
  [image: cover]


  


[image: ]





  This book is dedicated to Laura Laffen.


  Her strength and courage in telling the truth set us on our own journey of self-discovery.
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  Narrator’s Role


  When Joyce, June and Paula asked me to help them with their book, they had already spent many years writing, putting their thoughts together and finding ways to tell their
  story. They had worked with other people over the years but, for various reasons, the book telling their story was never completed. They felt they needed someone to give them direction, keep them
  focused and help them stay on track. And because I love them all dearly, I can say they were right!


  We worked together for over two years and, during this time, we became more clear about what was needed to bring the book to fruition, and what role I could play in supporting this.


  Much of what I brought to the process was related to editing and proofreading. After the three sisters had written a chapter or section, they would meet to discuss it. Then I would read their
  work, and the four of us would meet to agree any changes and what section should be focused on next. We met almost every month for two years to review our work and identify gaps in the story and,
  on two occasions, we took short residential breaks. The first of these trips gave us an intensity and focus which had been missing previously, and the writing became more emotional as a consequence
  of this trip.


  It became apparent early on that a chronological approach to telling this painful yet inspiring story wouldn’t work, and so the structure of using retrospective memories alongside current
  dialogue emerged. You will be brought back to the sisters’ childhood and then sat with them as they discussed what you have just read. The book enables the women to explore their memories
  with you, to analyse their emotions, explain their behaviours and, ultimately, to heal. The dialogue chapters were written following many hours of discussion with the sisters, and they are verbatim
  accounts of these long evenings spent together, the only change being that in writing up the sessions, we omitted a lot of the swearing!


  Perhaps the most important function I fulfilled was as a facilitator for these discussions. When we first began working together, each of the sisters had been through various therapeutic
  processes, and had spent a great deal of time writing, so the themes and content of the book were very clear to them. However, they each struggled with elements of their memories, and found it
  difficult to stay in the past and immerse themselves in their abusive experiences. For very obvious reasons, they were anxious to return to the present. The emotion and power of this book comes
  from the fact that, with support, encouragement and incredible courage, they each took themselves back there, relived the pain and hurt, and delved deeply into the past.


  Helping them with this process by asking probing questions, returning to memories which they had skipped over or dismissed, and challenging them to go to uncomfortable places was my function. At
  times, it was incredibly difficult as I watched three women I admire and hold dear in such terrible pain, yet I needed to stay focused on my task of extracting the emotions, framing the experience.
  There were, of course, also times when we laughed from the pit of our bellies and until our cheeks ached. We also drank too much!


  Ultimately, my participation in bringing this book to completion has given me far more than I could ever have brought to the process. I have witnessed three amazing women find each other and
  themselves; I have been part of a journey which most of us cannot begin to imagine, and am so thankful to be part of the destination. I have been embraced by a family of honest, funny, generous
  people, and have the friendship of three women whom I admire and love. And I have played a part, albeit peripheral, in bringing a story to life which we all believe will bring hope and solace to
  others who have experienced abuse and pain.


  I am deeply grateful to have had the opportunity to know Joyce, June and Paula at such an intimate level, and to have been part of their story.


  
    Marian Quinn

  





  Foreword


  The three sisters, Joyce, June and Paula, three exceptional sisters, three extraordinary women, came into my life in the late summer of 1992.


  I was then working as a Producer/Director in RTÉ Current Affairs on a documentary series entitled Tuesday File. Up to that point, RTÉ programmes on child abuse always had
  the interviewee’s face hidden, voice distorted. The shame of telling the story, the power of the pain, the reluctance to reveal pierced hearts, kept the reality distant, hidden through a hazy
  lens.


  I wanted to make a truthful, powerful programme on the horrors of child abuse. I hoped to persuade someone to reveal themselves to camera, to look directly into the lens, to make eye contact
  with the viewer so as to shine a light on their face, their story, their life and their pain. In the Ireland of the early 1990s this was a big ask but I set about the search with reporter Miriam
  Fitzsimons. It was then we met the three sisters, Joyce, June and Paula.


  There is little that would prepare you for the whirlwind of energy that is the Kavanagh sisters. Laughter, language (mostly bad), cigarette smoke, camaraderie, care, humour, honesty. We
  instantly connected. I was overwhelmed by their straightforwardness, their absence of agenda, their strong yet simple desire to help others, their clarity of purpose. And yet, at odds with my hope
  for the series, I found myself attempting to dissuade them from stepping forward into full scrutiny. They had suffered enough and I needed to be sure they understood the implications of their brave
  decision.


  The three sisters were not for turning. They had made their decision, were apprehensive but clear-headed in their commitment.


  The lights were switched on, the camera rolled and the sound recorded as they unfolded the most horrendous catalogue of abuse carried out by a father on his three daughters. That abuse ripped
  into their childhood, their adolescence, their young adulthood, across twenty long years, two terrible decades.


  Despite the attempted injunction by their imprisoned father, the documentary was aired on RTÉ in October 1992, with the support of Peter Feeney, Editor of Current Affairs, and John
  Masterson, Series Producer, Tuesday File.


  The sisters were lauded, the programme won a Jacob’s Award early the following year and Joyce, June and Paula were nominated as Women of the Year.


  We went our separate ways until seventeen years later an email pops up on my computer screen from Joyce Kavanagh. The book was being written. We meet again. Age and time has but enriched the
  three sisters. Laughter, language (mostly bad) cigarette smoke, camaraderie, care, humour, honesty . . . once more and with feeling.


  The first draft of the book – without a title – lands with me in March 2010. It sits on my desktop for weeks, yet I am reluctant to read those words again, those
  sentences which, when strung together in a certain way, bring you to a sickening place. I am home alone on St Patrick’s Day and I face the challenge.


  Once again I am punch-drunk with the putrid pain, their putrid pain. Childhood memories. Paula on the day of her First Communion brutally raped in her white Communion dress by her father. Joyce
  at six years of age, the promise of a new bike, ripped apart and raped. June at the age of eight buggered by her father. June at age eleven raped by her father as her friend lay sleeping beside her
  during a summer holiday trip. And the childhood memories go on, and on, and on.


  Yet through the shadow-image of the child the woman emerges.


  Those three strong sisters challenged their father, took him to the High Court and imprisoned him for life.


  Those three strong sisters bucked the system and went public on television with their stories.


  Those three strong sisters took up full-time studies in alternative medicine, June and Joyce going on to do BA Degrees in Community Development and Leadership and Paula a BSc Degree in Leisure
  Management.


  Those three sisters every day give back to the community and to the system. A community and a system that failed them.


  The potent personalities of the Kavanagh sisters are a heady mix; as daughters, sisters, mothers, friends they cut an incredible swathe through life. They are deeply bonded together in pain and
  in joy. They laugh easily, deeply, loudly. They slag each other mercilessly. Their savage black humour sneaks through Click, Click as they describe their search for a ‘cure’
  while engaging in group counselling.


  Their commitment to writing their book took them together back to those days in that labyrinthine, dismal dwelling in Ballyfermot, to the misery of those childhood memories, where they shared so
  much together, knowing they had to protect each other but also knowing they had to protect themselves.


  For the three sisters there was no fairy godmother; the system failed them utterly – home, school, hospital, church. Yet they have overcome, they have taught us so much about survival,
  hope, joy, love, friendship, sisterhood.


  Three remarkable women; three remarkable sisters, Joyce, June and Paula.


  
    Moya Doherty, June 2011

  





  Why Now?
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  ‘It’s been a long time coming, hasn’t it?’


  June thumbs her copy of the publishing contract which arrived this morning. Sitting around Joyce’s kitchen table, the three sisters have been scrutinising the document for the past
  couple of hours, and their initial euphoria has subsided into refection, as they each consider how they fhnally managed to get here.


  ‘I did that creative writing course in 1998,’ says Paula, lighting a new cigarette. ‘That’s what got us started on the book, so it’s been almost fifteen years.
  That’s hard to believe isn’t it?’


  ‘Jaysus, I won’t be admitting that to too many people,’ exclaims Joyce, as she places a fresh pot of tea on the table. ‘That’s incredible. What have we been
  doing all that time?’


  ‘Ah come on, in fairness, we’ve been busy,’ Paula says defensively. ‘You two had children, and we all started various education courses and new jobs, and I
  wasn’t able to write the book and go to college, so it was just about timing for me.’


  ‘I remember the day of the court case,’ says Joyce, ‘when we were all celebrating in the pub after Da was convicted. It was like something you’d see on the TV except
  it was happening to us; the excitement, the feeling that we had done something really important, and I knew what a special moment it was. I thought then we should write our story, try and capture
  the feeling of the day. So the intention was there from the outset. It just took us a while to get here!’


  ‘I don’t think it was just about finding the time though,’ says June. ‘We needed the time and space to refect on each piece we worked on, and feel the impact it had on
  our lives. Writing about our memories forced us to really acknowledge how devastated and disconnected we were from the feelings about what we had experienced. We needed to think about it, heal. All
  those breaks we took from writing the book, the times we put it away for months on end – that was necessary, that was survival. And initially, we focused on the technical aspects, the
  grammar, not the content of what we were writing. That wasn’t by mistake, was it? There’s been a big shift for all of us, especially in recent years. We have all healed; we know each
  other better, and ourselves. Look,’ she laughs as Joyce places a plate of sandwiches on the table, ‘we even eat when we’re working on the book now. Remember how for years we
  weren’t able to eat when we were writing?’


  ‘No, we just ate the smokes!’ comments Paula.


  ‘Well some things don’t change,’ Joyce laughs, as she lights up a cigarette.


  ‘I think our involvement in education has been a huge part of the way we’ve written, and what it’s meant to us,’ June continues. ‘It’s given us a
  big-picture perspective, a world view, and an ability to process things differently, to understand things differently. I feel like all that counselling and holistic healing and talking has all
  started to integrate; it is a part of who I am now. And isn’t that part of why we started this whole thing anyway? To improve how we live with the abuse.’ She taps the contract lightly,
  sending a scurry of ash flickering across the table. ‘When we did that RTÉ documentary,’ she continues, ‘and were nominated for Women of the Year, the awards ceremony was a
  huge awakening for me. I will never forget Moya Doherty when they announced that the first female helicopter pilot had won. I obviously looked at her blankly – you know me!’ Her
  siblings laugh, imagining the innocence of June’s smile. ‘I was just thinking about the fact that we’d been picked up in a limo, and had had our hair and nails done, and that I
  loved my new dress! How fuckin stupid am I? I was so embarrassed that I hadn’t thought about winning or losing, that I had been concerned with such superficial things. That’s the first
  time I remember feeling like a child in a grown-up world, with no understanding of how things work, and I really wanted to fix that. So getting a better perspective, understanding the big picture,
  that’s been really important to me.’


  ‘And do you think you have that now?’ asks Joyce.


  ‘I’m getting better, but I’m not there yet. I reckon that’s a long journey for me.’


  ‘You’re right about the process, though, June,’ says Paula. ‘We probably did need to give it that time. I mean, when we started writing, it was very different from the
  way it’s been in the past couple of years, wasn’t it? It was shocking actually, so upsetting, having to listen to what each of you went through. There seemed to always be something
  worse in one of your stories. No matter how bad I thought it was for me, I could never fully comprehend the extent of what Da did.’


  ‘Well, we had never talked in any detail about our experiences, had we?’ says Joyce. ‘So it was bound to be a shock. I know June and I had admitted to each other ages before
  that he had abused us, but we only ever discussed it when we were pissed, and it was always in very vague terms. So sharing the kind of detail we have, that was new for all of us.’


  ‘It’s funny,’ says Paula, ‘how we always saw something worse in each other’s stories. We are so ready to undermine ourselves; we even look for someone to outdo
  us in the abuse!’


  ‘But I always felt we were doing something really important. I felt good when we were writing, even though I spent half the time crying,’ says June.


  ‘I know part of the motivation for the book was about ourselves and our healing,’ says Joyce. ‘We all knew counselling hadn’t done what we had expected or hoped, but
  it was also about highlighting the justice system, and how we had been treated by it. I know I really wanted to make it better for anyone coming after us.’


  ‘When RTÉ made that documentary about us, when was that, Paula?’ asks June.


  ‘1992.’


  ‘Yeah, well do you remember how we thought that would change the world? We thought, once that came out, things would never be the same again, that abusers would be named and shamed, that
  people would come forward in their droves to share their experiences. But it didn’t do what it was meant to, and I was so disappointed by the impact it had, or rather the fact that it
  didn’t influence anything. So writing the book seemed like an obvious next step.’


  ‘I thought it would stop people abusing, because they would know they could be prosecuted years after the abuse had happened,’ says Paula. ‘That’s what was so
  important about our case. They accepted that you could still speak up about child abuse as an adult and have your story heard. Our court case set a precedent about the statute of limitations, you
  know, how long after the abuse you can take a case, so I really believed it opened doors for people to prosecute when they were ready.’


  ‘Joyce, what are you doing?’


  The two women stop and watch their older sister rummaging about in the corner of the kitchen. Joyce empties out a large cardboard box which she pulls out from under the CD player, and is
  scattering sheets of paper around, clearly looking for something.


  ‘Looking for our mission statement!’ she declares.


  ‘Jaysus, I forgot about that,’ laughs June. ‘That was a long time ago.’


  Here it is.’ She waves a typed sheet over her head, visibly delighted. ‘“August 2007”, it says here. So that’s recent enough. Ah, Christ, listen to this.’
  She takes a moment to control her giggles. ‘The book will be published when we’re somebodies.’


  The three sisters roar laughing.


  ‘Well that’s a load of rubbish anyway. You’d better not let the publishers see that or they might change their minds about the contract!’


  ‘Go on,’ says Paula. ‘What other gems did we have in there?’


  ‘Actually, it’s not bad,’ says Joyce, looking up over her glasses. She holds up the sheet and reads out the sisters’ aspirations. ‘“It will demonstrate
  that we have come out of the shit, that the abuse doesn’t define who you are. We want to help people by:


  
  
    –Recognising there is life after abuse


    –Describing how the counselling gets integrated into how we live our lives


    –Reassuring people that who they really are, that the qualities they have, can still emerge, despite the abuse


    –Understanding that the process is the important thing, not the goal


    –Seeing the importance of the journey, not the outcome


    –Knowing that it’s not a quick fix, it’s a process


    –Not allowing the experience to limit you.”’

  

  


  The room is silent as the women refect on their work, their lives, a possible future of change.


  ‘Wow,’ says Paula. ‘That’s not bad. Well, girls, if we give any small part of that to anybody out there, we’ll have done a great job. I think we should all be
  very proud.’





  Introduction


  We are three of ten children born to Kevin Kavanagh and Joyce Upcott. We were reared in Ballyfermot, Dublin, in the 1960s and 1970s. Ballyfermot at that time was a strange mix
  of poverty alongside an incredible sense of community.


  We all remember the shame of going to the soup kitchen, despite the fact that, or perhaps because, we knew everyone else there. At least once a week, we would take turns pushing a buggy down to
  the ‘gur house’ as it was known, with a big pot and a rattly lid, because the pot would be too heavy to carry home. Even though we had more than others, our family had days when the
  shillings and the pennies simply ran out. With ten children to feed, there was no option but to shoulder the shame.


  The weekly bath on a Saturday night was the only time we received a change of clothes, and it was of course timed for us to be clean and presentable going to mass the next day. Three of us at a
  time would squeeze into the bath, fighting to avoid being the last group into what would have become dirty, lukewarm water.


  Monday mornings would see a trail of women at the bus stop taking their husbands’ suits to the pawn shop in town, offering them a way to get through the week until the wages were brought
  home on Friday, and the suit could be retrieved for another weekend.


  Despite this, our memories of growing up are largely happy. We spent hours playing on the wide, empty streets – there were so few cars that road safety was never a worry. Games were
  simple: hopscotch and skipping for the girls; red rover, kick the can and rounders if the boys joined in, and all of us taking turns to swing off a huge rope thrown over the top of the lamppost,
  yelling at the tops of our voices as we few across the road, with not a care in the world, unless a garda car drove by, then we would all run away, squealing with laughter and feigned fear.


  There was very little crime at that time. Doors were left open, or a key would hang on a piece of string inside the letter box. There was a sense of community parenting, where any adult would
  feel it completely appropriate to give us a clatter over the head for being cheeky or stepping out of line. You’d never dream of complaining about it, knowing this would only draw attention
  to the bad behaviour, probably resulting in another wallop!


  Despite the age difference between the three of us, we spent a lot of time together outside the house. Of course, the older ones bossed the younger ones, but they looked out for them too.
  Teenagers played with little ones, and there wasn’t the kind of age segregation you see now. Joyce was always in the thick of organising activities for everyone, so June and Paula were
  included in these events: picnics in the field at the back of the house; putting on a play; building a house by making bricks from old sweet packets stuffed with mud, or holding a massive rounders
  game. Being outside the house allowed us all the space to breathe and relax, so we relished and extended every moment we could.


  They were very hard times on women – although we didn’t realise it until we ourselves experienced the deadening of spirit that comes with an expectation that we would aspire to
  nothing beyond the home and children – where men made the decisions and women managed the consequences; where women donned slippers and headscarves as soon as they were married, no longer
  having the motivation or energy to take an interest in themselves.


  We had a grocery shop, and later a small textile workshop, so there was always money coming in, which was very unusual in that community. We were the first in our neighbourhood to have a car, a
  TV, a phone, and we got the first of every new toy that came out, but there was only ever one between the ten of us – one bike, one pogo stick, one pair of stilts, one space hopper. What
  money came into the house didn’t last long because our father spent it on mad stuff: drum kits, a fur coat for our mother who never left the house, a piano. He would get these grand ideas
  which never went anywhere. He spent a fortune every week buying comics for us all. We were the only ones in school to get Bunty, Twinkle and Mandy regularly, and the boys
  received theirs when our father had read them.


  Everyone thought we were loaded, but we were struggling just the same as everyone else. Most of our clothes were bought from the market lady who called round each week with a pram loaded with
  dresses. Occasionally, we were treated to a shopping trip to Thomas Street, where one of Da’s friends had a market shop. We always got a green hair ribbon for St Patricks’ Day and a
  yellow one for Easter. We rarely had matching socks or nice underwear, since these were shared and handed down until they were yellow and threadbare.


  The shop was obviously a huge temptation for children, but we were never allowed to have the good stuff. We could only have margarine on our bread, not butter, and corned beef instead of
  ham.


  Da bought the house in the early 1960s, because of the garage space at the side which he renovated and made into the shop (and later extended for the factory). It cost £1,100, an
  astronomical price at the time, and he borrowed money from the bank to buy it, which would have been unusual at the time. He always had big ideas, and saw the house as an opportunity to make money.
  In fairness, he was right, although the house was in a terrible state when he bought it and we heard after we had moved in that it was haunted.


  Initially, Da bought a van and drove around Ballyfermot, selling cut-price groceries from it. Bags of four or six spuds, individual cigarettes, a dozen tea bags – small units of the
  staples were the most popular. No one could afford to buy in bulk and Da capitalised on that. Like many other communities, Ballyfermot was built and populated with few facilities for the thousands
  of residents. There were few local shops, no public transport and very few people had access to a car, so the mobile shop was a great idea. Da got bored with it after a while though, and, for some
  time, it was just left parked outside the house. That’s when Ma took it over, selling from the back of the immobile van, and, in time, the garage was converted into a proper shop. It kept her
  busy from early morning until dinnertime, when she would take over in the house, cooking, cleaning and looking after us all. The shop was open from nine until eight, and at one stage even stayed
  open until midnight, so our mother worked hard and long and physically wasn’t very available to us. Emotionally, she was also incredibly distant, possibly even cold, and we have few memories
  of warmth or affection from her, although we have in recent years come to have some understanding of this. We all worked in the shop, before and after school, and, despite the hard work, we were
  always glad of an opportunity to be with her.


  As the shop became less of a responsibility for Da, he developed a factory at the back of the house to make soft toys. It was more of a large shed really, and the three of us worked in it for
  many years. It was a thriving business in the 1970s, and gave employment to almost all our siblings, so that even the older ones, having moved out of the family home, were around as we grew up.


  Swearing was a natural and integral part of how we communicated from a very young age. Everyone swore, all the time. Christian names were rarely used, but rather you would be called by any
  number of insults: cunt, gee bag, bollox. Of course, we didn’t know these words were offensive then. Our mother, who was born and reared in England, never swore, apart from a couple of very
  significant occasions, which you will hear about. Strangely, though, she never told us off for swearing, or tried to discourage it in any way. She had bigger fish to deal with.


  Our father sexually abused all three of us. It started when we were aged around four or five and stopped at different times and in different circumstances for each of us. The experience of abuse
  continues to shape and influence us, but through talking, sharing and writing, we have found the strength and courage to live our lives with love, enthusiasm and energy.


  Given the number of people in the house, and the size of the house, it is incredible, even to us, that this abuse went undiscovered. The layout of the house in some ways allowed for this
  complicity. It was an old house that was added onto over the years, resulting in something of a maze of rooms which provided plenty of opportunity for concealment. Entering the house, straight from
  the footpath, you went down two steps to a long narrow hallway. It was dark and unwelcoming; the first door on your left was a bedroom, which was originally the older boys’ bedroom. Farther
  along the hall, on the right-hand side, was a small sitting room, which we called the parlour. That’s a very grand name for a small room with a fire, where Ma used to sit and do her knitting.
  At the end of the hallway was the door into a small, rectangular room about twelve feet by eight, which we called the dead room, because it never had any purpose except to get from one end of the
  house to the other. You had to walk through it to get to the bedrooms, kitchen or factory, and despite the fact that there were chairs and a table in it, none of us ever used it. When we were very
  young, we used to eat there, but, as we got older, we stopped using it. It had a glass door which was regularly broken on Sunday afternoons when Da fought with the boys about whose turn it was to
  mind the shop, so eventually we all felt there was a better place to have meals.


  As you went through the dead room, there was a door on the right-hand side that took you into the shop. This was where Ma spent most of her time, and while all of us took turns helping her or
  minding the shop, it was always her space.


  Another door from the dead room led into the kitchen, which was small and, although it never had any seating, it was where we always seemed to congregate, over copious pots of tea. The bathroom
  was off the kitchen, and the sitting room behind it was a large, square room, with plenty of space and lots of furniture. Armchairs were strewn around the edges of the room, and a large dining
  table took central place. The TV, a hugely important feature of our childhood, sat in the corner, directly opposite Da’s chair. The rest of us would argue about getting the seat closest to
  the TV, or sitting near the gas fire, but everyone knew which was Da’s place. Despite attempts to make it warm and welcoming, this was always a depressing, cold room.


  Back in the dead room, stairs led to three upstairs bedrooms. The staircase was narrow and steep, and was some distance from the sitting room, factory and shop. Ma and Da’s bedroom was at
  the top of the stairs. Unusually, the staircase led directly into their room, with no door for privacy, though, as children, this never struck us as strange. There was a high dresser against the
  wall at the end of the bed, a wardrobe in a corner and very little else. On the right was the girls’ bedroom, and the younger boys’ bedroom was on the left, both doorways leading
  directly from our parents’ room, meaning that access to our rooms required going through theirs. The rooms were sparse and cold, each furnished with only two wardrobes, a large cardboard box
  for shoes, and two beds, so sharing was always required.


  There were unwritten rules in this house, unstated expectations of us, which supported the abuse, made us complicit in it and protected its discovery. From an early age, we understood that you
  made noise when you left or entered a room and you never went up the stairs without being heard. Of course these ‘rules’ were never discussed, they were just known, implicitly. It never
  occurred to us to discuss them with each other or any of our friends. For many years, we struggled to understand this acceptance of ours, our compliance with the dynamic our father created. Now we
  know this was how we survived.


  Ours is a strange and painful story to tell. It is a hard one to read, but we hope that, ultimately, it will prove to be uplifting. Our siblings have their own story to tell and we hope they
  find their voices in time.


  This is our story.






  Chapter 1: Ma Knows
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  Bang, bang, bang, on the bedroom door.


  ‘It’s eight o’clock. Get the fuck up. You’d better be in work in ten minutes or I’ll fuckin come in there and kill ya.’


  God, he’s off again, it’s still dark outside. I hate getting up. Imagine, at twenty-five I’m still living at home and working in the factory making soft toys for Da. Just five
  more minutes I think as I pull the covers up over my head.


  Bang, bang, bang.


  ‘Get up now or I’ll break down the fuckin door!’


  I’d better get up. If I don’t, he’ll kick the door in again. I put on a tracksuit and jumper. It’s freezing this morning. I go to the bathroom and barely throw water on
  my face when I hear bang, bang, bang.


  ‘That’s it, it’s gone half eight. I’m docking twenty pounds out of your wages. If you’re not out here in one minute, you’re fuckin sacked, you lazy
  cunt.’


  He only docked me a tenner yesterday. I’ll have to really watch the bastard today. I sit on the edge of the bath for another five minutes, knowing this really annoys him. I hate him. What
  a way to start every day. Another day of clock-watching, waiting for 5 p.m.


  ‘So you decided to fuckin come in, did you?’


  I ignore him and walk into the factory, keeping my head down, focusing on the floor which is barely visible because of the off-cuttings, loose threads and bits of filling, cigarette ash, and
  pieces of cardboard.


  I get the usual smells of damp, stale cigarette smoke and body odour. The last belongs to Da – the dirty, smelly bastard. The noise in the room is very loud as the clatter from the sewing
  machines tries to outdo the sound of Gay Byrne on the badly tuned-in radio.


  I take up my usual position at the cutting table for the morning, knowing that after lunch I have to go on to the finishing, which requires hand-sewing the hole at the back of the teddy and
  brushing off the loose filling. I begin checking the order list to see what’s on for today, before I start to cut. I don’t mind cutting because the machine I use is even louder than the
  sewing machines, which means I don’t have to talk to anyone and no one talks to me.


  I hate this place. I’m working with Ma, Da and two of my brothers, David and Leonard. David still lives at home and is the youngest of the family. Leonard is four years older than me and
  still works in the factory, despite having moved fifteen miles away to Kilcock when he got married. Leonard is very creative and a brilliant artist, but Da is always shouting at him and calling him
  a lazy bollox, so he doesn’t do any more than he has to; he’s as miserable as me. I suppose it could be worse, the whole ten of us could be here, and that would be some nightmare. The
  work is boring and he’s on my back all the time. I can’t relax around him because I never know when he’ll explode or what will trigger him off. There is constant fear and
  uncertainty as we all struggle to avoid being at the receiving end of his latest outburst.


  I stand with my back to the others, which means I don’t have to look at Da. I’m aware of his presence because I can smell him. I breathe through my mouth to avoid smelling the sweat
  and urine that permeates the room. The fat fucker never changes his clothes, which are permanently stained, because the lazy bastard won’t even shake himself when he goes to the loo. He has
  constant stubble, hair growing out of his ears and is gummy because his teeth usually remain on the dresser beside his bed.


  It’s three o’clock and I’m desperate for a cup of tea, but I’m afraid that if he sees me, he’ll dock me more money and I can’t afford to
  lose any more this week. I chance it while I’m waiting for work.


  ‘What do you think you’re doing? Do you think I should pay you for standing around all day doing nothing, you lazy cunt? Get back out to work, and you needn’t think
  you’re going anywhere tonight.’


  The only thing keeping me going is knowing that I’m coaching the girls tonight for our basketball match at the weekend. What am I going to do now? I can’t let the girls down. How can
  I say I’m grounded at age twenty-five? Fuck him anyway. I storm back out to the factory and begin working again as I think through my ever-increasing list of ways to kill the fucker.


  ‘What the fuck are you doing? I said brush the fuckin thing, not tiddle it. At this rate the order will never be finished.’


  Fuck you!, I shout. But only in my head, only ever in my head. I want to spit in his face as I scream Fuck You to the bastard. But I can’t. He’d kill me. I keep my head down and
  spend the rest of the afternoon plotting how I can get out tonight.


  Basketball is all I have to keep me sane, a place outside the madness of this house. I love basketball so much that I would risk him hitting me rather than miss the training session. It’s
  a place where I’m in control. I’m respected for the work I do. The love I have for the sport absorbs my energy and allows me to forget about home. In basketball, no one criticises me,
  and people call me by my name. It wasn’t until I started school at four years of age that I realised my name was Paula, not ‘cunt’ or ‘maggot’.


  Five o’clock on the dot, I take great pleasure in spotting the veins throbbing on his neck as I walk past him into the house, knowing that there is nothing he can do. I head for the
  kitchen to start dinner. The kitchen is one of the many ad hoc extensions that Da has added to the house over the years which produced a warren of small dysfunctional rooms. I begin dinner whilst
  Ma drops my brother Leonard home.


  I’m fed up cooking the same crap each night, so I’m trying a new recipe this evening. An hour and a half later, I place a bubbling golden brown lasagne with a fresh crispy salad on
  the table, chuffed with myself as I put his plate in front of him because I know how mad he gets if he’s not served first.


  ‘What’s this foreign muck? You expect me to eat this shit in my own house?’ He swipes the plate with the back of his hand and it and several cups smash to the floor. He stands
  up, throwing back his chair, his stomach bouncing off the table as he leaps up shouting ‘I’m only the fuckin boy here.’


  As he plonks himself on the couch, in front of the TV, I clean up his mess and take my dinner to my room, as I always do. I’ve learned to avoid watching him eat because he chews his food
  with his mouth open like a cow chewing cud, wipes his greasy hands on the tablecloth, drips food down his front and forgets to put his teeth in. He farts, belches and picks his nose throughout
  every meal.


  When all the washing up is done and the house is clean, I’m ready to make my escape. I sneak to the front door and gently open the latch. I can hear him typing his memoirs or
  children’s fantasy stories, which will never get finished as he will lose interest halfway through, as he always does. I close the door behind me and breathe a sigh of relief as I hurry down
  the road before he realises I’m gone.


  The two hours of coaching go too quickly. Here, I am unrecognisable from the coward who lives in that house. Here, I feel free, I have a voice. I’m good at something. I laugh, have fun. I
  know I shouldn’t but I go for a drink with the girls after the session, but after one drink panic is setting in and I’m anxious to get home. My friend Margaret offers me a lift which I
  gladly accept, but as we pull up outside the house, I’m mortified to see him standing at the door. The fear of him embarrassing me in front of Margaret has me sweating and desperate to get
  out of the car.


  ‘Are you all right? Do you want me to come in with you? He won’t do anything in front of me.’ Margaret knows how difficult he can be. I need her to go before he does
  anything.


  ‘No. I’m fine. See you tomorrow.’ I wave her off and my thoughts begin to race. I shouldn’t have gone for a drink; then he wouldn’t have noticed I was out.
  I’ll put on a brave face and walk past him.


  I cross the road and notice that Ma’s car is not in the driveway. I wonder where she is. That’s it! I’ll ask where Ma is. That’ll throw him off guard. He’ll expect
  me to be afraid. He won’t expect me to ask him anything. I notice he’s wearing his dirty green anorak and has my good leather weekend bag resting on the step beside him.


  ‘Where’s Ma? Are you waiting for Ma?’


  Why isn’t he shouting at me? This is worse than getting a wallop. What’s he up to?


  ‘Your Ma knows.’


  My stomach churns and my legs go numb. They tremble as I run my sweaty palms over my tracksuit. My head pounds as I try to move my paralysed legs to get away, to find a place to think. I know
  instinctively what he means. I’m confused. He’s standing in the doorway, so even if I could move, where would I go? He steps aside, making way for me and, as I pass him, I wonder
  if I’ll reach the kitchen. My legs are trembling, my heart is racing, my head is thumping. What will I do? What happened?


  I go from one room to another to find someone to tell me what’s going on, but can find no one. Where is everyone? I’m convinced someone must be here – this house is never
  empty. I don’t want to accept that I’m here alone.


  Joyce! That’s it. I’ll ring Joyce. She’s bound to know what’s going on. She’s always calm and level-headed. It feels like a lifetime before anyone answers the
  phone.


  ‘Hello.’


  ‘Hello, Joyce. What’s going on?’


  ‘Is he there?’


  Just then, I hear the phone downstairs click.


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘I’ll have to ring you back in a while.’


  The phone goes dead. I know she couldn’t talk to me with him listening. What will I do now? I go downstairs and he’s back at the front door. I’m desperate to know what’s
  going on. I’m panicking and my hands are shaking. I don’t know what to do. I go back to the sitting room. The television is turned off, a dead silence hangs in the air. Silence is not a
  luxury this house has ever known. I need to get out but I can’t. He’s at the door. I can’t use the phone, he’ll just pick it up again. I’m trapped.


  I light a cigarette and sit on the couch. I need to think. I’m brought back to reality as he enters the room, waving an envelope in his hand. I jump to my feet.


  ‘Tell Leonard to put that cheque in the bank or you’ll have no money this week. I’m just waiting for a taxi, so you’ll never see me again.’


  He leaves the room. Alongside the panic, there’s a sense of relief and even excitement at the possibility of him leaving, but I’m concerned that it may not really happen. He has
  threatened to leave so many times before, usually following one of his temper tantrums, but this time something is different. He’s calm, but worried. I wish someone else was here.
  Where’s Ma?


  Thinking back, I recall that she had gone out shortly before me and didn’t say where she was going. I was so wrapped up in my own escape that I didn’t pay any attention, even though
  it was very unusual.


  I hear the front door closing. I want to get up and see if he’s gone, but I’m terrified. I wait a few moments then go and check. The door is closed. I run upstairs and look out the
  window. The taxi is making a U-turn and I can see him sitting in the back. I feel relief as I run down the stairs to finally ring Joyce.


  ‘Hello.’


  ‘Hi, Joyce. What’s going on?’


  ‘Is he gone?’


  ‘Yes, he just left in a taxi. Will you just tell me what’s going on?’


  I sit on the stairs pulling on a cigarette as Joyce quickly fills me in on the events of the day. I hang up the receiver slowly when she finishes and light another cigarette. I don’t move
  for ages, but sit pondering what’s happened, and where it will take us. My mind is filled with so many questions, and I am aware of the mixed emotions racing through me – fear, anger,
  resentment, sadness. And, in spite of all the uncertainty, I know deep in my heart that things will never be the same again.
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  It’s seven o’clock in the evening when I finally arrive home from work. I’m tired and fed up as I drag myself up the stairs. I work the day shift in a
  fast-food restaurant in Baggot Street. My boyfriend Eamonn and I moved in together about five months ago to a one-bedroom flat over a veterinary surgeon’s in Malahide. I hear the television
  on, so Eamonn must be in. He works as a doorman in a nearby nightclub.


  We split up for a while and I couldn’t believe how devastated I felt, so when he asked me to move in with him, I agreed, unsure of what I was doing but determined not to spend the rest of
  my life regretting not taking the chance. Leaving Joyce was terribly hard though. I left home to move in with her when she separated from her husband George, and we had the best of times despite
  not having a bean and her having three kids to rear, but we laughed all day long and made things work for us. So moving in with Eamonn left me torn and guilty about leaving Joyce, but mad to be
  with him. Even though I’m twenty-seven, this is my first serious relationship, and I’m cautious about committing myself to it, in case I get hurt. Five months on, I know I love him to
  bits, but he’s a lazy bollox and it’s driving me mad.


  Eamonn is lying on the couch watching Star Trek.


  ‘Hello, honey, would you like something to eat? I was just about to start dinner.’


  I want to scream at him. Why don’t you have dinner ready? I always have it ready for you. Why isn’t the flat clean? Why are you sitting on your arse? But we have had so many
  arguments lately over the same thing that I just don’t have the energy.


  ‘Yes, I’m just going to lie down for a while.’


  My latest ploy is to not clean up and see how he likes coming home to a filthy flat. I walk by the kitchen and notice dishes piled in the sink. I get another flash of temper. You’d think
  he would at least clean the dishes in the sink. The bed isn’t made and his clothes are all over the floor. I make the bed and lie down. My plan with the cleaning isn’t working. He
  doesn’t seem to notice, so the only person affected is me. I feel people look at the place and think it’s my job to keep it clean, which drives me mad. I’m right, and I’m
  not giving in, I tell myself. How will he cook dinner in that kitchen? At least he’ll have to wash the dishes.


  I doze off and am woken by Eamonn calling me for dinner. The sink is still piled high with dishes. I go into the sitting room where Eamonn is back in front of the TV with his dinner on his lap,
  so I sit disconsolately at the kitchen table eating my meal, staring at the mound of washing up. I console myself by thinking that at least he cooked the dinner. I’ve had enough of looking at
  the mess and know I won’t be able to stick it much longer. I decide to have a relaxing bath, but even that requires me giving it a good clean first. I mutter to myself as I scrub off the tide
  marks.


  I am just about to run the bath when there’s a knock on the door and, as I walk down the stairs, the familiar smell of animals from the surgery hits me. I must get an air freshener. I open
  the door and am shocked to find Ma standing there. She never visits anyone.


  ‘Ma, how are you? What are you doing here?’ Shit, the place is in bits. Why doesn’t anyone call when I’ve cleaned up? She stands there silently and, as I look at her more
  closely, I realise she’s upset.


  ‘What’s wrong, Ma? What is it?’


  ‘I didn’t know where else to go. I just have to talk to someone. Is Eamonn in?’


  ‘Yes, but don’t worry. We can talk in the kitchen.’


  We walk up the stairs. I don’t know what to think. The state of the place. What’s wrong with her? Why is she here? What does she want to talk to me about? I’m no good at
  sorting out problems. What if I say the wrong thing? Why didn’t she go to Joyce? Everyone always goes to Joyce: she’s better at handling problems than I am.


  ‘Sorry about the mess.’ I clear a space at the kitchen table for us to sit. ‘Would you like a cup of tea?’


  ‘Yes.’


  I’m feeling a mixture of fear and panic. What’s she going to tell me? She’s been crying, her eyes are all puffy. It’s rare to see her upset. Eamonn enters the room
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