Gran, who as you’ll read was a monster straight off the pages of a Charles Dickens novel, I’ll never get my head around.

			Grandfather died early in my life, so my memories of him are few and far between. My siblings who knew him better always said he was a lovely person. Unfortunately for all of us, with Grandfather now dead and my old man on the missing list, there was no brake on Minnie’s evil behaviour. Her tyranny and cruelty went off the scale. And I haven’t even got to Uncle Fred yet. He came to live with us after Grandfather and my father had gone.

			Mum was in no position to protect us from Gran, or later, Uncle Fred. I sometimes heard Mum described as a broken woman. Her husband’s drinking, playing around with other ladies, and going in and out of the nick was bad enough, but she also suffered terribly with elephantiasis and skin cancer. Probably depression too. That undiagnosed condition was called ‘being a bit down’ or ‘not feeling quite myself’ in those less understanding times. The elephantiasis manifested itself in one of her legs becoming enormous, like an elephant’s leg, hence the shaming name. This rendered her immobile both physically and mentally, and I can still remember the rage and sorrow I felt as people in the street would stare openly and point at her sad, disfigured limb. Even as a young boy in short trousers I wanted to fly across the high street and lamp them.

			I don’t understand now why Mum’s side of the family didn’t help – there was money there, after all. I remember just once my Nan on the maternal side turning up at the house. In my head she was in a Rolls-Royce, but I guess it was just a posh car. She did certainly have a chauffeur, though, and she was wearing a fox fur, and when she left she took my little hand and wrapped it around a half-crown piece. The coin – heavy and silver – was worth two shillings and sixpence, 12.5p to you, but a small fortune to a young boy in the mid-50s. I had never clasped such riches. When Nan left, Gran looked hard at me, uncurled her hand and pointed to her palm. I had to hand it over. I’d been rich for all of five minutes. Mum looked at Gran with pleading eyes, but her eyes burned back. She was paying the bills was the message.

			Mum would get National Assistance money from the government to help feed and clothe us kids, but Gran took it off her as soon as she collected it. Then she would give her back five bob, like she was doing her a favour. Pocket money for a grown woman. My poor mum had such a hard, humiliating life, and she too was as much at the mercy of that devil, Minnie Chatt, as we kids were. My hunch is that my grandparents were adamantly opposed to our parents marrying right from the get-go and took the attitude, you’ve made your own bed, now you must lie in it. Harsh, especially as Nan could clearly see the hardships we faced, even if she was unaware of the abuse.

			I struggle to put into words how wicked my Gran was. A nasty piece of work. A beast, even. She tortured us all mentally and physically. Mum told me that when a German bomb landed in Lumley Road where the family had lived just before I was born, it blew the side of our house clean out. My brothers Ted and Billy, who were not much more than babies, were strapped into their beds in the attic and ended up in the garden. Thankfully, they were largely unhurt, but they were petrified and unable to move from their beds because Gran had tethered them to the frame. Mum said it was the fastest she saw Gran come out the cellar – where she was sheltering in the best place herself, of course – to get them unstrapped before the ARP wardens arrived and reported her cruelty.

			I don’t know to this day why Gran was so vicious to us. What happened to her that she routinely visited violence on little children? Maybe she resented having to put a roof over our heads and feed us. If anything, she should have been angry at her son, our old man, who had deserted us.

			One day when Mum was in hospital, as she often was, Gran came in, sat down and called me over to her. I was about seven years old.

			‘Your mother’s dead,’ she stated without emotion.

			‘What?’

			‘Your mother just died in the hospital,’ she repeated. She got up, patted down her apron and walked out of the room.

			I couldn’t see her face as she walked away, but I bet she was smiling. I was distraught, although I didn’t cry aloud as Gran wouldn’t have liked that. I went and stood in the corner, trying to contain my utter grief and fear. Later, one of my brothers told me it wasn’t true, and that Mum was coming home. I didn’t tell Mum what Gran had said. She would have denied it and paid me back worse. Why do a thing like that to a little boy? Taking pleasure from an infant’s despair and terror can only be sadism. She was a bastard sadist.

		

		
			2

			Deliver Us from Evil

			Grandmother Minnie Chatt’s abuse, as I now know to rightly call it, was sustained and severe. She’d whack you with her open hand or deliver a swift backhand, punch you with her fist and strike you with whatever household implement was close to hand. Her favourite offensive weapon, though, was her walking stick, which she hit my siblings with frequently. She preferred to use the knobbly end for maximum effect. Being sent flying across the room for some imagined misdemeanour was likely to happen whenever you were in her orbit.

			Brother Ted, who was a quiet boy, had it the worst. He was well and truly brutalised. He had an allergy to cheese. Just couldn’t eat the stuff as it made him retch, and Gran would stab it down his little throat with her diabolical fingers. Another time she poured scalding soup over his head because he wasn’t eating it with the appreciation she demanded. He screamed in agony and jumped around the room like a demented creature. It really disturbed me. Fuck knows what mental as well as physical damage it did to Ted. I wanted to help this poor boy, but I was barely more than a toddler myself and was terrified of getting the same treatment. I saw both Peter and Ted knocked out cold with that damned stick of hers. I was lucky that my brothers absorbed most of the violence that could have come my way, but as I got older I was battered too. I had no reason to believe that this didn’t happen in all homes.

			Like most of my siblings at various times, Ted was put into care at a children’s home in Redhill when there wasn’t enough money to feed us all, or so Gran told us. I believe I was the only one of the children not to spend any time in care. Knowing what we know now about what took place in many of those institutions, I wonder what further indignities and horrors Ted withstood in there, but I feel and desperately hope it was a welcome respite from living with Gran. I think, given the choice and if we could have stayed together, we’d have all opted for going into care. That’s how desperate our situation was.

			As soon as he could, Ted fled Malden Road, joined the army and served in Cyprus. He was driving an officer around in a jeep one day when a petrol bomb was thrown into his lap and exploded, and he was terribly burned. He spent a lot of time in rehabilitation in Aldershot, and I was taken by my sisters Pat and Cissy to see him in a military hospital. He had written earlier and said that he’d made me a model of a jousting medieval knight. When we got to the hospital it was hard to tell people apart as they were all bandaged so heavily. I yelped excitedly, ‘There he is!’ and pointed. Pat asked how I could be sure. I’d seen the model knight on a horse with a jousting stick on his bedside table.

			Billy also had it bad from Gran and he too got put into a home. Sometimes he came back for a while, then he was gone again. He was a good boy. When he started work as a cable joiner he brought money into the house regularly to ease our poverty, and he continued to support us even after he’d found a flat to live in.

			I shared a bedroom with my mum, sleeping on the hard floor with some blankets and a pillow. The others slept all together in another bedroom, and Gran had a bedroom to herself. She’d also designated the front room facing the road as her space only. Mum wasn’t even allowed in, and unlike the rest of the house it was kept spotless and pristine. I never knew what that was all about. I wonder now if Gran entertained men. It wouldn’t surprise me, as I was told once that during the First World War she’d been a brass. No joking, I think I’d rather have served more time on the front line than get close up and personal with her.

			My sisters Pat and Cissy were the light in our darkness, providing some of the love and warmth Mum was unable to fully give, and that Gran, who simply didn’t have love in her, refused to. Pat got out the house too as soon as possible when she married Johnny at just seventeen, but she still came and fetched me out of what I now recognise was a waking nightmare when she could. I remember Pat and Johnny taking me to a show that was put on by the Post Office one Christmas. Pat must have worked there. They gave me a Post Office set with a little cash register that went ding and working miniature scales to go home with. After Pat went, Cissy took over as the maternal sibling. She wasn’t strong enough to stop the beatings dished out by Gran – and later, Uncle Fred – but she helped keep us out of their way and was a calming, soft female presence in the home.

			Christmas was little different from any other time of the year for us. Dire. We had no turkey, no decorations, no cards, no presents. It brought home how we lived in comparison with others. I’d walk past neighbouring houses and see wreaths on the doors, the front rooms lit up and promising warmth, a flickering tinsel-covered Christmas tree, children excited and chattering, black and white televisions glowing in the corner. It was a million miles from life in our house. If carol singers made the mistake of turning up on our doorstep, I’d be wondering how much money they had in their collection box and how I could pinch it.
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