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Author’s Note

Many of the events described in this book occurred as the result of the unspeakable actions of various individuals. Some of those involved in, or close to, these events are still alive, and I have been advised that several of these people cannot be identified for legal reasons. As a result I have been obliged to conceal the identity of certain characters in the book. At no point, however, have I altered or exaggerated the facts of what happened to me.




Prologue:

Night-time

It is the darkness I remember most of all. The darkness and the strangeness of it all.

I am eight years old and lying in my bed. Mum and Dad are asleep. My brothers, Sean and Stuart, are asleep. My little sister, Mandy, is asleep. All around me is pitch-black, and I am huddled under my covers hoping that they will protect me from the hidden terrors of the dark. Night-times have always been scary for me. Bad things happen at night. Things that shouldn’t happen.

But tonight I can’t sleep, and morning seems a long way away. I am in a strange room in a strange house. The people I am with are strangers and I don’t like it here. My mum tucked me in a long time ago, gave me a kiss on my forehead, and whispered, ‘Good night, Jayne.’ But I have been awake ever since, a jumble of confused thoughts going round in my head. I have been thinking of home, of the life I left behind. And I have been thinking about how  happy all the other children seem to be. There will be a party in two days’ time, with dressing-up, and music, and cakes. The others are filled with excitement, and I wish I could share it, but somehow I can’t.

Something isn’t right. It’s not just that I find myself in a new place, far away from the life I know so well. There is something else. Someone else. His name is Graham. He has red hair and piercing green eyes that seem to see right through me. The grown-ups like him: they like the way he talks to them, and the way he acts with us children. But I am not so sure. I am too little to speak up, to have an opinion about such things, but I don’t understand why he always seems to be there. When I walk into a room, he is waiting for me. When I try to find somewhere to be alone, he turns up like a bad penny, disturbing me with some made-up question or errand. Occasionally he touches me, and my flesh creeps when he does. I hate it so much.

When the grown-ups are around he goes out of his way to help them, and talks to me in that cheerful, friendly, encouraging voice. Now and then, however, when no one else can see, I catch him looking at me. I don’t like the expression in his eyes. There is a deadness there. A flatness. But when it is just me and him, he changes. He becomes scary. He shouts at me, tells me I am stupid, that I am annoying and clumsy and that I am doing things wrong. That I am naughty and will upset my parents. It makes me  want to cry, and sometimes I do - though not when the grown-ups are around. It would make them ask what was wrong, and I know I won’t be believed even if I find the words for these feelings that I don’t understand.

I close my eyes tightly, praying for sleep to come, to extinguish my worries and make me feel safe again. And eventually it does, but not before I am forced to look at his face in my mind’s eye, to hear his voice echo in my head.

If I had known what he had in his mind, I would never have fallen asleep that night. I would never have been able to fall asleep. I would have run straight into my mum and dad’s room, begged them to let me sleep with them. I would have screamed and shouted, no matter how much it disturbed my family and our hosts. But as I sleep, I have no idea that my life is about to change for ever. Of course I don’t. Why would I?

What child, in her innocence, could possibly imagine the things that are about to happen?

What child, in her innocence, could know that grown-ups could be so evil?

What child, in her innocence, could begin to understand why?

As I sleep, he is preparing himself. He knows what is going to happen. He knows the urges that are controlling him. He knows the only thing that will satisfy them.

Worst of all, he knows where I am.

He leaves his room in the dead of night. The rest of the household asleep, he creeps along the corridor. He stops outside my door. His breath is unsteady with excitement, and so are his hands. Slowly, quietly, the door opens and he steps inside, closing the door silently behind him. For a few moments he looks down at the little girl in the bed, fast asleep. She will be awake soon, but when that happens he knows how he will keep her quiet, both for the moment and in the future.

He’s got it all worked out.

I am allowed a few more seconds of blissful sleep. Of innocence and ignorance of the terrible things that can happen to a child.

But then he takes another step towards me. He bends down and pulls back the blankets. He forces himself on top of my curled-up, sleeping body.

And so it begins.




1

Through the Window

Remembering the past is like looking through a window.

When I think back on my life, I visualise myself gazing through that window and seeing the little girl that I used to be and all the things that happened to her. It’s like looking at a different person, and at times I find myself wanting to bang furiously on the glass, attract her attention and tell her the things I know now. Maybe, if someone had done that back then, everything might have turned out differently and the events that followed might not have happened.

But memories don’t work like that, and no matter how much I bang on that window, the little girl remains deaf to it, and I am forced to witness every detail of my childhood as a helpless observer. I find myself wishing I could draw a curtain, turn and look in a different direction. But that is not possible.

I was born in Southend-on-Sea, the daughter of Brian and Sandra Horgan. My mum had been born in Southend in 1945, the eldest of nine children and the only girl. Despite the large number of children, hers was a loving,  stable upbringing, my nan and granddad always putting their kids first. Dad was born in the same year in Croydon. Sadly his father died when he was very young, and my grandmother went on to marry the man I came to think of as my grandfather.

When he was sixteen, my father worked on the big wheel at the fairground in Southend; Mum also worked there, on one of the other fairground rides, and that is how they met. It was 1961 - the sixties were just beginning; rock and roll was at its height. Dad must have been keen, because more often than not after he had finished work, he would ride back to Croydon on his prized motorbike and change into a dapper suit, while Mum went home and dressed up in an elegant dress and stilettos. He would then drive all the way back to Southend and take her out for the evening. Brian and Sandra would go out dancing to Elvis Presley, Buddy Holly and the other sounds of the early sixties.

The sixties may have been just starting, but the sexual revolution had not yet arrived in Southend-on-Sea. As was the norm, my parents decided to get married after they had been courting for less than a year. They were both seventeen years old by that time, and their first child - my brother Sean - arrived soon after, when they were eighteen. A second son, Stuart, was born in 1965. I came along on 30 January 1969.

We were not a wealthy family, though I don’t suppose we were much worse off than most working-class families in those difficult days of the early 1970s. When it became clear that the wage of a Ferris-wheel attendant was not going to be enough to support a family, Dad took a job as a long-distance lorry driver, taking loads mostly to Northern Ireland. Mum, of course, had her hands full with us, but as we lived only round the corner from my nan and granddad’s in Southend, she got a lot of help.

The nature of Dad’s work meant that he was often away from home for long periods of time; perhaps it was this that put a strain on my parents’ marriage; perhaps they just encountered the same problems that all married couples run into. Whatever the reasons, all I know is that one day my dad didn’t come home. In Mum’s books, however, families were meant to stay together, so she decided to travel to Northern Ireland to track him down.

And so I was packed off to stay with my relations while Mum went about the difficult business of saving her marriage.

My relatives’ resources were limited and there wasn’t much room, so Sean and Stuart, being older, were sent into foster care. How they must have felt, both of them still little boys, walking into the unfamiliar house of a strange family, I can only imagine. Years later, Sean would remember being bundled into a car while his little brother was driven away  in another: the image of little Stuart looking terrified as he pressed his hands against the glass of the car window before he was driven away has stayed with him. And Stuart himself told me of his overriding memory of his foster home. He had been allowed to take a toy with him, and so he chose his beloved yellow Tonka truck. A few days after he arrived at the foster home, he was quietly playing on his own with the toy when another of the children picked it up, dropped it on the floor and smashed it to pieces. Little Stuart was inconsolable, but then the child who had broken the toy told the grown-ups that Stuart himself had done it, and my brother was punished for not taking care of his things. On other occasions, one of the other children would deliberately urinate on his bed, so that Stuart would get the blame as well as the shame. I’m sure the grown-ups didn’t know what was going on, and in later life Stuart recalled that they were nice people. But children can be so unkind, and he was on the receiving end of it.

Thankfully for them, the ordeal of the foster home didn’t last for long. Mum and Dad sorted things out, and the family was reunited. We upped roots and moved to Larne in Northern Ireland, just north of Belfast, where my parents found a flat above a shoe shop. This was the first home that I remember.

Mum found the move to Larne extremely hard: no family to help with looking after the kids, and no friends.  Dad still had to earn a living for us, and so he was away, regularly, from Sunday night until Friday afternoon.

Our new home was dingy and run-down. The walls were high, the windows were small. We would have liked the luxury of carpet on the floor, but there was no money for that. The floorboards were ill-fitting, splintered and rough, and they had nails sticking dangerously out of them. To walk barefoot in the bedroom would be foolish; to do so in the dark would be even more so. Much better to stay under the covers, hidden from the night and whatever terrors it might contain. From the start, life there was very hard as there was little money to go around.

I was unsettled and scared of our new house - it all felt so strange and I found it difficult to sleep. One night stands out in my mind the most; I remember it like it was yesterday. My eyes shot open. I don’t recall what time it was; I only remember being terrified: the usual childhood fears of monsters under the bed and shadows against the window. Something creaked, and I pulled the covers more firmly around my body.

I lay wide-eyed in the darkness, a chill running through me. I hoped the creaking sound would go away, but it didn’t. If anything it got louder. At times I thought there was something in my room. I didn’t want to be by myself any more, so I slipped out from under the covers and braved the cold, nail-strewn floor. As I crept towards the door, the  darkness enclosed me, stuck to me. I grew more frightened. I wanted to get back to my bed, but I had lost my bearings now and didn’t know which way to turn. I started groping in the darkness, fumbling. Suddenly my fingertips brushed the doorknob. As quietly as my childlike clumsiness would allow, I opened it and stepped outside.

Now that I was in the corridor however, I was paralysed with fear. It was lighter here - perhaps a lamp was on - but no more comforting for that. I sat on the floor, hugging my knees.

Too scared to go and see my mum, too scared to go back to bed, I sat there with ever more terrifying thoughts whizzing round my mind. Thoughts of ghosts and monsters - all coming to get me.

And then, just as my fear threatened to overwhelm me, he was there.

I don’t know where he came from - my memory of that flat is too hazy for me to know where his bedroom was - but his sudden presence made me jump. As I did so, my bare foot scraped along the floor and snagged on an unseen nail. Instantly my skin was covered in bright scarlet blood, the colour of poster paints. I breathed in sharply from the pain, then looked to my brother for comfort.

‘I’m frightened, Stu,’ I said.

Stuart was only eight years old, but he had the power to make it all OK like no adult could. He sat down next to me,  put his arm around my shoulder, and pulled me tightly towards him. ‘Don’t worry, Jayne,’ he told me reassuringly. ‘There’s nothing to be scared of. It’ll be all right in the morning. You’ll see.’

‘My foot hurts,’ I told him. We both looked down to see the blood on my toe, and I remember that sight making me shiver. It didn’t worry Stuart, though. He reached out, and pushed his thumb against the wound. ‘If you press it,’ he told me, his voice patient, ‘it’ll stop bleeding.’

I bit my lip and allowed him to make it better. Sure enough, the flow of blood soon eased, so he took off his sock, spat on it, and wrapped it round my toe as a makeshift bandage.

‘Come on,’ he said. ‘You can sleep in my bed tonight.’

I looked at him gratefully as he led me along the corridor to his bedroom. ‘I’m still scared, Stu,’ I told him when I was safely in his bed.

‘I told you, Jayne, there’s nothing for you to worry about. You’re safe. It’ll be OK in the morning.’ He put his arms round me as I lay there and gave me a cuddle. ‘I’ll look after you,’ he whispered, and I knew that he would.

He stroked my hair. ‘Just go to sleep, Jayne,’ he said. ‘Go to sleep, and I’ll be here when you wake up.’

‘Do you promise?’ I asked him.

‘Yes, Jayne,’ he replied. ‘I promise.’

The big, brightly coloured, crocheted blanket with  which he had covered me smelled of old things - old houses, old people. Musty. But I didn’t mind, because Stuart was there with me. And so, with that smell in my nose, and the feeling of Stuart’s hand stroking my hair, I finally fell asleep.

When I awoke again, it was light. True to his word, Stuart was still there, sitting on the floor. And even though he was asleep, his hand was still clasped firmly around mine. Now that it was light outside, and the sun had dispelled the shadows from that unwelcoming flat, I wasn’t frightened any more.

We did not stay above the shoe shop for long. Soon we were all packed into Dad’s lorry and moved into a bigger, brighter, more comfortable house in Antiville Road. Compared to our previous place it was like a palace - though in truth it was probably very ordinary - and the day we moved in I remember Sean, Stuart and myself being astonished by the size of the windows, and running around the empty rooms, shouting to make our voices echo. It was a perfect, idyllic place. There was even a large garden where Dad built us our own little farmyard, complete with real chickens.

‘Are they ours, Dad?’ I asked. ‘To keep?’

‘Course they are, Jayne,’ he replied with a smile. ‘And if you learn how to look after them properly, we’ll get some ducks too.’

I smiled with pleasure as he explained how to look after the chickens and, true to his word, not long after that he came home one weekend, smiling excitedly, with some ducks. Soon we had hedgehogs and frogs as well. It was paradise for a little girl.

My memories are of a warm, comfortable place where I felt happy and secure. For a time when we were at Antiville Road, I started wetting the bed. Mum was brilliant, creating a little star chart just for me and rewarding me with gold stars if I woke up dry. I was so desperate for one of those little gold stars and praise from my mum that I did the very best I could not to wet the bed, and soon I didn’t need that star chart any more.

While we were at Antiville Road, there was another big change: Mum fell pregnant again. I was so excited at the prospect of a new baby in the house, and used to pester my mum with questions.

‘Will it be a boy or a girl, Mum?’

‘We don’t know yet, Jayne. We won’t know until the baby’s born.’

I privately hoped it would be a girl, as I already had two brothers.

‘Will I be able to play with it, Mum? Will we be friends?’

‘Of course you’ll be friends, Jayne. It’ll be your little brother or sister.’

I started playing out little fantasies about what a good big  sister I would be when the baby arrived. I would help Mum in any way I could, and look after the baby whenever she was busy doing something else. And when Mandy was first born, I was so excited. It meant Dad was around, for a start, looking after us for two weeks and spoiling us rotten while Mum was in hospital.

Dad seemed so happy about the new arrival. ‘You looking forward to being a big sister?’ he asked me one evening while I was helping him cook dinner for the four of us who were still at home.

I nodded enthusiastically, a big grin on my face.

Dad bent down then, and gave me a cuddle. ‘It’s an important job, being a big sister, you know.’

‘I know, Dad. I’ll try my hardest.’

‘Course you will, Jayne. But you’ve got to always remember that you’re still my little girl. I don’t want you feeling left out, just because everyone’s excited about the new baby.’

‘Ok, Dad,’ I replied happily as he hugged me tighter, before we went back to cooking dinner.

Sean, Stuart and I had a happy couple of weeks with my dad, waiting for the baby to come home. We would go for long walks, holding hands; he would tell me silly jokes and pull funny faces - I felt as close to him then as I ever have done. And when Mum and Mandy finally arrived home, I got a little present - a Barbie doll of my own. She had a  yellow hat and raincoat, and little wellies just like mine. The day I was given her, it was pouring with rain, and I was allowed to walk to school with my doll dressed up in her waterproofs. It was fun, I decided, having a sister.

Reality never quite lives up to a child’s expectations however, and of course things were not quite the way I imagined they would be when Mandy arrived. Up until then, I had always been the baby of the family. With Mandy’s arrival, things changed. I started feeling really left out. I don’t know when I first managed to convince myself that Mum preferred Mandy, but as time passed that was certainly how I felt.

It’s a terrible thing for a child to convince herself that her mum loves someone else more than her, but while I never resented Mandy, I felt, probably wrongly, that I was never able to do anything right in my mum’s eyes once she arrived.

On one occasion, Mum was busy cleaning the house. I thought it would be a help to her if I picked Mandy up and sat with her for a while so that she could get on with her chores uninterrupted. I took her in my arms and turned round, not realising that the vacuum cleaner was in the middle of the floor behind me. I tripped up, and Mandy fell from my arms on to the floor, hitting her head. Mum was there immediately. She took one look at the situation and quite rightly I was in really bad trouble.

I opened my mouth to try to explain what had happened, but all that came out were big sobs - distress that I had hurt my sister, of course, but also distress that I had made Mum angry with me.

Things were different between me and Mum after that. I know it was me who changed, not her, and it seemed that whenever I tried to do the right thing, I messed up in her eyes. I became worried all the time - I couldn’t tell anyone how I felt, not even my dad or Stuart. I didn’t want to cause any trouble or seem jealous. Deep down I knew I was being silly. From my perspective, I was always to blame, and Mandy seemed to get all the attention and love.

I became known as the clumsy one in the family.

I desperately wanted my mum’s approval. But the harder I tried to please her, the clumsier I became, and as time passed, I simply learned to accept that this was the way things were. I loved my mum just like I loved my dad, but I had managed to convince myself that I was second best, and I was just going to have to get used to it.

 



We would have been happy to stay at Antiville Road for the rest of our childhood had we been given the opportunity. But we weren’t. I don’t know why we had to move out of that house, but move out of it we did, to a run-down, bombed-out area. Our new home was in a road called Hope Street.

Hope Street did not live up to its name. It was old-fashioned and practically derelict. The rooms of our house were dingy and dark, and the place did not have a proper bathroom, or even a toilet. Instead, we were forced to walk in the freezing cold to a hut at the bottom of the garden. There were perhaps fifteen houses next to each other, but on the opposite side there was a wasteland and a sewer, with occasionally a train trundling past. It was one of those parts of Northern Ireland where the years of violence and sectarianism were reflected in the very streets. Rusting shells of burned-out cars littered the road, and kids from poor families used to fight in the streets. I kept away from the rough kids. I preferred to stay inside where I was a real daddy’s girl.

I would always seek affection from my dad, even down to preferring it when he washed my hair. He always hated the idea of me having short hair. ‘Girls should have long hair, and that’s that, Jayne,’ he used to tell me. Problem was, long hair meant head lice. Whenever that happened, I would always go to him.

‘Dad, I’ve got an itchy head.’

‘OK, Jayne, love - let’s have a look.’

I’d sit down for him, and he would rummage through my hair looking for the telltale white flecks. And if he found them, he was always happy to deal with them.

‘Go get the shampoo, Jayne,’ he would tell me. I’d run  and get the bottle that we always kept, and he would carefully rub the horrid-smelling liquid on to my head, then sit with me while it did its work.

‘Can we play snap while we wait, Dad?’ I would always ask him. He would smile indulgently and sit playing card games to distract me from the nasty smell. And when the time came, he would get the steel nit comb and comb it gently through my hair, explaining to me what nits do and why my head was so itchy. I hated having nits, but I liked it when Dad got rid of them for me.

 



Bonfire night was always a big event in Ireland. The community was glad of any kind of excuse to come together and forget about the harsh reality of life - the car bombs, the political murders. And while I don’t remember those dreadful things affecting my own life, I certainly remember bonfire nights.

We kids would spend weeks trawling the neighbourhood for anything that could go on top of the massive communal bonfire that would be lit on 5 November. Anything that would burn - mattresses, chopped-down trees, broken beds - was fair game. You name it, we’d put it on the pile so that this year’s bonfire would be better than the last. The piles of rubbish we accumulated came together to build bonfires that were as big as a house. Dangerous, no doubt, but they attracted all the kids from  our neighbourhood, and many from the surrounding areas as well.

The icing on the cake was always the guy - a stuffed straw dummy dressed in old clothes. By the time the bonfire was built, getting the guy up to the top was a tall order in more ways than one. It was dangerous, and it needed somebody fearless and tough. My brother Stuart was that person - he may not have been the older brother, but he was certainly the more reckless. It would be his job to climb up to the top of the bonfire and place the guy in its time-honoured position. He always acted like it was no big deal - indeed, he seemed to thrive on the excitement of it.

When bonfire night came, it was fabulous. We would always have managed to create a section of the bonfire especially for cooking potatoes wrapped in tinfoil in the hot embers of the fire. The grown-ups would have music playing in the houses and would congregate on the doorsteps, drinking, smoking and enjoying the warmth in the heart of the Irish winter. We kids would drink in the heady smell of wood mixed with burning rubber as though it was the finest aroma we had ever smelled, and when the time came for us to eat our luxuriously fluffy baked potatoes, we honestly felt as though life could not get better. We would sit by the fire, listening to the crackle as it burned, until we could literally no longer stay awake and we made our way, tired but happy, to our beds.

The next day, of course, life would go back to normal. Dad would be away all week, while Mum struggled to look after us on the little that we had. Frequently there would be no electricity, so we would find ourselves huddled round a little Calor gas stove, trying to get some warmth from it as we toasted scraps of bread on the end of forks. We were not the only ones - there seemed to be a lot of women in the neighbourhood who found themselves in the same position as Mum, and if one family had their electricity cut off, others would occasionally offer to help out if they could. There wasn’t always a neighbour in a position to do this, however, so more often than not we found ourselves living in the cold and the gloom. We never went without food, but there was seldom much to go round. Tins of soup would get watered down so that there was enough for us all, and we seemed to be forever eating semolina as a little went a long way and it was good for filling up hungry children.

Life was not easy for my mum and dad, but they did their best with what they had.

 



Being so young, I found the move to Ireland not as disorientating for me as it was for Sean and Stuart. They found themselves in rough Northern Irish schools, but they had learned to speak with pronounced Estuary accents that made them stand out as different. Kids being what they are, my brothers were almost bound to have a tough time of it.  Sean got a lot of trouble from the local kids, but Stuart especially was at the receiving end of some of the most vicious bullying it’s possible to imagine. I witnessed some of these encounters, and they still stick in my mind.

On one occasion Stuart was surrounded by a crowd of jeering Irish children, some of them a good deal older than he, calling him names and then laying into him with fists and feet, kicking him and scratching him, knocking him around with big planks of rough wood. At first he would just lie there foetus-like and take it, his face locked into a determined grimace as his body absorbed the awful blows from his unkind classmates and others. And of all those images in my mind, one thing jumps out at me: not once, ever, even in the midst of the most horrific beatings, did he cry. Crying just wasn’t what my brother was about. I remember sometimes even being confused as to whether they were play-fighting or not, as Stuart never seemed to display any emotion; but I understand now, of course, that beatings like that are never administered in jest.

That emotion could not be bottled up indefinitely, however. Stuart could only have been ten or eleven years old when he started drinking alcohol. I suppose seeing it in the house, our parents and their friends drinking on a regular basis as well as watching all his friends do it, was bound to have some sort of effect on him at that impressionable age, and he would later tell me stories of how he  would drink from the bottles of strong, sweet cider that he had seen my dad consuming. On one occasion, after a particularly vicious and brutal beating from the cruel Irish children, he took solace in a bottle and became paralytically drunk when he was supposed to be in school. He took the bottle of cider and used it to smash a line of car windscreens, yelling, ‘Irish bastards! I fucking hate you! I hate you all.’ The treatment that was meted out to him clearly engendered such anger: just because he didn’t cry when he was being attacked, didn’t mean that it wouldn’t come out in some other form.

Nobody could undergo the brutality of the beatings for long. Stuart would either be consumed by it, or rise above it. And so, soon enough, he learned how to fight back. He learned to go for the biggest of the group - once you’d felled him, the others would surely follow. He learned that he was good at it. Slowly, he began to gain respect from his peers. It was either that, or suffer the humiliation of the constant bullying and beatings for the rest of his childhood. And while Stuart’s increasingly boisterous behaviour was a source of anxiety for my mum, when Dad came home for the weekends, it was a different matter. Mum would tell him what we had all been up to during the week, and Stuart would be called in front of him.

‘Your mum tells me you had a fight this week.’

‘Yes, Dad,’ Stuart would reply.

‘Did you win?’

‘Yes, Dad.’

‘Good for you.’

You showed them you were not scared. It was just the way Dad was and Stuart was the same.

It wasn’t the same for the girls though. I always hated violence. It frightened me, even from a very early age, and I was always extremely non-confrontational. If I had a toy and a school friend wanted it, I would automatically give it up. On my first day at nursery, I was playing with a toy till and another little girl came and took it from me. I felt sad, but of course I didn’t complain. I just thought that was the right thing to do to avoid an argument and to avoid people thinking worse of me.

Who knows, perhaps if I had been a little bit more like Stuart, the devastating events of the years that followed might not even have occurred.

Despite the loneliness I felt once Mandy was born, it would be wrong of me to say that my time in Larne was unhappy. I made good friends. One in particular sticks in my mind. He was called Peter, and we thought we were special because we were like Peter and Jane in the storybooks. None of us ever had the money for toys, of course, and we were forced to make up our own games in the street: chase, hide-and-seek, making mud pies, the usual pursuits of a childhood that would soon be taken from me.

I enjoyed school too. It was run by nuns, and every morning we would have an hour-long assembly, with prayers and hymns. I loved the singing and readings, not because I was particularly religious, but because they gave me a sense of peace and togetherness - something I suppose I felt I was missing. The nuns were so kind - one of them even gave me extra reading lessons - and they went out of their way to make school fun for us. I remember being in a school play and having to dress up in a shawl and lacy bonnet like someone from a Western film. While I was on the stage I looked out and saw my mum and dad in the audience. I was so happy to see them that I started sobbing - it filled me with a nameless emotion when they came to see me. And after the play, one of the nuns gave me a cuddle and told me how well I had done. I felt very special that day.

I was always closer to Stuart than to Sean - perhaps because Sean was that bit older, but also because he never seemed to be around much. And Stuart and I just seemed to have a link, a bond. On special occasions, Stuart would take me on a ‘journey’. He was popular by now, thanks to his fighting, and respected. I suppose I was happy enough for some of that to rub off on me. Sometimes we would go round stripping lead from cars and wheeling it round in a pram to the scrap merchants, who would give us a few pence for what we had delivered. Typically, however, Stuart  befriended the Alsatian that guarded the scrap yard, and when we’d made our sale he would scale the wall of the yard and pinch the goods back, then wheel them round and sell them all over again to the same man. I was too young to know we were doing anything wrong, and would be delighted when Stuart gave me a handful of change to buy myself some sweets, before sending me home so that he and his mates could buy a bottle of cider and half an ounce of Golden Virginia, and sit in the burned-out shells of cars opposite the house in Hope Street.

Sometimes his newly earned respect and light-fingered ways would make him popular even with the adults in the street. On one occasion I remember waking up to find that the space underneath my bed was stuffed with Fray Bentos meat pies and Mr Kipling apple pies. Stuart and a couple of mates had raided a factory and brought their spoils home with them. There were families in Hope Street - some with even less money than us - who were fed for a month on the back of Stuart’s little night-time adventure, and long after that they would stop him in the street, slap him on the back and perhaps give him a couple of pence if they could afford it so that he could go and treat himself.

On another occasion, he managed to sneak me into the cinema without paying; and because he had befriended the woman who worked at the sweet counter he was even able to ply me with popcorn and fizzy drinks, without paying a  penny. My brother could charm the birds out of the trees.

It was wrong of us to get up to these things, I suppose, but we were poor, and we didn’t know any better. And thinking back now, it seemed like an innocent time, like the calm before the storm, though when I look back through the eyes of an adult, I realise that life in Northern Ireland during the seventies was not without its dangers. Young as I was, Mum allowed me to go out and earn a bit of money selling newspapers on the corner of the street, and so I saw at first hand the realities of life in the streets of Northern Ireland. Wherever you went you would see grim-faced soldiers in black body armour carrying enormous riot shields and heavy-looking guns. One day I was sent to buy some bread from the corner shop. Opposite this shop was a children’s clothes boutique, filled with the most wonderful clothes, the like of which I would only ever dream of owning. But on this day the boutique had been destroyed. There were boulders strewn in front of it, and smoke billowing out from its shattered windows.

As a child, you have no fear - it’s something you have to learn. I approached the debris of the burned-out shop with eager anticipation. If I were to pick over the rubble, it was possible that I might find myself a pair of white socks - mine always went yellow in the wash. I ran over and started picking my way through the garments, but they were singed and brown, and the smell of them stuck in my nose.

Suddenly I heard a voice yelling, ‘Oi! You! Get away from there now!’ I turned to see a soldier running towards me, his face a picture of angry concern.

I had no idea what I was doing wrong, and the blood in my veins turned to ice as I ran as fast as I could towards home, the heavily armed soldier chasing after me. I burst through the front door to find Stuart there waiting for me.

‘Stuart,’ I cried. ‘Stuart, there’s a man chasing me. I think he’s going to kill me.’

‘Don’t worry,’ Stuart said, but I couldn’t be calmed down as I hid in the corner of the room, trembling.

‘Mum’s going to be cross,’ I whimpered, my Irish accent by now as thick as anyone’s. ‘I was supposed to be getting some bread.’

Stuart smiled at me, then took the money and ran off to buy the bread himself. ‘Whatever you do,’ he said when he got back, ‘don’t tell Mum.’

But being secretive was not in my nature, and I found it difficult to keep my adventures to myself; so later that day I told my mum about the shop that used to be there but wasn’t any more.

‘Yeah,’ Mum replied, almost nonchalantly. ‘A bomb went off last night.’

‘What’s a bomb, Mum?’

‘Don’t worry about it, Jayne. Stop asking questions.’

I knew it was all the response I was going to get, but  from that day on it was as if my eyes had been opened to the world around me. It became commonplace to see police in armoured tanks raiding a building. I became aware of the heightened security; I became aware of the police presence; I became aware of the fact that everyone - even children - was thoroughly searched every time we went into a department store. It became normal to me to have to hand over my prized little pink bag to an armed soldier wherever I went. I asked my mum why they always did this. ‘Do they want to take our sweets or something?’
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