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      This is the true story of my childhood in care. My sister Loretta was six and I was two when our nightmare began, so the first
         chapter of the book is based on what she later told me; the rest I remember only too well.

   



      
      
      PROLOGUE
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      ‘Look at this, Frances,’ my ex-husband, Kevin, said, pointing to an article in the newspaper.

      
      My eyes swam as I read the first paragraph. A group of women in Scotland were taking an order of nuns to court for abusing
         them during their childhood.
      

      
      ‘The Poor Sisters of Nazareth,’ I gasped. I felt dizzy and found it hard to breathe.

      
      The Scottish women were taking action against the same order of nuns who had abused me for most of my childhood; some of the
         women were around my age.
      

      
      Vivid, unwanted memories flooded into my mind. It didn’t feel like it had all happened more than thirty years ago; suddenly,
         it was all so fresh that it seemed like only months ago. Filled with panic, I found myself unable to read on, so Kevin read
         the article to me. As I listened to these women’s stories they all rang true to me, and I could feel their pain. I wasn’t
         surprised or shocked, as some readers might have been, and I really hoped that these women would be listened to and believed.
      

      
      I’d left the convent a very damaged person, carrying with me a lot of emotional problems. I was often severely depressed and
         on many occasions contemplated suicide. There didn’t seem to be anyone outside the convent who understood what I was feeling.
         Because of the troubles in Northern Ireland, I didn’t come into contact with anyone who wasn’t a Catholic, and whenever I tried to speak out about the abuse I wasn’t believed.
         People didn’t want to hear a bad word said about the Catholic religious orders. No one back then would have gone up against
         them.
      

      
      I learnt quite quickly to keep my mouth shut and to suppress my feelings. I tried to push all the bad memories out of my mind,
         to pretend that they hadn’t happened and to behave as normally as I could. This made it easier for me to be accepted in the
         Catholic housing estates where I was living at the time. I didn’t report the abuse to the police because I was sure they wouldn’t
         believe me, or wouldn’t want to know.
      

      
      Once I accepted that people didn’t want to believe or hear what I was saying, I had to find a way to survive. Over time I
         developed two survival mechanisms. First, I tried to hide the most painful memories by putting on a front. Every day I was
         living a lie. On the outside I was outgoing and cheerful, but inside I never stopped hurting. Also, I erected barriers to
         stop people, except my children, from getting close and hurting me.
      

      
      While my children needed me, these mechanisms worked well enough, although I struggled, especially with relationships. Sometimes
         it all became too much: the mask would slip, and I would sink into a deep depression. As my children became less dependent,
         my defences started to fail, and by the time they’d left home, they had collapsed completely. The memories I’d tried to bury
         returned to haunt me, and the barriers I’d erected began to collapse. My life started to fall apart. Flashbacks to the convent
         became much more regular. I started to get frequent panic attacks and developed severe agoraphobia. I’d always suffered from
         periods of depression, but these became more pronounced.
      

      
      My cleaning compulsion developed into obsessive-compulsive disorder; I exhausted myself by repeatedly cleaning and tidying,
         doing work that didn’t need doing; I imagined that germs were everywhere and that I had to protect myself and my family against them. I would panic if I ran out of bleach
         and nobody was about to go to the shops for me. If a family member moved one of my video cases so that it wasn’t in line with
         the others, it would be enough to upset me for the whole day. I would cry if a baked-bean can wasn’t neatly stacked on the
         correct shelf and facing outwards, and I shopped not for food but to restore order to my cupboards. I stopped eating properly
         and became anorexic. I was a mess. I became suicidal and knew that something had to change.
      

      
      In January 1999, five months after reading the article about the Scottish women’s court case, I found the courage to go to
         a solicitor to try to seek justice. But after bottling my feelings up for so many years, I found it hard to choke out even
         the most basic description of what had happened to me. Instead, I just sat in his office and sobbed uncontrollably. I couldn’t
         find the words. Finally, after several visits, I managed to explain to him what had happened to me as a child. My fight for
         justice had begun.
      

   



      
      
      CHAPTER 1
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      The Arrival



      
      Omagh, Northern Ireland, December 1956

      
      ‘Shhhh!’ said Loretta. ‘Can ye hear something?’

      
      My brothers and I fell silent. There were voices coming from the living room downstairs. Mammy was talking to someone – a man
         – but Loretta didn’t recognise his voice.
      

      
      Christmas was coming, and Loretta had been telling us about the cards and presents she was going to make at school the next
         day. Now she was up and out of the camp bed we shared and tiptoeing across the room to the landing at the top of the stairs,
         where she could hear the voices more clearly.
      

      
      ‘Sure, I’ll pick yous up early in the morning, Agnes. Have the wee ones ready; it’ll be a long journey for them to Belfast,’
         the man said.
      

      
      Loretta skipped back into the room and slipped into bed beside me. ‘We’re going to Belfast tomorrow!’ she said excitedly.

      
      None of us had ever been out of our small town of Omagh, some seventy miles from Belfast, so this was big news.

      
      ‘Sure, I knew yous must have been going somewhere, because me and Michael are going to our Aunt Mary for the day,’ Sean whispered.

      
      He and Michael shared another camp bed in the same room. Sinéad, the baby, was in a cot next to us.

      
      ‘Why aren’t yous coming with us?’ Loretta asked, surprised.

      
      
      ‘I don’t know, sure,’ Sean replied.

      
      ‘Well, I hope our teacher lets me make Christmas presents another day,’ she said.

      
      Suddenly, baby Sinéad started to cry.

      
      ‘Quick, settle down and go to sleep before Mammy catches us!’

      
      It was still dark when our mammy woke us the next morning. Loretta helped me get washed and dressed in my favourite red trouser
         suit. She enjoyed helping me; it made her feel grownup. Meanwhile Mammy saw to Sinéad, who was eight weeks old and very demanding.
      

      
      Loretta took me to the kitchen for breakfast, where Michael and Sean were just finishing up. They put their plates in the
         sink and grabbed their coats from the hallway.
      

      
      ‘See ye later on, sure,’ Michael shouted as he and Sean ran out through the back door.

      
      ‘Loretta! Watch the baby a wee while,’ Mammy said, laying Sinéad down on an armchair.

      
      We listened to her footsteps as she dashed frantically from one room to another, dropping things along the way. By now I’d
         caught my sister’s excitement about the trip, even though the boys weren’t coming with us. At least we’d have a lot to tell
         them when we got back, Loretta said.
      

      
      A car horn beeped outside. Mammy ran downstairs and waved through the kitchen window to a man standing next to a black car.
         Picking Sinéad up from the chair, she told Loretta to bring me outside.
      

      
      The atmosphere was tense on the journey to Belfast. Our mammy was usually loud and chatty, but she hardly said a word. Loretta
         began to worry. Suddenly, everything about the trip felt wrong. Too young to pick up on the tension, I, on the other hand,
         was enjoying the ride. It was a long drive, and as we approached Belfast patches of fog began to obscure the way ahead, which slowed the driver down. Eventually, we came to a stop.
      

      
      It was hard to tell if we’d reached the end of the journey. Peering through the car window, all we could make out was a high
         brick wall rising up through the fog. Loretta got out of the car, glad of the chance to stretch her legs. Mammy and the driver
         began an intense whispered conversation, which they abruptly broke off when Loretta reappeared.
      

      
      Mammy got out of the car. ‘Hold on there to your wee sister,’ she said to Loretta, walking alongside the high wall.

      
      Loretta grabbed me by the hand. Looking up, she noticed that there was broken glass sticking out of the top of the wall, with
         coils of barbed wire above that.
      

      
      ‘Maybe it’s a prison,’ she said as we rushed to keep up with Mammy.

      
      We caught up with her just as she stopped at a big wooden gate built into the wall. It didn’t occur to Loretta that we’d be
         seeing what was on the other side, but something felt wrong all the same. She tightened her grip on my hand, and I yelped
         with pain. Mammy handed Sinéad to Loretta, who had to let go of me as she struggled to keep hold of the tiny infant in her
         arms.
      

      
      ‘Now, Frances,’ Mammy said, looking down at me, ‘stay close to Loretta. I’ll be back for ye soon. Loretta, give this to whoever
         answers the bell.’ She handed Loretta a letter and pulled on a cord hanging from the wall next to the gate. Then she dashed
         back to the revving car, which immediately drove off.
      

      
      We watched in horror as the car disappeared into the distance, its exhaust fumes merging with the fog. I started to cry, shouting
         and screaming for my mammy to come back. Loretta stood next to me, shocked into silence, holding on tight to Sinéad. She couldn’t
         cry. She desperately wanted to, but the tears wouldn’t come. Instead, a cold, disabling numbness crept through her body. The rear lights of the car winked before they faded into the mist.
      

      
      The gate in the wall opened with a heavy creak, and a woman said, ‘I’m Sister Lucius. Can I help you?’

      
      We dragged our eyes away from the road. There was a nun at the gate wearing flowing robes. All that was visible under her
         habit and veil was her round Irish face, her cheeks red from the cold. Loretta handed over Mammy’s letter in silence.
      

      
      ‘I’ll be taking ye now to see the Reverend Mother. Follow me,’ the nun said. She locked the gate and led us through a deserted
         walled garden, walking briskly ahead of us with her arms tucked up inside her habit. An enormous redbrick building loomed
         up before us, and soon we came to a pair of doors with latticed panes, which opened on to a high-ceilinged lobby area just
         inside the building. Sister Lucius told Loretta to hand Sinéad over to her. Loretta desperately wanted to keep hold of her
         baby sister, but, powerless to argue, she did as she was told.
      

      
      Tall marble statues of St Anthony and the Virgin Mary loomed over us as we passed through the silent, flower-filled lobby,
         which soon narrowed into a dim, gloomy corridor that seemed to stretch for miles. The air inside the corridor was thick with
         the smell of overcooked food. The dark, green-brown walls looked as though they were sickening for something. There was no
         one around. It was deathly quiet. As we edged our way along the cold stone floor, past locked wooden doors with big metal
         handles, Loretta still wasn’t convinced that we weren’t inside a prison. What was behind those doors? Where was everyone?
      

      
      Finally, Sister Lucius came to a halt outside a huge door. She knocked loudly. ‘Enter!’ came the summons from the other side,
         in a tone of voice that would have sent a shiver down anyone’s spine, let alone a child’s. Loretta trembled at the sound of
         it. In we went. Sister Lucius closed the door behind us.
      

      
      We found ourselves in a room that resembled a small library.Leather-bound hardbacks lined the shelves, and small piles of books lay neatly stacked on wooden tables. Along one wall stood
         rows of filing cabinets and a long carved desk. Behind the desk, hunched over a book, sat a nun of obvious importance. After
         several minutes she raised her head and gave us a cold, appraising look. She had a penetrating stare, like a storybook witch’s.
         Judging by her expression, it seemed clear that she thought we were contaminated in some way.
      

      
      Sister Lucius placed Mammy’s letter on the desk. The nun picked it up and began to read. I started crying again. Loretta stood
         next to me, feeling helpless and confused. The nun put the letter into a filing cabinet and turned towards us.
      

      
      ‘Come closer. I’m the Mother Superior,’ she said. ‘Your mother has expressed her wish for you to stay here with us and devote
         your lives to God.’ She paused, staring at us coldly. ‘We have a lot of rules for you to follow, and I suggest you learn them
         quickly. Anyone breaking the rules will be dealt with severely. First, before mixing with the other girls, you will need a
         bath. You will go with Sister Lucius now. I will see you all again later. And from now on you will address me as Reverend
         Mother.’
      

      
      We followed Sister Lucius out of the room. As we walked along the corridors, she explained that we were in a convent that
         was also an orphanage for unwanted children and children whose parents had died and had no one else to look after them. The
         orphanage was called ‘Nazareth House Convent’, and the order of nuns was the ‘Poor Sisters of Nazareth’. Loretta didn’t yet
         know how apt her first impression of the convent had been. It was indeed a prison: a prison for children – young girls and
         babies – whose only crime was being born. The broken glass along the top of the walls was to keep us in, not the world out.
      

      
      We turned off the corridor into a massive bathroom. The floor was tiled, and the walls were painted in the same sickly colours
         as the corridor. There were two rows of sinks, a long row of toilets and a row of large white baths with feet.
      

      
      ‘Hold your wee sister for me while I get some help,’ Sister Lucius said, handing baby Sinéad back to Loretta.

      
      She left the bathroom, returning a few minutes later with another nun. They turned on the bath taps, put on plastic aprons
         and rolled up their sleeves. Sister Lucius picked up a large can from the floor and poured some dark brown liquid into the
         bath. Loretta couldn’t read the writing on the side saying, ‘Jeyes Fluid’, but it didn’t smell too nice. Sister Lucius washed
         Sinéad in one of the large sinks, while the other nun bathed Loretta and me. The brown liquid felt like it was burning us,
         but it didn’t seem to matter to the nun how much we cried or tried to get out of the bath – she just kept scrubbing and pushing
         us back down into the murky water. By the time she’d finished and we were allowed to get out, our skin was rubbed raw and
         we were crying uncontrollably.
      

      
      The Reverend Mother came into the bathroom. In her hands were what looked like potato sacks, some long grey socks, white vests
         and navy-blue knickers.
      

      
      ‘Put these on,’ she said. Using just one finger and thumb, she picked up the clean clothes we’d been wearing and dropped them
         into a green plastic bag.
      

      
      Seeing this, I broke free from the nun who was rubbing me down with a rough towel and ran towards the Reverend Mother crying,
         ‘I want my suit! Give me back my suit!’
      

      
      Sister Lucius pulled me back, while Loretta explained tearfully that the little red trouser suit had been a present from our
         father, who was away in India with the army. The Reverend Mother looked very angry.
      

      
      ‘We don’t have personal possessions in the Lord’s house!’ she snapped, her voice getting louder with each word. ‘Everyone’s
         the same here, and you will learn to live with it.’
      

      
      As the nun spoke, a paralysing chill gripped Loretta’s body, and for the first time in her life she felt really afraid. I
         must have felt it too because I immediately stopped crying and gave up the idea of getting my suit back. We obediently put on our
         convent-issue clothes, while Sister Lucius dressed Sinéad in a plain nursery gown, and then we followed the Reverend Mother
         to another room. With no idea of what might happen next, there was nothing to do but sit and wait. Time passed slowly. Every
         now and then I’d ask Loretta when our mammy was coming back to get us. Each time I asked she replied, ‘Soon,’ in an attempt
         to comfort me. ‘We won’t be here long,’ she told me. ‘Mammy will come and get us as soon as she can, so ye’ll have to be very
         brave.’
      

      
      Of course, she had no idea when our mother would come for us. She told me later that she was hoping that she’d turn up right
         now and say that this was all some sort of mistake, but deep down she knew it wasn’t going to happen.
      

      
      After what seemed like well over an hour, we heard voices on the other side of the door. Sitting quietly, we strained to hear
         what was being said. The nuns were talking in whispers, and it was difficult to make anything out, but Loretta heard one of
         them say, ‘They won’t like being separated.’ The door opened and two nuns entered the room. One snatched Sinéad out of Loretta’s
         arms and abruptly left the room; the other nun told us to follow her. We walked along more corridors and up several flights
         of stairs. No one spoke, not the nuns or the girls we passed on the way. The silence seemed unnatural, and a wave of intense
         homesickness swept over us.
      

      
      We arrived at a dormitory, which reminded Loretta of an old picture she’d seen of an army hospital ward. The ceiling was high
         and the windows tall. Holy pictures of Jesus and various saints hung on the walls, which were painted the same sickly green
         as the corridors. Hard horsehair-filled mattresses lay on the floor, coated in DDT powder. Iron beds were lined up military
         style in two rows along the longest walls, with bedding folded neatly at the foot of each. Slotted between the beds were small wooden lockers. The nun led Loretta to a bed at the end of the dormitory.
      

      
      ‘This is your bed. You will stay here until the bell goes,’ she said. Scooping me up, she began to make her way out of the
         dormitory.
      

      
      Panicking, I screamed and reached out to Loretta with desperate arms, kicking against the nun with every last drop of energy.
         ‘Loretta! Mammy! Noooo!’ I shrieked, hysterical now. Loretta ran to the dormitory door and watched, distraught, as I was carried
         away, struggling fiercely. She could still hear my piercing screams long after I’d disappeared from view down the corridor.
      

      
      She walked back to her bed and tried to make sense of what was happening. She couldn’t understand why our mammy had left us
         at the gate. Plucked out of her home, separated from her family and torn away from Sinéad and me, she’d lost everyone she
         loved and had no idea why. Unable to think clearly, she sat on the edge of the high bed and began to sob quietly to herself.
         What were we doing here? Where had the nuns taken Sinéad and me? And when was Mammy coming back to get us?
      

   



      
      
      CHAPTER 2
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      Juniors



      
      Four years passed. Our mother didn’t return. The nuns’ brainwashing had worked and we were now obedient convent girls. There
         was no point trying to fight it. The only way to survive was to try to stay out of trouble.
      

      
      Loretta’s reward for behaving well was to visit Sinéad and me in the infants’ section once a week. We looked forward to her
         visits and made the most of every minute she was with us. She’d sing to us and tell us stories about Mammy coming back, about
         getting a big house and being happy together. So, for a few minutes a week, Sinéad and I got to imagine what it might be like
         to be normal.
      

      
      Loretta also told us about our big sister, Marie, who lived on the opposite side of the road behind another high wall, at
         the Good Shepherd Convent. She explained that Marie had gone to the Good Shepherd before I was born, which was why I had no
         memory of her. She was several years older than Loretta. Every Christmas we got a card from her, and once in a while someone
         would sneak in a message from her, but I had no idea what she looked like or what sort of person she was.
      

      
      My memories of life in the infants’ section are sketchy at best, and only a few clear images remain. We slept in long rows
         of cots with metal bars in a cavernous room with a single dim light. One night I woke up in the middle of a nightmare, sweating
         and terrified. Rattling the bars of my cot, I called and screamed for someone to come, but no one did. Another time I remember being repeatedly pushed back down onto a freezing-cold
         chamber pot and told to stay there until I went to the toilet, even though I didn’t want to. Other memories come back in flashes:
         the strange taste of hot milk served in plastic cups, the clink of a metal mug against my teeth, endless meals of stale bread
         soaked in milk.
      

      
      I was six now, which meant that I was moving to the juniors. Loretta was in the seniors, but I’d be able to see a lot more
         of her, as we’d be in the same part of the building. She tried to prepare me for the move by telling me what would be expected
         from me as a junior. I listened carefully, not wanting to get anything wrong. For me, the move was both exciting and frightening.
         One of my best friends, Mary, had already gone to the juniors, and I was looking forward to seeing her again. With any luck,
         we’d be in the same dormitory. But I was worried about leaving Sinéad. I knew I’d miss her and my little friend Josephine.
         Josephine and I had a really special friendship. She was devoted to me and followed me around everywhere, like a little duckling.
      

      
      Sister Thomas came to get me. I was terrified of her straight away.

      
      ‘You will be in my dormitory,’ she said, ‘and I will be watching you every minute of the day.’

      
      Her harsh tone sent chills through me. Her eyes were filled with malice. We walked through the convent in silence.

      
      Sister Thomas was in charge of St Joseph’s Dormitory, which was the worst dormitory you could get because Sister Thomas was
         the worst nun in the convent, according to Loretta. She was young in comparison with the other nuns and not unattractive,
         but the coldness and cruelty of her personality gave a severe edge to her features. She had very heavy, prominent eyebrows
         and never smiled unless there was a priest present, or someone from outside the convent. There was spite in her hazel eyes and her default expression was one of disgust or loathing.
      

      
      We stopped off at a clothes storeroom on the way to the dormitory. All the girls wore donated clothes, and in the juniors
         and seniors we had to wear a checked gingham apron, too. The storeroom nun gave me a blue-and-white apron and showed me how
         to wear it over my clothes, buttoned at the back. Then she handed over a pair of heavy, black lace-up shoes and a pair of
         socks that were supposed to last an entire year. I was responsible for washing them myself, she told me. She also gave me
         a dull navy ribbon with which to tie my hair back.
      

      
      In the juniors and seniors each girl had a number, which was called out when we were allocated work. We were sometimes called
         by surname, but our Christian names were very rarely used.
      

      
      ‘You’re number four, Reilly,’ she said. ‘You will sew a number four onto all your clothes.’

      
      Soon we moved on to the dormitory, which was quiet and empty. Sister Thomas explained curtly that the others were at chapel
         for prayers. She showed me to my bed.
      

      
      ‘I’ll send someone for you when it’s dinnertime. Wait by your bed until then.’

      
      To my relief, she left the dormitory. I looked around me. The room seemed huge, particularly so because I was very small for
         my age. The beds and lockers were much bigger than I was used to in the infants. Climbing up onto my bed, I sat with my legs
         dangling over the side, gazing at the empty beds and wondering who’d be in them and what they’d be like. Then I tried to imagine
         how the dormitory would feel at night. Scary, I thought.
      

      
      I’d been alone for around twenty minutes when I heard footsteps, the sound of someone skipping or running. I leapt off my
         bed as Loretta and another girl came in. I was thrilled to see my sister and even happier when she told me that I’d be sleeping in the bed next to hers. At the same time I had another pang for Sinéad, the sister I knew best.
      

      
      Loretta and her friend had come to take me down to the refectory for dinner. We had to rush to be on time, so any further
         chatter would have to wait till later, Loretta said. But on our way, even though talking in the corridors was strictly forbidden,
         she introduced me to everyone we met.
      

      
      ‘This is my little sister,’ she said, obviously keen to show me off.

      
      Joining a line of girls walking in single file, we entered a large room filled with row upon row of wooden tables and chairs.
         Each girl walked to a chair and stood behind it. Loretta found me a chair and placed it next to hers. A few minutes later
         the Reverend Mother came in, and we put our hands together for prayer. After grace, each table of girls lined up at a wooden
         hatch set into the far wall.
      

      
      ‘Come on, we have to get in line for dinner,’ Loretta said.

      
      She shoved me in between two younger girls. They didn’t seem to mind and were clearly in no hurry to receive the food they
         were about to be given. I understood why when my turn came to pass my plate over to the nun behind the hatch. An absolutely
         disgusting smell hit me. Loretta whispered that it was a combination of boiled cabbage and dead animals, and it had made her
         feel quite sick the first few times she’d smelt it. The nun took my plate and ladled on some potatoes and cabbage from two
         huge saucepans. Water dripped from the ladle as she slopped its contents onto the plate. This was followed by a spoonful of
         something that I didn’t recognise. I took the plate and followed Loretta to the table, where the girls were now talking in
         whispers. The Reverend Mother had gone, but two nuns were walking around, patrolling the tables.
      

      
      ‘I can’t eat this,’ I said, staring down at my plate of slop and gristle. The food in the infants had been bad, but not this
         bad; anyway, I was so nervous and scared that I was sure I wouldn’t be able to hold anything down.
      

      
      ‘Ye have to eat it all, or ye’ll get it back every meal until ye do. Hang on, and I’ll eat it for ye this time. But ye’ll
         have to get used to it because it doesn’t get any better than this.’
      

      
      Loretta snatched my plate and ate the food quickly, before the nuns could see. I appreciated what my sister had done for me
         but knew I’d have to eat it myself next time. Still, I wasn’t going to worry about that for the moment. I heard a bell and
         turned to see where the sound was coming from. One of the nuns was walking up and down ringing a hand bell and chanting.
      

      
      ‘Pudding! Tapioca, I think,’ Loretta said, and she pushed me into another line.

      
      A nun dropped a dollop of tapioca into my bowl. Loretta told me that it always reminded her of the frog’s spawn Daddy had
         shown her once. She’d been served it on her first day at the convent and hadn’t been able to imagine putting it in her mouth
         and swallowing it. Another girl had eaten it for her when the nuns weren’t looking.
      

      
      By the time dinner was over, everybody knew who I was. Loretta’s friends kept smiling at me, and I felt a bit self-conscious.
         I’d seen Mary in the refectory but hadn’t got a chance to talk to her yet. Another bell rang, and we stood up, said grace
         and lined up again in silence.
      

      
      ‘Where are we going now?’ I whispered.

      
      ‘Benediction. Ye’ll have to be quiet or we’ll get into trouble.’

      
      We walked in single file from the refectory to the chapel, where a nun sternly watched as each girl genuflected in front of
         the altar. One girl’s knees didn’t meet the floor, and as she stood up, the nun grabbed her by the ear and forced her down
         until her knees hit the floor. I was careful not to make the same mistake.
      

      
      After Benediction we went into the convent grounds. Loretta explained that we had to stay outside for an hour’s recreation. It was freezing, and the cold winter air stung my skin. The
         girls split up into small groups. Some of them had races to keep themselves warm. Others skipped or played games they’d made
         up. Loretta and I walked around in circles, while she went over what was expected of me in the juniors. There were so many
         rules to remember. It seemed that the day was made up mostly of praying and cleaning or lining up to a bell. There were two
         hours a day for recreation: one hour had to be spent outside, but during winter the other hour could be spent in the hall.
      

      
      ‘When the nuns call your number,’ she told me, ‘ye have to answer, “Yes, Sister.” We can call each other by name, but we’re
         just a number to them.’
      

      
      We sat down on the outside steps, hugging our knees to keep ourselves warm, and she told me more about her first day at the
         convent. It had all seemed so strange compared to home – the silence, the bells, the lines of girls and the disgusting food.
         For the first time I began to get a sense of how devastated she’d been, how desperately she worried about Sinéad and me. We
         talked and shivered until the bell went for us to line up again.
      

      
      I followed Loretta around all day as she helped me get used to the routine. Every time the bell went, she’d guide me into
         the right line. We spent the afternoon working in the laundry, where Sister Mary was on duty. Sister Mary didn’t seem as rigid
         as the other nuns I’d met that day and let Loretta and me work together, but she still expected the work to be done properly.
         We worked on one of the long rolling machines. Loretta fed the sheets in one end, and I took them out of the other, folding
         them exactly as Sister Mary had shown me. It was hard going and tired me out, but at least the steam from the rollers kept
         us warm. Time passed quickly, and soon the bell went again. This time it was back to the chapel for Rosary, which seemed to
         go on forever. I wasn’t used to long, formal services. We’d done a lot of praying in the infants but never in the chapel with the older girls.
      

      
      Then it was back to the refectory. Tea was white boiled fish and a slice of stale bread with a small amount of butter. I managed
         to eat it myself this time. It didn’t have much taste, but I was hungry after all the work I’d done.
      

      
      I thought it was really good having my big sister to show me around and look out for me, but I was really missing Sinéad,
         who wouldn’t be coming to the juniors for another two years. Loretta must have sensed how I was feeling.
      

      
      ‘Don’t worry,’ she said, ‘you’ll see Sinéad once a week, with me.’

      
      But I didn’t like the thought of seeing my little sister for just a few minutes a week. I knew that I would have to accept
         it, but I worried that Sinéad had no family around her. I decided that the only way I could help her now was to pray for her,
         so I closed my eyes and asked God to take special care of her.
      

      
      I finally managed to catch up with Mary at recreation time. We were so pleased to see each other that we talked constantly
         until the bell went for Irish dancing in the hall. With its sickly green walls and bare floorboards, the hall was as dismal
         as the rest of the convent, but I loved Irish dancing, and the nuns said I’d be good at it if I put my mind to it. Everyone
         had to pick a partner, and I was glad when Mary chose me. One of the nuns put on a crackly record, and Mary and I danced well
         together.
      

      
      I noticed some of the other girls being dragged around the floor by nuns. ‘Lift your feet up, girl!’ one of the nuns shouted.
         She slapped the girl across the face and head.
      

      
      I looked on, horrified, as the girl’s face crumpled with pain and embarrassment. But everyone else carried on dancing as if
         nothing unusual had happened, which it hadn’t. Suddenly, the girl screamed, and I turned around to see the nun pulling her
         out of the room by the hair. The hall’s heavy wooden doors banged shut. There were a few more muffled screams and then everything went quiet, except for the sound of the Irish dance
         music.
      

      
      I felt really sorry for the girl but was relieved that the nun hadn’t picked on me. My time in the infants hadn’t been pleasant.
         I’d been pushed, pulled, rapped on the knuckles and shouted at more times than I could remember, but it wasn’t as bad as this.
         I was suddenly aware of just how harsh the juniors was going to be, and I decided to try to be good at everything so that
         the nuns would have no reason to hit me.
      

      
      After dancing we went back to the dormitory to get ready for bed. First we washed, then we lined up to show Sister Thomas
         our clean necks, hands and faces.
      

      
      ‘Thank you, Sister. Number four, Sister,’ I said when it came to my turn. I was glad it was bedtime. It had been a long day
         compared to our days in the infants. I lay in bed and thought again about Sinéad, about how much I loved and missed her. I
         prayed long and hard for her until I was sure that God would look after her.
      

      
      ‘Lights out and no talking!’ Sister Thomas’s voice bellowed across the dormitory. I’m watching you, Reilly,’ she added.

      
      I froze with fear. Why me? I hadn’t done anything wrong, had I? Like everyone else, I had to lie on my back with my hands
         across my chest to keep the Devil out, and I tried to lie as still as possible so that she wouldn’t pick on me. The dormitory
         lights went out, the heavy door banged shut, and the sound of her footsteps faded as she moved away along the corridor.
      

      
      ‘Are you all right, Frances?’ Loretta whispered from the next bed, but I was too scared to answer in case Sister Thomas came
         back. She got out of bed and came over. ‘Are you all right?’ she whispered again, putting a comforting hand on my shoulder.
      

      
      ‘I’m OK,’ I whispered, not wanting to worry her.

      
      All night long I lay awake with fear, the way I imagine a prison inmate might feel after being moved to a tougher jail with a much stricter regime. In my despair, tears rolled down
         my cheeks onto my pillow, and it was dawn before I finally drifted off to sleep, only to be woken almost immediately, or so
         it seemed, by the sound of the bell for morning prayers.
      

      
      I dragged myself out of my large bed and knelt on the floor to pray. Sister Thomas’s voice rang harsh and cold through the
         dormitory as she started morning prayers. I could hardly keep myself awake and chanted the prayers robot fashion, aware of
         her eyes boring into me. By the time prayers were over, there was only one thought in my mind. How was I going to make it
         through the day without getting on the wrong side of Sister Thomas and the other nuns?
      

   



       
      
      CHAPTER 3
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      ‘Sister Thomas is coming!’ hissed Bernadette.

      
      ‘What mood is she in?’ I asked, knowing that if she was in a bad mood, then I was going to get it. In the months that followed
         my move to the juniors, she’d made it clear, on a daily basis, that she hated me. Still, nothing could have prepared me for
         what happened next.
      

      
      ‘We have a pagan in the convent!’ she screamed as she swept into the dormitory waving a stick. ‘Where is she?’

      
      I cowered next to my bed, hoping desperately that she didn’t mean me.

      
      ‘Reilly!’ she shrieked, pointing the stick in my direction. ‘You are a heathen, a child of the Devil! Nobody is to come anywhere
         near you!’
      

      
      My knees gave way. I began to tremble from head to toe. What did ‘heathen’ mean? What had I done wrong?

      
      ‘Please, Sister—’ I started to say.

      
      ‘Silence!’ she yelled, running towards me, her face crimson with fury. ‘The Devil’s in you, Reilly! We’ll beat him out of
         you now!’
      

      
      She leapt at me, bringing the stick down on my head. The next thing I knew, she was chasing me down a corridor shouting, ‘Demon
         child! Devil spawn!’
      

      
      She drove me into a room in the nuns’ section of the convent, where she began to beat me even more viciously. Not long afterwards Sister Francis and Sister Kevin came into the room and began to join in, shouting, screaming and raining blows
         on me. I lay hunched on the floor, while Sister Thomas slapped me across the face and the others whacked me all over my body.
         Soon after that, I passed out.
      

      
      I woke up on the floor, alone. My head throbbed with pain, I was covered in red marks and every bone in my body ached. There
         was a noise outside the door. A young nun came in holding a tray. Giving me a nervous look, she set the tray down on a small
         wooden table. I raised my head and tried to get up.
      

      
      ‘Don’t come near me!’ she said fearfully. ‘You pagan! I’ll be back for your tray shortly.’ She scurried out of the room.

      
      My head swam. What did she mean? What did any of it mean?

      
      Nothing was explained to me. It was only later that I pieced it all together. In order to take Holy Communion, you had to
         be baptised into the Catholic Church. And if you hadn’t been baptised, you were going straight to Hell. So, with my First
         Communion coming up, the nuns had applied to my mother’s church in Omagh for my baptism lines, a certificate to confirm that
         I’d been christened. Unfortunately for me, although Loretta and Sinéad’s baptism lines were sent on to the convent, mine weren’t.
         Either the priest had mislaid them or my mother hadn’t had me baptised – and the nuns had obviously decided to believe the
         worst.
      

      
      I was locked in that room for three days. It was a large, empty waiting room containing a long, polished wooden table with
         old-fashioned dining-room chairs arranged along the walls. At night I pulled two chairs together and slept curled up across
         them, shivering without a blanket or cover. The only people I saw were the nuns who delivered my food and Sisters Thomas,
         Francis and Kevin, who returned several times to ‘beat the Devil out’ of me. By the time I was dragged up to the chapel for
         my baptism, I’d begun to believe that I was evil. There was no reason not to, after all. The nuns were married to God, so they had to be right. I’d been born bad and I was full of sin,
         so it was my fault that this was happening.
      

      
      In the chapel I was told to stand on a chair and lean over the font. I was tiny for my age and could hardly reach up that
         far. Mrs Montgomery, a part-time teacher at the convent, stood up as my godmother. The priest chanted and crossed himself,
         and the nuns prayed along with him.
      

      
      Suddenly, water was pouring down the side of my face and onto my clothes. The priest pushed me forward, knocking my head against
         the font, and continued pouring water over me. The top of my dress was soaking wet. Now they were trying to drown the Devil
         out of me.
      

      
      It was less of a baptism than an exorcism, and I simply didn’t have a clue what was going on. Two weeks later I received my
         First Communion dressed like a little bride, wearing a plain white convent-issue dress, a white veil, white socks and plimsolls
         covered in shoe whitener.
      

      
      Sister Thomas had her excuse now, not that she needed one, because she’d had it in for me since the day we’d met. Everyone
         else in the dorm knew it. They heard her telling me I had the Devil in me and that I was going straight to Hell. They watched
         her order me out of bed to pray for no reason, and they saw her slap me and punch me and beat me with a stick. What they didn’t
         see – the beatings she inflicted when no one else was around – they could imagine when they saw the cuts and bruises on my
         arms and legs. She didn’t care who saw the wounds she inflicted, unless there was an inspection coming up, when she was more
         careful about where she hit me. Some days she’d walk past my bed, ringing the morning bell, and give me a look that said,
         ‘I am going to make your life miserable today, Reilly.’
      

      
      But while I was the main object of her fury, she also had pets, a group of girls whom she treated less severely than the rest of us, even going so far as to give them pieces of fruit and other treats. I think they could sense that it would please
         her if they were mean to me, so they picked on me all the time. Some of the other girls followed their lead, and I found myself
         with only a few friends. Luckily, I wasn’t someone who liked to hang around in groups, but obviously I found it hard being
         picked on.
      

      
      Mary had left the convent – she’d only been in for a short-term stay and had now gone back to her family. So I was really
         happy when my little friend Josephine moved up to juniors. I taught her all the rules, just as Loretta had done for me. She
         became my closest friend, and we spent most of recreation time together, talking about what we’d do when we got out of the
         convent. Such dreams were important to enduring our present desperate situation, and we really let our imaginations run riot.
      

      
      Of course, we had our little arguments from time to time. Sometimes it irritated me the way she followed me around like a
         duck, trying to get my attention. I’d snap at her when she touched me under the chin to make me look up, and I teased her
         for ending every sentence with ‘you know’. But most of the time we were inseparable. I lived for recreation time and the chance
         to chat to Josephine. Talking was restricted for so much of the time in the convent that it was a relief to be able to babble
         away to my friend.
      

      
      The winter of 1962 was the coldest in Ireland for many years. One bitter Christmas morning, on our way to chapel, Sister Austin
         took Josephine out from the line of girls.
      

      
      ‘There’s a family who would like to adopt you,’ she said, ‘but first you’ll spend the weekend with them to see if they like
         you. Now, come with me and get ready.’
      

      
      My heart sank when I heard Josephine’s news. Of course, I was pleased for my friend that she was getting out of this awful
         place, but already I felt the pain of losing her.
      

      
      
      Without her, the weekend seemed to go very slowly. Envious of her for being on the outside, I kept wondering what she was
         doing and tried to imagine what life was like beyond the walls. But it was almost impossible, so I decided to wait until she
         returned on Sunday night. Hopefully, there would be time for quite a few chats before she left for good – that was, if the
         people she was visiting liked her. Selfishly, I hoped that they didn’t, because then she wouldn’t leave the convent, but I
         hated myself for having such uncharitable thoughts and worried that I’d burn in the fires of Hell for them.
      

      
      Sunday finally came, but by six o’clock Josephine still hadn’t come back. Nobody seemed to know what was keeping her. I grew
         more and more impatient as the evening wore on. Then, Sister Austin was called to the phone, and when she got back to the
         dormitory she looked as though she’d seen a ghost.
      

      
      ‘What’s the matter, Sister?’ one of the girls asked.

      
      But for once the nun appeared to be blind and deaf to us. Zombie-like, she walked to the end of the dormitory and into the
         room where she slept, known among the nuns as a ‘cell’. Leaving the door half open, she knelt by her bed and started to pray.
      

      
      After that, things got even stranger. The nuns on duty kept being called away, returning pale and tight-lipped, if they returned
         at all, and we didn’t recognise the nuns on patrol in the refectory. We weren’t told off for talking in line, and no one checked
         to see if we’d washed properly before we went to bed. Something big had obviously happened, but none of us could find out
         what it was. By lights out we were sure it must be something bad.
      

      
      I lay in bed wondering what it all meant. Mostly I worried about how it might affect my sisters and me. Usually, someone would
         have found out something by now, even just by listening outside a door to the nuns talking among themselves. But the nuns
         were saying nothing – to us or to each other.
      

      
      
      At least Josephine’s safe, I thought. The people who’d taken her out for the weekend must have liked her so much that they’d
         decided to keep her while the adoption went through. It wasn’t the way things were usually done, but I couldn’t think of another
         explanation. Although I hoped that she was having a good time and liked her new family, I was sad to think that I wouldn’t
         get a chance to say goodbye properly. How lucky she is to be free, I thought, as I drifted off to sleep.
      

      
      The nuns remained preoccupied for several days, and still none of us managed to find out why. Josephine hadn’t returned, and
         I’d started spending my recreation time with a girl called Chrissie. Neither of us fitted in with the gangs that hung out
         during recreation, and as we got to know each other we discovered we had quite a bit in common. We were both small, we enjoyed
         Irish dancing, and we preferred the company of one or two best friends to hanging around in a group. I missed Josephine a
         lot, though, and talked about her all the time. Chrissie didn’t mind; she just hoped that one day we could become as close
         as Josephine and I had been.
      

      
      Every recreation time was spent the same way, quietly talking and walking through the recreation ground. Then one day our
         routine was broken. As Chrissie and I walked along, arm in arm, our attention was drawn to two policemen who were striding
         through the grounds towards the main convent buildings. Everyone looked on in amazement until they vanished from sight around
         the side of the buildings. Silence descended over the recreation ground. None of us had ever seen policemen in the convent
         before.
      

      
      We appreciated anything that broke the monotony of convent routine, and the arrival of the policemen had certainly done that.
         It gave us all something new and exciting to think about. Everyone was busily dreaming up theories about what might have happened,
         or might be about to happen, and we were even more intrigued when the bell for the end of recreation time failed to sound.
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