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Prologue



July 2022


The room is a mess, clothes everywhere. I have tried on every dress I have with me, and I hate everything. The sun is beating down outside. Perched on the edge of the bed, sweat-beads rolling down my back, I cry. Deep tears.


I hate myself.


I hate my fucking body.


Three weeks in Turkey, three weeks of half-naked people, three weeks of bikinis, bodycon dresses, shorts, vests, shoulders, arms and legs. Three weeks of comparing. Every slim, beautiful woman feels like a direct attack on my self-esteem. Three weeks of watching his eyes; looking where he is looking, thinking I am not sexy enough, skinny enough, full enough to fulfil his needs.


He never says that.


He doesn’t need to.


‘Babe, I don’t want to go out for dinner tonight . . . I’d rather stay in with the boys than face going out . . . You could head into Centrum and pick us all up kebabs?’


My voice sounds tense despite my best efforts to sound easy-breezy.


He knows what is wrong.


He has always known.


Those first few months when we got together, when I felt on top of the world, I was well able to hide this from him: the doubts, the body hate, the hurt. Eighteen years on, and there is no hiding now. He has seen it all. He has seen me cry, laugh, dance, get surgery, get sick, hurt myself, hurt him. He knows it all.


And he stays.


‘You are beautiful, babe.’


He means it. I can see it in his eyes. In the way his body responds to me when I lie next to him at night. It’s clear from the way he has adapted himself for me. He means it.


And, somewhere deep down, I know this.


I know I am beautiful.


I know I am enough.


Since starting with my therapist, Máire, last year, I have been feeling much better. I have seen the glimmers of light that healing brings. I have a new voice developing, one that says ‘you are enough’ really quietly.


But being here in Turkey, where the food is cheap and luscious, where there are half-naked, beautiful bodies everywhere, where I know that somewhere, just five minutes away from me, some Irish girl is getting a gastric sleeve fitted – it’s hard. Three weeks without my home, my foundation, my wardrobe, my comfort clothes, my friends, my therapy, my network, and I’m slipping. Everything I had been working through with my therapist is fading. The gastric band hasn’t worked for me, but the illusion of another miracle weight-loss solution grows brighter and brighter with every day that I’m here.


‘Babe, look at this picture of Leigh she just posted on Facebook. Look how well she looks.’


I am starting something.


He knows.


I know.


‘Yes, she looks great. I preferred her with a bit of meat on her bones, though, love . . . and hasn’t she been sick all the time since she got it done?’


He knows.


I know.


‘Yes, she had sepsis, but that was from an infection. The problem with Leigh is that she hates vegetables and salad. I love all that food.’


He knows.


I know.


‘It’s very expensive though, isn’t it? Like, you paid so much for the gastric band and look how that turned out – you still get sick now from that.’


He knows.


I know.


‘The gastric sleeve is so cheap here in Turkey, though, babe. I was enquiring on the website, and they could do it all for less than five grand: remove the band and do the sleeve. That’s a bargain . . .and I’m going to have to get the band out anyway at some point!’


He looks at me with the slow realisation that this is a done deal. I’m not asking, I’m telling. Inviting him into the decision – after it has been made.


‘Don’t say anything yet, babe,’ I go on quickly. ‘I know you’re going to think it’s impulsive, but I’ve been thinking about this for years now, and they said they can fit me in before we go home, which means I can go in tomorrow morning and be out on Thursday to fly back to Dublin . . .’


Disappointment and fear cloud his face.


‘I cannot do a holiday like this again . . . where I hate myself and the way I look. I can’t do this again!’


Tears roll down my face. I want to tell him that sometimes I want to cut off my hair. To remove a limb. To end everything. Sometimes, the shame of failing, of looking like this, of feeling like this, makes every other thing in my life feel pointless. I want him to be me. To feel this.


Him, with his black-and-white thoughts and his black-and-white feelings.


Him, with his unwavering commitment to running and working and loving me.


I want to shake him for reflecting his love on to me, for showing me that I am more than this. So much more.


He takes my hand. ‘Babe, I love you no matter what you look like. If you think this is going to make you happy, I will support you. I will always support you.’


Even though he’s saying the words, I know he’s disappointed. This past year has been better in so many ways. My commitment to myself and my therapy has brought a truth to us that wasn’t always there. I’ve told him about the deep hurt – he knows about the sexual abuse, how I was used by men, how my body feels alien to me sometimes. He sees how it has affected me sexually. I’ve told him I perform for him. I put him first. I’ve shared about Bob, about being suffocated by grief. And he has held me in ways he never did before.


This gastric sleeve obsession is a step backwards for me and for him. And I can feel that.


But I bulldoze ahead.


I bulldoze over his fear and his doubts.


The hunger is so strong that even love cannot stop it this time.










PART ONE











Mine











Hungry



Sitting, aged seven, at the window of our house, staring into the darkness of a council estate in the middle of England, waiting for my mum to come home. Waiting for the food she went searching for hours ago. My little body unsure of how to cope with the incessant noise of its hunger.


Matthew, my little brother, born hopeful, is smiling at me, making my heart melt.


‘Come on, Kat. Let’s go downstairs – see if there’s anything to eat.’


He is six, and my best friend in the whole world.


‘What time do you think it is?’


My mum went out at 6pm to get us dinner. It’s hours later, and she isn’t back yet. My hunger is urgent now.


‘It’s dark.’ He pulls my hand towards the door.


‘OK, OK, I’m coming. You better not cry if there is nothing there.’


We sneak down the stairs, avoiding the familiar creaks on the thirteen uncarpeted steps that lead down to the ‘back room’. Our house, a three-bed semi in the middle of Vine Street, has a front room, a back room and a small scullery kitchen. A tiny bathroom, with its faded lime-green wall tiles and dark black ring around the top of the bath, is at the very back. The back room has brown velvet curtains that are never opened, a frayed brown carpet on the floor and a round table under the window with a misty glass top. Remnants of Rizla and tobacco form a pattern across the table’s surface, and four unused chairs sit tightly around it.


Our house is a mess. Clothes everywhere, rubbish flung on the floors, bags of cans, old papers – drug paraphernalia. The carpet has cigarette burns; the Artex walls are stained yellow. A painting of a little girl with short hair and a tear rolling down her left cheek hangs on the wall. I make up stories about why she’s crying. Maybe her dad is in prison too; maybe her mum, too, is ignoring all the bad things that are happening to her.


Matthew climbs the countertop and opens the cupboard; there is a loaf of bread, a bag of sugar and some sauces. He looks at me and smiles. ‘Sugar sandwiches?’


‘Yes! My favourite!’


Matthew is built like the Sugar Puff Monster. Short, square, stocky, and he chases sugar everywhere he goes. I check the fridge for butter – I wish! There’s an empty plastic marge container and three eggs. A glass bottle of milk stands in the door, and a green stain sits at the bottom – mould grows out of old food. The fridge light flickers. I open the marge, take out the wrinkled sheet of protective paper, and wipe it over the four slices of bread. Not a scrap of marge on the sheet, but it makes me feel better. As if we are having a proper sandwich.


Matthew gets a teaspoon and puts it into the bag of sugar. ‘One spoon or two, madame?’ He is using his fake posh voice.


‘Two, please, sir,’ I say, grinning. Nobody is better to be around than our Matthew. No matter how sad and hard things get, he has the brightest heart and the funniest laugh.


He heaps two spoons of sugar on to one of my slices of bread, and does the same for one of his. We put the bag back in the cupboard and look at each other.


‘Bon appétit, madame.’ He bites hard into his sandwich, sugar spilling out of both ends of his big smile.


I laugh at him as I take a bite out of my own. Sugar sandwiches are our staple diet.


‘Mmmmm.’ I laugh, the sugar melting on my tongue. The joy of food. The joy of having something sweet to eat. When something is rare, it’s nicer. And food is rare in our house, especially as my dad is in prison.


These are memories of growing up poor. All the families on my road were poor. But poverty is not the same for everyone. It has layers, slices of difference, reasons why some survive and some don’t. I was a hungry poor kid: starved of love, desperate for nourishment and hungry for the most basic need – food.


‘Hurry up, Sheila, time to get ready for school, luv.’ As Matthew and I head past the Kellys’, en route to school, I hear Mrs Kelly call my best friend Sheila to get out of bed. Her Irish lilt reminds me of my grandma back home in Ireland. The faint smell of sausages wafts as I spy through the net curtains; she smiles as she cleans the embers of last night’s warmth from the old wrought-iron fireplace.


In Hillfields, Coventry, the council estate where I grew up, some of the families were what I call ‘rich-poor’, and some of the families were ‘poor-poor’. All struggling to make ends meet; all doing their best to survive. But most of the families were rich-poor. They had stuff – just never enough stuff.


The Kellys are rich-poor and my mouth waters as I pass on my way to school; my heart aches for the sustenance they have in their house. Mrs Kelly walks back into the kitchen, her shadow moving quickly now. I imagine her cooking breakfast, putting bread and butter and red sauce out on the table, waiting for her three girls to emerge from their dreams. They are fed well in the Kelly house. Mrs Kelly packs snacks for her girls so they won’t go hungry throughout the school day. Jam and butter and bread. A bit of cooked ham from the night before. On Sundays, they sit around the table and eat a Sunday roast. Mr Kelly cuts the wings and legs off the chicken, sharing them equally between the girls, saving the white meat from the breast for his wife. My dreams are pretty simple. I want, more than anything else in the world, to be a Kelly girl!


Their dad is Irish, too. He works with his hands on a building site. He goes out at 7am and gets home at 6pm every evening. He carries his packed lunch in an old bread bag. He loves a smoke; he loves a drink of a Friday after work. I sometimes put my ear to the wall to hear Mr and Mrs Kelly fighting because he has spent too much of his wages in the pub. His Friday thirst puts Mrs Kelly under pressure to keep the house going for the week.


I want to be a Kelly.


I want to be rich-poor.


But we are poor-poor – hungry for food, for hugs, and for safety.


‘Matthew, Matthew, you should put him over there, so he’s higher up than everyone else. That’s where the king would be standing.’


My brother and I are huddled under the blankets, playing imaginary games. He’s always a king, reigning over a kingdom, and I am either the queen, the princess or the joker. But Matthew, my Matthew, is always the king.


‘No! No, Katriona! The king is here with everyone around him. They can all see him here.’ Matthew stands his ground, holding the cheap little green soldier he has decided is the king in the middle of all the other identical-looking cheap little green soldiers.


The soldiers are a Christmas gift from Social Services. Matthew got soldiers; I got a doll. Social Services supplement Santa Claus for poor-poor kids who have nothing.


‘The king demands the attention of everyone!’


The sheet feels warm over our heads, playing his game of king and the king’s men. I let him lead. He is better at this than I am. I follow along blindly, happy he has agreed to stay with me in my little bed, in my little bedroom. I make up the dances and the songs while he makes up our games.


‘Now, Kat, you bring the queen and her ladies down towards the king. Make them bow to him as they arrive.’


Matthew watches intently, making sure every character plays their part. We laugh into the night, all part of the king’s court.


I snuggle closer to him. The heat and the lingering smell of piss in our makeshift den are making me tired. Since my dad went to prison, I have taken to sleeping in with Matthew or getting him to sleep in with me. Matthew is my comfort blanket, my very own teddy bear. I watch his face, hoping he can read my thoughts. I want to make sure he’ll be here when I wake up – that I am not left alone.


‘Shall we go to sleep now, Kat?’


Connected. I don’t have to tell him.


‘Can we?’


I smile as he pushes the soldiers to the end of the bed and lies down next to me. I spoon in behind him, grabbing on to his soft, round belly. He laughs as I tickle him a little. I keep one eye on the half-open door. One eye on the moonlight that shines on to the side of his face.


The house is quiet.


No parties tonight.


Nothing to fear, Katriona.


‘G’night, Kat. I love you,’ he whispers into the darkness.


‘I love you too.’


And then it happens.


In the midst of our safe dreams, a warm rush fills the bed. Hot piss feels good for a short minute, until it doesn’t. Like a warm hug that ends with a cold slap. One of us has pissed.


We are both bedwetters.


We are both afraid.


We don’t know who has done it.


And we never, ever, talk about it.


‘What time is it, Kat?’ Matthew isn’t properly awake yet; his eyes the size of two blackened peas. ‘Is it morning yet?’


I laugh at him. ‘Yes, it’s morning. Come on, get up and we can go in early. We can get extra time on the climbing frame.’


I am always awake before him. Most nights I sleep half-awake, listening for the creak of the stairs, for the door handle to move, for someone to enter. My eyes open as soon as the sun pops through the long wooden-framed window in my bedroom. The damp bed from our pissfest isn’t the nicest place to doze.


So, I watch him sleep.


Not wanting to break the spell of sweet dreams.


Not wanting to wake him to our shared nightmare.


‘Come on, Matt, up, up, up! If we get there early enough, we might see Miss Holby arriving.’


We both know what this means: food. Miss Holby is the headmistress of the school, and some mornings, when she finds us there before her, she gives us something sweet – a biscuit or a Jaffa cake – something to fill the swilling sound of our empty bellies. Matthew races out of bed, the thought of food like a rocket up his six-year-old arse, into the boys’ bedroom to search for his clothes among those strewn about the room. Everything is too small or full of holes.


The clothes I own are gifted from neighbours, from Social Services or from the lovely Ms Atkins, my teacher, the one I pop in to most days for a little hug and an iced bun. I am wearing her daughter’s dress today, the one with the pink and red and purple squares and the huge collar. I long for some patent-leather shoes like the other little girls or some tights with little bows on the ankles like Laura Harris has.


I stand at the top of the stairs and smooth my dress down over the still-wet pants. ‘Matt, will you hurry up? I want to go down.’


I won’t go on my own, afraid of who or what I will find down there.


He pulls my hand and leads the way.


No fear in my Matthew.


Not yet, anyway.


She is lying ragged on the brown sofa in the back room, her denim skirt around her waist, blue-grey knickers covering where we came from. Bright pink pin-marks decorate her groin and ankles, reminding me of the dot-to-dot books we received from Social Services last Christmas. Her white skin is see-through; purple and blue veins throb through her legs. Her eyes are sunken into dark pools; even in her sleep she looks troubled by the ghost of heroin, the ghoul that chases her through our nights and days.


‘Mum . . .?’ Matthew touches her face so gently that a tear bounces into my eye. He tries his best not to startle her. ‘Muu-uummm . . . are you OK?’ His voice comes from somewhere sore.


‘She’s OK, Matt, look!’ I roughly pull her eye open. Her pupils contract inwards and outwards beneath my small fingers. She tries to focus on us. ‘She’s fine!’


I act cockier than I feel. I know his thoughts, his fears – I want to rescue him from them. To stop him from saying what we both think.


Dead.


Is she dead?


‘Come on, we’ll go and get to school before everyone else.’ I grab him now as he stands over her, willing her to wake. To be our mum. To hug him, or me, or us both. ‘Let’s go, kid. We can play kings and queens along the way!’


The idea of being the king always works on Matthew. I leave knowing that when I return home, my mum, Tilly, will still be imprinted on the brown, blood-stained sofa.


‘Miss, I’m not sitting next to Katriona. She smells!’


Simone Garrison sticks her tongue out at me as she shouts this. My heart beats in my ears. Red rushes from my toes to my frown. Fists clench.


‘Fuck you, Simone, you bitch.’


‘KATRIONA! Do not use that language!’


I am moved to the ‘relaxation’ table. Matthew is always sitting at this table. Or else he is in Miss Holby’s ‘special’ room – the room for kids who throw things and hit teachers.


That is Matthew: the thrower, the hitter.


Me, I am the swearer. I am pissy.


‘But, miss, Simone is always calling me names. It’s not fair, and she never lets me play any of the games!’


Simone Garrison is my nemesis – from day one at primary school, she has hated me. Every chance she gets, she pulls my hair and calls me names. She lives in one of the fancier houses near us, and, for no reason, she hates me.


It may be because I am an easy target. Or maybe it was because my mum is ‘working’ from the corner of her road, selling herself for the price of a bag of gear and chips for her starving kids.


Whatever the reason, I don’t understand it. I am fun, outgoing. I can run, chase and laugh like everyone else. Yet, she hates me to be part of things – and, because she is strong and big, the others follow her. I am left out.


Pissy pants.


Nitty Nora.


Smelly Kat!


These are my names.


Kids are cruel.


She is cruel.


The worst part is, I know what she’s saying about me is true. I am smelly; I have nits; I have pissy knickers. But I also know that there is nothing I can do about it. In the middle of the playground, with the kids surrounding me singing ‘pissy pants, pissy pants’, I know I can do nothing. My body is letting me down, and I cannot control the most basic bodily function.


‘OK now, fingers on lips, children. Fingers on lips, please!’


The noise of twenty-seven seven-year-olds gets louder before ‘shushing’ sounds come from the good kids, and we are all settled at our little desks holding our fingers over our lips.


This is the special reading and writing class that has been put on for children who show potential with reading, or for kids who just love books and stories. Every day, for one hour, a group of us go to Ms Atkins’ classroom and read, write or make up stories together. It’s my favourite hour of the school day.


‘Now, we have all been working really hard, and it is that time of the week again where we celebrate one of your achievements.’


Ms Atkins smiles down at us like the sun. Her dark-brown hair curls tight to her head in a Joan Collins sort of way. Her sweet Irish voice reminds me of jam and bread and hot milk and all things comforting.


She picks up one of the pictures or stories we submitted to the writing boxes and holds it close to her chest.


‘This week, we have had the most amazing story submitted to the Student of the Week box. The words and the pictures made the other teachers and me laugh and cry. Such talent in my little class!’


Every one of us grows a little in that moment. Shoulders straighter, smiles brighter. She does that to you, my Ms Atkins. She puts things inside you that never leave. Love, hope, heart – and for some of us, those of us who are hungry, she gives us food and extra hugs.


‘This little girl is one of the brightest buttons. She has an amazing future ahead of her, and, when she focuses her mind on something, she cannot be beaten.’


Everyone’s face rises in anticipation, hoping to be picked, hoping for her light to shine on them.


‘This week’s student of the week is . . . Katriona O’Sullivan.’


Me . . . ? Me! I can’t believe it! She beckons me up to the front of the class, holding out her tanned hand with the sparkly rings that decorate every finger. I walk towards her, dazed, the fizzing of love and joy inside of me making me dizzy.


‘Katriona, your story was so wonderful. Could you do us the greatest honour and read it out to the class, please?’


She pulls me in close to her smooth knees, her blue dress shining in the afternoon light. Her eyes soft, smile warm. She hands me the story I wrote.


Imagining Simone’s face somewhere in the class, I waver, the nerves taking over.


‘You can do this, now – you are the best at reading out loud,’ she whispers to me. ‘You are such a wonderful girl. This story made us all so proud.’


Ms Atkins knows me. She stays standing beside me, takes hold of my hand, smiling down at me, radiating warmth and support – all of it seeping into me as if by osmosis, filling me up.


I look down at my story and smile. This one I am proud of. This one I based on The BFG. For a fleeting second, I know without any doubt that I am good at something, and, as long as Ms Atkins thinks I am good at something, I will be OK.


‘Katriona! Katriona, come here!’


Our classrooms are open-plan – little squares of students fill the large room of our primary school. Instead of walls, the border of each ‘class’ is a line of colourful masking tape. I can see Matthew every day, smashing things, hitting people, fighting. This day, though, I have been moved to the only separate classroom, separate from the big, shared room, doing arts and crafts. I missed the commotion. I only realise something is wrong when Michelle opens the door and shouts.


‘Katriona, Simone has locked Matthew in the coat room! She’s put the brush in the handle so he can’t get out.’


Her words hit the back of my head. I am already running to the back of the big classroom towards the gang of kids huddled around the cloakroom, laughing. Simone is standing there, smirking, looking at me. She knows she can get to me through him. I never care what they do to me. They can say what they want about me. I don’t care. But Matthew – he is off limits.


Don’t fuck with my little brother. Don’t fuck with my heart!


‘Where is he? Where is he?’


‘KAT, KAT! I’M IN HERE! LET ME OUT!’


The fear in his voice, the crowd of faces, her smirk – I lose it. I yank the brush out of the door handles to let him out and turn on her. The smirk leaves her face as the brush comes crashing down on the top of her head. ‘You won’t fucking hurt him! You won’t hurt him!’ I hear myself screaming, and then the brush leaves my hand and hits her straight between her eyes.


‘Katriona . . . Katriona . . . KATRIONA, ARE YOU LISTENING TO ME?’


Mrs Cowes is shouting now. I have no idea what she said or what I did. She’s my teacher this year, and she’s always shouting. As she marches towards me from behind her big wooden desk at the front of our classroom, I feel my gut wrench, my heart race. The sound of my hunger fills everything. It’s after noon and I’ve had nothing to eat since yesterday. Even the fear of what she is about to say or do is dampened by my incessant need to eat.


‘Katriona, STAND UP!’ Mrs Cowes towers over me. Her dry, curly hair looks like a burst of black worms sitting on the top of her fat face, on top of her even fatter body. The sweat stains under the armpits of her brown corduroy dress look like one of the continents on the map on our classroom wall.


I push my chair back slowly and stand up, scraping its feet along the floor. I know she hates the sound.


She glares down at me. For a minute, I think she is going to hit me.


‘Katriona, can you explain to me, and the rest of the class, why you are not answering my questions? Why have you decided that what I have to say is not important to you? WHY ARE YOU STOPPING EVERYONE IN THE CLASS FROM LEARNING?’


Her spit sprays me as she raises her voice. I stay quiet. There is nothing to say when she is like this. Just let her have her say. She will send me to the headmistress, Miss Holby, soon enough.


‘WHY IS IT THAT THE O’SULLIVAN FAMILY THINK THEY ARE BEYOND LEARNING? You and your little brother, who has no sense and no capacity to learn, ruin every class you are in. CAN YOU EXPLAIN TO ME, OR THE CLASS, WHY THAT IS? WHAT IS WRONG WITH YOU?’


I want to scream at her. I want to open my mouth and sink my big, beautiful teeth into her face to show her how hungry I am, how I have nothing left to give her, how I didn’t hear her, how I never hear her, how I can’t hear her when I have nothing inside of me. I want to pull Mrs Cowes’ hair, scratch her horrible beady eyes out of her head and put them inside my own head, to let her feel what it is like to be me for one minute: the shake of my hand, the drip, drip, drip of thoughts that focus only on my empty tummy. I want her to see and feel this, to know that her words can’t hurt me, that I am already fucking broken apart – that watching my mum slowly dying in front of me, without anyone to help me, has taken every ounce of concentration from me. I want her and her fat fucking belly to sit in my shoes. To feel what it is like to have nothing to eat.


I am a good girl really. I read books incessantly. The Children’s Bible, which sits next to my bed, sets me up for sleep: stories of Noah and Jonah and Lot and Ruth instil ethics and care into me. I live through Judy Blume and Roald Dahl – they provide hope and heart to me. I can do the work Mrs Cowes prescribes. I can do more than most – I am bright and good and capable.


Just not when I am hungry.


Ms Atkins tells me to come to her for a bun every morning. But when I don’t see her, if she isn’t at school before lessons start, I spend the morning empty. We have food in our house sometimes, but it is sporadic. Drugs come first. On payday – when the welfare arrives – my mum goes to the big supermarket and buys a large bag of potatoes and a big packet of eggs. Egg and chips is our staple diet. If we’re lucky, she buys cheap baked beans or frozen peas to go with it.


I am bright and capable, just not when the loudest part of me is screaming for sustenance. Mrs Cowes’ class this year has been the worst so far in school. The screaming happens every day. I am distracted. I am vacant. I am empty. She is right, but it’s not because I am bad. It is because I have one thought that dominates every other: the thought of food – the need to eat. I am hungry. I am hungry. Why can’t she see this?


‘Go to Miss Holby’s office immediately. Tell her I cannot teach you anything, that you are naughty, that you do not deserve to be in my classroom . . .’


I scrape the feet of my chair along the floor as I go to leave. Watching her wince once more feels like a small victory. I walk towards Miss Holby’s office, every step taken slowly, steadily. I pass the canteen, listening to the sound of the lovely canteen ladies working hard behind the silver shutters to make our hot lunches. Like Pavlov’s dog, I salivate at the sound of the hatch opening. I memorise the weekly menu – Thursday, my favourite day, roly-poly pudding day! My heart pounds, my lips wetted. In twenty-five minutes, I will eat what might be the only meal I will have that day. Fuck Mrs Cowes, fuck school, fuck learning. All I care about is eating.










‘She’s Good . . . For a Girl!’



‘She’s not playing, is she?’


His eyes dart from me to my brothers to me again. They flank me: Michael on my right shoulder, James on my left, Matthew at the back.


Undeterred, Steve McVeigh keeps talking. ‘How old is she? She isn’t even old enough to be out at this time of the day, let alone playing a proper match. Are you Sullies mad or what?’


He’s laughing at me now, eyeing the crowd around him, encouraging his lads to join in. His body shakes; his shit-stain-tanned neck contrasts with the white rim of his shoulders, sticking out of his Coventry City jersey. A real street kid. Tan stains on legs and faces and hands and arms. We have no sunscreen in the 1980s. You play out and you get brown or you get burned. The extent of the tan stain will be revealed at Sunday-night bathtime when the outline of your clothes becomes clear for the world to see.


The other kids join in with Steve’s joke, laughing at the idea of a little girl playing in a match between Vine Street and the Hartlepool Street crew. This is the biggest rivalry in our area, and the Vine Street lads want a girl to play! No one can believe it.


Steve is the self-appointed leader of their estate. Hartlepool Street is five minutes from Vine Street, and he is the oldest of their crew. Like my brother Michael, Steve decides what games we play, who can play and, more importantly, who can’t. He is in the same class as Michael in Sidney Stringer. They are not friends, but they have a solid respect for each other, neither wanting to come to blows with the other, neither confident of who would win.


‘Steve, look, mate, can we just have her play this time? We have to bring her everywhere we go. The old lady will kill us if we leave her out, especially since she got hit by that car that time. Don’t worry, we’ll have her on our team. You won’t even know she’s here!’


Michael works his magic with every word. Steve relaxes his stance, watching the lads around us, checking that his tough man status will remain intact if he backtracks.


‘OK . . . OK, fuck it, she can play . . . but don’t come crying to me if we get too physical for you, little girl.’ He watches me as he walks away, hoping I will react. I keep my face blank. I’ll show this fucker on the pitch!


‘James, James, pass it, pass it, I’m free.’


I am playing on the right wing, the wind in my hair; my feet are light. I’m on fire – it is nil-nil; it’s only a matter of time before we score. I am playing the best football I have ever played. Even the grit from Sidney Stringer’s gravel pitch is on my side today: the slip and slide underneath my worn-out trainers go in my direction. The mid-term temperature is perfect for winning – not too hot, not too cold; no rain, but no shine either.


None of the Hartlepool lads can get near me.


They have underestimated me, as all boys do. They leave me to sit out on the wing on my own, wide open, unmarked. She’s only a girl! This blinds them to my skill. I’ve been playing ball with my three brothers since before I could walk. My skill is innate, my physical build perfect for the rough and tough of the game, my determination the icing on the cake. The Hartlepool boys are too busy chasing down players they assume are better than me.


‘JAMES, JAMES! Over the top. I’m free . . .’


James looks up. He sees me, he smiles, he knows. He scoops his right foot under the ball, chipping it over the heads of five players. I watch it float through the air, every player’s face turned upwards. I pull my foot back – loading up – feel my foot hit the ball perfectly, on the volley. I watch as it glides past their keeper and into the back of their net.


I take off, looking for James. The wind in my hair, arms in the air, screaming at full tilt. ‘YYYYYAAAAAAYYYYY! One-nil! One-fucking-nil.’ James grabs me, lifts me up, spins me in the air. The rest of our team gathers around us. Squishing into us, patting me on the head, slapping James on the back.


‘What a fucking goal, Kat!’


‘Some volley, Kat!’


‘Lovely chip, James!’


I feel it.


The freedom.


The potential of my body, of what it can do.


The connection to my team, my brothers, my community, the Vine Street crew. I am part of them, and they are part of me.


The afternoon continues like that. I am on fire. The drive to show Steve what I can do outweighs everything. Fuck you, Steve. Fuck you, Steve. Fuck all of you boys! I am good enough. I can do what any boy can do. I score again. We win. Five-nil. We have never beaten them by so much. My heart and soul are full. Cheeks red, feet sore, arms warm from hugging my team, my brothers.


‘Great game, Kat – you’ve never played that good.’ Michael pats me on the head as he walks by. I grow.


‘Kat, you were so good today, so good!’ Matthew keeps hugging me. Always my champion.


Steve eyes me as I’m about to head home. ‘Hey, Kat.’


I stop, stare up at him, waiting for another jibe, preparing to tell him to go fuck himself.


‘Great game today, Kat. You’re a good player, really good . . . for a girl!’


These memories of my body are good, filled with joy. I could run, jump, skip and fight. Big gangs of kids out on our street, playing war until it was too dark to see each other. Finding hiding spots under the flashing streetlights; keeping the games going until the dead of night.


All day, every day, I played out.


All day, every day was an adventure.


My mum and dad’s addiction meant I was kicked out early and not let back in until late. Vine Street was my playground: a long line of red-brick houses down one side and a huge secondary school on the other. Sidney Stringer Academy catered for over three thousand working-class students from the surrounding area, all of them surviving, very few thriving. The Foresters pub sat at the foot of Vine Street while the Queen’s sat at the top. Arriving home to an empty house, with an empty belly, always meant one of three things: they were in the Foresters or the Queen’s, or they had been arrested.


‘Come on, Matt, let’s go up the road and see if we can get ourselves a few sweets.’


Matthew knows what I’m saying without me saying it. He laughs.


‘Kat, the last time we got chased for miles . . .’ The spark in his eye tells me he is plotting. ‘Maybe this time, you go in the shop before me and pretend like you’re going to get sick, act like proper sick or something and, when his back is turned, I’ll grab some stuff for us both.’


He is being dead serious. He wants me to distract Mr Rakesh, so that he can rob sweets for us. My heart pounds thinking of pretending to be sick while Matt fleeces the shop. That feels like hell to me.


‘No, Matt, I’m not getting sick. Fuck off with that! You get sick, and I will grab stuff. I can’t lie like you can. You do it, Matt . . .please.’


He laughs as we walk the short distance from our house to the sweet shop, which sits right next to the Queen’s pub. He grabs my hand, fingers cold from the November air, no gloves or jacket.


‘I won’t let anything bad happen to you.’ He is sincere now. ‘You’re better at the acting up than me, Kat. You do all the drama and stuff in school, in all the plays and everything. I wasn’t even picked to be a snowman this year in the nativity play because of how bad I am at acting.’


He knows how to get to me. Tell me I am good at something, and I’ll do it twice over. Tell me I’m good at acting or singing and you will get a full show for the night. My dream is to be on the stage. Doris Day, Sandy in Grease – I would even play Rizzo if it meant getting to be seen, to be heard. To sing for people.


‘You didn’t get picked to play anything because you are always in Miss Holby’s office, Matt. You can’t do as you are told!’


The little sweet shop looks ominous at dusk; the black Labrador collection box with its faded words, ‘Guide Dogs for the Blind’, threatens now, guarding the door against would-be robbers.


Matthew smiles at me and nods towards the door. ‘Go on, Kat, do your best Carry On Sick act for Mr Rakesh. I’ll be right here.’


I walk in, holding my tummy, bent over slightly, one eye on the door, the other on the counter. Shit, it isn’t Mr Rakesh. It’s his wife, the old bag. There is no getting anything past her.


‘What do you want?’ She eyes me immediately; this game has long been played. The O’Sullivan kids are known for their hunger, for their swiping hands. ‘Show me your money before you come any closer into the shop.’


She won’t take any shit from me today.


‘I . . . errrr . . . fell over outside . . . and I have the worst pain in my stomach. Can you help me?’ My sick voice comes out all wrong – it sounds as if I’m mimicking her Indian accent.


She crosses her arms, using her large breasts as a makeshift shelf for them. Her red sari shimmers as she chuckles.


‘Sick, sick? You are not sick, little girl. I am sick – sick of you and your brothers stealing from our shop!’


Shit. Shit. She knows.


‘Honestly, I feel really sick. Can I come in and show you?’ I put on my best acting face, eyes squinting with feigned pain, hand holding my tummy. I’ve even produced a sheen of sweat across my tanned brow.


She wavers. A frown of concern flashes across her face. I have her.


‘OK, OK, come here. Sit down.’ She beckons me to the chair behind the glass-topped counter she stands behind. The rows and rows of penny sweet jars look like Christmas presents under the bright lights. My mouth waters as Matt darts into the shop behind me. My eyes stay focused on her face. My heart is loud in my ears. I wonder if she can hear it too.


She hasn’t seen him.


Or heard me.


‘Come, come, sit . . . you can have a drink. Come, come.’


I stand straight. Smiling. Heart slows to a song, ‘Food, Glorious Food’, mouth watering at the thought, as Matt grabs.


‘Actually, I think I feel better now. Yeah. Yeah. The pain has gone.’


I back towards the door. Her eyes dart from me to the shop door and back to the shop. The slow realisation that she has been duped by the O’Sullivan kids again washes over her. Anger replaces care.


‘Get out! GET OUT OF MY SHOP!’


Her words hit the back of my head as I run as fast as my legs can carry me to Matthew. He is standing at the corner of our street under the flickering streetlight, his too-small jumper swollen in the centre where he has shoved our goodies.


‘Good job, Kat. You’ll make it on to the stage yet!’


I grab his hand, and we run together, laughing into the night.


Michael, my older brother, unpacks the food delivery from Social Services. ‘More tinned peas. I’ll keep those for later in the week . . .’ Taking each can out of the brown box, he checks the contents and plans when we’ll use what and how long it will all last. He sorts out the tinned beans, tinned peas, tinned meat and tinned pies. A plethora of tinned food to fill our empty bellies. Michael, our surrogate parent, makes sure we have just enough to get through the dark hours of my dad’s sentence.


Back then, during the chaos in our home and the hunger and cruelty of school, my brothers, Michael, James and Matthew, were my safety net. My heroes. They buffered the hurt; they were the heart of me. I did everything with Matthew. There was no difference between us. We played the same games, watched the same shows – we were nearly the same person.


While being poor-poor meant that we didn’t have a lot, it couldn’t steal the love we had. In some ways, it strengthened our bond. We were in the trenches together. Hunger bound us. Michael would lead the charge, taking the place of Mum and Dad, his daily mission to find food for his fledgling family. He tried to make sure we got something each day. Leaving school aged thirteen to work in a butcher’s shop was one of many sacrifices he would make for us, swapping books for the blood and guts of animal carcasses. Bringing home meat and potatoes and the odd pig’s eye to pop on to one of our dinner plates was his gift to our hungry souls.


My brothers and I were the same. There was no girl stuff or boy stuff; there was just ‘us’ stuff. Kids’ stuff. We rarely had dolls in our house – I wasn’t a dolly-type child – we had army soldiers, footballs, bikes and cars, loads of little cars. Social Services would drop off toys for us, and if there were ever dolls in the packages, my brothers would take great pride in burning their eyes and singeing their hair. They would sit them at the end of my bed to try to terrify me. I never cared, though. I loved my brothers. I loved their games and their toys.


I wasn’t a ‘girl’. I was just a kid. Back then, I had no real idea that girls were meant to do some things and boys were meant to do others. We didn’t have gender role models in our house. Mum wasn’t wearing an apron while Dad brought in the money. Obviously I watched TV and saw how my neighbours’ homes ran, but, growing up with three brothers and not having anyone to really ‘gender’ me, I didn’t realise I was a ‘girl’.


I was just me. Katriona.


I took great pride in the fact that I could play football as well as any of the lads on our road. I wouldn’t pull out of a tackle – ever! My body was strong and capable. I wasn’t the only girl who could play football on our road. Maggie Doyle was brilliant too. She would take on any player and always win. I thought she was deadly – just one of the lads.


Back then, I was proud to be a girl.


Back then, I was proud of my body and what it could do.


Back then, being a girl didn’t matter.


I was a fighter too. If anyone gave me shit, I would stick up for myself. I would punch them or kick them before they got a chance to hit me. My brothers taught me never to get hit first. ‘Throw the first punch’ was their motto.


But one day, I hit the wrong person . . .


We are losing three-nil. They are playing us off the pitch. I hate losing. I charge at the ball. Maggie turns me inside out, gliding past me and shooting the ball just over the bar. She walks past me and smiles. I barge into her, shoving my little seven-year-old shoulder into her twelve-year-old chest. I am a full five years younger than her, but I don’t care. Red burns behind my eyes, blinding me to any sense of fear.


She grabs my arm playfully. ‘Kat, don’t be like that. It’s a game, kid.’ Her red hair glistens in the hot afternoon sun. She is smiling down at me.


I see my fist hit the side of her face before my brain has connected with my actions. Hit first, think later – isn’t that our motto?


She grabs me now, anger rising from behind and within her. She slaps me hard across the face, twice, front and back hand. I reach up, try to grip her hair, to pull her head down towards me, but she is too smart – and strong. She pushes me away, more gently than before. ‘I’m warning you, Kat. Don’t take the piss now.’


I take my kicking. I storm home, plotting my revenge – unsure how I will get her back, but knowing I will.


Michael stops dead when he sees my red cheeks. ‘What happened to you, Kat?’ His face is soft and open.


‘Maggie Doyle hit me for no reason,’ I cry. ‘She’s always hitting me.’


Before my words are out, he’s through the door. By the time I follow him out, a gang of kids have formed a circle. Squeezing my way through the excited crowd, my heart drops as Maggie and Michael square up to each other.


‘You hit her, Maggie. She’s my little sister.’


‘She punched me in the face, Michael. I’m not taking that from anyone, especially not a kid. She needs to learn.’


‘Yeah, she does, but not from you. She’s my fucking sister! If anyone is going to teach her, I am.’


‘Well, what are you going to do about it now?’


She is offering him out for a fight. We can all see it. Maggie is so brave. Even though Michael is quiet and kind, we all know he is hard, and no one ever wants to fight him. Except for Maggie. Brave Maggie, who would take on anyone, on the pitch or on the street.


‘I’m not fighting you, Maggie. Don’t hit her again!’


‘Or what, Michael? Or what?’


Michael gives me a glare as he storms back towards our house, pushing his way through the kids who had gathered around them, hoping for a fight. His pride was clearly hurt by the fact that a girl had offered him out and he had turned her down. But he was a good boy at heart. Like he is a good man now. And hitting a girl, a girl who wasn’t his sister, was something he would never do. But Maggie rose in everyone’s estimations that day.


The soundtrack of my life back then was ‘She’s good . . . for a girl!’ and I felt that and knew that. And, without question, I accepted that I was not seen as being as good as the boys. All that mattered was that I knew I was as good as them. And I was. I was strong and fit and capable. I didn’t know that there was anything to be ashamed of. That my hips or my lips, my hair, my face or my innocence could attract men, could make them want to hurt me. I didn’t know it was possible to lose control of my body: that the bleeding or the babies or the hormones could take over.


I just knew the wind in my hair while riding on the handlebars of a robbed bike.


I just knew the joy of abandon.


I just knew my feet could do as many keepie-uppies as Matthew and Michael, but not James.


I knew my strength.


Sexual abuse robbed me of this.
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