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Counting and Corners


One, two, three, four. I’m staring hard at the ceiling, following a long crack in the paint up to the small plastic lightshade. One, two, three, four cracks on the ceiling. I keep counting. I do this all the time. I do this every night, especially while I’m waiting. I do this whenever things are going on, like they are right now. One, two, three four: edges of the door frame, corners of the room. My eyes run along the lines: counting, counting, counting, counting. I am in a tiny dark box room. A plywood partition runs down the centre. One, two, three, four. I know they are in the other half of the room, but I can’t see anything, only hear. It happens every night – well, it’s only about six o’clock, so it’s not properly night, but it is bedtime. No messing. Light comes in through the cracks between the thin pulled curtains. Navy blue. I’m not allowed to sit up and look, so I flatten myself down. Really flat. Hardly breathing. I’m supposed to go to sleep. The bed feels lumpy. I close my eyes tightly. All I can see are orange swirls behind my eyes, purple and blue colours, weird shapes. The shapes are scary but they are also interesting: I follow them, opening and closing my eyes, experimenting. Counting to four at the same time as I blink.


Suddenly I hear the sound of rough material being pulled. She’s holding him down. There’s a grunt and a whimper. A thick white material strap is fixed to the side of the bed on hooks. I can hear him sobbing quietly behind the partition as she straps him down to the bed in her nightly ritual. I hear her tying and clicking things. I hold my breath. I tighten my body, flattening it even further on the bed, trying to disappear. She is spitting venom at him, and I hear: ‘Be quiet, you little bastard.’


One, two, three, four. One, two, three, four. ‘Stop whining, will you, or I’ll give you something to whine about.’ I work my fingers under the thin blanket. I’m cold. I’m always cold. I’m hungry, too. Always hungry. My stomach makes strange growling noises and I try to flatten it down, holding my breath harder, scared she’ll hear. I work my fingers harder: pressing thumb to index, to middle, to ring, to little: one, two, three, four.


Thwack! There’s the sound of a large woman’s hand on young bare skin. ‘I’m not changing you now, you little bastard, I’ve enough work to do.’ I hold my breath now, counting faster. William is whimpering very quietly. I know he will be lying in wet clothes now and I’m sure I can smell that stinky sharp odour that wafts around our room at night despite the cold. I’m scared of what comes next and my heart starts to thump. It feels like it’s jumping in my chest. When she’s done with one, she usually moves on to the next: me. I hold my breath, flatten my body, work my fingers. Please no, please no. I look at the flowery patterns on the wallpaper: faded blue flowers, all tightly packed together in repeating swirls. They make me dizzy. I count one, two, three, four flowers, in little groups of four, with tight little leaves. One, two, three, four. Suddenly a dark shape appears around the partition end – there’s a gap between it and the door and I gulp in air as I tense.


‘What are you still doing awake, you little bitch?’ She moves towards me, and I make out tight, grey wavy hair in the gloom; a sharp nose, beady eyes, a pursed mouth. There’s a whiff of vinegar and coal tar soap. She scares me stiff. I’m not breathing, not moving. I’m a board. She’s like the demented wicked queen in that film. For a moment I freeze. I’m expecting the hand across the face, and I don’t want one. I can hear William moaning next door still, and I know it winds her up. So I’m good. Very good. I blink at her over the top of the thin, rough grey blanket and try to look angelic and appealing. Trying to be small. I can’t speak. I’m too scared. I stay still, hardly breathing, flatter by the minute: disappearing into the lumpy mattress. Or so I hope.


Suddenly she is looming over me, thin and beaky, like a pecking bird – her nasty breath on my face, intense and terrifying. There’s something in her huge hand. I look at her bushy eyebrows; white and brown spiky slugs. ‘Sit up!’ she barks, yanking me upright. Suddenly her hand is at my mouth, trying to push something in – it’s like a large green jelly bean. She forces it into my mouth: ‘Swallow.’ I can’t. I feel a big dry finger push something through my lips. I half choke. ‘C’mon, swallow.’ Her other hand goes into her floral pinny pocket and produces a brown bottle – I recognise the cough medicine. She rips the top off. ‘Drink. Wash it down.’


I know better than to resist. She often gives me her ‘special’ medicine. I don’t like it; I hate the taste, and it makes me feel weird, but I have no choice. My mouth fills with the gloopy pungent pink stuff and I gag. The pill gets lodged; it’s like swallowing a pebble. Finally I manage to swallow it by staying calm and counting – fast: one, two, three, four; one, two, three, four. She doesn’t know I’m doing this, but her piercing eyes are on me and she is impatiently screwing the lid back on the bottle. I have to be good and keep calm.


‘Lie down, you little bitch.’


I slide down thankfully. I can still hear William, although he’s just murmuring now, behind the partition in his sodden smelly pyjamas.


Yank! I suddenly feel the white material strap going across my chest. Yank! She tightens it hard. Click. It’s like an iron bar across me. I can’t move. I can hardly breathe now, it’s so tight, but I know better than to complain. If I want to pee I won’t be able to get up, and I’ll just have to do it in my old stripy pyjamas and then spend the night lying in wet. I’m beginning to feel a sort of cotton wool feeling in my head and mouth as she moves towards the door of our room.


‘Now, I don’t want to hear a peep of out you,’ she spits towards me with eagle intensity. ‘Or you – d’y’hear?’ she snaps at William, who is now silent finally. I start counting again, looking at the blurry flowers on the wall. My fingers are trapped by my sides, going numb. I’m pinned to the bed. A strange heaviness comes over me and I’m soon totally gone, sucked into swirling, sickly blackness.
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This is my life. It has been my life for as long as I can remember. I’m about three or four years old (I don’t know exactly when my birthday is, as we never celebrate it. I’m told I was born in 1967, probably in June – it was called the summer of love.) I live in a place called Oxford, in a pleasant-looking house with a garden on the edge of town, near where they make cars, with an orchard out the back. It sounds lovely. In fact, from the outside, it looks lovely – neat and tidy with a little gravel drive. You would never know from looking at the outside what horrible things go on inside. It looks just like the other houses – ordinary, homely and suburban. Yet behind the neat net curtains the life going on in that house – my life – is absolute hell. William’s life is also hell. Actually, his is worse. It’s been hell for as long as I can remember.


My ‘mother’ is called Barbara. She is not my ‘real’ mother, as I was adopted in 1968. Barbara says I was fostered by her and Ian (her husband) when I was just six weeks old. She tells me my real mother threw me away, so she kindly took me in and I should be very grateful. She already had my adopted brother, William, who was also unwanted. ‘Mum’ tells us we are both very lucky to be with them, the Taylors, as most people wouldn’t take in scruffy unwanted children like us. She tells us we have chips on our shoulders, like all thrown away children. I look at my shoulders sometimes, trying to see the chips – does she mean potato chips? I am confused. Often. But I know better than to answer back or question anything because Barbara, or ‘Mum’, is not to be crossed. Ever. She rules our house with an iron fist in an iron glove.


Ian, or ‘Dad’, as we call him, is a quiet, shy man and is like a shadow in the background who says and does very little. He seems to obey Barbara totally. We are big trouble. A lot of work. We make her life hell. She tells us this over and over. Of course, what we don’t know at the time, and are not to know until a lot later, is that when the Taylors took me in they were already under investigation by the authorities for child cruelty to William, who had been there for two years.


Barbara liked to apply tough discipline. Very tough. William often had black bruises on his face and body, and cuts and weals on his arms, legs and back. It seems that several neighbours reported this to the local authority, but in 1968 there was a shortage of places for children like us. And there were lots of unwanted children. I just thought it was normal to be whacked, slapped and kicked. But we knew we were lucky that Barbara and Ian had found it in their hearts to take in such unwanted, unattractive and unloveable children as us.


Ian worked as an engineer in a local firm, and was good with his hands. However, he didn’t have many words and he seldom stood up to Barbara, although the house belonged to his family and he’d actually lived there all his life. Apparently Ian wasn’t the marrying kind, was nearly forty, and his family worried about him still being single. When a friend said they knew just the woman for him – Barbara – he was pushed into courting her.


Barbara was also a late starter, and had been a nanny to a local well-to-do family (although she had been brought up in a real old-fashioned workhouse and a convent in London). She had a big family from whom she was now largely estranged. As Ian’s family had felt it was time for him to ‘settle down’, being almost middle-aged and still living at home, he thought, Why not? After all, Barbara was seemingly good with children and a housekeeper to boot. It seemed to make sense and was very convenient all round. Once married, in 1960, they decided to try for a child themselves but soon gave up. Either Barbara was too old (she too was nearing forty) or Ian wasn’t that interested in having a family – or wasn’t quite sure of himself with women.


Whatever, they soon settled into a kind of regular married life. Barbara then started fostering ‘unwanted’ children to boost their meagre income and to put into practice the no-nonsense nannying skills she had learnt working for middle-class families earlier in her life. She was paid a fairly good weekly amount per child, which was important to Barbara, as she felt she needed to earn her own money. But she was definitely no jolly Mary Poppins, coming herself from the school of hard knocks.


Interestingly, while the newly married couple tried (a bit faint-heartedly) for their own child, Barbara was bored, needed some cash, and decided to do some local childcare. At first she took in a couple of neighbours’ children after school for tea for an hour or two. Then she befriended a recently widowed man, Sid, who lived at the end of the road. Barbara had walked her dog regularly with Sid’s late wife, Minnie, who had died very suddenly from breast cancer. Sid and Minnie had a six-year-old son, Kevin, and the problem was that Sid was a long-distance lorry driver, not only going off all over the UK, but also to the Continent. His round trips could take up to a week, or even two or three, and Sid was wedded to life on the road. He had no other relatives, and had considered putting Kevin into care.


Barbara came to a casual arrangement with Sid that she and Ian would take Kevin in as a paying guest while his father was on the road. Barbara liked having a project and tried hard to be a proper mum to Kevin, who was very upset at recently losing his own mother, and angry at his dad for being away most of the time. She also wanted to impress Ian that she could be a good mother while they tried for their own baby.


Barbara’s own start in life had been tough, and she hadn’t had good parenting, but she wanted to help Kevin settle in (and she wanted her own cash). After a while it became clear that when Sid came back from a trip he was always exhausted and needed to sleep. Then, in less than forty-eight hours, he would go off again, and gradually Kevin just slipped into being a permanent member of the Taylor household. Ian just accepted it and got on with his job; he did anything to keep Barbara quiet. When she wanted something she had to have it – and Ian just wanted to keep the peace.


The deal was that Sid would pass Barbara a wedge of cash when he came back from his trips, so Kevin moved into the spare room. After nearly a year, Barbara felt she had got the hang of Kevin – she treated him as well as possible, as if he were her own – and then thought she could up her income by fostering more children with the local authority. At the time there was a glut of unwanted children on the council’s books, due to it being the ‘swinging sixties’, so Barbara and Ian took in little William. To the local authority, Barbara just pretended Kevin was theirs; it was easier that way, and nobody checked. Sid was largely out of the picture by then, and only popped in ‘like an uncle’ from time to time when he was back. His visits were always brief, and always upset Kevin, who would get very angry afterwards. He gradually stopped popping in and Kevin was fully absorbed into the Taylors.


When William arrived he was a very troubled child, as he had already been handed round several different pairs of foster parents, some of whom had been too tough. He was two, and Barbara found him challenging from the start. She felt William needed a lot of disciplining (unlike her attitude towards Kevin, which was far softer). She took all her bottled-up anger and frustration out on him, while being ultra-understanding with Kevin, who was often quite provocative. Then, less than a year later, Barbara and Ian were allowed to add me, Louise, a little baby, to her growing family of unwanteds.


Her own baby never appeared, and Barbara was bitter by then that she was probably too old to have a child herself. But she developed an unhealthy split attitude towards her strange brood: she felt sorry for Kevin, and treated him like a little prince; but thought she had to be tough towards William and me, as we were proper unwanteds. Kevin had lost his mum but we were cast-offs. She seemed to worship Kevin, who was a muscly, tough little six-year-old, a bit of a lad. But she mistrusted William and me and disliked us from the start, calling us ‘scum’.


For Kevin, nothing was too much trouble. He was cock of the roost when I came on the scene: he always got what he wanted, when he wanted it. In fact, he had the run of the house, being given the biggest bedroom after the master bedroom, with loads of toys and new clothes, paid for by Sid, who seemed relieved to get the lad off his hands. Ian, however, did not seem very interested in Kevin, and spent a lot of time at work or in his shed or watching TV – he generally kept himself apart from things. He definitely wasn’t cut out for parenthood. He was like a ghostly shadow in our house. Sometimes it felt like Barbara was married to Kevin rather than Ian.


Another strange thing: our kitchen had padlocks on the cupboards, with a big chain through them, but Kevin had a key and he could unlock and eat food whenever he wanted to. Not like me or William. We had to eat what we were given, when we were given it. Kevin would go into the ‘best’ front room (which we weren’t allowed into) with its magnolia walls and dark, red velvet curtains, and watch TV, eating cereal out of a bowl. Sometimes two bowls, full to the brim. But we weren’t allowed to do that. William and I would peek in through the crack in the door, starving hungry and jealous, watching Kevin silently, holding our breath. We would look at each other and nod – sometimes holding hands. We always had to be quiet in case we got into trouble. I knew this from a very early age. As early as I could remember I had to be silent. Be good. Be quiet. Disappear into the cracks in the walls, the lino, the floorboards. Behave. Behave. Behave. But Kevin could be loud, raucous, noisy, galumphing, even violent, and that was fine. He could kick a ball around in the back garden or shout or stomp about and Barbara was fine with that. She’d even laugh. She’d look at him fondly, like she was thinking, My boy – although he wasn’t ‘her boy,’ but she sort of pretended like he was. She never said ‘my girl’ or ‘my boy’ to me and William – it was always ‘little bitch’ or ‘little bastard’. It also wasn’t fair he had new clothes (ours were second hand); he went to school (we often didn’t). He didn’t have to do chores (we did loads of housework). If he was her prince, we were her paupers.


Barbara was always nice to him, as she wanted to keep in with Sid, who handed over the cash, but horrible to us, who didn’t have a parent between us to keep a check on things. She didn’t hit Kevin or say rude words to him. She would stroke his hair, smile at him. Sometimes they would cuddle or even play-fight or wrestle on the carpet. They would laugh and roll about together on the floor. We would stand back in the doorway and watch. If she saw us, she’d snap, ‘What are you looking at, you little bastards?’ and we’d quietly slink away.


Barbara often seemed very nice to people outside of the house – people she met on the street or who came to the door, like the postman – and when she turned on the charm she was altogether unrecognisable, but to William and me she was harsh all the time. If I was out at the shop I would hear her telling a story about someone who did something terrible to a child and she would shake her head and tut-tut. I would stand there and think, But you do that to me. You treat us like that. But I knew better than to say anything. She would hold me hard, with her scrawny fingers digging into my shoulder or wrapped round my arm so tight there would be red fingermarks afterwards. So I would stand there, silently counting: one, two, three, four, pressing my fingers together. Both William and I knew better than to say anything – it wasn’t our place to speak. We would look at each other and wink because we knew she was horrible; it was our secret.


Another strange thing I remember from my earliest days with the Taylors is learning to sit on my potty. I must have been about two or three and, as I peed, I felt this terrible burning on my bottom, like it was on fire; as the water rose up and touched me it burned my private bits. I screamed out and tried to stand up. Barbara appeared and pushed me back down on the potty: ‘Stay there, you stupid bitch.’ Tears were streaming down my face as my thighs and bottom and where I weed were burning with unbelievable pain. I would fear doing a big wee or poo, which made the water rise up. I would tense up, but still she pressed me down on the pink plastic potty, a fierce, grim look on her face: ‘Don’t you dare move.’ Afterwards I’d have large blisters that turned into red sores everywhere, which were painful and running. I would have to sit on the potty for ages, blistered and burning, but after a while I wouldn’t cry. I wouldn’t be allowed. In any case, there wasn’t any point.


Later Barbara would take me to the doctor and shake her head, saying she had ‘no idea how I’d got them’. The doctor would look at me with a hard stare, but I would say nothing. I would look at my shoes – the second-hand blue Clarks ones with a T-bar strap. I knew better than to speak. He would put ointment and bandages on my sores, and I still wouldn’t cry, but I would fear weeing or pooing for ages after that.


I later saw a big blue bottle of Domestos bleach near the potty. Somehow it got in the potty and I think it was Barbara who put it in. I don’t know why. She did this several times, to both William and me, to ‘teach us a lesson’, but we never said a word to anybody. We didn’t understand. We would give each other our special look – we knew what the other was going through. Didn’t she want us to learn to use the potty? It was all very confusing.


Sometimes Kevin would watch and snigger from the doorway, making ‘ha ha, glad it’s you not me’ faces and looking very smug to see me in terrible pain.


Barbara could flip. She could seem normal one minute, almost pleasant, and then she would turn. Her pointed face would harden, her eyes would narrow, her lips would purse, and then we’d know we were in for it. A sort of mist would come over her eyes, and I’d feel scared. She would seem remote, dangerous, and I would know to keep quiet. I learnt to please and appease, to be a ‘good girl’ and live a double life right from the start. If the mist was upon her, and her eyes went funny, she would suddenly grab me and put a chair by the sink.


‘Climb it,’ she would command. I would inevitably be barefoot and I’d do as I was told. ‘Feet in the sink,’ she’d bark. I’d know what was coming. I’d hear the kettle bubble and click off.


As the boiling water hit my small feet I would scream, then hold my breath, not wanting to anger her. Instinctively I’d pull my legs back but she’d force them back down.


‘Sit. Don’t make such a bloody fuss.’


Sometimes she would refill the kettle, boil it again and pour it over my already blistered feet and legs. If I tried to move she would slap my legs until they bled, while holding me down hard with the other hand. I was powerless to get away, so I had to get away in my head – I would go to my special ‘Louise place’: a cool, calm zone where it was quiet. Sometimes I would gaze at something: a picture on the wall or the garden through the window – it helped to focus on nice things like trees and flowers. Looking at nature helped me breathe. Then I would start counting. Or I’d look at the room and count round things: the edges of the bread bin, the sides of the doorway, the table legs: one, two, three, four. Sometimes, to finish things off, she would get a wooden pole, like a bamboo stick, that she kept handy in the kitchen, and rub my blisters so they were red and bleeding.


By now I was hurting so much I was numb. I couldn’t feel any more, or cry. I would sit there, taking it. Waiting for it to end. Only later, in bed, would I feel the searing, stinging pain in my feet and legs and be quiet as a mouse, alongside my equally battered adopted brother. I would hear Ian come in the house and knew he had no idea what had gone on. Or if he did he didn’t seem to care, as he never came up to see us, despite my willing him to. William and I would lie there silently or just moaning, side by side, divided by a screen, strapped in and drugged: our life, behind the neat net curtains, was our nasty little secret. It was living hell.
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Starving the Devil’s Child


‘You’re the devil’s child,’ Barbara would spit at me as often as she could. ‘You’re a little bastard born out of wedlock’ and ‘You’ve had a touch of the tar brush.’ This was to shame me, as I understood these things were bad. Very bad. She disliked me a lot because of them. My hair was dark and silky, my skin was olive and went nut brown in the sun, unlike Barbara, whose hair was wavy, iron grey, and whose skin was pallid and yellowy. I didn’t understand about the tar brush; to me brushes were for hair or for painting or for me to sweep up with downstairs.


Barbara said my first foster home hadn’t worked out. They hadn’t wanted the likes of me, so I’d been left in my pram all day, with a bottle propped up on a towel just out of reach. I didn’t thrive. I wasn’t held or cuddled, so I cried and cried and cried and the foster parents soon gave me back. They went on holiday and I went to another foster family, who only wanted a baby less than one month old, and I was now six months, so I was given back again. Then I was passed on at nine months, like an unclaimed parcel, to the Taylors, the next fosterers on the list and whose home I was now living in. They already had Kevin (then six) and William (two) and wanted a baby girl. But all was not right from the start.


‘I cannot bear to look at your horrible cold blue eyes,’ Barbara would snarl at me. ‘They’re horrible devil eyes, staring right up at me.’


At the age of three or four I would sometimes tiptoe to the bathroom and peek at my eyes in the mirror. Devil eyes? What were devil eyes? Instead I saw bright-blue eyes, like little blue buttons; like the blue flowers in the garden with the black centres. My favourites. Barbara didn’t like to look in them, or hold me, or cuddle me. She seemed to hate me all the time. She never showed me or William any love, affection or care. She only seemed to want to punish us, so she must have been right. I must be the ‘devil’s child’ after all.


In fact, William and I lived a different life from Barbara, Ian and Kevin. We were not allowed to eat when they ate or what they ate and we couldn’t sit with them. The kitchen belonged to Barbara and had a door that led onto the garden. It had brown walls and cupboards, a cooker, a fridge, a sink with a drainer and a small plastic table and chairs. The cupboards had big locks with chains running through them and only Barbara and ‘the family’ could open them. This didn’t mean William or me. We weren’t allowed to help ourselves to anything; we had to wait and eat what we were given. We were not allowed to complain, or ask. The kitchen never really smelt of food cooking, but of cat food, bleach and vegetables; everything was hidden away. There was no fruit on the table, no bread on the side – everything was out of sight.


At breakfast time, William and I had to sit still at a tiny kiddie table with two baby chairs, and we were given a small bowl of Ready Brek. It was often cold and a bit lumpy. We ate it very fast and were always hungry afterwards, watching as Kevin had toast and jam. I wanted toast and jam, too, but I learnt not to ask or make a sound. Once I said, ‘I want some,’ but Barbara’s face clouded over and I would feel scared and she would lash out and whack me across the face.


‘I want doesn’t get.’ Slap. I was used to this by now. She would casually slap and whack us round the head or across the face as she passed. Her hand was big and hard and it hurt. But I didn’t cry. One of Barbara’s favourite weapons was her rolled-up newspaper, which she kept in the kitchen. When we were watching Kevin eat, almost drooling, she’d whack us across the head, shoulders or back.


‘Sit up straight,’ she’d bark. We would sit up straight and watch Kevin eating his toast and jam with relish, spooning on more jam just to show us he could. We said not a word – hating him and fearing Barbara. Kevin would chew on his toast and smile, smug and safe, helping himself to more, triumphant. Meanwhile, Barbara would tell us we were illegitimate and bad or stupid and, with each word, she would swipe us with the newspaper. ‘Bad.’ Whack! ‘Stupid.’ Thwack! ‘Bastards.’ Whack! Each word would be emphasised with a blow from the rolled-up newspaper across the shoulders, legs, arms, bottom, back.


Sometimes she lost her temper so much she forgot to be careful, and I watched her slap William so hard across the face that he fell off his chair. I would wince. He would get kicked, punched, shoved and pushed while I held my breath. I felt, ‘Poor William,’ but I knew she would turn on me just as quickly, so I would be nice, obedient, silent. Even so, I did get whacked with the paper while being hungry, hungry, hungry all the time. If I cried, she’d say, ‘Look at you, you bloody baby, it’s only a newspaper.’ I knew there would be no sympathy if she really hurt us, so I learnt to shut up. I learnt to shut down – to go to the Louise place in my head. One, two, three, four.
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Both William and I were underweight for our ages, and had been in hospital a few times for not growing properly. ‘You’re just backward little bastards,’ Barbara would say. Indeed, I hadn’t sat up until fourteen months, as I had been lying in my cot all day. And I didn’t take my first steps until I was two years old. ‘You’re stupid, that’s why,’ Barbara would spit. ‘Just like that little bugger,’ meaning William.


After our small breakfast, which never changed, we never had any food in the day, no snacks or anything like that. But we would see the family go in and eat together round the table at dinnertime. William and I weren’t included, so we had to lump it. Our tummies hurt and gurgled with pain. Hungry, hungry, hungry all the time. We would sit on the hard ground in the garden, poking in the earth with a stick, or just sitting and listening to them eating indoors. We could hear the clatter of pans and plates. By teatime we were utterly starving, almost too hungry to eat. We were called in at about five o’clock and would be given the same meal every single day, come rain or shine.


On two baby plates (like dolly plates) Barbara would count out five raisins, then put a dot of salad cream, half a tomato, a handful of crisps, and half a piece of Mother’s Pride white bread and butter. That was it: tea. We would gobble it down and have to sit up straight. Meanwhile, Kevin and the family would eat something like chops, potatoes and peas (after we were done), pie and mash or fish and chips. My stomach would feel growly with hunger, a gnawing, uncomfortable feeling. Sometimes I pressed my knee against William’s for comfort. I would long for the chops, potatoes and peas, but I would know better than to ask.


Sometimes after tea, and while they were eating, we would wander into the garden and go into the big wooden shed. It was usually locked, but sometimes Ian left it open. I would reach up on tiptoes, push the metal latch and, holding my breath, lift it. Then we would creep in. It was dark and smelt of soil, damp and chemicals, and in the corner was a big brown sack of birdseed. This was what we were after. The first time we saw it William and I looked at each other, silently thinking. I held my breath, really afraid. He was smaller than me, even though he was two years older. He had cuts and bruises all over, almost permanently, and he had brown eyes, freckles and ginger hair, which stuck up like a brush. He moved over to the sack, opened the top and put his hand in, pulling out a handful of seed. He buried his face in it and started eating. I did the same.


It was crunchy, nutty, dry and hard to swallow. It stuck to the roof of my mouth, as it was so gritty, but after a few handfuls the gnawing pain in my tummy eased. We sat on the floor, looking at each other in our secret game, eating the seed in silence, peeking up and down again warily like animals, listening out for movements in the kitchen, which was just up the concrete garden path. There’d be hell to pay if she found out. Then, without a word, William got up and carefully folded the bag top over, so it looked the same as before. I carefully brushed the seeds that had fallen on the ground to the edges of the shed and spread them out. No one would ever know. Ian wouldn’t notice, or even care particularly. It was Barbara we were terrified of. And Kevin, her sidekick – he would tell on us if he saw us or suspected anything. Silently we tiptoed to the door, lifted the latch while holding our breath, peeked out to see if it was safe, and then slipped out into the daylight as if nothing had ever happened. It was war, and these were our guerrilla tactics to survive.
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Scavenging and stealth became the name of the game. I got to be an expert at covering my tracks. The kitchen had a small open larder at the back, which was cool and dark with a dank smell, and there were some packets and tins in there and shelves with things on. One day I was starving and crept in when Barbara was right down the bottom of the garden. I found a packet of Complan, her favourite night drink, and I opened it very quietly and carefully, holding my breath. I pricked up my ears and waited to hear Barbara’s footsteps or biting bark, but meanwhile quickly licked my index finger and dipped it in the box. Quick as a flash I licked my dusty finger and it was malty and sweet tasting, so I dipped and licked, dipped and licked a few times and then, getting scared, shook the box, smoothed all the powder down, closed it carefully and put it back exactly where it had been. I crept out of the larder, hardly breathing, just as I saw Barbara striding up the garden path. I licked my lips carefully, checking for evidence. Phew. None. She was now in the doorway staring at me suspiciously.


‘What are you doing in here? Go outside this instant.’ At this I smiled my sweetest, most innocent smile.


‘Yes, Mum,’ I said, and went off down the garden, satisfied. She sensed something was up but I played very innocent.


Another time, Barbara was not at home and Ian had left the butter dish out on the kitchen table. I spied it from the garden through the open door. I tiptoed in and lifted the blue-and-white striped lid – and there was a golden ocean of butter, all soft and shiny. So inviting. I listened carefully. No one was around. I seized my moment and my index finger, my dipper, was licked and in the butter. I quickly scooped out one, two, three fingers full of wonderful, buttery, yellow heaven. And then I stopped. I wouldn’t go too far. I’d get found out. So I smoothed it all over. Sculpted it. Made it look perfect. Swallowed. Put the lid on carefully, exactly as it was. Checked my finger for yellowy traces. Not breathing, listening out, I returned to the garden, to exactly where I was before. I was waiting for the swipe of the newspaper, the back of the hand, the shriek of Barbara’s sharp cuss. None came. Luckily she was still out, although I always felt that she would somehow be watching or would know.


‘I’ve eyes in the back of my head,’ she would tell us. ‘Don’t think you can get away with anything with me.’ But today I had done it. My tummy was happy. My ears and eyes were pricked for any reactions, but this time none came. It was my buttery secret, and I had got away with it. Phew.


My trips to the larder became a way of life, of staying alive. I got very good at being stealthy, quiet and scavenging without leaving a trace. Sometimes there was a new loaf of bread – a wonderful sight and smell – and I developed a way of digging in my fingers, lifting up the crust, pulling out some dough, like a soft white ball of heaven, and stuffing it in my mouth. As I was chewing and savouring I would fold the crust back down and press it carefully to cover my tracks. From the outside it looked completely untouched while I would slink out of the larder swallowing a mouthful of wonderful, melt-in-your-mouth soft bread. Sometimes there was a carton of St. Ivel Five Pints powdered milk, and if it had already been opened I would flip the corner, take a huge slug, swallow and swallow as fast as possible, fold it back and get out of the larder as soon as I could, wiping my mouth with the back of my hand to remove all traces.


I took increasing risks at the age of four and five, and got bolder as I went, but I wasn’t always successful. I found a way of sneaking some food from the larder into my knickers, into a pocket or hidden in my cuff, and then take it up to my room. I pulled a little hole in the mattress material underneath where I slept, and popped in there whatever I could scavenge. Sometimes it was a crust, or a biscuit or a bit of cheese. I would fold the material part over it, so it wasn’t visible from the outside. I felt I had my own little larder, my own private stash, which I could sneak out later and eat quickly when I was really desperate.


I got bolder and once or twice took small tins of baked beans and sweetcorn out of the larder and hid them in a children’s red cardboard suitcase that was in my room. One day Ian came in for a rare visit and he saw the tins out on the carpet.


‘Mummy will be cross,’ he said, looking pale and terrified himself. ‘Take them downstairs now, quickly, and she’ll never know. Quick!’ Without a word, I scrambled off the floor and slunk like a weasel down the stairs, into the larder and out again, having placed them back on the shelves exactly where I’d found them. My heart was pounding like a sledgehammer and my mouth was dry. That was close.


Then one day I became aware that Barbara was having a woman in the village round for coffee. This was very rare, as we seldom had people to the house. Peeking into the larder, I saw, gleaming on the middle shelf, a big packet of biscuits. Shiny purple paper, snazzy design: a packet of five – FIVE – Club biscuits. I couldn’t help myself: I took one out, slipped it up my sleeve and crept upstairs to my room. I hid it under the carpet beneath the bed, right at the corner. I held my breath. I imagined eating it later, sinking my teeth into what I knew was thick dark chocolate and biscuit. Mmmm, the very thought.


Then I heard her coming. Oh no! She’d found out. I could hear her taking the stairs two at a time, thumping the banisters as she went, and I was frozen to the floor. I watched her fling the door open and fly towards me like a demented monster. She bounded up to my face and bent over me, so close I could smell her sour breath, shouting, ‘You little thief, give me my biscuits NOW!’ I was terrified. She was almost drooling over me. I started crying uncontrollably. I pointed to the corner of the carpet. She lifted up the corner and picked up the biscuit, still wrapped in its shiny purple paper.


Barbara turned and slapped me with the full force of her right arm across the face, and I fell to the floor and hit my head. I lay there sobbing. She walked over to me and kicked my foot, then kicked my side, hissing, ‘Thieving little bitch,’ then stormed out of the room, biscuit in hand. I cried for some time. It felt like the end of the world. I wiped the back of my hand across my face, and then saw blood on my hand. It had a salty, dark, bitter taste. I looked at the ceiling and counted: one, two, three, four; one, two, three, four; one, two, three, four. Perhaps my luck had begun to run out, or maybe I’d got sloppy. I’d have to be more careful.
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On Sundays, Barbara did cook Sunday lunch, which usually turned out to be a difficult event. She didn’t like cooking and would complain loudly about it. She would bang and crash about in the kitchen. She said she was too hot, and would throw open the doors and windows and swear a lot. Barbara was angry about having to cook, angry with the oven, angry with the food and angry with us. ‘Get out from under my feet, you bastards,’ she’d shout, and we’d scuttle away.


Her anger included Ian, who was always turfed out of the kitchen. He usually spent Sunday morning cleaning out his work van, which sat on the drive. It was obvious he was staying out of her way. We all did. Ian kept a small Tupperware box in his van, which occasionally had biscuits in it: Garibaldi and Rich Tea. He often had the two front doors wide open, like widespread wings, while he cleaned it out. I would watch from the sidelines and, when he went to get something, I would dart to the Tupperware box and prise it open. If there were two or three biscuits in there, I would sneak one and quickly slip it in my pocket, then close the lid and slide the box back into its place. All before Ian came back, totally unaware.


The biscuit would burn a hole in my pocket. I would put my hand in and then bring my fingers up to my nose and smell that warm, biscuity smell. I relished when I would be able to crumble a bit off and slip it in my mouth, even just the crumbs were marvellous things to melt on the tongue. When dinner was ready, Barbara would shout at us to get Ian: ‘Tell Daddy dinner’s ready.’


We would run to the drive and tell him, and he would say, ‘Oh, ready? Now?’ He didn’t look that keen. We would look panicked, William and I, as we knew he had to come instantly to appease Barbara. We would give each other a look. I would go back and very quickly get some cutlery and plates out and put them on the big kitchen table – big plates for them; side plates for us on the little kiddie table. We would have tiny bits of roast, like a doll’s meal, while they had a whole plateful and seconds. Kevin would look very smug as he ate to his heart’s content. He’d taunt us whenever he could.


Then one day I was in the garden, down by the big brown shed with the birdseed, which was now locked more often than not. The day we first got the birdseed (and subsequent days) had been unusual, since then a huge new shiny padlock had now appeared. Maybe Barbara had found traces of the seed; we didn’t know. We didn’t talk about it. It was all done in silence with looks, nods and gestures.


This day I noticed the padlock was open and I was starving. It was afternoon time and ages till we would get our meagre tea. Barbara would make jam and mincemeat in the autumn and put it in labelled jars on high shelves. I got on an old wooden chair and found a jar of mincemeat, which had already been opened. I got my dipper out and plunged it into the sweet, strong-smelling goo. Once covered, I shoved it in my mouth and – Oh heaven – the fruity, tangy taste was utterly wonderful. I was just swallowing when I became aware of a change in the light and a grating noise. I swung round, terrified: Barbara was standing behind me, her face red with fury.


In two strides she was across the floor. She grabbed my arm, pulled the jar from my other hand and put it back on a high shelf.


‘You nasty little thief,’ she was spitting, incandescent, as she dragged me hard and fast off the chair and into the garden, pushing me down the end of the footpath. She dragged me along on my knees and by my arm, yanking it overhead. I fell forwards into the flowerbed, full of roses and dahlias, and she kicked me in the side with her brown lace-up shoe.


‘You little bitch,’ she snarled, and with that she pushed my head face down into the earth. ‘Eat dirt, go on, you little thief.’ I was shaking uncontrollably now and crying, but she stood astride me, with me hunched on my knees in the flowerbed, face down. ‘Eat dirt!’ she screamed. So I put my hand in the earth, scraped some out and raised it to my mouth. ‘Go on, then. Eat if you’re that hungry.’


I licked a bit of dirt from my hand; it was gritty and disgusting. She pushed her foot into my side again and kicked. Suddenly she pulled my hair and yanked my head backwards. She bent her red face over mine and spat: ‘Louise, I said EAT, you little bitch. That’ll teach you never to steal again, you horrible little girl.’


She made me dig my hand in the dirt and eat a whole load, and as I ate I cried and cried and it dribbled out of my mouth and down my chin and onto my blue gingham summer dress, making everything a dirty mess. It was then that I saw I was also eating cat poo, little sausages of white stuff mixed in the dirt. I fell on my face and sicked it all up, all the dirt, the poo, the mincemeat. Barbara stalked away shouting, ‘One day you’ll learn that you can’t do as you please.’ I sat, sobbing, my hands on my knees, a total mess.


‘Louise,’ she barked from down the garden, now by the chicken run. We had about six chickens in a coop behind chicken wire alongside the back of the house. ‘Come and help, you lazy little bitch.’


I got to my feet, stunned, and stumbled up the garden. My side really hurt and I was covered in sick, dirt and dribble. I was still sobbing quietly, but I knew better than to show any more feelings, so I tried to stop myself. I started counting as I walked. Counting, counting, counting. Barbara pointed to big sacks that the hen straw had to go in once they had used it, and I had to hold them open while she forked mess and straw into them. She said not a word to me the whole while, and I just tried to calm myself down, thinking I really had to be more careful in future or I wouldn’t survive.
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Caravan Saviours


The back garden was big, with a chicken run on the left with a long wire fence and, next to that, right at the bottom, an orchard with old apple, pear and plum trees. At the end of the orchard was a piece of land that served as a small traveller site, with a few cream and blue caravans on it, occupied by a mixture of Polish and Irish people. William and I often wandered through the garden, past the shed with the birdseed and mincemeat, past the greenhouse, and then into the orchard beyond. We would stand by a leafy apple tree and watch the travellers: the women had colourful headscarves and aprons, full skirts and crinkled white shirts and looked very old. We crept through the orchard hedge up to the long, cream caravans and were fascinated by their dinky net curtains and plastic flowers. Everything looked very neat and tidy inside.


In one caravan lived an old, thin couple we called ‘the robot’ and ‘the witch’ – it made us both giggle. There was another, smaller, pale-blue caravan, set to one side, which belonged to an older Irish man. We watched him come out of his caravan dressed in big brown trousers with braces, an old stripy shirt with no collar, with rolled-up sleeves and a flat cap. He had a crinkly kind face and white hair. He would come out and sit on the step of his caravan and roll up a cigarette and smoke. We would watch him sitting with his cigarette hanging out of his mouth. He’d wave to the Polish people and nod, or just watch the birds. William and I would watch him, half-hiding behind the apple trees. Then we would wander about, picking up fallen fruit and eating the sour flesh, avoiding the worms.


One day we were wandering around the caravans, looking for apples, and we got nearer to the Irishman’s blue caravan. We both crept along by the window, which was propped open, and were trying to peek inside when suddenly a hairy arm shot out. We jumped and froze. We were used to being scared and being shouted at, and we supposed we were about to get a beating. William and I were both shaking and wondering how to creep away but were staring at the disembodied arm hanging out the window. We realised there was a nice piece of crusty bread clasped in the strong fingers.


‘Take it!’ the Irishman whispered hoarsely out the window. William and I looked around, making sure the coast was clear. We didn’t want Barbara to find us; there’d be hell to pay. We looked at each other, then back at the hand, and then the crust. ‘C’mere wontcha. Take it,’ the voice repeated softly. We crept up to the hand like cats, and sniffed. Was it a trick? It smelt like bread. Real bread. Snatch! William grabbed it and broke it roughly in two and we dived into it. Oh, the taste! Yeasty, sweet, soft, divine. No bread had ever tasted anything like this. It was manna from heaven. The hand disappeared and reappeared with another slice, and that too we gobbled down as fast as we could. William and I stood riveted to the ground, amazed at our fortune, as the caravan door opened and out came the familiar figure of the Irishman. He went down a couple of steps and sat down. ‘Sean Brannon,’ he said warmly.


We just stood and looked at him, licking our lips, feeling our tummies filling – a warm, wonderful, comforting feeling. Sean smiled at us and sucked on his cigarette. We just stared at him and didn’t know what to say. Suddenly, afraid of being found out, we turned and ran away. I was scared there would be a terrible price to pay. What if he told Barbara? What if she saw any crumbs or noticed that we were happy? This was too good to be true. But in my heart I knew we would be back again, just as soon as the coast was clear.


After that we began to creep into the orchard and watch the caravans through the hedge even more closely. We would hang around Sean Brannon’s caravan and he would come out and always give us a snack with a kindly wink: some bread, some cake, some milk and biscuits. We were like little cats creeping around, scavenging, looking for whatever we could find to keep us going. The people in the caravans had very little, but what they had they shared with us. They were our saviours, and without them we would have starved. The Polish women began to hand us scraps of cake, pie and bread, too. We always wolfed down on the spot whatever we were given, looking over our shoulders like vigilant animals, waiting for a shout or curse from Barbara.
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