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I dedicate this book to anyone who has been affected by, or lost their life to, addiction or alcoholism, or is battling with their mental health, has been bullied, is sitting in a prison cell without hope, has experienced any form of abuse, is growing up in a broken home or has a parent suffering from addiction or alcoholism, and to all those in recovery and fighting the good fight to become a better version of themselves every day.







Prologue


March 2009, HM Prison and


Young Offenders Institution, Feltham


Looking up at the red-brick walls I once knew so well, I feel a familiar quickening of my heartbeat. The last time I left this place, I swore I would never come back. But here I am again, though every cell in my body is telling me to turn around and run while I still can. What am I doing here? Why would I put myself through this? They’re going to tear me apart.


My friend Luke puts his hand on my shoulder and squeezes.


‘You all right, mate?’ he asks.


I nod but I can’t find the words.


‘We need to get inside,’ he says.


Inside. Again. But this time I’m walking through a different entrance. It’s been nine years since I was last here. I was still a teenager then. Now I’m twenty-seven and it’s sixteen months since I last had a drink or drugs. My life is better than I ever dreamed it could be. Everything is different now. I’ve got my own home, a good job, a great supportive girlfriend in Hayley. My future is secure. Yet the thought of going back into this building scares me in a way I never expected.


The guards barely look at me when they take my ID at the security check. If they recognize my face or my name, they don’t show it.


‘You know where you’re going?’ one of them asks Luke.


‘Wren,’ he says.


A pretty name for an ugly place.


All the wings at Feltham are named after birds. Birds that don’t normally end up in cages. There’s Lapwing, the induction unit, where new inmates spend their first night inside getting used to how the institution works. Then there’s Quail, for those convicted of the most violent crimes. Wren, where we’re going today, is the healthcare wing where inmates with substance abuse problems and addictions are taken care of. Wren. A tiny bird with a hopeful little tail. Setting for the worst days of my life.


And I’m going back in there.


I follow Luke down the corridor. I lag behind a little. It’s like my body is still resisting this return to the scene of the crime. I remember this corridor only too well. The alternating panels of bars and blank brick walls. The blast of cold air as we walk through the barred parts, which are open to the outside. I breathe it in. It’s better than the smell inside. Old dinners, body odour, desperation. It takes me right back and not in a good way.


Luke is walking fast now. We’re running late and nothing runs late in a place like this without consequences. But I want this moment in the corridor to last a little longer. I need more time to get myself together. Get ready to make my entrance. I don’t think Luke understands how important that will be. In those first few seconds everything will be decided.


‘This is going to be good,’ Luke assures me. ‘I can’t think of anyone better suited to talking to this lot than you are.’


I want to believe him but then I catch a glimpse of myself in a toughened glass panel and I know exactly how they’re going to see me. Who’s that idiot in the designer jeans? What’s his hair like? Who does he think he is?


Pretty little white boy.


I hear the hiss of angry voices I thought I’d long forgotten.


You gonna die, pretty boy. You gonna die.


The guard who lets us onto Wren raises his eyebrows when he sees me. He remembers me and he nods his approval, though he stops short of shaking my hand. I don’t have time to remind myself if he was one of the good ones. There were some good ones. A couple who actually seemed to care. Luke is rushing me on.


Then it happens. As we walk onto the wing, I glance right. I can’t help it. It’s automatic. And the cell I see there makes me catch my breath. The door is open like a hungry mouth and suddenly I’m falling back through time. I can hear the alarm and the shouting and feel the panic as clearly as if the past nine years haven’t happened. I can feel the shaking and the shivering. My skin is crawling again. The voices won’t stop talking. They’re talking to me now.


You’re a piece of shit. Nobody here cares what happens to you. Why are you even alive?


Luke notices I’m distracted and yanks me back into the present.


‘Michael. They’re waiting for us. Come on.’


He pulls me along with him.


Sixteen inmates are already sitting in the middle of the wing on a circle of grey plastic chairs. There are two empty seats. One for Luke. One for me. As we approach, the inmates start heckling. Clicking their tongues. Cussing under their breath. Pretty little white boy. Who am I? What have I got to say to them? As Luke introduces me I start to size them up, reverting to my old survival techniques. I should know how to handle this. I’ve been here. My old defence mechanisms kick into action and I give myself the talk. I go through my audience one by one, rating my chances.


You could have him. You could have him too. He’s full of shit. He’d never fight . . .


The inmates stare at me and I stare right back. We’re like dogs now. Guessing at each other’s strength. Bluffing. Hackles up. Who’s going to slink away first? They slouch in their chairs. They talk among themselves. They want me to understand that they don’t care why I’m here. They don’t care who I am. Nothing I have to say is going to be relevant to them. Nothing I say is going to make a difference. I’m just like all the others. Coming in here to make myself feel better. Don’t mean shit to them what some white boy in designer jeans with his hair all nice and styled has to say about what they’re going through.


But I know you, I silently tell them. I know you all.


Luke asks them to welcome me. I think he’s about to go for a round of applause. He thinks better of it, thank God. The hissing and the clicking get louder.


Fucking stupid white boy . . .


They know they can say what they want in here. There are no guards at this meeting. It’s like any other twelve-step gathering. It’s anonymous. What they say now, they say in confidence. It stops here. Those are the rules. For half of them, that’s the only attraction.


Pretty little white boy . . . don’t know fuck . . .


The open cell door is still nearby. I could turn and walk through it. Close it. Sink down onto the floor with a blanket tight around my neck and this time see it through. I can feel it. My body remembers. The rising blackness. The pain. The fear. The faces of my loved ones flashing through my brain as I struggled for a last breath. My conscious mind fights to take back control.


You are different now, it reminds me. You’re not that boy. You can do this.


I straighten up. The people in front of me are just kids. They’re in the high-dependency unit of a young offenders institution. They’re not here because they know what they’re doing with their lives. They’re all here because they fucked up. Some of them are barely conscious. They can’t focus on what’s in front of them. They’re here because they need help. I can give them that. I can tell them what recovery really means.


I look straight at the kid who’s been giving the most lip, then I turn to point at the open door.


‘You see that cell?’ I ask. ‘Nine years ago, that’s where I almost succeeded in taking my own life.’


The mouthy kid looks confused. Someone else laughs. I nod at them.


‘Yep. That’s right. I was in here three times. Robbery, assault, attempted murder . . .’


The circle is silent. I’ve got their attention now.


‘I was here,’ I say, ‘and it nearly fucking killed me. So don’t tell me I don’t know what it’s like.’


Now they’re listening. The kid who looked like he’d be the most trouble leans forward in his chair.


As he does so, I can feel the rope of memory unwinding itself from around my neck. I take another breath and this time it properly fills my lungs. I’m still here. I’m still alive. The door of the empty cell closes softly and this time I’m on the outside.


‘It doesn’t have to be like this,’ I begin.
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I was born in Ashford, Middlesex, in the summer of 1982. It should have been a fairy-tale beginning. My parents, Teresa and Kevin Wright, were hopelessly in love. Almost forty years on from when she first met him, Mum still claims to love my dad, though these days he’s far from the long-haired Prince Charming she met in 1979. He was her first proper sweetheart. ‘The One’.


Back then my mum was working as a barmaid at a pub called The Cabbage Patch in Twickenham. She’d not been in London long. She grew up in Ireland and was the eighth of fifteen children born to Tommy and Winnie Maughan. The Maughans were a traveller family. Mum was born in County Mayo but her early childhood was spent moving between traveller camps all over the Republic of and Northern Ireland, from Dublin to Belfast and back again, while her father looked for whatever work he could get.


The traveller life is often romanticized but there was nothing lovely about my mother’s childhood. Her memories are of a poverty-stricken existence, where getting enough to eat was never a given, punctuated by my grandfather’s violent outbursts. The Maughan children often went hungry and they were always covered in bruises. Sometimes even burn marks. My grandfather would heat the back of a spoon over the campfire and use it to brand his terrified kids like they were animals. Mum still flinches when she talks about it. You never forget the feeling of hot metal on skin.


When Mum was nine and the family moved to Dublin, those burn marks brought her and her younger siblings to the attention of social services who feared, quite rightly, that it was only a matter of time before Tommy Maughan actually killed one of his kids. Mum’s talked about the secret relief she felt when it was decided that she and the little ones should be taken away from Tommy and Winnie and placed in a children’s home. They were going to be safe at last.


The Sisters of Nazareth home must have seemed like a taste of heaven at first. After years of scrabbling to find enough food, Mum and the little ones were suddenly getting three proper meals a day. Their filthy clothes were replaced with nice clean sets. There was running water. It was usually warm. But it wasn’t long before it turned out that the nuns looking after the Maughan children were far from angels of mercy. It was a case of out of the frying pan . . .


The scandal of the children’s homes run by the Catholic Church in Ireland is well documented now. Mum’s experience, and that of her siblings, is depressingly familiar. The regime in the home was harsh and unfair. The smallest examples of misbehaviour were met with enthusiastic physical punishment from the nuns and priests. Meanwhile, local paedophiles, pretending to be ‘volunteers’, had free access to the children at all hours. The abuse the children suffered in those homes was in many cases far worse than the deprivation from which they had supposedly been rescued. The legacy of that abuse, of which more later, is only just beginning to be understood.


At the age of sixteen, Mum couldn’t wait to get away from the Sisters of Nazareth at last. And it sounds sweet to hear that on the morning of her birthday her parents were waiting for her at the doors of the home. But Tommy and Winnie weren’t there to welcome her back into the fold; they were there to tell her they’d arranged her marriage to the son of a rival traveller family. Arranged marriage was common in the traveller community as a way of ending feuds and cementing alliances, but to Mum the idea of going from a brutal children’s home to what would inevitably be an unhappy union with a man she didn’t even really know, let alone love, was understandably unappealing. She shook her parents off for long enough to make a real escape. She’d been given a little money upon leaving the home and it was just enough to buy a ferry ticket to the UK. She left Ireland for London the following day.


When I think about Mum at this point in her life, I have to admire her bravery. She didn’t know anyone in England and even in the late 1970s it was still common to see signs saying ‘no dogs, no blacks, no Irish’ on the doors of London’s B & Bs. But Mum managed to find a place to live, got a job as a barmaid and worked hard to support herself. Maybe, compared to the harshness of her upbringing, London didn’t seem so unfriendly after all. Mum certainly had her admirers at The Cabbage Patch pub.


Most determined of those was my dad, Kevin Michael Wright. Mum’s Mr Wright, as she thought of him then.


My dad was good-looking. He was charming. And he offered Mum something she’d never had before – protection. He told her he wanted to look after her. After all those years of trying to look after herself and her younger siblings, when she should have been able to depend on her parents and the nuns, it’s no wonder Mum fell in love with Dad’s promises.


On the surface, Dad’s background looks very different from Mum’s. Mum’s Irish traveller family was staunchly Catholic – something which would later cause friction. Meanwhile Dad came from three generations of Protestant Londoners. His grandfather and great-grandfather before him were fishmongers from Kingston upon Thames. Dad’s father, William ‘Bill’ Wright, fought in the Second World War. Bill’s wife Beryl was a great beauty. Together they had six children: five daughters and my dad. From the outside, they were a respectable working-class family. There was no way the Wright daughters or my dad would end up in care like the Maughan children had.


But the respectable facade was just that. There were skeletons in the Wright family cupboard to rival anything the Maughans had to hide. There had been no idyllic family upbringing for my grandfather Bill Wright. He’d in fact grown up in a series of children’s homes. His own parents were divorced – a serious embarrassment in the 1920s – and Bill had had to carry that stigma. It could also be that my grandfather experienced more horror during wartime than he ever let on as he saw active service. Perhaps that was why he became a hard drinker, prone to violent outbursts just like my grandfather on Mum’s side. As a child, Dad could only watch and cower.


There are plenty of studies that suggest we end up falling in love with people who fit the way of living we learned as small children. If we had an unhappy or abusive childhood, we may think we’re choosing the opposite when we look for a partner but somehow the familiar patterns always re-emerge. If Dad started out wanting to protect my mum, it wasn’t long before he became the one she needed to be protected from.


In 1982, however, Dad and Mum were still love’s young dream. Though Dad didn’t even have a job, they got married five days after Valentine’s Day at Hounslow Register Office. They made a beautiful couple – Mum with her long dark locks and Dad with his long blond hair.


Dad had been over the moon when Mum got pregnant and vowed he would take care of her and the baby she was carrying until the day he died. But marriage and parenthood weren’t as easy as they’d hoped. How could it be, when neither had ever really seen how successful families work? Neither of them ever had anything like proper role models. They’d grown up thinking that unhappiness was dealt with by drinking it away. Arguments were settled with a slap.


The argument that finally broke Mum and Dad apart was over religion and me.


I was still a baby when it happened. Mum wanted me to be christened a Catholic. Dad wasn’t having it. He knew how the nuns had treated her. What kind of Christianity was that? Why would she want to have anything to do with the church that set her up to suffer so much? But, like a dog who loves a brutal owner, the treatment Mum endured in Ireland had not broken her trust in God. She couldn’t shake off her devotion to the Catholic Church. Together with one of her friends from the children’s home, Mum took me to Luton to be christened in secret.


As I later heard the story from my aunts and uncles, when Mum let Dad know what she’d done the resulting row went nuclear. Dad was furious that Mum had gone behind his back and done the one thing he didn’t want her to do. He resorted to using his fists to win the point.


Dad’s rage was out of all proportion to what poor Mum had done. Suddenly terrified of the man she once saw as her knight in shining armour, Mum fled, taking me with her.


From then on, my early years are a blur. I know from what Mum’s told me since that we were always on the move, changing addresses every couple of weeks to stay one step ahead of my father. We moved from School Road in Hounslow to a women’s refuge in Old Isleworth. Then we decamped to the Green Dragon Estate in Brentford before settling for a while in another women’s refuge in Kew. We were proper fugitives, relying on kindness and charity. However, looking back, it wasn’t always as though Mum didn’t want us to be found. Though we were meant to be in hiding, Dad seemed to track us down quite easily.


When Dad turned up he would be bearing flowers and presents and promising that things would be different, and time after time Mum was convinced. Theirs was a crazy love. Maybe the making up made the breaking up seem worth it. It must have felt natural to them. After all, they’d both grown up in families where violence was seen as a legitimate means of communication. No matter what you’d done, no matter how bad it got, it was all right if you said ‘sorry’ afterwards. That was certainly what Dad seemed to think. That’s what counted. If you did your best to make up, the other person had to forgive you. He loved my mum. His outbursts were proof of his passion. She’d made him feel that way. He’d never actually kill her. They were meant to be together, he’d tell her. Mum fell for it every time, throwing herself back into his arms.


On one of those occasions, when Mum and Dad got back together for a while, Mum became pregnant with my younger sister, Maria. Once again, Dad had a chance to prove that he could shape up and be the husband and protector he’d promised to be.


I don’t have many clear memories from when I was small but I do have a memory of this brief time when they were reconciled. I must have been about two. I’m with both my parents. We’re in a field somewhere. It must have been Richmond Park; they sometimes took me there. It’s summer. The sun is shining and we’re sitting on a blanket surrounded by tall grass. We’ve been having a picnic. It feels good to be with both of them, seeing them so happy. Happy to be with each other. Happy to have me with them. Mum is beautiful and kind and Dad is handsome and funny. They’re both so young. They love each other and they both love me. In that perfect sun-kissed moment, I’m the luckiest kid in the world.


By the time Maria was born, however, me and Mum were already on the run again, back moving from hostel to hostel. Meanwhile Dad was sinking into addiction. He’d blown his chance to be a good dad and husband. The fairy tale was well and truly done.


After several months in the women’s refuge, we finally had a home of our own. The council found Mum a flat on the Ivybridge Estate in Isleworth.


It sounds pretty but the Ivybridge Estate was not a great place to live. It was dominated by four big white tower blocks, built in the 1970s, and, to be blunt, the place stank of shit. The estate was right next door to the sewage plant that processed all of Hounslow’s crap. There was no point stepping outside your front door for a breath of fresh air. The Ivybridge residents should have been supplied with gas masks.


That said, while we may have been living in a literal shithole, the Ivybridge was a fantastic place to be a kid. We didn’t have much compared to the rest of London but we had each other. Everyone was broke. Everyone was battling demons like addiction, poverty or family breakdown. Everyone understood that life was hard. As a result there was a mad sense of community spirit. Everyone looked out for everyone else.


Living on the Ivybridge was definitely better than living in a hostel with so many other fearful people, waiting for the next angry bloke to turn up and start demanding to see his kids and threatening murder to anyone who tried to stop him. I might miss having other playmates around 24/7, but I wouldn’t miss the tears and the shouting, the continuously being on alert. It was just us again. Me, Mum and Maria. Dad didn’t know where we were. Everything was going to be fine. We didn’t need to run anymore.


Mum soon felt settled enough on the Ivybridge Estate to invite two of her younger sisters, Bridget and Kathleen, over from Ireland to join us. They were old enough to leave the children’s home by now and, like Mum, they were determined they weren’t going back to their parents on the traveller camp. Never again.


I was about three years old then and delighted to have the company of my two young aunts. They filled the two-bed first-floor flat with noise and laughter. Bridget and Kathleen knew how to have fun. They were always ready with a joke or a story. There was always music and dancing when my aunts were around. They were big fans of Madonna and UB40. I liked to dance about for them, making them roar with mirth at my antics, doing the actions to ‘Rat in Mi Kitchen’ and ‘Red Red Wine’. I was a natural entertainer. I loved to make them laugh.


But all the partying had a dark side. Mum had always liked a drink. With her sisters around, she started drinking more than ever. The three of them would stay up late into the night, talking about life back in Ireland and what had happened in the children’s home, and before then when they were still with their parents in the traveller camps. Bridget and Kathleen looked quite different to Mum. They were both taller and paler than she was, which had given rise over the years to suspicions that Mum might have a different dad. As a result, she’d always taken the worst of the beatings from their father.


Maybe drinking was the only thing that made those painful conversations bearable. Whatever, night after night they got smashed on booze bought with the money that was meant to buy food for my little sister and me. In the mornings they would all be too hung-over to get us kids ready for the day, complaining if we tried to wake them up too early.


I didn’t mind. Back then I didn’t know any different. While my mum and her sisters slept off the alcohol, I was happy to amuse myself. And, like most kids, I loved being able to play with the things that should have been off limits. No one was around to tell me not to.


It was on one of those mornings that the accident happened. Mum, her sisters and their mates had been up partying until the early hours of the morning. They were all asleep, piled on Mum’s bed. I was getting bored waiting for someone to wake up and give me some breakfast so I got out of bed and wandered into the kitchen on my own. I was a big boy. That’s what they were always telling me when they were awake and I wanted some help. I was going to sort out breakfast for myself.


The kitchen was a mess. The table was covered in empty beer cans and bottles from the night before. There were others on the floor, left where they had fallen or been dropped. Dozens of cigarettes had been stubbed out on dirty plates. I picked a dog-end up and tried putting it to my mouth like the adults did. It made me gag. I took a swig from a half-finished can of beer to get rid of the lingering taste. I didn’t like that much either. I needed some food. Someone had made themselves a late-night snack of cold baked beans. The empty tin was on the kitchen counter. The tin opener was on the mat by the door.


It wasn’t exactly the latest ‘must have’ toy but the tin opener was fascinating to three-year-old me. I’d seen my mother and her sisters using it, of course. It was part of the mysterious adult world, like the knives I was always being warned to keep away from.


‘Don’t touch anything in this drawer,’ the grown-ups used to say. ‘You’ll have your hand off.’


But the tin-opener wasn’t in the drawer and it wasn’t as dangerous as a knife, right? I sat down on the kitchen tiles and picked it up, determined to work it out for myself.


I wasn’t yet dressed. I didn’t have any pyjamas, or certainly not any clean ones. Sitting on the dirty tiles, I turned the tin-opener over and over. It seemed gigantic to me. I had to use two hands to hold it. I squeezed the handles together and tried to twist the crank. The tin-opener was old and half-rusted up. Making it turn was hard but I was fascinated. Though I was naked and the tiles were cold, I was completely absorbed in getting it to work. I got an empty can and turned it over. I decided I’d try to take the bottom of the can off.


Had I been wearing any clothes, it might have made a difference to what happened next. Because somehow I managed to use it to cut open my testicles.


The pain was instantaneous and unbearable. I screamed the place down. If my mum and her sisters had been sleeping off their hangovers, they weren’t sleeping anymore.


I don’t remember how I got to the hospital that day. I think I passed out. I assume Mum must have carried me. After seeing the blood and waking the house with my screams, I blacked out. The horror of what happened made me blank the details of the hospital visit that followed for years to come. But it did happen – I’ve got the scars – and, in a way that shocks me now, it became something of a family joke, with my mother and my aunts retelling the story as though it was a comedy sketch. A three-year-old. Left alone in the kitchen without supervision in a house full of adults too drunk to take proper care of the kids. Cutting open his own balls with a tin opener. Yeah. Fucking hilarious. Over thirty years later, I still can’t laugh about it.


I recently tried to find the medical records relating to the accident but discovered that all my records from birth until the age of twelve were missing. Naturally, because of my father’s history of violence and addiction and the fact that we’d gone through several women’s shelters, my sister and I were already on the radar of social services. Later, a solicitor told me that we were on the ‘at risk’ register. Discovering that my medical records were missing, I wonder if social services were even aware of the accident. Maybe the missing records were the result of an administrative error. Maybe not. Were strings pulled to make sure nobody knew what had happened so I could stay in that flat with Mum and her sisters?


Up until then, I’d known nothing other than the life I lived. Though I was too young to make much sense of events, there was no doubt that in my world it was normal to see your father yelling in your mother’s face. It was normal to go on the run and stay in a hostel full of other women and children living in fear for their lives. It was normal for the adults in my family to get wasted while the kids were left to fend for themselves.


But now I began to distrust pretty much all the adults in my life. And I somehow knew instinctively that what Uncle Tommy wanted me to do was wrong.
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Tommy Maughan Junior was Mum’s youngest brother. He was just two years old when he was taken from the traveller camp into the care of the Sisters of Nazareth and, by all accounts, of all the Maughan children he had the worst time of it. At the very least, he was in the children’s home the longest. But it’s likely that he was both physically and sexually abused by the priests and their paedophile friends who visited the home. Thinking about Tommy’s childhood, separated from his siblings and surrounded by so many predators, there was little chance he would grow into anything other than a dysfunctional adult himself.


I was still a little kid, almost four, when Tommy came to stay. It wasn’t long after the tin-opener incident. Tommy was in his late teens when he turned up at our flat with everything he owned, which wasn’t much. He’d left the Catholic children’s home at sixteen, just as his siblings had done before him, and spent a few years knocking around in Belfast, trying to make a life for himself. Then he came to London looking for work.


I don’t know if I looked forward to having an uncle in the house. I was already a bit distrustful of men, having experienced my dad’s violent rages. In the women’s hostels, any male over the age of ten was viewed with suspicion, and I’d taken that on board. My sister Maria and I had learned that men were angry, violent and cruel. But Mum couldn’t turn her brother away, could she? Not after helping her little sisters as best she could. Mum’s parents might have let the Maughan children down but she wasn’t going to. It was only right that Tommy moved in now.


I can picture him clearly, sitting on the battered sofa in his donkey jacket, rolling one of his thin cigarettes. He was a big guy – maybe six feet two – but he was pale-skinned with a baby face that gave him an innocent look for his age. I watched him shyly from the other side of the room, mesmerized by his long fingers and the way they moved as he went about his delicate task. Tommy entertained us with stories about his life back in Ireland, about the trouble he and his mates got themselves into, how they lived the wild life and flouted the law. Though they claimed benefits, they made money by tarmacking driveways and collecting scrap. It was all cash in hand. They were always hustling. It was the gypsy way. When they had money, they partied hard. The Maughan men had an air of glamour to them the way Tommy told it. They were like cowboys or pirates or highwaymen to me.


Like Mum and his sisters, Tommy liked a drink. And when he was drinking, he liked to listen to an Irish band called The Wolfe Tones. They were a long way from my aunts’ favourite Madonna. The Wolfe Tones were named after an eighteenth-century Irish rebel called Theobald Wolfe Tone, their songs were based on traditional music and their lyrics were all about the Troubles. One of Tommy’s favourite songs was ‘Rifles of the I.R.A.’, with its lyrics about not yet being free but not forgetting.


There was something about Tommy that put me on edge immediately. I didn’t know what the Troubles were. I had no idea what Tommy had lived through in the children’s home. All I knew was that Tommy seemed to be unpredictable. Like The Wolfe Tones’ music he loved so much, Tommy was full of suppressed anger that seemed ready to explode at any time. But he was my uncle and as his nephew I had to submit to his cuddles and the rough-housing he insisted on. He was Mum’s little brother. She loved him like I loved my little sister, Maria, she explained. I had to love Uncle Tommy too. He was family. End of.


It started soon after he moved in.


Michael the happy toddler playing in the long grass between his doting parents was long gone. At almost four, I saw the world very differently. Though I’d never really known him, I missed Dad and sometimes that made me angry. When I got angry, I kicked off. When I kicked off, Mum would pick me up and shut me in the bedroom until I calmed down. That’s what she always did. Until now. Casting himself as the man of the house in the absence of any other, Tommy, Mum’s loving brother, my doting uncle, volunteered to try to make me see where I was going wrong. Mum thought it was a good idea. He could talk to me ‘man to man’ and be the role model I didn’t have now Dad was gone.


One evening I had a tantrum about not wanting to eat my tea, or something trivial like that. Once again, I pushed it too far so Mum shut me in the bedroom as she usually did. I didn’t care. I was used to that. I could take it. I just had to wait it out. However, ten minutes later Tommy came in just to see how I was ‘getting on’.


I looked up at my uncle, surprised and a little bit anxious to see him there instead of Mum. He stepped into the room and closed the door behind him. He kneeled down and made me get out of bed and stand in front of him, like a kid in front of the headmaster.


‘Now what do you think you’re doing, upsetting your mother like that?’


Tommy gave me a lecture. That was bad enough. But at some point during the conversation about my bad behaviour, he reached out and grabbed me by the balls. I must have cried out or even screamed but no one came to help me. I don’t know whether Tommy knew it was a particularly terrible thing to do to me, after the accident, but it seems likely that he did. My mum and aunts used the accident as part of the family comedy routine after all. It’s unlikely that they hadn’t told Tommy about it.


As Tommy held my testicles, the pain made me feel like my soul was squeezing out of my body. I thought I was going to pass out. However, it wasn’t the worst thing. Anger, I was used to. Pain, I could take. But Uncle Tommy wanted something else.


At first, Tommy only came into the bedroom when Mum sent him in to talk to me, but it wasn’t long before he began to visit in the middle of the night when everyone else was asleep. Maria slept in a cot in Mum’s room, so I was alone. Tommy was meant to sleep on the sofa but I would wake to find him standing next to my bed, looking down at me like he was some kind of ghost. I’d try to scramble upright.


‘Shh,’ he’d say, putting a finger on my lips and pushing me back down into the pillows. ‘We don’t want to wake everyone else up now, do we, Mikey?’ Mikey was what he always called me.


Then he’d make me budge up and lie down on the bed beside me, spooning me as though we were lovers, his hands creeping round to the front of my young boy’s body, sliding across my bare skin. He’d touch my genitals. I could do nothing but keep as still as possible, hoping he would go away as soon as he got what he wanted. That’s what usually happened. He’d stroke my body until I heard him make some weird sort of sigh then he’d get up and go away again without a word. After he’d gone, I’d lie awake, too frightened and confused even to cry.


I was too young to know what was really going on but I began to dread the sound of The Wolfe Tones, which told me that Tommy was drinking and would soon be on his way to my room again.


Later, Tommy got braver. Like lots of kids, I made dens around the house by draping sheets and blankets over the furniture, creating my own little world underneath. I would make dens under the kitchen table – perhaps to be close to Mum while she was cooking or cleaning – but I wasn’t safe even there. Tommy would climb in with me, touching me where he shouldn’t while my mother was standing just feet away. It wasn’t just the nights that held fear for me now. It would happen in the middle of the day. Just a blanket hiding what he was doing from the other adults in the house. Tommy didn’t care. I was terrified but he knew I would not breathe a word. Tommy had me so convinced that if I said anything about him, it would be me and only me who suffered.


It’s the smell that lingers in my memory still. The dirty tobacco smell of his fingers when he put his hand across my mouth to stop me crying out as he climbed into bed beside me. Those fingers stinking and yellow from those skinny little roll-ups that he made with such care. Then the taste when he put his fingers actually in my mouth, making me gag. The stale alcohol on his breath as he panted over my shoulder. I wanted to bite him but I didn’t have the guts. I was a kid. He was a grown man. He could have killed me with his bare hands. That’s what I thought was the truth.


‘Don’t tell anyone,’ he said. ‘If you tell, no one will believe you anyway.’


I was terrified of my Uncle Tommy. When he told me that he would kill me if anyone found out what was going on, I believed it. He’d told me enough stories about the hard men he knew back in Northern Ireland. Real-life members of the IRA. Bogeymen in balaclavas. Tommy was their friend. He could have me sorted out in the middle of the night and no one would know who had done it. No one would ask questions. No one would care.


I was trapped. I couldn’t tell Mum what was going on. As far as she was concerned, Uncle Tommy was the apple of her eye. He was her little brother. She knew what he’d been through at the children’s home and she wanted him to be happy with her. Irrational as it was, Mum felt guilty for everything her younger siblings had been through. Having been unable to protect Tommy as a child, she wanted to do her best for him now.


For Mum, family life was about making things better again. Ironically, by opening our home to the younger siblings she felt so responsible for, Mum invited hell into my life and that of my sister. The Maughan children had finally left the children’s home and half of them were safe in our happy flat in London. That’s what Mum thought. But they brought with them the ugly ghosts of the abuse they had suffered. They handed their misery on as they drank to forget or re-enacted the abuse that had been meted out to them. Could they have done any differently? I don’t know. All I knew was that my life was getting worse by the day.


Tommy’s nocturnal visits continued the whole time he stayed with us. I wasn’t safe anywhere. I tried to stick as close to Mum as I could but, not knowing what was really going on, she often left Tommy in charge while she went out to work. I didn’t know how to escape.


What Tommy did to me left scars far worse than the accident with the tin-opener. I was guilty and confused. I knew what was going on was wrong but I was no longer sure who was at fault. Like many abusers, Tommy cleverly left me feeling as though I had somehow invited what happened by being naughty and upsetting my mum. I was the one who’d caused it. If anyone found out what he’d done to me, I was the one who would be in trouble. Not him.


I wonder now if that was how the priests who abused Tommy framed it too. Did they tell him he’d made them do it? He was the one who would have to answer to God. I knew from going to church with Mum that we were full of original sin. Maybe I deserved it.


I thought it would never end. However, six months or so after he arrived, Tommy left as suddenly as he had come. Mum tried to persuade him to stay but he told her he had to go back to Ireland. I didn’t tell anyone how relieved I was to see him go, or why.
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Maybe Uncle Tommy left our flat because he felt bad about what he’d been doing to me and wanted to get away from temptation. More likely he left because my mum was now in a serious relationship and her new bloke was around all the time. Mum had given up on Dad. We hadn’t seen him in a couple of years, though apparently he was still living nearby. And still his old charismatic self, as I would discover decades later.


For now Mum’s new boyfriend was far more reliable than Dad had ever been. Pete Maisey was smitten with Mum from their first blind date. She was beautiful and she was fun to be around. Pete treated her like a princess.


He made an impression on me from the start. He was a big man with a full beard. To me, a skinny five-year-old, he looked like a huge scary bear. Even when he was doing his best to make me and Maria warm to him because he loved our mum, Pete was intimidating.


When Mum invited Pete to move in, the dynamic of the flat changed again. No longer trying to make us like him, Pete morphed from being a friendly adult to a stepdad and he took his role seriously.


Apart from Tommy’s early attempts, before he moved on to other ways of scaring me, I’d never really experienced male discipline before. When I was in trouble with Pete, I was really in trouble. I can still remember the first time; he towered over me and shouted in my face until I cried. Long after he’d gone away again, I couldn’t stop shaking. I wished I could ask Mum to tell him to go but, as with Tommy, she didn’t see things from my point of view. She saw Pete as someone who would look after us all.


Pete was a good influence on Mum in some ways. Like all of Mum’s friends, Pete drank, but he knew when to stop and that meant that when he was around Mum drank slightly less too. She didn’t want to mess things up.


And Pete was determined that we should have an idyllic family life. He bought a caravan on Hayling Island and every school holiday we would decamp from Isleworth to stay there, just like a normal family.


Me and Maria loved Hayling Island. We’d never really had a proper holiday before. We loved the seaside and the novelty of camping. We quickly made friends with the other kids who were regulars, just as Mum and Pete had made friends with their parents. Jodie and Lee, who stayed in the caravan next door, were about the same age as me and Maria. We quickly formed a little gang. Our parents pretty much left us to our own devices on the campsite. We couldn’t wander far and there was always a friendly adult nearby if we did get into trouble.


It was on Hayling Island that I had my own first experience of alcohol. I was with Jodie. She’d nicked a couple of cans from her parents’ supply and we slipped off to a place where the adults wouldn’t find us to drink it. It was Skol, a cheap brand of lager. Jodie opened the first can and took a sip, smacking her lips together like it was really delicious. She handed it to me next. I took a sip myself.


It was disgusting. The lager was warm and it tasted like wet wool. I hated it. But there was no question that I would have to drink some more so I pretended that I loved it. I passed the can back to Jodie and waited for the alcohol to take effect. What would it be like? Would I start laughing and singing like the adults did? Would I be able to walk when I stood up?


Some other kids joined us. It was a full moon that night. We could hear the adults laughing as they got pissed in someone’s awning. They weren’t worrying about us. The cans were passed round and round the circle. Soon all the kids we used to hang out with were there, daring each other to have more and more. I probably had about half a can in the end. Not much but enough to get an eight-year-old thoroughly drunk.


After I got over how bad the lager tasted, other feelings started to take over. As the alcohol did its work, I felt the world dissolve around me until there was only that moment, happy and safe with my friends, under the glowing moon. All the vague worries I’d been carrying around with me – about Mum, about Pete, about someone finding out about Tommy – just seemed to vanish. I was free. I felt good.


When I got back to the van no one noticed I’d been drinking. Mum was probably too drunk herself. I got into bed, still feeling like I was floating. It was as if I’d found a way out of the real world to go somewhere where everything would be all right.


There was plenty of opportunity to find stuff to drink that summer. We spent most of the school holidays in the van but Pete still had to work. He was a lorry driver, and during the week he would go back to Isleworth, leaving us alone with Mum. That’s when she took a little break from reality of her own.


When Pete wasn’t around, Mum felt free to party properly.


‘This is my holiday too,’ Mum would say as she left us alone in the van to go and meet her fellow drinkers.


There was one night when I wasn’t happy about it. Pete had gone back to town that morning. As soon as he left, Mum opened a bottle of cheap Liebfraumilch and knocked back a generous glassful. I don’t know why it felt different that day. I’d got used to her drinking and most of the time I was fine about it. Mum wasn’t a mean drunk and her being out of it meant that I could get up to whatever I wanted with my mates. That day, though, I was feeling like I wanted her around. I wanted her to stay in the caravan with me and Maria that night. Keep us company for a change. Maybe it was because she’d been rowing with Pete over the weekend and I wanted her to stay off the booze so he wouldn’t get angry again when he came back on Friday afternoon.


Mum shrugged off my request for her to stay with us. She told me that she wouldn’t be long. She was just going to have one more drink with Sid and Joyce, who had a caravan a few pitches along from ours. Sid and Joyce were in their sixties. They were big into their drink and their caravan with its large awning was often the scene of spontaneous grown-up parties that went on into the small hours.


I begged Mum not to go over to Sid and Joyce’s caravan that night. I tried telling her I didn’t feel well. But Mum was determined. What kind of holiday was it for her if she had to sit in the van with us all night? She left me and Maria alone.


Resigned to the fact that Mum was going out again whether we liked it or not, we got ourselves ready for bed. We could hear Mum’s laughter drifting in through the caravan windows. At least she was close by.
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