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‘Believe me, every man has his secret sorrows, which the world knows not; and oftentimes we call a man cold when he is only sad.’


LONGFELLOW
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ONE


Poverty is a word that is not used by poor people. We didn’t know we were poor because everyone around us was poor and so a little made us feel rich. An empty floor-polish tin filled with soil for playing hopscotch was a treasured toy. Wooden spinning tops decorated with coloured chalk designs and whipped mercilessly were an endless source of competition. A length of rope looped around the lamppost made a superb swing and was used as a long skipping rope. As the boys kicked a half-deflated old football further up the street we would chant all our favourite rhymes and they were treated to screams of abuse when the ball caught in our rope. Pebbles laid out on the ground in squares were the palaces and mansions we ruled, dressed in our mammies’ old dresses and long-abandoned high-heeled shoes. Any visitors foolish enough to step into our world were treated with a mixture of tyranny, dignity and haughty sufferance. Broken prams became carriages pulled by reluctant younger brothers, whose cries of protest were countered by un-queen-like shouts of ‘Shut yer gob or you’ll get yer ears boxed.’


Mammies would call out that tea was ready and hand out slices of buttered bread thickly coated with sugar or spread with rich brown savoury pork dripping. Our brothers would hide behind walls and concrete bollards waiting for unsuspecting brewery carts pulled by magnificent dray horses decked out with gleaming brasses, and scut along on the back until the driver noticed them and cracked his whip, stinging fingers and forcing the boys to jump back on to the road. Sometimes injury from following traffic would result and broken bones and torn flesh would be repaired at the hospital. The only sympathy from a distraught mammy would be, ‘That’ll teach you! You fecking bowsie, what have I told you?’ There would be huge relief that no serious damage had been done and later she would tearfully tell her neighbours, ‘God spared my babbie.’ They would bless themselves, shake their heads and all agree that ‘Boys will be boys.’


My friend Chrissie’s new baby brother was very sick and her mammy draped Chrissie’s Holy Communion veil over his pram, because ‘Even if a fly lands on him, the shock would kill him,’ Chrissie told me in a loud whisper. On sunny days we would bump him down the steps and wheel him around very carefully.


Poor Mary Lynch got polio. We didn’t see her for ages and when she came home she couldn’t walk at all, but her mammy let us take her out in her wheelchair sometimes for a little while. The boys pushed her while we pushed Chrissie’s brother and when we were out of sight of the street we would race the boys and Mary. We sometimes won because Mary would be frightened by the speed of the boys and scream for them to slow down to a walk.


Topper was the spaniel dog that belonged to everyone, or so we thought – he went home to the Ryans’ house at the end of the day. We treated him just like one of us and even shared our sweets with him and let him have a lick of our Vimto ice pops; but he couldn’t eat chewing gum and one of the boys had to pull it out of his mouth because we thought he was choking to death. When we had racing games we were annoyed that he always chose to join the boys’ team. One day Topper was knocked down by the Kennedys’ bread lorry and Noel, my little brother, carried him – even though he was almost as big as Noel – back to our house, where Mam washed and bandaged his leg. Mrs Ryan kept him in for weeks and told us that we weren’t fit to mind him. When he got better he came out to play anyway and was part of the gang again.


One morning we woke to find the field in front of our house full of scruffy-looking horses that had been left by the tinkers. Mam told Noel and me to get the old tin bath that hung on a nail outside the kitchen door and fill it with water to give the horses a drink. I didn’t like being near animals, apart from the chickens and the pigs in the convent farm. Noel, on the other hand, was always a brave soldier and had no fear. As a little six-year-old he had tried to lead me past a snarling Jack Russell that had managed to get under the gate of Granny’s back garden, though all he achieved was the loss of the backside of his trousers. Granny had heard my screams and rushed at the dog with her sweeping brush, sending it howling from where it came.


Now I begged Mam to send Maurice, another of my brothers, instead of me; I told her I was frightened.


‘Don’t be so bloody soft,’ she said. I took one of the handles of the bath. We staggered under the weight, and the water slopped and sloshed over the sides as we crossed the road on to the field. Mam stood at the hall door urging us to go to the middle of the field where most of the horses were grazing on the sparse grass. Some of the horses were watching and started to canter towards us. I dropped my side of the bath and streaked back to the house screaming at the top of my voice. Noel trailed back to the house, dragging the empty bath behind him, telling Mam that this was a man’s job and what use were girls to anyone anyway. Mam took the water herself, but I saw through the window that the horses didn’t drink it.


As the summer wore on we found a hedge thick with blackberries and Mam made pies and jam. But when we had a picnic of bread and jam and wild mushrooms we found growing under a tree, she poured huge spoonfuls of caster oil down our throats; we were all very sick for a few days.


I would never know a golden summer like that again.


The year before, Dad had won his fight with the government to get my brothers and me out of the industrial schools. He had sent us to them – me to High Park convent in Dublin, my brothers to a convent in Kilkenny – as a temporary measure while he went to find work in England. On his return, he had found that the state would not release us until we were sixteen. After a battle of nearly two years, he had regained custody of us, and he decided to take only the three oldest boys – Noel, Maurice and John – and me home at first until he got on his feet. My younger brothers, Kevin and Dermot, were to remain in Kilkenny for the time being.


He had been given a Corporation house in Finglas West, a new housing development of neat houses north of Dublin. The four of us filled the little house when we arrived shortly before our first Christmas at home.


What a wonderful Christmas that was! Mam, as Jessie told us to call her, put our first ever Christmas tree in the corner of the living room and she showed us how to make paper chains with crêpe paper to hang from the ceiling. She taught me how to make beautiful paper roses to garland the mantelpiece, and the smell of cooking filled the new house. She and Dad had been working hard to get the new house ready for when we came home. My fears about the house and the new mammy slowly began to disappear. At last the great day arrived. We were woken on the morning by Mam shouting up from the bottom of the stairs in her strange English accent, ‘Come on, you lot; breakfast is ready.’ It was a friendly shout and we all bolted down the stairs pushing each other out of the way to be first in the kitchen. After breakfast we dived into the living room and scrabbled under the tree for our presents. I got a toy grand piano and Dad taught me to play ‘Oh Susanna’. Granddad came to visit and brought his homemade Christmas pudding and the usual oranges and sixpences. Briefly I thought of my real mother and silently asked Our Lady to make sure she was having as good a day as we were.


On St Stephen’s Day Dad piled us all into the small car and drove to a little country road at the end of the airport runway. We ate tomato and egg sandwiches and drank lemonade from small bottles while we watched the aeroplanes taking off and landing. They flew only a few feet above the car and we squealed with fright at the noise and fear that one of the planes would hit the car. We were mightily impressed when Dad told us he had gone all the way to England and back in a plane. We asked him if he had seen heaven while he was up there.


The only job Dad and Granddad could get after Christmas was painting the railings around the Johnstown Park for the Corporation; there were hundreds of four-foot-high metal railings stuck on a low concrete wall right around the park and Dad was very bad-tempered because it was cold and the work was tedious. After a couple of weeks he told Granddad that he was going to England to find proper work; and he would get higher wages there. Mam was upset about being left on her own with just the ‘kiddies’ for company. She had tried to be friendly to the neighbours but only a couple of them would give her the time of day. We all knew it was because she was English and worse, she was a Protestant, or ‘pagan’ as most of them called her. When any of the kids outside said anything about Mam to my brothers they were treated to a punch on the face. Soon most of the kids in the street just accepted the fact that we had a different mammy; they all knew she wasn’t our real mammy because it had been in the papers all through the year before and we enjoyed a certain ‘celebrity’ status.


Dad left for England at the end of March and the old lump came back into my chest. I wondered how long he would be gone and if he would ever come back because he didn’t seem to be too upset at going away. After he had given me a quick hug he patted my head and said, ‘Mind your brothers and help your mammy. Be a good girl.’


He gave Mam a long hug and kissed her on the mouth before getting into his car and driving off. I didn’t like it one little bit; I had never seen him kissing or hugging my real mother.


When Dad had gone I missed him and I worried about him being in England all alone. Mam would read some of his letters to us and always there was a little message reminding me that I was the eldest and to ‘help your mammy’. Mam told me over and over again that I was ‘dirty’ and when the boys were allowed out to play she kept me in to show me how to do the ‘housework’. I really didn’t mind too much. I used to have to do chores in the convent and the nuns had told us that it was to be our privilege in life to look after the home and family, so I felt important. I tried to please her because Dad wanted me to, although I felt miserable and ashamed when she called me ‘dirty’.


I went to the school in Dorset Street at the bottom of the road that Granddad lived on. Getting there involved a twenty-minute bus journey that cost a penny each way and I had to take a penny on Mondays for ‘the black babies’. Mam didn’t think that she should give money to the church when things were so tight at home, so sometimes she didn’t give me the penny and I would cry all the way to school on the bus because I knew I would get the strap from the priest who came to collect the money at school. ‘You’re a miserable uncharitable little wretch,’ he would pant with each of the six strokes, his face red with temper, and he promised those of us who hadn’t got the penny ‘eternal purgatory’. If any of us were foolish enough to admit to not having been to Mass on Sunday, his rage knew no bounds. When the weather got warmer Mam told me that I would have to do without socks. When a girl who got my bus asked me why I had no socks, I told her, ‘My feet get too hot.’


I was desperate for Dad to come home. I seemed to be outside the family. My brothers spent most of their time out in the street playing with their pals, and Mam always had something for me to do in the house.


A few weeks after he had left, Mam read Dad’s letter and told us, ‘Your father’s money hasn’t arrived’, and that we would have to ‘make do’ with what food we had left from the last week. We knew that she hadn’t had her cigarettes for a couple of days and we noticed that she didn’t eat with us at mealtimes. We didn’t get a letter from Dad for a couple of weeks after that, and Mam was becoming more and more bad-tempered. She would stand at the door watching the postman come along the street and when he passed by he would call out to her, ‘Nothing today missus, sorry,’ and wish her ‘the top o’ the morn’. Mam’s mouth would form a thin hard line and she would slam things about for a little while.


At last a letter with an English stamp plopped through the letterbox. Dad had written that he was sorry but it had taken him longer to get work than he had hoped and all he could spare was a couple of pounds. Mam rubbed her forehead and I thought she was going to cry, but she took a deep breath, straightened her shoulders and said, ‘Right kids, we have to have a council of war.’


She made being hungry and broke sound like some sort of game we would all have to play. We were to go on to the many building sites all around and collect wood for the fire, and she was going to go into the city centre and get as much as she could with the money Dad had sent. At first it was fun filling old potato sacks with wood and being chased by workmen. I hoped that I wouldn’t have to find another Mr Gleason. He was the terrible dirty old man who paid me threepence for tea and currant chests we begged from Mr Hennessey who owned the little shop in Fatima Mansions where we lived before my real mother left us. Mam made a dish called ‘scouse’ with potatoes, onions and a minute amount of neck of lamb, which we liked. Sometimes she got a big parcel of what she called ‘liver and lites’ from the butcher for about a shilling. She also made barley pudding, which was like rice pudding but made with pearl barley, and she would try to make it taste better by putting custard powder in it; it was awful but we ate it because we were hungry and we tried not to make funny faces about it if she was looking. In the evenings we all sat on the floor round the wireless that Dad had made himself, and listened to Life with the Lyons, an American comedy programme, and we heard a very English voice telling us, ‘This is the BBC Home Service’ and what the next programme would be. We couldn’t understand how his voice came all the way over the sea from England and we asked if Dad could talk on the wireless.


One day I was very hungry and I took a slice of bread and spread it with margarine and a spoonful of sugar and sat on the back door step to eat it. Mam came up behind me and snatched it from my hand. ‘You’re a little thief!’ She was really angry. She told me to go to bed for a punishment. ‘There’ll be no tea or breakfast for you, lady!’ She pushed me up the stairs. I was confused and ashamed at the same time; she hadn’t told me that I couldn’t have a piece of bread, and how could I steal bread from my own house? It was a sin to steal and now I would have to confess to the priest on Saturday that I had stolen bread. God! How many Hail Marys would this cost me? Mam didn’t shout or hit us; it was always bed ‘and no tea or supper’ for up to three days depending on the ‘crime’, and there was rarely remission.


Mam heard that there was money to be made picking potatoes in the country and that the farmers even sent a lorry to take workers to the fields. We all helped to make a picnic of jam sandwiches and lemonade and set off at four in the morning. We waited for what seemed like hours at the end of the road but no lorry turned up; we were waiting at the wrong end of the road. We returned home, cold, tired and miserable. Mam said nothing but her lips formed a thin hard line.


Shortly after that Dad came home. Mam had written to him and told him that she was going home to England and he had better come back and look after his ‘kiddies’. She wasn’t prepared to stay in a country where she couldn’t feed the children in her care and where she couldn’t even get a job or find the ‘right end of a bloody road’ when the possibility of work turned up. Dad stayed home and got work painting more railings, which made him very bad-tempered. Sometimes he got work painting the new houses at the sites where we had collected wood, and he would be his old happy self again.


One night Dad sent me for his evening paper. When I got to the shop I got a terrible shock: there on the counter was a row of newspapers with my photograph on the front page of them all, and a follow-up story from the year before. The press people had obviously photographed me while I was out playing. I bolted back across the field and burst into the house slamming the door behind me. I stood with my back to the door breathless and crying; my legs were like jelly. When I was able to tell Dad what I’d seen he roared like an angry bear, ‘The fecking bastards! Are they never going to leave us alone?’


A few weeks later Dad went back to England and Mam told us that we were going to join him when he got a house. I told Mam that I was not going to England, a land of pagans, and in any case I couldn’t leave Ireland without my baby brothers, Kevin and Dermot, who were still in the convent in Kilkenny.


‘Your father will come back for them as soon as we are settled,’ she told me. She always referred to Dad as ‘your father’. When he was in a bad mood she would say, ‘Your father’s seen his arse.’ Dad would be most offended by this remark and not speak to her for a few hours. Mam had some weird and wonderful phrases that even when she was angry with us would make us laugh out loud. When any of the boys were cheeky to her she would yell out, ‘I’ll clat your bluddy ear ’ole, ye cheeky bugger!’ She never did ‘clat’ anyone’s ‘ear ’ole’.


For the next few months while Dad was in England she struggled to feed and clothe us. We would walk with her all the way into Dublin city centre and rake around the flea markets for clothes and wait at the end of the day at the food stalls and pick up cheap vegetables and fruit.


Sometimes she had a couple of shillings to spare and would buy a slab of snow cake for a treat and a neck of lamb to make a big pot of stew. I don’t think Dad was ever aware of just how poor he kept us. Did he really believe that £3 or £4 a week would feed and clothe us all? Mam certainly never bought new clothes for herself, and she had to recycle her cigarettes, carefully taking the thin paper off the butts and saving the tobacco in a jam-jar to make roll-ups.


As the summer passed we children were rarely in the house; even I was allowed out when the days got longer. Granddad would visit two or three times a week and bring his homemade bread; and although he still called Mam ‘Mrs Brown’ he would bring her a packet of Sweet Afton cigarettes and give her a half crown for a bag of coal, and he always had a barley sugar twist for us all. Mam didn’t buy coal with the money Granddad gave her; she used the money for food and we still went on the building sites for wood.


One day when we went to a site a workman was eating his lunch in the sunshine. We stood gazing at him as he munched on huge sandwiches with slices of thick ham hanging over the sides of the bread. Suddenly he wrapped his lunch back into the paper and put it into my hand. ‘Here! Have them,’ he said. He sounded exactly like Mr Hennessey when he gave us the tea and currant chests. ‘Now feck off before you get hurt. This is no place for bairns.’


We raced home with the precious parcel and even Mam joined in the feast.


Towards the end of summer Dad sent for us; we were to get the mail boat to Liverpool from Dublin quays the following Thursday night. My brothers were very excited to be going on a boat all the way to England. I wasn’t too sure. I had made friends and was settled, and besides my baby brothers were only two hours away down in the country. Not only was England a faraway land full of strange people who were all Protestant pagans, but my real mother would never be able to find us if she ever wanted to come back.


Mary Rooney, who lived next door, told me that the English didn’t ring out the Angelus so you had to try to remember what time it was by yourself. Dan, her brother who worked in London, had told her, ‘There’s black men who kidnap Irish Catholic girls for the white slave trade.’ I said I would be careful; I didn’t want to work in a laundry for the rest of my life. I knew it would be the laundries because I had heard a woman in the convent laundry say she was ‘just a fecking slave here’. ‘How will I know one?’ I asked her. I couldn’t imagine what a black man looked like. Though we had been taking a penny to school every Monday morning for as long as I could remember, as had every school child in Ireland, for the ‘black babies’ in Africa, it had never occurred to us that they grew up to be people. ‘Oh, you’ll know them right away – they have huge potato sacks over their shoulders.’


When I asked Mam about the black slavers she told me not to be ‘bloody stupid’ and carried on with the business of packing for our great journey. The boys had been dispatched to the shops to find large cardboard boxes into which went everything we owned except our shoes and Wellington boots; these went into a large expanding string bag. Mam tied each box with thick twine and made loops for handles. We had dismantled Dad’s homemade wireless and hidden all the parts and valves among the blankets and sheets in case the English customs took it. Mam said there wasn’t enough room for what few toys we had; in fact the only thing we wanted to take was a one-legged teddy bear we had found a few weeks earlier. We had taken him to the Garda in the old village and the nice garda there told us that we could keep him if no one claimed him. Every day for six weeks we all walked to the village to check if the teddy had been claimed until finally we were able to take him home. The garda said ‘Thank God!’ as we ran from the station, fearful that he would change his mind and take the teddy back. He couldn’t come with us; I gave him to Mary Rooney.


On Thursday morning a man came and took our furniture away on a horse and cart. He gave Mam £10 for the whole lot and agreed to take our boxes to the mail boat. When it was getting dark we closed the blue front door and left like thieves in the night. No one from our street came to say goodbye to us. Granddad met us at the boat. Our boxes were on the cobbled quayside at his feet. It was very cold and icy rain was stinging our legs. Granddad asked a young man to help Mam take the boxes on to the boat and gave him half a crown for his trouble. He patted the boys’ heads and told them to remember that they would always be Irishmen no matter how long they were away from ‘our green land’; and as he hugged me he said, ‘Goodnight, my dear child. “Parting is such sweet sorrow / That I should say goodnight till it be morrow”.’ Granddad always had a saying or quotation for every occasion. He pressed a little St Christopher medal into my hand to ‘keep you safe’ until he could get over to ‘the accursed place’, as he called England. I was going to miss him so much. He shook hands with Mam and we walked up the wooden ramp on to the mail boat.


It seemed as though the whole of Dublin was there, waving and shouting goodbye and reminding loved ones to write soon. Old women held younger women as they cried together and children sheltered under their mammies’ coats to keep warm. As the boat steamed out of the bay, Granddad stood at another part of the quays, all alone, waving his big white hankie. A big lump filled my throat as I waved back shouting, ‘Bye, Granddad’ at the top of my voice. He looked so lonely and I wished he was coming with us. I wondered if Our Lady would come all the way to England with me; I hoped she would.


Mam and the boys had found a long bench in the covered passenger deck and carefully pushed the boxes up against the seat so that no one would trip over them. After we had eaten the jam sandwiches Mam had made before we left Finglas we huddled together. A kind crewman brought some coats and laid them over us. Soon most of the passengers were sleeping on the other seats that were scattered all over the deck. A group of five or six men were playing a game of cards through a cloud of cigarette smoke in a far corner. We were too excited to sleep and too afraid that someone would pinch our boxes – after all, they were all we owned in the world. Mam dozed on and off throughout the night.


Finally the boat stopped. Some men helped us with our boxes as we followed the stream of people off the boat into an enormous shed with a glass roof; Mam kept reminding us, ‘Keep together, you lot.’ The noise was deafening. There was black soot and thick dirt clinging to the roof and the tiled walls. Thousands of people hurried to and fro, some going towards the boat and some going our way; young men were running too and hugging and twirling young women who were crying with joy at being reunited with loved ones. Most of them appeared to be shouting at the tops of their voices, which echoed right up to the glass roof. A group of girls wearing bright red berets and royal blue blazers and led by a very pretty lady were weaving through the crowds; they were like little dancing poppies making their way through the huge sea of drab greys and browns. We couldn’t understand the strange accents we heard. A train was huffing and hissing somewhere near by, and through it all I could hear a man whistling ‘Kathleen Mavurneen’. I thought of Ireland and how I missed it already. The men dropped our boxes on the concrete floor and when Mam offered them a coin they refused politely and raised their caps to her. One of them said, ‘You’ll be needing it more than us, Mother.’


Mam told us to stay where we were and not to move, and went off to find Dad. My brothers and I surrounded the boxes and formed a little island amid the chaos. After a while Mam came back and told us that Dad hadn’t been able to come for us but we were not to worry as he would be in Manchester when we got there. She had managed to get hold of a two-wheeled porter’s barrow and after a struggle we piled the boxes on top of each other on it, while Maurice was detailed to carry the string bag bulging with the shoes.


We joined a queue in the customs shed and watched with growing alarm as uniformed officers opened the cases and boxes of the people in front of us. They would surely find Dad’s wireless, even if it was in bits. We all held a bit of Mam’s coat skirt as our turn came.


‘You’ll ’ave to give me an ’and; the kiddies can’t manage,’ Mam said to the officer. Her English accent became stronger and she dropped all her aitches.


He came from the other side of the long table and marked our boxes with a big blue chalk cross. As he waved us through, he told Mam, ‘I shouldn’t think there’s much to interest me in that lot, love.’


Maurice, feeling very important, offered up the string bag to the officer for inspection and the kind man smiled as he put a large blue cross on the sole of one of the shoes that was sticking out at the bottom.


‘There y’are, cocker, not much chance of ’iding contraband in there, eh?’ He seemed to talk through his nose and he cut his words very short. We thought it was very funny that he called Mam ‘love’ and Maurice didn’t look anything like a spaniel.


Mam pushed the barrow while the boys helped to balance the boxes as we made our way out of the shed towards the train, which was hissing and steaming, waiting to take us to our new life.




TWO


The row of red-brick terraced houses on either side of the narrow street seemed to stretch into infinity. There were no gardens or even a tree in sight; in fact there was nothing green on Oxford Street, where Dad had bought a tiny house. Smoke belched out of the squat brick chimneys and a yellow fog swirled around the grey-slated rooftops.


Dad had collected us from the train station in Mam’s brother’s car. We were squashed in the back with two of the boxes and Mam sat in the front passenger seat. Now we were standing on the pavement outside one of the houses about halfway down the street. Dad was telling Mam, ‘I know it’s not much to look at, but we’ll do it up.’ Mam just wanted to get us all in off the cold grey street and fill her blue-and-white-striped pint mug with hot tea.


Dad was right. The house wasn’t much to look at inside either. The rooms were small, cold and fusty. The kitchen door opened on to a tiny concrete yard and we were separated from the neighbours on either side by a high brick wall. I had expected there to be a little garden, but the only plants were sparse weeds trying to push through the cracks on one of the walls. At the bottom of the yard there was an old dilapidated wooden hut.


‘I’m not going in that!’ I declared to Dad when I saw that the ‘hut’ was in fact an outside lavie. I didn’t know that there was a small bathroom upstairs in the house.


Mam told me that I would do as I was ‘bloody told’ and like it. ‘Beggars can’t be choosers, so get off your high ’orse, madam.’


I was stung by the bitterness in her voice and surprised that Dad took her side.


‘You just listen to your mammy and do what she tells you, did you hear me?’


A feeling of dread came over me; Dad hadn’t even hugged me when he met us at the train station and he seemed not to be bothered by Mam’s harshness towards me. Ireland and home seemed so far away now.


We were all enrolled at local schools within a couple of weeks of arriving; the boys went to the primary school and I was sent to an all-girls secondary modern about a mile away. It was a Protestant school and I worried constantly about my soul. When I muttered my prayers some of the girls in my class sniggered, but most of them were really kind and they all admired my beautiful rosary beads that the Reverend Mother at the convent had given me; that was only last year, but it seemed a lifetime ago. My roll number was thirty-three and the class would fall silent as my turn approached to say my number. ‘Tirty-tree,’ I would mumble and the girls would giggle until the teacher told them to stop and behave. Everything was strange to me. The fact that I had to speak to the teachers in English made my early days hard. I kept forgetting and asking or answering the teacher in Gaelic. The English spoken by my new friends was very foreign to me indeed; none of them pronounced their aitches and words ending with ‘t’ were cut short with a sort of ‘hik’ sound. I spent hours practising the ‘th’ sound.


In order to kit us all out for our new schools Mam had spent several Saturday mornings at jumble sales. She had managed to find an outfit that looked vaguely like the school uniform that the other girls at my school wore: an old-fashioned navy-blue gym slip and white shirt, under which went large navy-blue knickers for PE and black lace-up shoes that almost fitted – she told me, ‘You’ll grow into them.’ And, most embarrassing of all, she made me wear a dreadful grey full-skirted, much too long coat and grey bowler-style hat with a maroon and gold band, obviously the donation by the mother of some rich kid who went to a private school. It was no use appealing to Dad; he seemed to have relinquished responsibility for our care and welfare to Mam. He didn’t even comb my hair or put ribbons in it like he used to before our real mother left us. He had become a remote and harsh daddy and hardly spoke to us except to shout at us for disobeying ‘orders’, as Mam called the rules which we had to live by now. I thought he didn’t love me any more, because I seemed always to be ‘in trouble’.


One day, not long after we arrived in Manchester, Dad took me into the city centre. I was overjoyed: here we were going out together again on our own. As we started walking along Deansgate I took his hand.


‘You’re too old for that nonsense now,’ he said in a cold voice and brushed my hand away. I started to cry and he told me to ‘stop snivelling’ and grow up. ‘I’ve brought you here for one thing only,’ he said.


As he strode along I had to trot to keep up with him, but he didn’t slow down. At last he stopped and pointed across the road. ‘Do you see him?’ He was pointing at a large black man who was cleaning the windows of a pub on the other side of the road. The man had a big kind face and smiled at people passing by, showing a row of sparkling perfect white teeth, and his head was covered by tight woolly-looking black hair. He was the first black man I had ever seen and I thought he was magnificent.
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