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1

Born on the Streets

I was born on a pavement. No, really, I was. 

And it wasn’t one of those pavements paved with gold either, like in the fairytales. No, this one was on the north side of Leeds on a drizzly Tuesday morning in February 1970, so my birthplace was paved with fag ends, blotches of discarded chewing gum and bird mess stains. Mammy had been stood by the side of the road desperately waiting for Daddy to come back and take her to the hospital. But I beat him to it and made my entrance there and then with no one around to witness Mammy give birth except a couple of snotty-nosed kids from one of the other caravans on our site. 

‘You never could do things properly,’ Mammy would grumble as I was growing up. ‘I was mortified sitting there in a pool of blood and God knows what,’ she went on. ‘Just because you decided it was time to make an appearance.’

She was right. I never did do things quite properly. Not the way Mammy and Daddy and the rest of our community might have wanted. I loved being a traveller and mostly I loved our traditional way of life. But from an early age I also had a strong sense that I wanted my life to be different. 

‘This don’t seem right,’ I’d think to myself as me and Mammy wrang out our towelling bedsheets with red, chapped hands on ice cold winter mornings while Daddy and my brother Kevin sat in the front of their truck supping mugs of mahogany-brown tea. But it was the only life I had ever known. And as far back as my brain could imagine, in our family, it had always been like this. We were all travellers, or gypsies, as everyone else in the world called us.

While most settled people have a family tree that looks pretty much like, well, a tree, in my family it looks more like the root system of some exotic plant. Cousins have married cousins, brothers and sisters have brought up their siblings and everyone is pretty much related to everyone else if you go back far enough.

My mammy’s mother, Granny Mary O’Hara, had 18 children without breaking into a sweat. She was a short, chubby woman with large, strong hands. She could cook a full dinner for 20 over an open fire or pull the family trailer out of a muddy field while holding a baby under her arm. And she never got flustered. She came from a culture within our traveller community that boasted the best music makers and fiddlers. One of her brothers had even made a record and he was known as the fastest fiddler in southern Ireland. 

Granny O’Hara loved sitting at night with the family while one of her brothers played ‘Bonnie Kate’ on his fiddle. Her feet would be tapping away while she managed to darn a pair of men’s trousers in perfect time with the music. But she rarely sang herself. In fact, Granny – or Ol’Mammy as we called her – rarely spoke. She was too busy cooking, scrubbing and popping out kids at a rate of about one a year to sit around yacking.

It was Grandad – or Ol’Daddy – who had all the chat. He was the size of a giant, about 15ft tall with shoes like small boats and arms that constantly threatened to burst out of his shirtsleeves. (OK, maybe he wasn’t entirely 15ft tall, but that was certainly how it seemed to me back then!) He was fearsomely strong and as fit as a teenager even though when I was growing up he was well into his forties. In the evenings if he went to the pub he’d race some of the other fellas home, except they’d be in their trucks or cars and he’d be running! He’d burst sweating and breathless back onto the site and it’d often be a good couple of minutes before the first truck screeched into the yard behind him. 

Ol’Daddy was incredibly well respected and just knowing that would make my chest puff out with pride. 

He’d been born in Ireland but travelled over to England in search of work in the early 1950s and stayed ever since. He was a good man and fair. If other travellers were in disputes with each other they’d come to him and he’d listen to all the sides then try to work out some agreement that everyone was happy with.

And he was a great parent and grandparent too. After supper he’d sit us on his lap until he ran out of knee space and the rest of the kids had to crouch around him, then he’d tell stories about ghosts and mermaids and giants that threw boulders across the Irish Sea. When it got to the really scary bit of the story, Ol’Daddy would fix me in his gaze as if I was the only kiddie there in the room. I always felt I was his favourite. He adored Mammy and I guess I must have reminded him of her when she was little. There was nowhere I’d rather be than sitting on Ol’Daddy’s lap listening to his stories. And to tell the truth there were times when I wasn’t even listening, just being close to him was enough for me. In Ol’Daddy’s trailer the little’uns were always in bed before dark with their faces scrubbed and their prayers said. And if he and the other men were sat out by the fire chatting, Ol’Daddy would be the one who would come in regularly to check the kids were safe and sleeping soundly.

During the day Ol’Daddy was a scrap metal man. He drove around the streets looking for old iron railings, fireplaces or fridges that he would sell on, making a few pounds along the way. 

My Mammy was her parents’ first child and she was the apple of Ol’Daddy’s eye. Throughout my childhood I always knew there was a special relationship between Mammy and Ol’Daddy. Around the fire in the evenings they’d banter and joke with each other and my Mammy’s face lit up whenever he was around. Even when she married Daddy there was no way that they would move away from Ol’Mammy and Ol’Daddy and so my grandparents played a huge part in my childhood. 

I was my parents’ third child. When I turned up that morning on the pavement they’d already got Kevin, who was four and Bridget, who was two. Kevin was the typical doting brother, feeding me jelly babies when I was still just two days old! Bridget was my constant playmate or arch-enemy (depending on how we were feeling).

A couple of minutes after I made my sudden entrance into the world, surrounded by empty crisp packets and beer cans, Daddy turned up in an ambulance and carted me and Mammy off to hospital to be checked out by the doctors. Rather than think it was a pretty grim way to start life, Mammy was already convinced I was going to be a lucky child. I’d been born with what travellers call Our Lady’s Veil over my face. This is when the baby is delivered with the amniotic sac, or caul, covering her face like a mask. In our culture it is a sign of good luck and means that the child is destined for great things or might have psychic powers. Sailors think keeping a caul can even stop them from drowning. Mammy and Daddy were delighted their baby had been born with such a lucky talisman. Mammy gently lifted the veil off my face and kept it safe in an old shoe box in the corner of our trailer. A couple of months later when a woman on our site gave birth to a terribly poorly baby, Mammy gave her my veil and the lady laid it onto her child’s face. Apparently it saved the baby’s life. 

Within a couple of weeks of my birth we were on the move again and we set off in our caravan to a site west of Manchester. There was never any particular reason why we moved on, it was just what we did.

I was about eight months old, a chubby wee thing with tufts of coal-black hair sticking up like desert grass, when everything changed. I was just at that baby stage of sitting upright on my own for short periods before plunging forwards, headfirst into the ground. Mammy had put me in a playpen outside the front of our caravan and I was sat there happily bashing a multi-coloured plastic telephone while she got on with cleaning up the trailer. Daddy was out working with all the other men from the site. Suddenly there was all sorts of commotion around the place.

‘Quick, Theresa, come quick,’ someone shouted to Mammy. ‘Patsy’s real sick. She’s been hit by a bus down the road.’

Patsy was my Mammy’s younger sister. She was even skinnier and more glamorous than Mammy, with layered blonde hair like Farrah Fawcett and lips that were constantly cerise pink. She’d left the site that morning to go down the town for some shopping but had been hit by a bus as she crossed the road on her way back.

‘She’s bleeding, ring an ambulance,’ people were shouting.

All around the site women were screaming and any men that were too old, ill or just plain lazy to have gone out to work, rallied themselves to help. There were about 40 people on that site and all of them were related to Auntie Patsy in some way.

Suddenly everyone had gone, running off down the road and leaving the site empty apart from me, still in my playpen, grinding the toy phone into the mud. It must have been then, with no one else around to occupy it, that a Rottweiler belonging to a family in another of the trailers became interested in me.

There were always ragged-looking dogs skulking around our site, sniffing out food or barking at strangers. The fiercest ones were sometimes tied up to their owners’ trailers with lengths of string, but most of them just roamed free, wherever they fancied.

Maybe I cried out or tried to grab the dog. I really don’t know as I was far too young to remember. But the story I was brought up with was that suddenly, with all the adults gone, the Rottweiler leapt into my playpen and clamped its jaws around my tiny throat.

Its teeth bit into my face and neck and blood spurted all over my pink gingham babygro.

The Rottweiler’s jaw was so strong that it easily crushed my airways and when one of our neighbours returned to the trailers she found me barely able to breathe and soaked in blood.

Poor Mammy was called back immediately in a state of total shock. ‘My baby, my baby,’ she screamed as she picked up my virtually lifeless body. Her sister was so badly broke up in the smash that she was feared dead and now here was her new baby fighting for her life too.

Someone ran off to a payphone and called another ambulance and within minutes I was undergoing emergency surgery in the same hospital as Auntie Patsy.

I was in hospital for six months as they tried to rebuild my windpipe and treated the horrific bites on my face and neck. Every day Mammy would come up to visit me and bring me clean babygros and little toys, then go to visit Auntie Patsy who had head injuries and broken legs but miraculously made a full recovery. Slowly but surely I got better too. But the two incidents meant our family stayed for a while in Manchester as me and my aunt underwent treatment. 

When I was allowed home I still struggled with swallowing and could choke very easily. All my food had to be liquidised or mashed and someone had to sit with me whenever I ate in case anything blocked my windpipe.

The dog attack upset Mammy real bad. I think she felt guilty she hadn’t been able to protect me, but there was nothing she could have done. After that she started panicking that she couldn’t look after me properly and she was constantly nervous that I was about to choke and she wouldn’t be able to save me. So in the end she sent me to live in the trailer with Ol’Mammy and Ol’Daddy. That might sound strange to settled folk but it was quite normal in our culture for kids to go and live with other relatives for a while. And as we were all on the same site my Mammy and Daddy were only ever a couple of yards away anyway. But if I did start to choke at mealtimes, which most days I did, Ol’Daddy would just put his fingers down my throat, pick out whatever had got stuck, then let me carry on with my tea. The choking continued throughout my toddler years and right up to school age. Because of it, I wasn’t allowed to eat meat but I loved it far too much to miss out. When no one was looking I’d nick meat off their plates then hide it under my mash. That was more like a proper dinner!

It wasn’t hard to go round stealing food from other people’s plates as mealtimes were mayhem. For most of the time I lived with Ol’Mammy and Ol’Daddy they had ten or eleven other kids at home as well as me. Because Mammy had been their eldest child some of the youngest were only a few years older than me. I never thought of them as uncles and aunts, they were playmates. Of Ol’Mammy’s eighteen pregnancies, a couple of children were stillborn and some of the older ones had left home by the time I came along, but there was still always at least a dozen of us sitting down to eat at mealtimes. 

Some of the time Ol’Daddy had two trailers and half of us would sleep in each. But at other times, if he’d sold one of the trailers, then we’d all bed down together. Ol’Daddy’s trailer had two bedrooms, each with a double bed. Ol’Mammy and Ol’Daddy had one and the girls would lay down in the other, stretched out next to each other like matches in a box. The boys slept in the lounge area where the sofa cushions folded out to make another bed. 

There wasn’t much room and we’d never heard of the word ‘privacy’, but at least it was warm. Well, most of the time. As the youngest I spent a lot of nights shivering with cold because the bigger ones tugged the blankets off me and onto themselves. Or I’d find myself squeezed closer and closer to the trailer wall until I was barely able to breathe.

‘Come on in here with us,’ Ol’Daddy would say, throwing back the covers and pulling me up into bed between him and Ol’Mammy, when I appeared in their room, shaking with cold. To me, snuggled in between those two was the best place in the world. I quickly learnt that as the baby of the family with a wheezy chest and breathing problems, a few exaggerated coughs and splutters would always win me a place in the warmth of my grandparents’ bed.

One night when I was about five, I was sharing the double bed with three of my aunties, Chrissie, Margaritta and Bernadette, and I messed the bed. They woke up to find themselves sharing my damp sheets. As you can guess, I wasn’t the most popular at that moment, but being the baby I could still get away with anything. I had to be cleaned up though. It was the middle of the night and below freezing outside but it was the only place we had water. Chrissie, Margarita and Bernadette went out of the front door and pulled the tin bath out from its storage place under the trailer. I knew what was coming and I was already wriggling to get away from them.

Next they pulled out the farmers’ milk churns where we kept our water. Without a word of a lie, the ice on top was two inches thick. Margarita had to use a ladle to smash through it before she could pour out any water into the tub. Bernadette lifted me into the bath and sponged me down. It was so cold that at first I could barely breathe, let alone speak.

‘No, please, don’t,’ I wailed. 

‘We’ve got to clean you up,’ Bernadette hissed, trying not to wake up the whole site.

Within minutes I was back in the warmth of the caravan but my poor aunts were still outside washing and rinsing out the sheets. When they finally fell back into bed their hands were red raw and their bodies shook with cold. 

In winter we would often wake up to find frost on the top blanket lying over us. With so many people breathing all night in such a small space the rooms were thick with condensation and the dampness just froze around us. Rivers of condensation would stream down the inside windows of the trailer leaving patches of damp on the windowsill all year round.

Ol’Daddy was always up early. By the time I padded out of the bed he would have turned on the gas heater to give us a little bit of warmth, been outside to wash his face in the ice-cold water and be well into a third cup of tea so strong that it left a permanent stain on the cup. The double-deck tape player in the kitchen would be blaring out tinny-sounding versions of traditional Irish folk tunes – all at half six in the morning.

Ol’Mammy was next up to get the fry on, filling the trailer with the delicious smell of bacon fat and eggs. Sometimes she’d make Coddle, a traditional travellers’ meal which is sausages, bacon and potatoes in a kind of soup. It was just delicious. We’d all squash around the grey formica table in the middle of the trailer bolting down our breakfast before anyone else had a chance to snatch it from our plates.

When we were finished Ol’Daddy would give Ol’Mammy a kiss on the side of her head then go out and heave himself up into his lorry for another day on the search for scrap. Then us kids were shoved outside to wash our hands and faces in the steel milk churns with handles on the side that served as our personal wash basins. Ol’Daddy had picked up one each for us over the years and we made special marks on them to make sure they didn’t get mixed up. Mammy’s was always the easiest to spot because it shone like a mirror from her constant polishing.

The churns would be filled with rainwater or would have water poured into them from big plastic bottles that the men would bring home at night on the back of their trucks. They’d fill them up at petrol stations or standpipes at the side of the road. All the travelling men at that time had special keys that could open up any standpipe. And occasionally, friendly country people – which is what we called settled folk – would let us have water out of their taps.

From time to time Ol’ Daddy would take one of his sons, Marty or Danny, with him to help him carry the scrap. And just occasionally, if I begged long enough and hard enough, I’d be able to go out with him on the lorry too. I’d have been about ten by then. I was a real tomboy and liked nothing better than messing around with trucks and lumps of metal. Dolls and toy teapots held no attraction for me at all. In Ol’Daddy’s lorry I’d sit up the front, my legs sticking with sweat to the plastic seat, and look down on all the country people scurrying off to work or school. They were always in such a desperate hurry! I was so high up in that lorry that I felt like the Queen of England. 

Sometimes as we jiggled along the roads, listening to Ol’Daddy’s accordion music blaring out of the stereo, our eyes peeled for any old iron (literally!), I’d get a glimpse through a front window of a sitting room or a kitchen. I’d never been inside a house then, but everything looked pretty much the same as inside our trailer. There was the same brown draylon sofa in the front room and the same formica worktops in the kitchen. They were even covered in the same bottles of brown sauce and ketchup. Even the net curtains were the same as those in our trailer. But the big difference was that the only home I’d ever known had wheels and could move anywhere we wanted it to go.

‘Why do country people always stay in one place?’ I asked Ol’Daddy one day.

‘They don’t know how good it feels to be always moving on,’ he said. 

It was a good enough answer for me. As far back as I can remember, we were taught to treat country people with suspicion. ‘They’ll slag you off as soon as look at ya,’ Ol’Daddy would say.

By the time Ol’Daddy got home from work, the fire would be on and Ol’Mammy would be cooking supper in the big black pots that hung over it. We had a two-ring hob inside the trailer too but Ol’Daddy preferred his food to be cooked outside. ‘It tastes of the fresh air this way,’ he would say. And he was right. It was delicious. It was incredible what meals Ol’Mammy could cook in those two pots over an open fire. There were stews and fry-ups and even Sunday roasts with the meat cooking away in one pot while the veg boiled in another.

It needed a hell of a lot of wood to keep that fire going. Me and my uncle Marty, who was five years older than me, and aunt Chrissie, who was four years older, spent hours tramping through woodlands near our site hunting for kindling to start the fire, twigs and branches to build it up, and logs to keep it roaring all night. We’d return to the site with just our legs sticking out from beneath the massive piles of wood we had collected. Then we’d have to lay it just the right way to make sure it took hold and didn’t burn out after the first half an hour. But it seemed that no matter how much firewood we found, the next day Ol’Mammy would be at us again. ‘Are you three going to hang around here all day or are you going to get off your backsides and fetch me some wood?’

Ol’Mammy made fresh bread every day with flour, buttermilk, a pinch of salt and baking soda. She’d roll it out on a tray then cook it on the hot coals of the fire. Ol’Daddy wouldn’t eat bread from a shop; he said it tasted of nothing compared to Ol’Mammy’s.

After tea would be when Ol’Daddy told us his stories. He couldn’t read or write but he had an imagination that England’s best writers couldn’t compete with. Other times he’d get down on his knees and me and Chrissie would climb on top of him, slapping his backside as he pretended to be our old carthorse. He’d be laughing, always laughing and that made us laugh too. 

Ol’Daddy spent hours in the evenings making horseshoes from metal that he melted down in the fire then battered into shape. Then he’d fit them to his own horses or sell them at the travellers’ fairs in the summer. And the men loved playing a game with the horseshoes that involved trying to throw them around a peg hammered into the ground 15 feet from where they were standing. They could spend hours chucking those horseshoes around, competing with each other, betting on who would win and squabbling over missed throws. On special occasions us kids were allowed to play too, but usually we weren’t allowed to touch Ol’ Daddy’s horseshoes, they were far too precious.

There were always horses tied to stakes bashed into the ground around the edges of the site. Some of them were mangy-looking old things but I loved the ones with glossy chestnut coats and long swishing tails that swiped away the flies buzzing around them.

I was never allowed close to them, though, because after the Rottweiler attack I was diagnosed as asthmatic and horse hair made me wheezy.

‘Keep away from that animal,’ Ol’Mammy would yell if I ventured up to one of the horses, ‘they’ll play the devil with your chest.’

Ol’Daddy had a great eye for spotting a young horse that he’d be able to train up and sell on. 

‘This animal’s wild,’ men would say as they brought another bucking and braying horse round to our site to show Ol’Daddy.

He’d stand there frowning at it and shake his head. ‘Aye, you’re probably right, don’t think I’ll be able to do much with this’un,’ he’d say before offering them a rock-bottom price. Two weeks later the pony would be eating out of Ol’Daddy’s hand, trotting round the field and following commands like some kind of thoroughbred. I don’t know how he did it. I guess the animals must have loved him and been happy to obey his commands. Whatever his technique, it worked. A year later Ol’ Daddy would sell the horse on for twice what he’d paid for it. I’d be heartbroken when one of my favourite horses was sold but there’d soon be another one roaming around the site.

Come evening time, we’d know when bedtime was approaching the moment Ol’Mammy stoked the fire again to heat up water to fill the tin bathtub. Then we’d take it in turns to hop in for a rough scrub down with the flannel. I’m sure it would have been kinder to use sandpaper! Being near the end of the bathtub queue was bad news as you were left with cold, grimy water. And if you got in after Marty that was really, really bad. He was always filthy after a day running wild in the woods at the back of our site. When we were all clean Ol’Mammy would use the water to wash out our socks and knickers from the day then peg them up next to the fire. Everything stank of woodsmoke all the time. But even now I think it is the most comforting smell in the world.
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A Girl Called Mud

Fires were lit for supper and the air would have turned damper by the time the men’s lorries bounced back onto our site each evening.

A lot of the men were scrappers like Ol’Daddy and my Daddy. Others were labourers and some worked with tarmac, laying drives and mending potholes. They’d go house to house doing repairs and picking up work as they could find it. Some travellers had a bad reputation for charging over the odds for work but the fellas on our site were honest boys. 

My favourite time was when the tarmac lorries returned home. I’d sneak out of our trailer then hide next to the trucks and breathe in deep lungfuls of the smell of warm tarmac.

I loved that smell, it was so rich and comforting. If no one was watching I’d push my pudgy little hands into any soft tarmac which had spilt down the back of the truck during the day’s job. Then I’d peel off chunks of it and mould it in my hands before sticking my face right into it to breathe the smell in deeper. 

I was probably only three or four when I took my strange fascination even further – and put some of the tarmac into my mouth and ate it. It tasted gloopy and I loved the sensation. That was it, my obsession had begun. From then on I’d eat little lumps of tarmac every time I could pick warm chunks off the side of a lorry. People might think it sounds disgusting but it never once made me sick or gave me a tummy upset. 

Then I started to eat mud, too. I’d sit on the patchy grass around the edge of the site and dig my fingernails into the ground, pull up a damp piece of earth and eat it. I could sit there chewing on the ground for hours on end. ‘What the hell are you doing out there?’ Ol’Mammy would call out to me. ‘Will ya stop eating the ground like some kind of animal.’

And that was where I got my nickname – Mud. Except it wasn’t just a nickname that people called me every now and again. As far as I was concerned, it was my name. I knew no other. ‘What are you doing now, Mud,’ Ol’Daddy would say. ‘Do you want to play shops, Mud?’ Bridget would say. ‘Mud’s just hit me,’ Marty would yell. To everyone, I was Mud.

One spring afternoon when I was about seven and we were living near Liverpool, I went into town with my uncle and aunt, Marty and Chrissie. We went into one of the big department stores in the city centre and were racing around, laughing and joking on. Then I wandered into the ladies’ perfume department and was instantly mesmerised by the glass cases full of delicate sparkling bottles and the exotic smells bursting from every counter. But when I looked round for Marty and Chrissie, they were gone. I was lost.

A lady with bright blue eyeshadow that twinkled when she blinked found me chewing my lip to stop the tears. I told her I was lost and she led me into a storeroom at the back of the shop, piled high with cardboard boxes. Ten minutes later a policeman turned up. Ol’Daddy had always warned us to beware of the police. Of all the country people who hated travellers the police hated us most, he’d told us. But this copper seemed kind. He had a strong Scouse accent and a moustache so long that it tickled his teeth.

‘So, what’s your name then?’ he asked, beaming down at me.

‘Mud,’ I replied.

‘Mud?’ he said.

‘Yes Sir, Mud.’ We’d always been taught to be polite to the police, whatever we might think of them.

‘OK,’ the policeman said, his moustache brushing his teeth as he spoke. ‘Mud what?’

I stared at him blankly.

‘What’s your surname, your second name?’ he said.

‘My name’s Mud. Just Mud,’ I repeated, feeling myself about to start crying all over again.

‘And have you any clue at all as to where you might live?’ he asked.

‘With me Ol’Daddy,’ I replied.

‘Right. And where might that be?’

‘In our trailer.’

It was a long process for the poor old copper but gradually he worked out that although I had no idea of my full name, what our site was called, or the name of the road, I did have a pretty good sense of direction. So he walked with me out of the town centre and slowly but surely I was able to lead us both back towards my home. We were almost there when Ol’Daddy’s lorry came juddering to a standstill in the road next to us. Marty and Chrissie were side by side on the front seat and I could tell by their white faces that they’d been on the wrong end of a tongue lashing from Ol’Daddy about losing me.

Ol’Daddy jumped out of the cab, picked me up and held me up to his chest, which felt to me to be as broad and wide as a concrete paving slab. 

‘This little girl belongs to you then does she?’ my moustachey policeman said to Ol’Daddy in a tone of voice he hadn’t used earlier. Suddenly he seemed sneering and not so nice after all. But I realised then that Ol’Daddy was used to being spoken to like this. 

‘Yes, Sir,’ he replied quietly, almost appearing to shrink and soften as he held me.

‘Perhaps it might be worth teaching her what her proper name is then,’ said the officer before turning and striding off back down the road.

When we got home, Ol’Daddy was steaming angry. Maybe he felt he’d been humiliated in front of his kids and granddaughter.

‘From now on this child will be called by her proper name: Rosie,’ he said.

So that was it. Mud had gone. I was now Rosie. Rosie McKinley.

Marty and Chrissie were my closest pals and partners in crime. I played with my sister Bridget a lot too but she was more of a girly girl. Bridget could spend hours lining up her Sindy dolls only to then rearrange them in a different order half an hour later. I preferred to be outside, riding my bike, tramping through the woods and getting dirty wherever and whenever possible.

Although they were my uncle and aunt, the age difference was so small that we were the best of mates. We did everything together. And most of those things were bad! With me being the youngest I was always a couple of yards behind the others and usually the first to get caught when we were up to no good. There’d be other kids from the sites who would muck about with us, but we were always the gang leaders. We never had time to sit indoors and complain about being bored and I never ever felt lonely. We were outside from first thing in the morning until Ol’Mammy’s last scream of the day: ‘Y’all get yourselves in here right now. It’s time for bed.’

One of our favourite games was scavenging for old bricks and slabs of cement that we’d use to build our own houses at the edge of the site. The walls would wobble and fall over at the merest push but no one minded; it meant we could start building it all over again.

Marty and Chrissie were wild. Totally wild. They were always running into people’s gardens in the houses near the site, jumping over fences and generally causing mischief. One of our favourite games was called Knockalash, which was like Knock Down Ginger. We’d take it in turns to knock on someone’s door then run away before they answered it. It drove Marty and Chrissie mad that I couldn’t run as fast as them and was always getting caught – because when the irate homeowner marched me back to Mammy it would be them that got a swipe round the ear for leading me astray.

There was one poor old lady at the end of a street near our site and we plagued her playing Knockalash. ‘You keep away from her,’ said Daddy. ‘She cuts children up and eats them for her tea and if you go round there again she’ll do it to you.’ But of course to us kids, that threat just made creeping down her garden path all the more exciting. Maybe she really was like one of those witches in Ol’Daddy’s stories. On the one hand, the thought terrified us, but on the other it was so exciting.

One evening I was babysitting for my younger brothers and sisters in Mammy and Daddy’s trailer, but playing out with Marty and Chrissie at the same time. I was probably only about nine but that was thought perfectly old enough to babysit in our family. Every now and again I’d pop back into the trailer to check the little’uns were OK before nipping out again for another go of Knockalash. But somehow I managed to lock myself out of the trailer. Daddy would be mad if he found out I’d left the little’uns inside alone so I decided to break a window then get Marty to give me a leg up so I could reach in and undo the latch. My wrist was just through the broken glass when the child-eating woman from the house at the end of the road turned up at our trailer, frothing with anger. Marty and Chrissie were so terrified that they dropped me and my hand smashed down on the broken glass, slashing open my wrist. I was covered in blood and had a whole lot of explaining to do when Mammy got home.

The worst of it was that when the old lady saw the state of my arm she came rushing over and, rather than eat me up, she helped stop the bleeding by tying her scarf around the cut. She was actually a lovely woman and after that we became good friends. I’d fetch her fags from the corner shop when she’d run out then listen to her stories about those nice young American soldiers she’d met during the war.

Me, Marty and Chrissie would ride for miles around the towns and countryside on our bikes. My Chopper bike was my pride and joy. I could do jumps and wheelies and skids on it better than any boy on the site. I had it for years and even when the saddle fell off and only one handlebar and one pedal worked and there was no rubber left on the wheels, I still couldn’t bear to get rid of it. Daddy bought me a brand new shiny BMX for Christmas but I left it tied up by the side of the trailer and stuck to my Chopper instead, sitting sideways on the metal bar where the saddle had once been.

The three of us were a little gang and we didn’t tell the grown-ups what we’d been up to, ever. It was our pact, even when things got out of hand, as they frequently did. One boiling hot summer afternoon we were staying near a canal in Liverpool and we went to play next to it. When we got there the lock gates were closed and the water was low. Marty and I were play-fighting and as it got more and more boisterous he shoved me and I went flying back into the water. And I couldn’t swim. The water in the lock had started rising by then but I was still far too low down for anyone to be able to reach me. I kicked my arms and legs as hard as I could but my head kept slipping beneath the filthy water as it rose up all around me.

‘Oh Jesus,’ I prayed. ‘Please don’t let me drown.’

Chrissie was stood by the lock gates waving her arms around and yelling, ‘Just do this and kick your legs.’ Not that she could swim any better than me! 

Marty ran off down the towpath and found a man cycling home from work.

‘Please Sir, my niece, she’s drowning, you’ve got to help.’ 

The fella pedalled his bike back towards me then jumped straight into the filthy water and yanked me coughing and spluttering to the side. A couple of minutes later I was sat at the edge of the lock, safe but sopping wet, shaking with relief and punching Marty round the head as hard as I could manage. 

My rescuer cycled off clearly furious he’d got himself sopping wet because of our fooling about. ‘Bloody stupid kids,’ we heard him yell as he disappeared off down the towpath. Marty felt terrible for ages afterwards and I never lost a chance to remind him about how he’d almost drowned me!

 Another of our favourite games was climbing up onto the roofs of factories and houses then jumping from one to the other. Marty and Chrissie would always be up first and I’d be a couple of yards behind them, desperately trying not to wheeze or look like I couldn’t do everything that they could do. One time in Manchester we even managed to climb underneath a bridge that stretched across a busy dual carriageway between two blocks of flats. A policeman saw us hanging 40 feet up in the air, pulled over in his car and started yelling at us to get down. But we were having far too much fun. And we could hardly stop once we were half-way across. If we’d fallen we’d have been killed instantly but we were too stupid back then to think of anything like that. Danger didn’t bother us.

Then there was the time we got into real trouble. I was about 9 by then so Chrissie would have been 13 and Marty a year older. We were playing over at the park and a gang of country kids were winding the swings round and round the top bar so the seats got so high off the ground that no one else could use them. That always used to annoy me because it was awful when we went down the park with the little’uns and they couldn’t play because some eedjit had thought it was hilarious to vandalise the swings.

‘Look at those stupid kids over there,’ I said to Marty, pointing out what they’d done. There were about eight of them and they were dead hard, with their shaved heads, mean pale faces and expensive white trainers nearly blinding me in the sunshine. But it didn’t matter how tough they looked. Marty wasn’t scared of anyone. Ol’Daddy used to say that he could be knocked over with a strong gust of wind but in his own mind he was built like Mohammad Ali.

‘What the feck are you doin’?’ he yelled across at the lads. Chrissie was stood squarely behind Marty. I was trying to sink into the ground behind both of them.

‘Piss off, pikeys,’ came the reply, quickly followed by a stone lobbed by one of the boys.

It wasn’t like we’d never heard the insult before, but Marty went blind mad. He took a running dive at one of the biggest boys in the group. Meanwhile more stones were landing all around me and Chrissie. We tried chucking some back but we were badly outnumbered.

Suddenly I heard a clunking noise just above my left ear followed by a sharp pain drilling through my head. I fell forward onto the path. One of the rocks had hit me full on and knocked me over. As I looked down I could see blood gushing from my arm and leg where I’d sliced them as I fell. More blood was running down the side of my head, soaking my hair all the way down to my shoulders.

I was still lying on the ground when one of the gang came over and punched me clean in the face. He wasn’t even a kid, he was a grown man and I was still just a little girl.

‘You leave her alone,’ Marty shouted, smashing his fists into any of the gang still left hanging around. One by one they finally wandered off.

By the time we turned up back at the site we were all three damp and sticky with blood. Daddy was furious. ‘Who did this?’ he yelled, over and over again, before launching into Marty for getting into a fight with country people.

Daddy rang the police but they weren’t interested. ‘Just kids being kids,’ they said. But I’d been battered half to death. It took me weeks to recover completely from that beating.

We knew the score though – what happened to travellers didn’t matter in the same way as it mattered when it happened to country people. I’d known that since forever. Mammy and Daddy never sat us down and said, ‘Look, there’s people out there who don’t like travellers,’ but they didn’t need to. We just knew.

When we went into shops Mammy would say, ‘Say nothing. Just keep your mouth shut because if they hear your accent they’ll know we’re travellers and we’ll not be welcome.’ Mammy was always able to put on her ‘posh’ accent when she went into shops and garages so no one was quite sure where she came from. Or maybe people did know and
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