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PROLOGUE

November 1977

My stomach froths with uncertainty as I reach for the doorknocker. Heavy footsteps on the other side are drowned out by the thumping of my heart.

‘What if these people are even worse than Mum and Dad?’ I whisper to my sister, Deirdre.

‘Is that even possible?’ she replies, rolling her eyes and, despite the tension, I giggle.

The door swings open and, to my surprise, the man standing before us looks unexpectedly benign and ordinary. He has an air of respectability too, in a smart grey jacket, a shirt and dark trousers. So this is the famous Fred West, I think to myself.

‘Have you any rooms, please?’ I ask timidly. ‘Me, my sister and her baby.’

‘Ah yes, we do.’ He smiles, and shows us inside with a welcoming flourish of his hand.

Deirdre parks the pram in the hallway and we follow him into a cramped and messy living room. The TV is blaring above a hum of steady chatter. There are so many children – squashed onto the sofa, lolling on the floor, two younger ones squabbling over a melting chocolate biscuit.

This place looks just like home, I tell myself.

As I take a deep breath in, I feel my nerves draining away. There is such comfort in this chaos. I pick up a faint whiff of lamb stew; it even smells like home. It’s going to be all right here, after all. I can just sense it. We stand in the living-room doorway, wide-eyed and watchful, as the man, about the same age as my dad, clears his throat above the noise of the television.

‘I’m Fred West.’ He grins, and we smile back politely. ‘This is my wife, Rosemary,’ he adds, pointing to a grim-faced woman sitting rigid in her armchair. ‘And this’ – he turns to a teenage girl – ‘is my lover, Shirley.’

It is clearly a joke, though nobody is laughing. Fred is middle-aged and the girl looks around seventeen, the same age as me. Perched on the arm of the sofa, she is small and slight and has a small pregnancy bump. I search her face for signs of denial or disgust, but she simply nods shyly in my direction.

‘Come on, I’ll show you to your room,’ says Fred.

As he ambles past me, his sour smell of baked-in sweat is an assault on my senses. Deirdre and I scurry upstairs after him and we’re directed to the end bedroom, which overlooks the back garden. There is a double bed for me and Deirdre, and Fred goes off to find a cot for the baby. As I throw my bag onto the bed, I spot a row of neatly drilled holes along the bedroom wall.

‘Look,’ I whisper. ‘Are they spyholes?’

Fred returns with the cot, but the moment he’s gone we examine the holes again.

‘They look deliberate,’ Deirdre agrees, peering more closely. ‘Maybe Fred is a dirty old man. That might explain why he has a wife and a lover both in the same room.’

‘Oh, he was joking,’ I tell her. ‘He’s old enough to be that girl’s dad. No way he was being serious. I’m sure there’s a simple explanation for that.’

Even so, the peepholes make me uncomfortable. In the gloom of the early evening, they seem to stare back at me, a row of six eyes, blank and black. I can’t turn my back without fearing I’m being watched. There are sheets of newspaper covering the floorboards where the faded carpet doesn’t quite meet the wall, and I rip off strips and scrunch them up to block the holes one by one.

‘There,’ I say. ‘He won’t see a thing now.’

It’s been a long day and, after sharing a packet of digestive biscuits, Deirdre and I have an early night. Undressing, I rinse my favourite blue T-shirt under the tap and drape it over a wooden chair, hoping it might be dry for tomorrow. Lying under a coarse green bedspread, I tell myself how lucky we are to have found this place; cheap, clean and friendly. Yet a gnawing feeling of unease, like an unwelcome guest, floats around the shores of my consciousness. As I drift off to sleep, the worry sits like a stone inside my stomach.

And in the morning, as I open my eyes, I see the six balls of newspaper, pushed back out of the holes, lying on the floor in defeat. I don’t know what scares me more, the peeping Tom himself or the fact that he is so blatantly shameless. Though the early streaks of sunshine warm the room, a violent shiver runs through me. The six black holes continue to stare, dark and hollow, with their secrets hidden safely inside.
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Dublin, November 1966

I had barely opened my eyes when the scramble began. The dash from our ancient double bed to the dusty airing cupboard on the landing was like an Olympic sport. And the reward – a clean pair of socks and undies – was far more precious than any gold medal. Under the covers, there was a tangle of arms and legs as I tried to establish which limbs were my own. Our home was so overcrowded, our lives so intertwined, that I could almost forget where one sibling ended and another began. The lines between us, and with them our very identities, were blurred and uncertain.

‘Maggie, you’re lying on my foot,’ I complained. ‘It’s completely numb.’

Sharing a bed with my eight siblings was at once cramped and cosy. If one wet the bed, we were all soaked to the skin. And with clean clothes in short supply, it was a case of first come, first served.

‘Save some for me!’ I yelled, twisting myself out of the sodden sheets and tripping over onto the threadbare rug. ‘Remember, I didn’t get any yesterday?’

But this was survival of the fittest, and on a chilly November Dublin morning in 1966, it was everyone for themselves. By the time I had limped out of the bedroom, the airing cupboard was empty.

‘Last again!’ teased my brother, Danny, his eyes dancing with mischief. ‘You need to get up earlier, Kathy.’

Like the low winter sun, my already weary heart sank a little further. My socks and knickers stank of stale urine. Yet I had no choice but to wear them again for school. And in the kitchen, the battle continued: nine children, pecking like nosy magpies at three stale slices of bread. My shoulders sagged with defeat as I slipped out of the front door, bone-cold and hungry, with a biting wind whipping round my bare legs and the stench of home clinging to my skin as though I were wrapped in it. Choking back tears, I felt an arm around me and a friendly squeeze on my shoulder.

‘You all right, Kathy?’ asked my older sister, Deirdre. ‘Listen, I sneaked a pair of undies off the fireguard for you. They’re a bit damp but at least they’re clean. They’re in my bag. You can put them on when we get to school.’

And just like that, the sun came streaming through the clouds. Basking in the glow of my sister’s love, I turned to hug her. That small slice of kindness, that show of solidarity, meant the world to me. The cold and the hunger mattered so much less when we had each other. For whatever came our way, we faced it together.

The fourth eldest of nine, I was born in January 1960, and the only one of the brood to be delivered at home. I had been a small baby and, right through my childhood, I was shorter and lighter than average. My fair hair, shoulder length with a fringe, was washed only monthly, and occasionally trimmed by my mother. Bathing and hair washing involved heating pans on the stove and carrying them upstairs to the bathroom. It was such a faff and often one of my older siblings would jump in to steal my bathwater while I was stuck in a bottleneck of children on the landing with my pan. I never cleaned my teeth – I didn’t even own a toothbrush and had never seen a dentist. But what upsets me most, looking at rare childhood photos, are my dirty nails. Most of the time they were black with mud. Absolutely filthy. I was so ashamed that I used to curl my fingers up to hide them. For even as a small girl, hygiene was important to me, and I loved to clean. I was forever scrubbing the hearth, bleaching the sink and brushing the floors.

‘You’re a homemaker,’ my mother told me. ‘And that’s because you were born right here at home.’

I loved the idea that I had some kind of special connection with our home. Each afternoon, when school was done, I’d set to work tidying and polishing. My older siblings nicknamed me ‘Kathy the Cleaner’, and if there was supposed to be a sting in there, then it was lost on me. I didn’t mind one bit, and I cleaned in the way that other little girls did jigsaws or dressed their dollies. Yet my talents only went so far, and I could do nothing about the missing tiles in the bathroom or the cracks in the big white kitchen sink or the cold draught which crept in under the doors. We had only two bedrooms, one for our parents and one for the kids. Our corporation flat on the middle floor of a three-storey block in Dolphin’s Barn, Dublin, was far too small. In addition to the adults and children, we had an Alsatian dog, named Duke, who lived in the coal bunker in the hallway and survived on potato skins donated by the neighbours. He was gentle and loving and I adored him. He was more affectionate than either of my parents. Our kitchen was old-fashioned and poky, with a small Formica-topped table and a single dining chair, shoved into the corner. There was no room to eat, no space for us to sit and dine as a family. That tired old dining table with its lonely chair was a perfect metaphor for our parents’ approach to food. Mum made stews, but they rarely lasted. She’d buy a batch loaf, but it was never enough. Dad served up a stringy sort of meal sometimes, which he claimed was rice, but it was virtually inedible. Most of the time, the cupboards were almost empty. And any meals were eaten on the living-room sofa, in front of the black and white telly. There was no remote control and so I always had to be ready to change the channel whenever my dad barked out an instruction. He liked to sit and smoke in the evenings, and the smoke rings from his cigarettes would drift, wraith-like, through the gloom of the darkened room. Fascinated, I would stick out an index finger to pierce the middle of the ring, invariably disappointed as it dissolved before my eyes, as illusory and unreliable as a family dinner.

But though my siblings and I were skinny and underfed, our parents, oddly, were not. Dad was tall and good-looking, with Brylcreemed hair that glistened like a slug under the light. He had a terrible temper too, preceded always by his fingers drumming loudly, like a far-off storm rolling in from the hills. I lived in fear of that tapping noise. Any laughing in the big bed was instantly silenced with a whack of his belt. Even loud breathing, while he was watching telly, was forbidden. When I was very young, he collected scrap and sold firewood on his horse and cart. He let me ride up front with him sometimes and I loved the wind blowing in my face when our brown and white horse, Jacko, broke into a fast trot. It felt like we were flying through those streets, hanging on for dear life. Dad had his own yard, around a fifteen-minute walk from the flat, and at weekends I’d walk up the canal path to see Jacko. I loved brushing him and telling him all my troubles.

‘Had no breakfast today, Jacko,’ I’d say, as my stomach rumbled loudly. ‘I’ll be after some of your hay soon.’

He and Duke were such good listeners. Later, Dad bought a car, a light blue Triumph Herald with brown seats, and Jacko was made redundant. I tried not to think too much about what became of him. Dad could not read or write and, after I started school, it was my job to sit in the passenger seat and read out the road signs and directions while he drove. My own reading skills were patchy and the task was nerve-racking, knowing that if I gave him the wrong instruction, his big hand would fly off the wheel to slap me in the face. Dad had a brief spell as an ice-cream man and, again, I was enlisted to help with directions and also to sell ice cream, as ‘Under the Willow Tree’ tinkled out from our tinny speaker. It felt like the worst torture, serving cones slathered in chocolate sauce and topped with flakes, while my own stomach was rumbling and groaning in protest. Once a week, Dad parked up around the corner from the labour exchange and left me in charge of sales while he nipped inside to claim unemployment benefit. Aged seven, I paid no attention to his dishonesty. In fact I was glad of it, for I was engaged in subterfuge of my own, stuffing myself with as many chocolate flakes as my mouth could hold before he returned.

‘All in order?’ he’d ask, as he climbed back into the driver’s seat, and I could only nod, as my cheeks bulged with stolen goodies.

Dad was not a big drinker because he suffered with particularly bad hangovers. But after an occasional night on the Guinness, he would bellow demands, like an angry ogre, from his bedroom.

‘Kathleen! Bring me a cold facecloth and a basin! And’ – here his voice reached a roar – ‘bring it now!’

Like a skittery lamb, all arms and legs, I’d tumble down the stairs, racing around the kitchen to find a basin, knowing that if I was not quick enough, I’d get a good hiding. Dad’s headache was somehow never so serious that he couldn’t miraculously dive out of bed to give me a crack of his belt. And I had no idea how a damp facecloth might cure a hangover, but I knew better than to ask.

My mother had dark, curly hair and was a little younger than Dad. She was twenty-six when I was born. She was small, around 5 feet tall, but stoutly built – even a little plump. She wore a large apron with pockets, roomy enough to hide her pregnancies. Us older ones had no idea she was having a baby until it arrived home, without ceremony, from the hospital.

Once, when I dared ask her why I was skinny and she was not, she told me, ‘You can’t fatten a thoroughbred.’

Her reply did nothing to help my hunger pains. Though she didn’t have Dad’s temper, Mam always seemed cold and unaffectionate. There were no hugs, no compliments, and she smiled at me as rarely as she cooked for me. Mam once confided that, as a child herself, she had been sent to reform school for stealing clothes off washing lines to keep herself warm.

‘When I wet the bed, the nuns wrapped me in the sheet and paraded me in the big hall for everyone to laugh at,’ she told me.

My heart stung with sadness for her and for all she had suffered. And though my parents were distant, cruel even, I try not to judge them for their failings. As an adult, I now realise they simply were not equipped to cope with parenthood. They had been born into poverty and hardship and the cycle continued through me and my siblings. As a child, though, that was difficult to take, and I especially longed for some affection from my mother. I worked hard to try to win her love and approval. Mam liked to go to the local pub for a vodka and lemonade, probably more as an escape than a social event. On those evenings, I took charge, getting the little ones ready for bed. On cold evenings, I ran basins of warm water, so they could soothe their freezing fingers and toes. Mam did not always have time to do the laundry and so I helped out, swirling the smelly sheets and nighties in a large dolly tub before feeding them into a mangle. Like our neighbours, we had a washing line in a central courtyard. And, of course, I cleaned. Cleaning was my escape, a catharsis as well as a burgeoning career. Yet no matter how our home shone and sparkled, Mam never seemed to notice. I often remembered her words, that I had been born at home, and that was why I loved to keep it so clean. I had a special connection with my home and I only wished I could have shared it with my parents too.
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Waking in the usual knot of arms and legs, I was preoccupied by a dream so wonderful that I was reluctant to let it go.

‘I dreamed I had a big bag of sweets,’ I told Deirdre longingly. ‘I can still taste them now, all different colours and flavours. I had strawberry, blackcurrant, lemon and lime. Oh Dee, they were lovely.’

But downstairs, with no breakfast waiting, I soon snapped back into reality. I left for school with my empty stomach complaining loudly. I was dizzy with hunger. Trudging along, staring at the pavement, I spotted a ball of chewing gum, glued to the ground. There were small ridges on the surface, tiny dividing lines, where a shoe had squashed it flat. It was grimy and grey. It was old and dirty. Yet all I saw was a sweet. Or the nearest I would ever get to a sweet. Bending down, I pulled at the gum until it lifted, in one solid lump, from the pavement. There were cars driving past, people hurrying by, yet I paid them no attention. I didn’t bother hiding what I was doing. Thinking only of sweets, I popped the gum into my mouth and began to chew. It was hard going, like chewing a frozen stone, but I persisted. And the faint yet tantalising promise of minty flavour, hidden under the shoeprint and the filth, was enough to make me chew harder.

‘I found a sweet,’ I told my pals, when I reached the playground, and I made the most of their envious stares as I chewed. It was rare that I had something everyone else wanted.

That weekend, I was out playing hopscotch with Deirdre and a gang of local kids when I had an urge for another shot of sugar. Having tasted it once, I had opened a Pandora’s box of temptation, and it was all I thought about.

‘Let’s go looking for pennies,’ I suggested to my sister. ‘On the posh road.’

We knew from experience we were far more likely to come across lost pennies on the streets where the big, haughty houses stood back from the main road, shielded by trees and gates.

‘OK,’ she agreed.

Off we went, with hope in our hearts, but it didn’t last long. Up and down the grand avenues we trailed, staring doggedly at the floor but finding nothing.

‘I’m starving,’ I complained. ‘I’d do anything for a sweet. Just one sweet.’

Deirdre stopped and nodded towards a gateway, where a dustbin was waiting to be emptied.

‘Let’s have a look in there,’ she said. ‘You never know.’

Like excited fieldmice we scurried over, lifting the heavy tin lid and rooting unashamedly through somebody else’s rubbish.

‘Nothing,’ I sighed, holding my nose as I picked up a rotting chicken carcass. ‘I’m definitely not eating that.’

But it had sparked our enthusiasm, and we went from house to house, from bin to bin, lifting lids and sifting through one pile of rubbish after another. The afternoon light was beginning to fade when, peering into yet another bin, I let out a yelp of excitement.

‘Deirdre!’ I yelled. ‘Come here! I’ve found a bag of cakes!’

Sure enough, inside a paper bag were half a dozen of what I would later recognise as doughnuts. To me, they were an exotic sort of cake. I’d never seen anything quite so lovely in my whole life. Savouring each sugary mouthful, our hearts brimming over with contentment, we walked slowly home to share our treasure with our siblings and Duke. It did not occur to my seven-year-old self to feel in any way embarrassed or ashamed at scraping chewing gum off pavements or finding stale food in bins. If anything, I was rather pleased with myself. Neither did I dwell on my dwindling standards of hygiene. But when I arrived home, I rolled up my sleeves and set about scrubbing the surfaces and floors, scrubbing away the footprint off the chewing gum, scrubbing away the grease and mould from the dustbins. I scrubbed and scrubbed until my fingers were red raw. Even then, I was vaguely aware that no amount of cleaning would ever be enough.

My days were marked out by stark disparity: my own hunger in contrast to the full bellies of the adults around me. The filth of the pavement chewing gum set against my obsession with cleanliness at home. The love and affection I longed for and the lukewarm response from my parents. And, somewhere in the middle, lost in the fog and confusion, was me.

Our expeditions around the posh bins continued, but we never again found anything so glorious as the bag of doughnuts. Occasionally, one of us would find a penny or a halfpenny, enough for a chew from Sadie’s, the shop further along our street. In addition to an array of sweets, there were packets of Kimberley and Mikado biscuits lined up on the counter.

‘You could run in and pinch those biscuits,’ said one of my siblings as we walked past Sadie’s one Saturday afternoon. ‘Nobody would catch you, Kathy. You’re too fast.’

At first, the idea seemed preposterous. First and foremost, it was plain wrong. We had been raised as Roman Catholics and I had visions of being thrown into the burning fires of hell, with one solitary chocolate biscuit melting in my hand as I screamed for mercy.

‘It’s not really wrong, though, is it?’ persuaded my brother. ‘We’re hungry. We’ve no money. This is the kind of thing Jesus would approve of. Remember the water and the wine miracle?’

Perhaps I believed the propaganda or, more likely, I wanted to believe it. I was so hungry, I didn’t really care whether my food came from a bin or whether it was stolen. Taking a deep breath, I ran into the shop, which was long and rather dimly lit, with sawdust on the floor. Reaching the counter, I grabbed the first packet of biscuits I saw and sprinted back out. Sadie had been busy arranging her shelves, with her back to me, and hadn’t even known I was there. It was all so easy. Almost disappointingly so. The cheer from my siblings and the rush of adrenaline left me breathless. And, of course, the real treat was the biscuits themselves. We had enough for two each, and every bite was heavenly. At 6 p.m. each night, the Angelus bell rang out around the city and, like many thousands of others, we hurried inside and fell to our knees in front of the television. It was left to the eldest sibling present to start the prayer:

‘Hail Mary, full of grace . . .’

With my head bowed and my eyes closed, I usually prayed fervently for food. But today, with biscuit crumbs around my mouth betraying my sin, I was awash with shame.

‘I’m sorry,’ I whispered. ‘We were hungry. But the biscuits were lovely. They really were.’

As with most children, my regret, overwhelming on that first day, was quickly diluted and forgotten. And the next time we walked past Sadie’s and spotted an empty counter, my stomach grumbled as if to remind me.

‘I’ll go,’ I said confidently. ‘I’ll get those same biscuits as before.’

Again, I came out with the prize, no problem. Again, when the Angelus bell tolled, I was gripped with a crippling but ephemeral guilt. By confessing my sins during my prayers, I felt as though I was wiping the slate clean, ready to go again. We made our confession, communion and confirmation through school, and I attended confession weekly. In the gloom of the confessional box, I repeated the same script each time, without variation: ‘Bless me, Father, for I have thought a bad thought, and I have said a bad word.’

It did not occur to me to share more egregious issues and certainly not my budding career as a shoplifter. I wasn’t sure the priest could handle that level of villainy. Besides, I could never have confessed an actual, real-life sin. That just wasn’t how it worked. Neither did I dwell on the fact that I was telling lies by omission, even in confession! It was, nevertheless, a comfort to have the protective arm of the Catholic faith around me, absolving me every time I stole a packet of biscuits.

But as the weeks passed my confidence inevitably gave way to sloppiness. I no longer worried about getting caught until, one day, with my hands on the biscuits, an angry voice shouted, ‘Hey! Put those back!’

Frozen for a split second, I dropped the biscuits onto the floor and ran for my life. I could not have been more terrified if the whole of the Irish Garda was after me.

‘Quick!’ I screamed at my waiting siblings. ‘Run! Run!’

I vowed that that was the end of my shoplifting spree at Sadie’s. That night, at the Angelus, I prayed not for forgiveness but for food. But it seemed the latter was even harder to come by.

With a shortage of basic necessities at home, it is perhaps not surprising that we did not receive gifts for our birthdays or Christmas. If ever I asked my mother if I could have a present for my birthday, her reply was always the same: ‘You can have a kick up the arse.’

But worse than the lack of gifts, inexplicably, there was no form of celebration at all, not even at Christmas. In my mind, Christmas was for posh people only. Christmas trees and gifts and presents were for the families in the big houses and not for the likes of me. I grew up with the certain knowledge that Santa did not exist. On Christmas Day, we would sometimes have roast chicken with potatoes. But aside from attending Mass, there was no other celebration. One Christmas, the best ever, I received a gift wrapped in old newspaper and inside was a doll with one leg and no clothes on. It did not matter that she was grubby and naked, nor that her hair had been snipped short and spiky so that she looked as though she’d just had an electric shock. It did not bother me in the slightest that she had clearly come from the local dump, where Dad was often found foraging for bargains. I was thrilled with her.

‘Hello, dolly,’ I beamed. ‘I’m going to call you Polly.’

I spent the day bathing her and wrapped her in a towel until I found an old T-shirt with holes in. I soon cut it down to size. Polly came everywhere with me, tucked under my arm as I played outside. Or I might prop her up on the hearth as I swept and dusted. And despite the overcrowded bed, I made sure Polly got a spot, right next to me. We were inseparable.

‘You’ll be just fine without your leg,’ I promised her. ‘When I’m all grown up, I’ll buy you a new one. I promise.’

The following Christmas, I hoped perhaps I might get a leg for Polly. But she was the first and last gift I ever got. Our birthdays, too, passed without so much as a cake or a candle. The only ‘Happy Birthday’ I ever heard was from my teacher, when she read out the register.

At school, I had the nickname ‘Smelly’ because of my urine-soaked clothes. I wore a grey uniform from the charity shop, but my mother scoffed when I told her I needed a PE kit too. Instead, I was made to do PE in my vest and knickers, a punishment so humiliating that I cried and cried until I passed out with a seizure. When I came round, I was lying on the floor of the changing room with a teacher peering down at me.

‘Did you have breakfast today?’ she asked, and even though there was no such thing as breakfast in our house, I nodded mutely. The teacher sat me on a little chair outside the church next door and gave me a currant bun and a glass of milk.

‘I think you’ll feel better once you’ve had the bun and some fresh air,’ she said, smiling. ‘But you need to ask your Mammy to take you to the doctor.’

But again, Mam dismissed the suggestion out of hand.

‘You were in hospital with seizures when you were small,’ she said. ‘You’ve grown out of them now. You’re fine.’

Children in those days did not need presents or PE kits or trips to the doctor. Children in those days did not need care and affection and love. Looking back, as a mother myself, this seems dreadfully sad but at the time it didn’t really bother me. There were many families in exactly the same situation as us. And it wasn’t as if we didn’t have fun – we played out for hours, with a skipping rope or a ball or a stubby chalk for hopscotch. We had a game called edging, throwing a tennis ball against the kerb. Though we never had holidays as such, Dad occasionally crammed us all into the car, piled on top of each other as though we were trying to break a record. He drove us to the seaside at Sandymount or Portmarnock, and all the way there, we had to sing, ‘Daddy’s taking us to the sea today.’

When we arrived, he barked, ‘Go on, enjoy yourselves!’ as we spilled out onto the sand.

At first, it seemed like great fun. But we didn’t have buckets and spades. Mam would never pack a picnic and we were not allowed to buy a drink or an ice cream. And so, as the hours passed, the little ones would start to grumble and the older ones would eye Dad uneasily, checking his fingers for the telltale taps, knowing his temper might be about to blow. Looking back, I am not sure why we made those seaside trips. They were not enjoyable, and it seems to me now they were more for show than anything else. Dad wanted our neighbours and relatives to know we had been to the seaside and whether or not we enjoyed his forced fun was immaterial. Coming back from one trip to the beach, the heavens opened and it began to rain hard. Halfway home, the windscreen wipers on the Triumph shuddered and then gave up completely. Dad was furious, as though it was our fault, and passed a rag over to the back seat.

‘Deirdre, you dry the window while I drive!’ he instructed.

Even for him, it was a ludicrous idea. Poor Deirdre was virtually lying across Dad’s right shoulder, leaning perilously out of the driver’s window, as she tried – and failed – to keep the windscreen clear. Dad showed no signs of slowing down or taking extra care as we hurtled along, through the rain, with virtually no visibility. He might as well have been driving blindfold.

Eventually, Deirdre whimpered, ‘My arm is so tired.’

And with that, my heart sank for I knew exactly what was coming next.

‘Kathleen!’ Dad shouted. ‘You take over!’

It felt like a circus act, balancing partly on my dad, partly on the window frame, as my arm flapped about with the rag like a demented seagull. Deirdre hung onto my feet as I dangled half in, half out of the window. I couldn’t work out whether it was more likely Dad would crash through poor visibility or I would fall from the moving car. In any event, it was such a relief to get home alive.
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The biggest pleasure of my childhood, without doubt, were the visits from my Aunt Frances, who was married to Mam’s brother. She had no children herself but despite – or perhaps because of – this, she adored her nieces and nephews. She visited us most evenings, often when my mother was in the pub. Aunty Frances had long, dark tresses and as soon as she walked through the door, I’d sit her down so I could brush her hair. I felt like I was brushing the hair of a princess. Aunty Frances always wanted to hear about my day; she liked looking at my schoolbooks and appraising my housework. When I got older, she taught me to cook. She was a fantastic chef and made everything from scratch – Irish stew, roast dinner, curry and bolognese. She taught me how to knit, too, and under her instruction I managed to produce a jumper for one of my little brothers.

‘It’s absolutely brilliant, Kathy!’ she exclaimed, as I held it up to show her. ‘You are such a clever girl.’

I blushed and hung my head, unused to praise and unsure how to respond. ‘I’m going to knit a coat for Polly next,’ I told her. ‘If I can find any spare wool.’

But the best thing by far about Aunty Frances were her hugs. At the start and end of each visit, she would wrap her arms around me and pull me in close, the scent of shampoo mingled in with the fresh smell of home baking. It was like being tucked up under a soft warm blanket. And as her arms encircled me, I felt my worries lifting and dissipating, as though she were taking them all on for herself.

‘I love you, Aunty Frances,’ I whispered.

And I knew she loved me back. Those hugs were something special. I’ve never had a hug like it since, and I don’t believe I ever will again.

Sinking onto the bench, my cheeks flushed and my heart still racing, I opened my hand to inspect my apple.

‘It’s so nice,’ Deirdre said, biting into hers. ‘Try it.’

I was eight and a half years old, and it was the summer holidays of 1968. Without the daily currant bun and glass of milk at school, we were hungrier than ever. And so passing the local greengrocer’s, with boxes of fruit piled outside, Deirdre and I had helped ourselves to a shiny red apple each. We were not so brazen that we could pull it off by simply strolling past. Even though nobody had seen us, we still ran as fast and far as we could, panting for breath with a combination of excitement and exercise.

‘You’re right,’ I nodded as I crunched into mine. ‘They’re tasty.’

Legs outstretched, faces towards the sun, we enjoyed a few moments of bliss, until a voice said: ‘How would you like to come into my hut? I’ve a bag of sweets in there.’

Already, I was on my feet. Apples were one thing, sweets were quite another. I just could not resist the offer. The owner of the voice was a middle-aged man, older than my dad, with a pot belly and small, beady eyes, like two black beetles. He was mainly bald except for a few desperate wisps of hair.

‘You can wait here,’ he said, nodding at Deirdre. ‘This way,’ he said to me, showing me through the gates of a factory and into a small caretaker’s hut. There was barely room, with the gardening tools and cleaning aids, for me to sit down. Without fuss, he turned the key in the door and pulled down the small blind at the window. He picked up a white paper bag and showed me the contents – delicious-looking strawberry-shaped sweets, dipped in icing sugar.

‘Ooh,’ I said, as my hand reached up, instinctively.

But the bag was snapped shut.

‘First,’ he said, nodding towards me, ‘you need to do something for me. Then you can have a sweet.’

‘Yes,’ I nodded readily. ‘Yes.’

I’d have jumped off the factory roof if it meant getting a sweet. In the next moment, his dark green trousers were around his knees.

‘Come here,’ he said to me. ‘Be a good girl now.’

He took my small hand in his and began to groan softly as he moved it up and down his Thing.

Recoiling at the soft, rubbery skin, I mumbled: ‘No, I don’t like it. I don’t like it.’

There was a rush in my throat as my mouth filled with a watery vomit and I had to close my eyes and swallow it back down again. My mind screamed at me to run away. Yet I felt almost paralysed; pinned into place, like a dead butterfly on a display board.

‘Do you want a sweet?’ he asked, an impatience in his voice now, which made me think there was only one answer he would accept.

‘Yes,’ I whispered, keeping my eyes tightly shut.

My only focus was those strawberry goodies, covered in sugar. I was moments away from tasting one myself. I clung onto that thought with my fingernails, as though I were hanging from a ledge. Yet it felt like hours later when he groaned more loudly, and my hand was suddenly and shockingly covered with a wet, sticky film. He wiped his own hand with a clean hanky from his pocket but didn’t offer it to me. Instead, he held out the white paper bag and my heart lifted a little.

‘Take one for your friend as well,’ he said, and I thought to myself that he was very generous, that he wasn’t so bad after all. But I was so eager, I automatically reached in with my right hand – the sticky hand. At once disgusted and delighted, I was dismayed by the lack of hygiene yet thrilled at the promise of the
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