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To me, aged seven.

I’ve got you.




Author’s Note

To protect people’s privacy a number of names in this book have been changed, including those of my siblings. I have also changed some identifying details. At the back of the book there is a list of all names that are pseudonyms.




Prologue

I heard what the doctor said and so did my dad. But by the time we went down the two flights of stairs and out into the portico, my father had reshuffled the cards.

‘If you give up smoking now, Tony,’ the oncologist had said, ‘you’ve a good chance of beating this.’

Dad pulled out a cigarette as soon as our feet got over the entrance. He lit up, pushed the lighter back among the cigarettes in the box of Bensons and put it back into the pocket of his shirt. He always wore short-sleeved check shirts, my dad.

I stared at him in disbelief. He noticed and lifted his chin, put his shoulders back, dragged on his cigarette and blew the smoke out through his nose.

‘Dad …’

He switched his grip, changed the cigarette from between two fingers to his finger and thumb. He broadened his shoulders again, straightened up. He was not a tall man so this was how he got height between you when he was defensive.

‘The doctor said you’ve to give up smoking, Dad,’ I said.

But he shook his head, pressed his mouth into a line. He looked away.

‘No, that’s not what he said.’ My father was well spoken. ‘I’ve to cut back a bit, that’s all.’

Jesus Christ.

Tony O’Sullivan, my dad, was gone in less than a year.

But I lost him right there. Standing right there outside the hospital in his cloud of smoke and denial, for me, it was all over. I could say I snapped, but that’s not the truth. I unfurled, in the way those huge cables that hold up bridges do during an earthquake. The thousands of wires, all the little connections I had made to this man, they quietly snapped one by one.

All the people I had ever been, the three-year-old, the seven-year-old, the fifteen-year-old me. We all stood there staring, finally realizing, finally getting it.

He doesn’t care.

We are unloved, he doesn’t care.

Nothing mattered to Tony O’Sullivan. I didn’t, standing in front of the hospital heartbroken at the news that my father was so ill, realizing that his plan was to smoke himself to death. Nobody mattered to him and never had. Not us kids, not my mother, not our childhood or the struggle, none of it. At that moment, nothing mattered to Tony except that smoke in his hand. He knew it; I knew it. Everything we had ever been through meant – fuck’s sake – nothing to him. None of it, none of us.

My dad was an addict.

And as all those dreamed-up attachments I had made through wishful thinking twisted and fell away, I was left standing on the far side, the furthest I had ever been from this impossible man, this waste of brains and spirit. This man I had spent my whole life desperately loving. He lived for his addictions. Those cigarettes, like his heroin, booze and women – my dad’s addictions were him.

He flicked his cigarette ash and it landed on the ground between us. I looked at it. There was not going to be a eureka moment, not for Tony. He would free-fall into this fire until the end. There was nothing I could do about it. He was not going to rise from the ashes.

All of this, all of it, had been for nothing. I was the only phoenix, the only one of the two of us who would make it out of this mess. The changes, the lessons, the climb out of the stinking trench I was born into, that was just for me. Just me.

Just me.

And that is the saddest thing I ever knew.
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There are memories I want to keep. Memories I am happy to talk about. Sitting in the rear seat of my dad’s green Cortina in the summer, looking at the back of his head, his mop of curls, window down, his brown arm resting on the door with a cigarette between his fingers. The way the rushing air hits my face like a fan, and my hair whips against my cheeks. My dad’s tapes are playing, my whole family are singing. My dad’s gold ring tapping against the metal.

And there are memories I want to let go of, ones I find it hard to talk about. Memories that weigh me down. I want to tell you about those too, so I can leave them here and move on from them.

Standing, aged six, at the door to my parents’ bedroom looking in. My eyes hadn’t adjusted to the light, not quite, so I couldn’t figure out what I was looking at.

Then I could.

My dad was on his bed at an angle. His jeans were half off, and I could see his tummy and his underwear. There were black rings all over his skin and one purple bruise spreading across his thigh with a plastic syringe – the type he put in his arm – stuck in the middle of it. The tube part of it lolled downwards, pinned by the needle.

I stood looking. The bed he lay on was stained yellow with piss and one beam of sunlight crossed the floor through the old curtains that were pulled shut and across his body, lighting him up. Dust floated in the light.

His face was turned to me.

Dead?

Did I say it out loud? Dead? I think I called it out, but I didn’t know. The sound looped around, and I couldn’t place my own voice over the loud beat of my heart.

I must have been calling out, looking back, because my dad’s friend John Bean clattered through the house, taking the stairs three at a time to the top, pulling on a jumper as he careered down the landing. He pushed me behind him and crossed the bedroom, saying my dad’s name over and over.

‘Hey, Tony, hey hey, Tony …’

‘Is Dad dead?’ I said.

John Bean rushed past me, down the stairs and into the street.

My dad, Tony O’Sullivan, was born in Ireland. The first five years of his life are unknown. We just know he was handed in to the infamous Goldenbridge industrial school by his mother and stayed there until he was five. He was adopted by Jim and May O’Sullivan and taken to live in their home in Clontarf. They had no other children. My grandfather Jim was a civil servant, though he had studied medicine in UCD. He had a strong faith, went to Mass every day and always read the Irish Times from cover to cover.

My dad told us that when Jim was dying he asked him for information about his origins. Jim told him that his aunt, Sister Francis Xavier (Jim’s sister), was his mother. Tony had known this aunt through his childhood, through family get-togethers that would happen once a year. She had been generous with gifts for him on those days, and yet he said their interactions would always leave him feeling upset and stressed.

The story he was told, at the end of it all, was that she became pregnant at forty-two, in the convent where she lived in Cork, and so the baby was brought to the Goldenbridge in Dublin by another of Jim’s sisters, also a nun. Tony was adopted, at what age or for how long we don’t know, and then returned there. When he was five his uncle, Jim, took him home.

My dad took that story very badly.

But Tony made it all up. As I was completing work on this book I took a DNA test. It revealed that I have no genetic connection with the O’Sullivans. God knows why he came up with that yarn but by the time Jim died stories about the abuse of children in Goldenbridge had come out. Maybe Tony could not take the idea that he was one of those kids and, with his father no longer around to contradict him, he made up this fairy tale of being protected by the nuns.

We don’t know what happened to Tony in the first five years of his life, but as more stories come out about Catholic-run charity organizations in the fifties and sixties, it’s not hard to imagine.

But we do know that in that time, before he got his lovely middle-class family, his civil-servant father and his stay-at-home mother, Tony lost something.

And he never got it back.

Tony used to tell us kids that his first memories were of a fire. He told us he was standing up in a cot crying as fire raged all around him.

‘I don’t know where I came from,’ he would say, ‘but I know I was in a fire.’

I used to run that image through my head a lot as a kid, that baby in a fire. Standing on his feet in a cot, watching everything fall apart and burn to the ground, and not able to help himself.

Whether it was the truth or something else my dad made up, well, we will never know. He probably made it up; he made up a lot of stuff.

As a teenager Tony was a free spirit who rebelled against the middle-class life his parents wanted for him. They gave him everything he needed to make it, but he didn’t want it. They lived in a peaceful home on the coast. He attended a private boys’ school in the middle of Dublin, Belvedere College, where he was a tennis champion. He was offered a place in Trinity College, but he rejected it and went to England instead to sell paintings door to door and do drugs.

My dad told me that when he was a boy he would cycle from his house to Dollymount Strand, and he would lie in the grass, smoking and reading his books. He said that was his favourite thing to do. I think he told me that story because that was the real him, the real Tony, there on the beach with his head resting on an upturned saddle. I like to think of him there, in Dublin Bay, with gulls surfing above him calling to one another. I can see him in my mind’s eye, shielding his eyes from the sun with his book. That was Tony before he got caught up in a spiral of addiction, running from whatever it was he lost in those first five years. Maybe the quiet on that beach got too quiet, maybe he had to get out of his head because of what haunted him in there. Who knows? Before long he met my mother at a bus stop in Coventry and not long after that they had five children and addictions they couldn’t handle and a life of the grimmest misery you could ever imagine. When he arrived in England, Tony had only ever dabbled in drugs. But by the time I was six years old and standing in the doorway looking across at his lifeless body, half on and half off the bed, he was a heroin addict.

Tony was middle class and an educated man. He was well spoken, charismatic and carried himself well.

He was also a career criminal, an alcoholic and a junkie.

And he was my dad.

John Bean had gone for help. My dad had overdosed and was dying, lying on a bed covered in piss and vomit. This was the way of our house. The ambulance men came in and they didn’t hurry. They were bored of this, it seemed. They took the steps with the urgency of men heading to bed, one step at a time, huffing and puffing. They looked at my dad in the room and shifted around, looking at each other with sideways glances and raised eyebrows.

I knew that code, the language of the scornful. I knew how to read that language already, at six years of age. My dad was lying there dying and, even though it was their job to care, they didn’t think he was worth saving.

They were rough with him. ‘Up you get, fella,’ one of them said as if he had just taken a tumble. They pulled him by his legs and arms and swung him on to the stretcher sideways, awkwardly, so he lay on it with one arm under his ribs. One of them shoved his leg up and his shoe fell off. That man rolled his eyes and kicked the shoe under the bed. He mumbled something and the other man rolled his eyes too.

They didn’t want to help. They didn’t want to help my dad.

I shook my head back and forth at the scene in front of me and I was crying, but I didn’t say anything. I wanted to shout at them to save my dad, help him. But I didn’t. I just wiped the tears off my chin with my sleeve. It was soaking wet.

John paced around. ‘Is he all right?’ he said to one of the paramedics and was ignored. It was as if he wasn’t there.

‘Is my dad dead?’ I asked the other man. He ignored me.

The stretcher with my dad on it was brought past me and down the stairs. It felt like I was watching it all play out, but it wasn’t real. I thought over and over, Dead?

He looked dead. His skin was grey and taut, and his eyes were sunk back into the bones of his skull. He was so pale I could see the red hairs of his moustache as if individually, and the details of his skin, the blue fading veins in his hands, his little finger with his sovereign ring.

‘Dad …’ I said.

They got him out of the house. And then he was gone, the ambulance was gone. They didn’t flash the lights or put the siren on.

I thought about the marks on my dad’s legs, the blue and purple blotches on his white skin. The black and grey rings. I knew they were from the needles.

John Bean went down the stairs. I followed.

‘Don’t worry, K,’ he said, and I nodded.

‘Is Dad dead?’ I said.

‘No, no, just a bit rough,’ John said. He pushed his trainers off with a toe into each heel and sat down. ‘Your dad will be all right, don’t be worrying. Tilly will be back soon as well so …’

He patted the couch beside him. But I didn’t sit. I went back up the stairs and looked at the bed where my dad had been.

If Dad was dead, who would drive us in the car?

Tony didn’t die. He came back later that day and pretended to everyone that he was fine, though you could see the wear and tear behind his eyes. When he sat down on the couch I ran and got him a lighter and his cigarettes from where they had fallen on the floor upstairs.

‘Ah thanks, my Katriona,’ he said.

He always said that to me.

We were glad to see him. He shook John Bean’s hand and they gassed back and forth between the two of them.

‘Thought you were finished, Tone,’ John said.

‘Not me, John,’ Dad said, smiling through the smoke he was exhaling. He pulled extra hard on the cigarette for the next drag.

The day after, the sun was shining and my dad let me sit in the car and pretend to drive it. He rolled down the windows and shut me in and stood back, smoking, while I strained my neck to look in the rear-view mirror, sliding my hands round the leather wheel. I pulled the gear stick back and forth and bounced on the seat. Sunlight filled the car and I felt as though I was being fed by it. My dad closed his eyes and tilted his face towards the light, and I watched him breathe in and out. Then he looked at me and his face creased into a smile.

‘Want some music?’ He leaned in and put the key into the ignition and turned the tape player on. The tape was Fleetwood Mac, the song was ‘Go Your Own Way’. This was our song.

When he was like that I loved my dad more than anyone in the whole world.
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Some of my earliest memories are of my little neighbour Katie and me chasing after our older siblings, desperately trying to keep up with them as they desperately tried to lose us. It was a regular event.

Only this one time I got hit by a car.

We lived on Vine Street, a long narrow street, lined on one side with houses and on the other side with huge pitches belonging to the Sidney Stringer School. The school itself was at the very end of the road, across from the church. Behind our house there used to be a wasteland, backing on to a graveyard belonging to St Peter’s, but I hear they’re both gone – there are houses there now.

The area is Hillfields, described by the press as the frontline of Coventry. It’s one of the poorest places in Great Britain. Back then, despair was around us in every direction, as though the poor had been corralled here, to keep us all together and out of sight.

In our area everyone was from somewhere else, and that’s how we organized ourselves. Caribbean, Nigerian, Asian, Scottish and Irish. We all mingled and loved each other just as much as we fought, but – as is the way of immigrants – we felt more attached to our own. My dad always sought out other Irish no matter where we were. Being Irish in Britain is never easy, certainly not in the seventies and eighties during the IRA campaigns. The Irish felt the backlash of that for years. My dad did anyway; he was pulled in over the 1974 Birmingham bombings.

The horizon of Hillfields was broken in places by high-rise flats, like tombstones against the skyline. They were the worst sort of high-rise, the kind with stains around the edges. My mum’s friend Helen jumped off those flats.

Everyone around us was in the thick of it. We had nothing. So as it tends to in places like that, alcohol and drugs took hold of most people. It’s what kept them going. Mad as that seems to say, that’s how it was. Drugs and alcohol kept people going until it outran them, and that’s how it was for us too, over and over. In our house, most of the time, every spoon was singed black from cooking gear.

Smoking weed – we called it draw – was as normal as having a cup of tea in Hillfields. But anything to do with gear was covered up. I learned early on to stay out of the kitchen when my parents were both in there with the door shut. At first, they smoked it, sending me to the shop for Milkybars, those little white chocolate bars wrapped in silver foil and paper. I just thought they liked the chocolate, but they were after the foil. Then, later, they injected. I sometimes found them passed out, so stoned that all they could do was slump, a needle in their arm or leg. That was the way it was from the time I was really small.

Banging up was something to be ashamed of and I somehow picked up on that social rule, even though my own parents had always done it. It was in the way they shouted ‘Get out!’ if you walked in on them. It was in the way they hid the bag under the corner of the carpet. It was wrong – I knew it and so did they. But even so, I saw heroin, for a long time, as a medicine that kept my mum well. It was the only solution to her vomiting and shitting; it put an end to her twisting and screeching.

We knew everyone who lived on our road. The Dixons, where the dad killed their dog in a temper one night with a machete. The Patels, with the disabled kid. The Clarkes, where each boy had a different dad. The Clarkes’ mum was my mum’s friend Bett, who used to come over to our house and get so drunk she would wet herself on our couch. She always denied it but one time my mother discovered the wet patch straight away, just after Bett had left, and was so enraged she marched down to Bett’s house with a can of green paint and wrote the words ‘FAT SLAG’ on her front door.

The police called in to our house around twenty minutes later. ‘What did you think you were doing down the road, Tilly?’ they asked my mum, and she said she didn’t know what on earth they were referring to. They showed her the green footprints leading from Bett’s house, straight to our door.

At the back of our terraced houses we all shared a green space. It was through the gate of our little fenced-off yards, a wide stretch of grass that ran down to a copse of huge oak trees. They must have been hundreds of years old. When I deliberately focus on positive images from my childhood I think of those trees, the way the sunshine on the grass ended abruptly in their dark shade, the way your eyes would adjust as you ran under them. I see myself running down the green, the shape of my brother’s legs swinging down from the branches. Next door to us was a red-haired family called Gallagher, who were Irish too. The Gallagher and O’Sullivan houses were cemented together in more ways than one: they had kids the same ages as us and the youngest, Katie, was my best friend. Her sisters, Amy and Sharon, were the same ages as my brothers. My memories of her are the two of us on our hunkers out the back, making pies in the mud, or daisy chains, and of course chasing the older ones. We were so little.

Every day, throughout the day, like little pins in my already deflating soul, Mrs Gallagher would call out for Katie.

‘Katie love, come for lunch.’

‘Katie love, come eat your dinner.’

‘Katie love, it’s getting cold, come get a jumper on.’

And Katie would jump up and run along the path to her house, to her mum standing in the doorway. She would run into her mum’s legs and hold them, and her mother would bend over and give her head a cuddle and a kiss.

And I would feel it.

With every cuddle Katie got, it was like I lost another one. The way her mum was showed me what my mum was not. Katie had a real mum and I didn’t. Mine was broken.

When Katie was coming out to play, dressed well in her little check skirts and white socks, her mum would watch her run down the yard to me and wait until she met me, and that door stayed ajar.

My mum was never at our door. Our door was shut.

Both mums often instructed the older kids to take us with them.

My mum would tell Michael, ‘Look after your sister,’ but he never wanted to, and Katie’s older sisters were the same. They wanted to go off to where the big kids hung out and we were getting in their way. So they always ran off, but we would run after them for as far as we could until we lost them. Then we would stop and play wherever they lost us, until they came back. I never told on them. It was a rule to never tell on my brothers.

That was the story when I got hit by the car.

It wasn’t far from our house, just down the way. I was chasing my brothers, Katie in tow, when they disappeared through the fence at the school.

‘James! Michael! Mum said play with –’ I shouted after them, cut short by a heavy force that threw me off my feet into the air and landed me on my front with a smack on the tarmac, about five feet from the bumper of a yellow Fiat Uno.

I rolled on to my back, winded. A candyfloss cloud chugged across the blue sky and a man’s face interrupted the view of it. I groaned.

‘Hey, sweetheart, hey, pet,’ he said in a half-whisper. I noticed beads of sweat on his cheeks. He crouched down and felt along the back of my neck, across my shoulders and down my arms.

‘Can you see me?’ He waved his hand. ‘Can you move? Wiggle your toes.’ He pressed the toes through my shoes. I couldn’t wiggle my toes at all because my shoes were far too small, so I wiggled my legs instead. The man put his arms under me and lifted me up, over to the path, and laid me down again. He moved with care.

My little friend Katie, aged four like me, crouched down beside me and said in a quiet and motherly voice, ‘Oh, Katriona, you did get hit off the car.’ She pronounced my name, as most around me did, Cat-tree-oh-nah.

I heard my mum before I saw her.

She was shouting ‘No! No! No!’ as she ran down from our house. As she reached me she clearly saw I was still alive so she flew past me to where my brothers were standing, wide-eyed and white-faced, at the broken wall of the pitch, like yin and yang in their matching tracksuits of opposing colours. She crossed the road, fizzing with curses at them, before she turned round and flew back to me, down on her knees by my side, looking me over.

‘Is she okay?’ she asked the man. ‘Are you okay?’ she asked me. She looked from me to the man and back, then over her shoulder again. ‘You little fuckers!’ she roared at Michael and James, then she noticed Katie, ‘Are you okay?’, and back to me, ‘Does anything hurt?’ I nodded. My knees were burning and my forehead was stinging.

‘I’m a doctor,’ the man said, and my mum grabbed the sleeve of his jacket.

‘Is she okay? Can you see if something’s broken?’ She ran her hand along each of my arms.

‘She seems fine, she’s all right,’ the doctor said. His cheeks were bright pink. He lifted my arms and moved them, then pulled me gently up into a sit.

I took big breaths in and out. My mum scooped me up then and sat down with me on the kerb. I held on. She looked me over, like a mother with a new baby, checking my fingers, blowing on my scrapes, searching for injuries she had missed. Her hands were papery and warm. I said ‘Ouch’ so I could feel her hands again.

The doctor got me to stand up and wiggle my fingers and toes, and I told him how many fingers he was holding up. Three. I was proud when I got it right. Then he asked me to watch his finger and he moved it back and forth.

Katie told on my brothers. ‘They didn’t wait for Katriona,’ she said, pointing at them like they were criminals in a line-up. ‘Him and him didn’t.’ They stood there with open mouths.

‘I can’t believe you let this happen!’ my mum shouted across at them. Then she said sorry to the man. She whooshed me up on to her hip as she swung round to shout at my brothers one more time, telling them they were in for it.

She carried me back to the house with my head on her shoulder and my legs round her waist. My fingertips pressed into her freckled shoulders and ran up into the strands of her hair that fell against her neck. I closed my eyes and smelled her skin.

She had an instinct, my mum, a sense of maternal love. It was in there. Problem was, you had to go under a car to feel it.
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I don’t remember my own first day of school at all. I just remember my brother Matthew’s. I suppose the memories have merged, or mine are overshadowed and stored behind the day he had.

Matthew and I were the third and fourth children, born barely a year apart and like two peas in a pod for the first few years of our life. Everyone around called us ‘Irish twins’ and I thought that we genuinely were, not getting the joke until years later. We did everything together. What I liked, he liked; what he liked, I did. Of all the most fun times in my early childhood, Matthew is right there with me, his face so full of mischief and spirit right from the start. In the mornings we were always the first up and, long before we were really old enough to get ourselves to school, we would make ourselves sugar sandwiches, literally just bread and sugar, and head out to get there before any other kids so we would have the playground to ourselves. That independence was the key to solving the troubles that my brother Matthew brought to my second year in school; as long as my mum brought him, he fought the system. Tooth and nail.

Nursery and Reception are the first two classes for children starting school in the UK. I was a year ahead of Matthew but in our school, Southfields Primary, the classes were all together in one large open-plan room, which meant we would share the same teacher.

By the time we got up the school steps on his first day, Matthew had started screaming, and as much as my mum pushed him on to his little chair at the circular desk where he was to sit, he pushed back. He hung on to her arm.

‘Stop it, Matthew,’ my mum said and looked over at me. What was I supposed to do? Why was I always dragged into this? All I wanted was to be here at school in my classroom with my lovely teacher. I wished that my mum would just go and take Matthew with her. School was my place.

One of the teacher’s assistants, Miss Hall, walked over and took my brother by his two arms, pulling his hands off my mum and signalling to her to leave. My mum ran out of there.

Matthew lost his mind. He kicked the table and the chair, and the assistant teachers ran in circles after him as he slid and burrowed between other pupils in a bid to escape. Other children started crying too.

Then my teacher, Mrs Arkinson, came through the door with her brown leather book bag in one hand and her coat in the other. She stood for a moment taking in the screaming, hissing mess that was my brother. She raised a finger and with a firm ‘Ah-ah!’ she stopped him in his tracks. He looked at her, and she shook her head. ‘There will be NO running in my classroom,’ she said. ‘Sit down.’

And he did. Although he still cried the whole day, face down into his arm at his desk. And every other day that year. He hated being away from my mum.

I didn’t understand that at all and, frankly, I was raging. I was so happy to be going back to school after the summer. I liked the way things were set out there, always the same. And we got fed, with school dinners. If it wasn’t for school I wouldn’t have had a dinner, if I’m honest. Sometimes I would be given breakfast by Mrs Arkinson, if I was in the class early enough, before the others came in. Mrs Arkinson had a blue-and-orange metal cupboard and sometimes she would bring out a lunchbox from in there and pass me a bun or a fairy cake to get me through to lunch. But most days, by the time I heard the shutters of the canteen going up, the rumble echoing through the halls, my stomach would be growling and I’d lose concentration for whatever I was doing and instead focus on the delicious smells that wafted down from where the dinner ladies were setting up. There were five of them, dressed in white coats and hats, and they’d call out to you as you queued up, letting you know what was in. The queue never moved fast enough for me. There was a routine to school dinners, the same meal on the same day, and the food was made in big trays. Shepherd’s pie, chicken pie, and mince and onions – that was my favourite – served with mashed potato and gravy poured on top from a big ladle. We would get roly-poly pudding on Thursdays. Other kids, the loved ones, they sometimes complained, but I didn’t give a shit what was served, I’d have eaten anything. My mouth would water in advance as I moved up the queue, watching the dinner ladies slap portion after portion on to tray after tray until they got to me. The clank of knives and forks, the little cartons of milk, the good food: this was routine, every day the same. I would hear the call of ‘Custahhd! Custahhd!’ from the dinner lady at the end, a huge Cypriot woman with a strong accent, and feel at home. I would sit down at the plastic picnic-style tables, always the same one – across from two boys, both called Adam – and eat my food contentedly. The routines of school – the desk where I knew to sit, the timetable, my school dinners – that was what I needed.

I liked school. There was a place for me there. My name was on a list – Mrs Arkinson always checked if I was there and would tick my name.

‘An Irish girl in my class, what a treat,’ she said when I first started. ‘I’m Irish too,’ she added. I pulled my bottom lip between my teeth and chewed on it. I knew that Irish was something, it was what my dad was, and what my mum’s dad was, though I wasn’t quite sure what it meant. But if I had that in common with Mrs Arkinson, it must be treasure for sure.

‘O’Sullivan means one-eyed, did you know that?’ she said, pushing her chair back and pressing a badge with my name written across it in blue marker on to my chest. She patted it to make it stick.

I nodded. But I didn’t know. I used to nod at everything she said.

‘Two brothers back many years ago in ancient Ireland had a terrible fight,’ she said, ‘and one tore the other’s eye out with a stick.’ Her accent was stronger than my dad’s. And warmer.

I thought about the fights that went on in our area, always as the sun dimmed and the drink of the day soured in hungry bellies. I could well believe the story about the brothers.

‘Now,’ she said, ‘I’m glad you’re in my class, one of my own.’

And she kept that going, all through my first year of school. I felt as though I was a favourite. I’m sure she made connections with all of the children; she had a knack. But it seemed there would always be an errand which I would do in earnest, a blackboard to wipe clean, or papers to hand out to the desks, or an important message written on a memo pad, folded and handed to me with instructions on how to get to where I had to hand it in.

I think we all have those teachers, the ones who like us. As a child I had a strong, warm temperament – I can see the spark in my eyes when I look at photos of back then. I was driven and some teachers loved me for it. And, of course, some didn’t.

I loved Mrs Arkinson and I knew she loved me. Her eyes said so. The way she helped me said so. The pat on my head, the hand on my shoulder, the encouragement and rewards. When Mrs Arkinson was pleased with you, well, you felt like you could survive forever on that small nod or pat on the head. It was like she pushed confidence into you.

One day in Reception she called me up and told me that Miss Hall was going to need to speak to me in the bathroom and that I was to listen to what she had to say and everything would be fine.

I’d seen looks between them already, just before I was called up, and I had my guard raised. I could always sense these things, the shift in the room when there was trouble brewing. My mind had instantly raced with excuses for things I’d done and for things I hadn’t done. I prepared for all eventualities, knew who I would pass the blame to, what I would deny. Whatever I was accused of I would reject or ignore, and it would go away eventually. When Miss Hall came to get me, one of the other kids in my class said, ‘You’re for it now, Katriona O’Sullivan, whatever you done.’

When we got into the girls’ loos Miss Hall pushed open all the cubicle doors and then pushed the handle back on the main door, locking us in. It was very unusual so I figured I must be in terrible trouble. I stared at the floor and flexed my feet against the lino.

She rummaged in the bag she had brought with her. She took out a pile of white things and laid them out on the tiles. Small, folded girls’ pants, the way they are when you take them out of their plastic packet. She lined them up in a row.

Then I knew exactly what this was all about. Of course I did.

Pissy pants.

I was wetting the bed every single night – children tend to do that when they are in crisis – and then going to school without washing or changing my pants. I didn’t know how to wash. There were no towels in our bathroom, barely any toilet paper. Never any soap. None of us owned a toothbrush.

In the toilets with Miss Hall I felt ashamed, as though it wasn’t
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